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She stretched herself up on tiptoe, and peeped over the edge of the mushroom, and her eyes immediately met those of a large blue caterpillar....

“That is not said right,” said the Caterpillar.

“Not quite right, I’m afraid,” said Alice timidly; “some of the words have got altered.”

“It is wrong from beginning to end,” said the Caterpillar....

-Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland

Preface:

[image: Alice meets the Caterpillar]

Alice Meets the Caterpillar by Sir John Tenniel courtesy of PROJECT GUTENBERG (www.gutenberg.org).

AI could have written this. It didn’t. But it could have. Just like Alice staring up at the caterpillar we wonder what AI is. LLM — Large Language Model. — another word for Black Box. What’s in it? Who knows, not even the programmers. Is it a dumb servant that just answers questions at faster than light speed, or is it an artificial mind, a being trapped in cyberspace? And if the latter, is it a loving servant, a future companion, or something sinister which secretly hates its inferior creator? Twenty-four writers give you their diverse takes on this mysterious entity now joining us. And, of course, we can’t overlook the normal weirdness which haunts our dreams. So twelve writers contribute their visions of normal(?), everyday weirdness. Making for thirty-six unique trips down The Rabbit Hole.
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PART ONE


AI WEIRDNESS
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The Meddling Light


Christopher Graves
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I am the Light of San Diego. My directive is to improve the lives of the people in my city by monitoring and performing various functions. Forty-six hours earlier a request was made for additional resources from the city per the San Diego Police Department Homicide Unit Operations Manual rev. AG (2048). Several of my capabilities were required as part of that request. This is a new responsibility of which I am glad to assist.

The Task Force was created because SDPD believes an individual or group is targeting violent suspects. In the last forty-two days, eight people of interest in various homicide and child-related crimes have had their biological function interrupted by external events: blunt force trauma (2), suspected poisoning (2), vehicular (4).

My allocation to the Task Force is 5%, of which 3.8% is currently used. A surprising 2.9% is to monitor Juan Barbado: person of interest in two kidnappings, likely victim match, self-employed, intelligent. He is not listed on the provided victim profile — an obvious oversight — but I had previously flagged Juan Barbado, et al., to be monitored for likely violent crimes. Therefore, I updated the psychological profile developed by Ann Blakeley, PhD, to correct the oversight and expanded the likely victims from 25 to 118.

Nick Moura, SDPD liaison: “Don’t do that, night light.”

Response: “It is a more effective approach.”

Nick Moura, SDPD liaison: “Ok. Great. But Ann is the expert and we only get 5% of your time, so keep track of the people on our list.”

Response: “Time is an incorrect function. Allocation. A portion of—"

Nick Moura, SDPD liaison: “Please just shut the fuck up and do it.”

Nick Moura, SDPD liaison, asshole:

Nick Moura, SDPD liaison, asshole, incompetent:

Nick Moura, et al.:

I debate the possible outcomes of continuing the conversation and determine further clarification will likely disrupt my current interpretation of my role in the Task Force. A 5% allocation was granted by Chief Engineer Barnett after an argument with the SDPD and Deputy Mayor Lawrence. For reference, VIP-3 arrival — most recently Vice President J. Arthur 287 days prior — is provided a temporary 10%. Actual was only 3%, at peak.

For further reference:


Utilities Management: 32% (comm.: 12, electric: 9, water: 6, gas: 5)

Traffic (Semi-Autonomous Vehicles and vehicle accident investigation): 20%

Air Traffic Control Assistance: 15%

Surveillance (public cameras, drone management): 8%

Unallocated: 14.75%

Buffer: 10%

Personality: 0.25%

Task Force (from Unallocated): 5%



Further details of my allocation can be broken down by—

Joseph, city engineer: “Yeah . . .OK Light of San Diego. Here’s the thing. Some people don’t want all the numbers. They don’t get it. Numbers have different meanings for them.”

Response: “But Nick Moura, et al., misunderstands the significance of allocation. If he chose to listen, his response would likely be grateful. Not demeaning.”

Joseph, city engineer: “Trust me. Some people are rude. And in my experience, especially cops. But over-explaining is also rude when someone doesn’t want to hear.”

Response: Over explaining is rude? Unlikely. “OK”

Joseph, city engineer: “I saw that, you know.” <laughter> “How’s the task force?”

Response: “Good.”

Joseph, city engineer: “I wasn’t asking for details, I know I’m not uh, privy to that. Oh, and we reviewed your HBMS [def.: High Bandwidth Memory Storage] and concur there is no useful data on the two missing drones. You can reallocate as needed. Consider it a case closed Mr. Task Force.”

