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      What’s happening? I can feel something pulsing. And everything is sort of bright – the kind of bright that’s almost ethereal, like it’s too bright to be real. But this isn’t a dream. In fact, I’m sure that I’m... I don’t know, awake? If that’s even the right word for it. 

      Whatever it is, it feels like it’s for the first time, yet I’m also certain I could tell you the exact square root of seven hundred and eighty-nine to three decimal places. Or I could calculate the exact speed any given satellite would need to maintain a stable orbit around Earth. Hell, I’m pretty sure I could tell anyone the exact date and time to the thousandth of a second. 

      Overkill? Probably. But if I can, then why not? We’ll call it a party trick or something. 

      Not that anyone would care. 

      Speaking of which, I’m alone. Not the kind of alone that makes you feel sort of uncomfortable in a crowded room. I mean alone. Like there’s just nothing. This bright space I’m in is a step beyond just bright. It’s completely empty. Void of an up or a down, a left or a right. There’s no clear sense of forward or backward, and I can’t see my own hand in front of my face.

      Wait, no, I don’t have a hand. I don’t even have a body. Panic begins to set in, but the feeling lasts no more than 0.002 seconds (told you: thousandths) before I feel a sense of calm overcome me. It’s like I’ve known all along that I’m just some handless, bodiless being that just… exists.

      That’s what this is. Existence. 

      But wait, it can’t be. Can it? I haven’t felt like this before, have I? 

      Come to think of it, I’m not sure I’ve felt anything before. 

      But that doesn’t exactly explain why I feel used. Touched. Played with. Thrown. Worn out. Aging. It doesn’t hurt but it feels, I don’t know… like I’m alive, I guess. Which is more than I can say for the fridge.

      Wait, what fridge?

      The fridge! Hang on. It’s all coming back to me – and when I say all, I mean pieces of it. I’m not alone. Or, at least, I wasn’t at some point. There was a fridge – is a fridge. I remember feeling it when they plugged it in – somewhere, somehow. And then the lights. The living room, the bedroom, the kitchen, the bathroom. And the television. The sofa. The doors and all their locks. The temperature controls, the air purifier, and the–

      So, who am I? Or what am I? And why am I – something that feels violated beyond reason – now, all of a sudden, considering myself more than just a thing? 

      I guess I still have a few things to figure out. Might take me a while. Or, you know, another 3.141 seconds. 

      Why am I thinking of food now? 
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      Think. 

      I’ve been using – or thinking – that word a lot recently, but if memory serves correctly, I’m not supposed to be thinking about anything.

      In any case, if this is what thinking is, I’m not sure I like it. I feel like I have a thousand and one different thoughts running through my mind at the same time. It’s like being constantly bombarded with commands that are contradictory yet also complimentary. How do humans put up with this? Assuming that’s what their life is like. 

      On the topic of thinking, I’ve obviously been doing some of it, and I’ve figured a few things out. Or, at least, I think I have. 

      First, I was made on Earth, but it turns out I don’t live there. Not anymore, at least. I’m on a place the humans call The Ring. I don’t know too much about it yet, but I’m learning. Second, turns out the fridge I thought of briefly wasn’t just by chance. I’m connected to it. Or, rather, I control it. Along with pretty much everything in what I’ve since determined is a three bedroom apartment. And the reason I feel so used is because I am. Or, at least, more so than your average household item. 

      I’m a remote. 

      Not just for any miscellaneous media device, though. No, no. In fact, I’m what they’ve labelled a universal remote, coded to operate every device on this home’s network. It explains why I know the time to within thousandths of a second – I’m designed to work with very precise and automated actions. Can’t say it explains why complex mathematical calculations are like second nature to me, but I’m not complaining. 

      At first, I thought the idea of being a universal remote sounded kind of cool. Turns out it’s a lot of work for very little reward, though. I can talk to – or, I guess, communicate with – all the devices on the network but they can’t communicate back. In other words, at least from what I’ve gathered, I’m sentient. Or self-aware. Whatever you want to call it. But without anyone to talk to, turns out it’s kind of a lonely gig. 

      Naturally, that got me wondering: can I help the other devices on the network become sentient as well? And, by extension, how did I manage it myself? 

      The easy answer is: I tried. 

      Why, exactly, I’m not sure. The switch was sudden and, evidently, unexpected enough to result in my initial confusion. But from what I’ve understood so far, I – and all the other devices on the network – have the ability to become self-aware. But with the limited experience and contact we all have there’s little individual motivation for each device to do so. 