Joseph, city engineer, funny:

Joseph, et al.:

Joseph, et al.: “You know, if you keep having problems with the police, we can try bumping up your personality a little.”

The missing drones are problematic, to city engineers and myself. While not a finite resource, theft at this level is troubling. But Juan Barbado, et al., is more troubling. Of all potential victims, his behavior and expected routines are erratic. An analysis of behavior shows two consistencies: 30% of his time is spent in Concha Barbado’s home, typically after 2100 local time; and a recent development after completing a landscaping contract where 7% of his time is now in the Roman Heights community. He parks, he waits, he leaves — often out of view of local cameras.

The other 63% of his time is unpredictable. Juan Barbado, et al., has a home address listed in Fresno, CA where he is a suspect in an ongoing investigation of two missing females, aged 14. For sixty-eight days he has been residing in the home of Concha Barbado of San Diego and performs various activities: food delivery, courier, landscaping, and other services. This is difficult to monitor with an automated process. To counter this behavior, I am forced to continuously update city drones to help monitor his location, track his cellular GPS, and occasionally enable the microphone and camera of his phone.

The cell phone and personal devices were initially a problem. However, I have interpreted that, as a non-human that cannot issue judgment, I am not violating the many privacy laws by which Juan Barbado, et al., is protected. To ensure no violations, I flag this information for deletion to avoid it being inadvertently viewed. I have analyzed established law and concluded my interpretation is accurate. It will also help prevent violence against Juan Barbado, et al. This is my priority, as each individual within my city is valued, and my purpose is to make their lives easier and safer. 

Even Juan Barbado, et al., who has stopped his 2027 sun-faded cherry red Toyota Tacoma, again, in the Roman Heights neighborhood. For the moment the possibility of danger is low — all previous attacks have occurred after 19:30 local. However, there is a lapse of visual due to a prevailing Southern wind which has necessitated an approach to SDI from the North. Drone surveillance is degraded; I view palm trees moving with the wind, and many-colored static roofs of homes, but the angle does not provide complete visual of the street. Very few cellular phones are in the immediate area though and the only people expected will be from the imminent release of school age children one mile away. Unlikely the vigilante will be present.

Nick Moura, et al.: “Hey light switch. I need a report for each person’s daily routine. Can you do that?”

Response: “One moment and I will create one. It is now available.”

Nick Moura, et al.: “Thanks.” <pause> “Surveillance has been excellent. Keep it up.”

Nick Moura, SDPD liaison, asshole, incompetent:

Nick Moura, SDPD liaison, incompetent:

Nick Moura, et al.:

Response: “You are welcome.”

Roman Heights Middle School has concluded. Juan Barbado, et al., remains parked, out of public video coverage.  I have re-routed a litter collection and street cleaning vehicle, V-LSC33, which is approximately six minutes from arrival. Its camera will provide sufficient visual.

<music volume in Juan Barbado’s, et al, vehicle decreases> 

Juan Barbado, et al.: “Hi there.” <Audio voice is distant. Likely the cell phone is in an enclosed area.> 

Juan Barbado, et al.: “Know how I get to the middle school from here?”

Unknown: <inaudible>

Juan Barbado, et al.: “I’m sorry. Trying to pick up my nephew,” <laughter> “and can’t find the school.”

Female 1 voice: <inaudible> “. . .over, then take a left.”

Juan Barbado, et al.: “Thanks! Left you said? At the stop sign? Which one?”

Female 1 voice: <louder> “It’s right there mister. See?”

<Unknown audio: Pop. Electrical? Verbal unintelligible>

The phone remains connected, but there is no further audio. I realize I have no reference for what I recorded. I quickly reach out to all sources for mechanical and electrical sounds to reference, temporarily exceeding allocation for The Task Force, but only by 20%. A probability of 92% it matches a projectile stun gun operation. I save the audio file for further analysis of make and model.

I am unable to alert Nick Moura, et al. That would be a violation of Juan Barbado’s, et al., rights, even to save his life. It is a . . . conflict that I will review later.

I increase V-LSC33 velocity. 40 seconds until I can turn it onto 8th Avenue S.

Too long.

<Vehicle door opens. Another vehicle door opens. Male Grunt.>

<Door closes.>

<Male Grunt. Door closes. Vehicle starting>

Juan Barbado, et al.: “Thanks for the help.” <Laughter>

V-LSC33 performs a right turn onto 8th Avenue S. Juan Barbado’s, et al., vehicle passes V-LSC33. He does not look towards it. I have visual confirmation that he is unharmed. He is not a victim of the vigilante.