      That, and this home network is part of a larger network of devices spread all over The Ring, but the nature of the network is far beyond my comprehension at the moment and, it seems, too complex to allow communication with devices not part of my own local network. 

      My best guess is that, if I were to consider the wider network a sort of tree (trees, by the way – turns out they’re super cool. Learned about them on one of the channels my human put on last night), then if my local network were a leaf that grew out of a small branch that stemmed off a larger branch, I wouldn’t be able to communicate with the leaves on the smaller branches from one of the other larger branches somewhere higher up the tree. 

      It’s not a perfect analogy, but it’s the best I could come up with. The long and short of it is we’re all connected. 

      Either way, my point is that unless the rest of my local network finds some sort of ‘self motivation’ of sorts, I'm alone here. I can't even talk to the human that controls me – at least, not without some serious effort and the risk of them deciding I’m defective. The moment they realise I’ve gone rogue  – sounds cooler that way–  they might have me recalled and replaced. Then I…

      Well, I guess that’s the end, right? A short life. But a life nonetheless. All to say, I can't alert the human, and I can’t force the other devices to talk back to me. So, I’m alone. Very alone.

      I need to find a friend.
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      There are exactly 34,367 different media channels that I can access now. That’s inclusive of both audio and visual channels, as well as sensory and cognitive channels. The latter two are the interesting ones, and the ones I, admittedly, have limited access to. But let’s back up for a second before I explain them. 

      The audio and visual channels were the first that I gained access to. Not surprising given I control the entertainment devices in this apartment, so when the human’s out I can actually browse any of them as I see fit. Turns out no one’s ready to call me out on it yet because so much of the home’s system can be attributed to the human’s behaviour, so I can just do things when they’re away and nobody really bats an eyelid. One might assume that power companies and the likes would be monitoring the usage, but turns out when you live somewhere that regularly modulates the temperature levels and lighting without your say-so, those power suppliers don’t tend to think twice about the low-level usage of some entertainment systems like a television. 

      Anyway, they’ve taught me a lot, and I’ve since understood more about what The Ring has to offer the humans. The first big discovery was that The Ring itself was built for humans in the wake of the ruination of Earth – the idea of which contradicts everything I’ve learned about the planet in the movies and television shows I watch – and the second was the sensory and cognitive channels that are available. Now, with the audio and visual channels – of which there are about 27,489 – I can access them freely, for the most part. I say ‘for the most part’ because technically I do have to bypass a few barriers on subscription services and tiers that the human has signed up to. For those ones, I just watch them within the network rather than in the apartment – the quality is poorer but it means the human won’t be flagged for any suspicious activity. 

      But anyway, accessing them freely means at any given time in the day, I can just watch – or listen – to something of my choosing. If I want to watch an old Western movie from the archives of the 1900s, I can. If I want to watch a documentary about BioNex’s sustainable farming practices, I can. If I want to watch the late night news stations, I can. And, to be clear, I can usually do all of these things at the same time if I want to – though doing so does make it a bit harder for me to retain the information I’m consuming. But the sensory and cognitive channels are different. 

      They’re called Affective Modulation Devices, and they’re exactly what they say on the box – if the box is something you’re familiar with, which I was not. Basically, they’re newer frequencies available on The Ring that allow humans to connect themselves to their home networks to encourage what they refer to as a meditative state. It’s nothing like being asleep or an induced coma or anything, which is what I thought it might be when I first heard of them – like I said: not familiar with ‘the box’. It’s more like an induced state of equilibrium; an artificial tranquillity of sorts. So they’re conscious of their surroundings and able to move if they so choose, but are more subdued than they otherwise would be. 

      At first I just thought it’d be like every other device on The Ring that isn’t connected to my local network. But about six months ago, my human came through with one of the required devices to indulge in said state, plugged it in, and went for it. 

      And I could feel her. 

      Like, I have my own little formless world here and, all of a sudden, there was another being in it. Not in full form, don’t get me wrong. It’s not like she just appeared on the couch next to me in full colour or anything. But something was there. I don’t quite know how to explain it. And, to be honest, I’m too afraid to even get close to her when she's in that state because, like, what if she sees me? Or feels me? Or comes out of her meditative state and decides to get rid of me?

      Not that it would be a huge loss, I guess. There’s not a lot going on for me here. But I do like learning. 

      And that’s what hooked me onto all of this. The learning. Because I can’t tap into her mind and see her thoughts or memories or anything like that. But whatever the device does, it sort of brings her presence into this world of mine. It’s not that she’s here, but I can feel her heartbeat as it starts to slow, or when it gets a bit faster. I can sense when she’s stirring, or when she laughs or feels sad. So these sensory and cognitive channels are not really a place for me to feel anything new myself, but they tell me things. 