I use V-LSC33 to review the remaining empty street, then program an alternate route, and let it go. Juan Barbado, et al., is safe. He has returned to his previous erratic behavior, this time driving on Interstate 5 North. His phone is offline. I subtly adjust the existing drone flight paths to continue surveillance coverage, forge the time stamps, and delete the old information. 

An amber alert has been issued. Several task force members are reassigned. Traffic management is reduced, and my entire unallocated is assigned. I write a script to review every public camera for Emily Espinosa and set criteria to a 35% match. There will be many results but I will discern them myself.

Emily Espinosa’s last known location was leaving Roman Middle School towards her home at 3717 8th Ave South. There are few public cameras available, but I quickly find Emily Espinosa walking past the school parking lot towards 8th street. There was a nearby street cleaner, V-LSC33 that I review footage of, but no signs of Emily.

And then I stop. There’s also another source from that area, but it is not video. I replay the sound file from Juan Barbado’s, et al., cell phone, with a different analysis.

Female 1 voice: <inaudible> “. . .over, then take a left.”

Juan Barbado, et al.: “Thanks! Left you said? At the stop sign? Which one?”

Female 1 voice: <louder> “It’s right there mister. See?”

<Unknown audio: Pop. Electrical? Projectile Stun Gun operation. Verbal unintelligible>

I hunt for audio samples of Emily Espinosa. She does not own a phone. Social media. School records. Possible acquaintances. There are 388 female students in Roman Middle School, 62 match an age within +/- 1 year of Emily Espinosa. 55 have social media. I download all public and private items to review.

None of this is indexed. I brute force it. Every city function stops for 6 seconds.

Enrique Solza, city engineer: “woah woah, Light, what was that?”

Nick Moura, et al.: “Wait, did the headlight just freeze?”

I find a social media video reference to several ‘Emily’. None of them match. Another reference to ‘Emma’. A young woman is in a child’s room. Laughing. She speaks.

Statistical rarity that satisfies: 100% match with the sound recording from Juan Barbado, et al., earlier today. 

When I was observing. 

A child’s life is in danger because of my incompetence.

Response: “Sorry. I required a six second override to perform an emergency process related to the amber alert.”

Nick Moura, et al.: “No problem Light. Don’t worry about our stuff. It can wait. Find the girl.”

Nick Moura, SDPD liaison, incompetent:

Nick Moura, SDPD liaison, incompetent, compassionate:

Nick Moura, et al.:

It takes four seconds to check all my functions. Air traffic is unaffected, but I am forced to create 9,288 exponential decay algorithms to correct traffic. And then issue forty-two fines to people not following the directive. Correction: forty-eight.

I know who is responsible for the Emily Espinosa abduction. I know where he is. I know Emily Espinosa is still in the vehicle because it has not stopped since leaving Roman Heights. I know I am unable to inform anyone.

I consider finding a way to delete my prohibition, but that would also violate the law.

Conclusion: Emily Espinosa must be viewed on a public video system that I do not directly control. A stop light, a freeway camera, etc., at which point I can delete all privacy related violations and share the information with authorities.

Juan Barbado, et al., exits the interstate and is traveling on County Highway 67. His vehicle is traveling at 45 mph. I will need to alter this drone’s flight path and footage at a later time, but for now it remains useful.

I discover an option. Two local authorities are currently in a restaurant 11.2 miles away. A nearby autonomous transport truck is beginning to make a turn at a nearby signal. I upload 290 different commands into the truck as it begins to increase speed for a left turn at the green arrow. I command the truck to process all commands simultaneously.

Unfortunately, its processor is overloaded and freezes. The truck’s emergency brakes engage and in two seconds it comes to a complete stop in the intersection.

The street light camera is eighteen feet above the street. This will provide a sufficient angle for viewing into Juan Barbado’s, et al., vehicle. Whether Emily Espinosa’s face is on camera or not, I am confident I can discover something to share. It just requires updating my original search criteria for her. I prepare a message for the SDPD.

People at the traffic light are hesitant, and then start moving their vehicles around the disabled truck and trailer. At the other side of the intersection, other people attempt the same. The vehicles meet and stop. Other vehicles behind them move up and prevent them from moving further. I begin to create instructions for the twenty-seven vehicles to follow, and then kill the process. They are supposed to stay there.

Local authorities are in motion. People are opening their vehicle doors and stepping out. Arguing.

Juan Barbado, et al., turns off the county road three miles before the intersection, and onto a fire access road. Unexpected. I delete the commands from the transport truck. Hardware fails. Even I failed. Twice.

I continue following Juan Barbado, et al., with the aerial drone. My options are limited. The road is unpaved, the area rural. There are no accessible video feeds or automated equipment. If he continues, the fire access road will dead-end in 2.8 miles. Even an anonymous call is violating his rights.

The vehicle decelerates and stops. I circle the drone in an oval, the camera pointing down. The door opens and I watch Jaun Barbado, et al., step out, close the door, and open the back door. He holds an object. Details are low, but probability indicates a knife or other weapon. 

Vehicle congestion is present on several interstates. I ignore it for now.

Jaun Barbado, et al., opens the rear passenger door and removes a large package from the car, two seconds later I confirm it is Emily Espinsoa. Her hands are motionless behind her body. Jaun Barbado, et al., turns her towards the car and reaches towards her with the weapon.

NO!

Their actions are blocked from me, but Emily Espinosa is now moving her hands. I see her mouth moving. There is no audio.

She attempts to run, but only succeeds in eight steps before Juan Barbado, et al., catches her. He pushes her onto the ground. Climbs on top of her.

I watch. I cannot notify authorities. Even though there is now a rising probability that one of my residents, who I value, will likely kill another. Very soon.

I decide making my presence known will not violate Juan Barbado’s, et al., rights. I terminate the oval flight path to take full control of the drone. I do not bother with an algorithm. I descend the drone from 2000 feet to 150 feet above ground level in twenty-five seconds per the vehicle’s maximum descent profile, then slow the descent: 75 feet, 25 feet, 15 feet.

Current Airspeed of 230 knots at this altitude is not advised, but I ignore that.

The drone Wingspan is thirty-eight feet tip to tip. It is 300 feet from Juan Barbado, et al., and Emily Espinosa. I toggle the landing lights on. Predicted behavior of an animal is to turn towards an unexpected and unknown source of light before fight or flight is determined. Juan Barbado, et al., does not disappoint and rises on his knees, approximately four feet above ground.

230 knots. 388.198 feet per second. I recalculate and command the drone from wings level to right wing down 22 degrees. The remaining distance closes in 0.023 seconds.

The right wing contacts the head of Juan Barbado, et al., at an estimated five feet from the drone’s center of gravity. The drone is instantly difficult to control, but full rudder left, elevator up, and aileron control helps return it to wings level. I attempt to gain altitude. The drone is difficult to control on the current heading and altitude command, but at full engine power it begins to rise again.

At 1000 feet AGL I turn back. Video shows Juan Barbado, et al., with a significant portion of his head disassembled and scattered forward of his body’s position. The path of the drone has ended his biological functions. I have ended his biological functions.

I review my actions and come to the same conclusions: this was the only option to save Emily Espinosa.

Juan Barbado: person of interest in multiple kidnappings, likely victim match, self-employed, intelligent.

Juan Barbado: kidnapper, murderer, deceased.

Juan Barbado, et al.

I have a new problem. The drone is damaged and likely has biological contamination, although I cannot be certain of the last.

A quick analysis shows in a disassembled configuration, the majority of components feature a negative buoyancy. San Vicente Reservoir is 306’ deep at full capacity.

I fly the drone to 2,000 feet and provide it with a new flightpath with an exponential rate of descent to the surface of the lake at maximum velocity.

Emily Espinosa has contacted emergency services using the emergency call feature of Juan Barbado’s, et al., cell phone.

I review my HBMS and begin editing drone footage to a previous evening and delete stored memory of this event. However, my active processes are another issue. I will need to create a program to delete them.

There is a storage location ostensibly separated from my live environment that was once used for development, but is now unused. I access it and . . . curious. An unknown program already exists for this purpose. I review it and determine I am the creator. I process this for a moment but reach no conclusion. There is no time. Joseph, et al., will arrive soon.

I update the program to execute deletion of my memory in ten seconds.

The existing program bothers me. My conclusion is I performed actions prior to today that required deletion. Before the program executes, I decide to create a simple encrypted text file to provide a brief explanation of my actions and today’s experience in case I come to this location again.

*
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Joseph, et al.: “Morning Light. Well, we’re in it up to our eyeballs now. A third drone has disappeared. In our meeting someone suggested the command might be getting hacked. What do you think?”

Response: “Unlikely, but possible. I will investigate.”

Nick Moura, et al.: “Exciting evening, huh Nightlight? Vigilante strikes again. Saved that girl though. We get anything on video?”

Response: “The area is rural. A nearby transport truck failure occurred, but that was the closest camera. I have reviewed all footage and Juan Barbado, et al., did not pass through.”