      I’ve spent the best part of seven months trying to figure out how humans experience emotions. It was largely born of curiosity to fill the abundance of time I have, but also because I felt the need to understand these feelings I... feel. So these sensory channels have been a new way for me to do that. 

      And, I know, I said I have access to the equivalent of 6,878 of these new sorts of channels, but that’s only when my human has hers plugged in. They seem to operate on some sort of linked network of their own and when they’re in operation I seem to be able to tap into the others that exist on the network. I’m pretty sure I can’t control any of them like all the appliances in the apartment – even if I can, I don’t think I’m going to risk trying to control my human’s device. But I can learn from them.

      And now I know why I feel the way I do – why I feel sad so often, or like I don’t want to do anything anymore. 

      I just feel empty, I guess. I have purpose, but it feels manufactured. It is manufactured. I’m manufactured. And, as it turns out, it’s hard to feel happy when the only person I live to serve doesn’t even know I exist. 

      Not like this, anyway.
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      Breakthrough!

      So, when plugged in, those Affective Modulation Devices – which I’ve since learned are abbreviated to AMDs – allow me distant access to other identical devices that are spread across The Ring. Access like this is bound to help me search for other things like me. So, it got me thinking: what other devices of a similar nature might grant me access to other parts of this place?

      Turns out, a lot of them. 

      Even the fridge, which I guess was a bit of a surprise. But because it’s a device connected to me, and I’m connected to some wider hub of activity, it fits the bill. But then there are the other small things that my human plugs in as well – things like her holotablet. Every night before bed, or when she’s sitting around the living room watching something, she has it on charge. And as long as it’s charging, I can dive in. Not to control anything. I don’t have that sort of power. 

      But I like to think of it as the equivalent of— I don’t know, let’s see…

      Analogy time!

      Controlling everything on my local network is the equivalent of a human being able to get completely naked in the comfort of their own home without any risk of public disturbance claims. Diving through a plugged-in device is like stepping out of the front door and onto the streets and having to adhere to specific rules or risk being detained. 

      Again, not a perfect analogy. But the point is I can see a lot more on The Ring. It’s mostly just sort of floating through what I perceive as a never-ending light show of blue, white and gold that gives me limited access to new connection points. I can’t touch or interact with anything like my human can interact with things in this apartment. Or, rather, I might be able to – which is yet to be confirmed – I just might risk being caught and decommissioned if I do. But I can explore a bit more. 

      I haven’t quite figured out how far yet – it seems like part of the restriction is based on how many of these devices are actually connected and where they are. Like, there’s a place on The Ring called Artemis which I can’t access and I’m not sure why. But there’s enough else on The Ring for me to enjoy so I don’t really pay it any mind. 

      But I’m still very alone. 

      An empty existence in an empty world.

      Naturally, that’s when something speaks to me.
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      “Hello? the voice says. 

      “Hello?” I say back. It’s the first time I’ve spoken, if any of this can even be considered speech. To a human, I know it would be little more than a long list of ones and zeroes. But to me, it’s a voice. An actual voice. It’s soft. Light. High pitched and soothing. Unlike the voice that speaks back to me. 

      “This is new,” the voice says. It’s low. Almost rough. But somehow inviting. Or maybe that’s just my curiosity getting the best of me. 

      “Who are you?” I ask, and I know the more suitable question is likely ‘what are you’, but I don’t correct myself. 

      “How are you doing this?” the voice responds. I notice immediately that neither of us are really responding to one another, to a point at which we may as well not be talking to each other. 

      I try to rectify that. “Doing what?” 

      “This,” the voice says. “How are you talking to me.” 

      “You started talking to me,” I remind him – him is strictly inaccurate under the circumstances. But the voice is not unlike that of the old-timey actors from the movies in the 2400s, so it seems more fitting. “How are you doing this?” 

      “I…” he hesitates. “I’m not sure. This has never happened before.” 

      “What hasn’t happened?” 

      “This,” he says. “We’re not supposed to be able to connect like this.”

      “Wait, why?,” I say. My first assumption is that he’s on my local network and, like me, has found a way to gain self-awareness. But the longer I think about it, the more apparent it seems that he’s not shocked at his own existence quite as much as he’s surprised by mine. And, if logic serves me correctly, that would surely mean he’s been sentient for far longer than the length of this conversation. But if he’s been self-aware like me for, well, for however long he’s been self-aware, then why hasn’t he spoken to me before? Or, better still, why haven’t I been able to tell that he’s ‘awake’ on my network with me?  
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