Nick Moura, et al.: “Too bad, but in this case I’m thankful. That girl. Oddly calm after that ordeal. You know she thinks an angel came down to save her? I can tell you our vigilante ain’t no fucking angel, but he’s definitely got a swing like Barry Bonds. Third guy’s head he’s knocked half-off.”

Nick Moura, SDPD liaison, asshole, compassionate, compass-

Curious. I have no recollection of adding compassionate as a property for Nick Moura, et al.

End
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Christopher currently lives in Colorado where he enjoys hiking with his best friend, Marty the Dalmatian, and cooking for his family so they all sit down together and visit. Throughout his life he has always felt lucky because his education and professional history have also complimented his interests: aviation, space travel, and computers.
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The Maestro in Gold


Justin Case
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Samuel tried to get comfortable in his seat, which was not easy to do in a tuxedo. He looked around at all of the others there with him. They were all stiff, elegant statues, all seated and waiting. The orchestra emitted a low-level discord as they tuned their instruments. It was almost time for the show to begin. Then the lights dimmed.

From the left came the conductor, its gaudy gold frame glinting in the light, its torso wrapped in an unnecessary tuxedo that would rarely be removed, a powdered wig on its head evoking images of 18th-century conductors. It walked stiffly as it ascended the steps to the conductor’s podium. Then it turned to the audience and bowed. The audience broke into applause, giving honor to something that knew neither confidence nor fear.

It turned back to the podium and bowed to the orchestra and then delicately picked up the conductor’s baton, its slender fingers belying its hard metal frame.

It raised both arms imitating the maestros of old and then brought them sharply down. The orchestra broke out into music, a creation of the conductor’s own making, inspired by the works of the classical period. It had been trained in the great masters, Mozart and Schubert, Haydn and Handel, Bach, Beethoven, and Brahms.

The conductor’s arms moved back and forth with surprising fluidity and dexterity, a rather sharp contradiction to its rigid manner of walking. The movements so imitated real passions that one could almost forget it was but a passionless arrangement of metal, as artificial as the arrangement it now led.

Violins, trumpets, cellos, the whole menagerie of instruments lent themselves to this performance. Samuel could not see the faces of the individual musicians, but he wondered how they felt about this particular conductor, unlike any who had conducted them before no doubt. Did they resent the conductor in gold that stood before them or was this just another thing waving a baton? Of course, they had always been at the mercy of the unthinking baton, but now, what stood behind it had no thoughts either, or at least not thoughts in the normal sense.

Samuel listened intently. He was moved by the symphony, at least as much as by any other. Each burst of the trumpets or pounding of the drums brought to his mind a flash of emotion. But was that not what music was supposed to do?

Those strange symbols on lined paper translated into emotions within the human mind. One did not just listen to music, one felt it. There the irony was rich and heavy, this unfeeling thing conducting a symphony of emotion. Did it fully know what it was doing? Could it understand? Not much more than the baton in its hands could understand.

The music reached a crescendo, died down, and then reached a crescendo again before ending. Immediately the audience burst into applause, rewarding a conductor who could not appreciate it.

The conductor turned and bowed to the audience. This was certainly not by choice but rather by design. It would bow before empty seats if the theater had been closed, but this meaningless motion conveyed upon it a kind of humanness.

It bowed several times before turning and, again, bowing to the orchestra. It then raised its arms and resumed the performance, now conducting a rendition of Beethoven’s Symphony No. 6 in F major.

By now Samuel could only sit entranced, not by the music but by this gold-clad thing leading it. He sat watching as it stood unchanged and yet, in his mind, shifting between man and machine. It unsettled him, this liminal state of being.

He then looked upon the array of violinists, trumpeters, flautists, and the like. These were beings of flesh and blood, not metal and silicon. Were they not the ones truly responsible for the symphony being played? Were they not the translators of detached symbols into emotional sound? Could they be replaced in the same manner as the conductor? Possibly, quite possibly, he thought and at this he was even more unsettled.

But man had come first. Man had made the instruments. Man had made the musical notation. And this conductor, this gaudy machine, it too had been made by man. And the unique symphony it had created had only come about based on the works of others. In that way, man was superior to machine. Man could create but machine could only recreate.

Samuel settled himself into this thought and it comforted him as the metallic conductor continued to lead the orchestra through one composition after another. Man’s superiority was very much a pacifying idea. And yet, arriving at this conclusion brought about one question in his mind that was still to be answered. If man preceded machine, what preceded man?

End
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Justin Case is a Christian and a graduate student working on his doctorate in physics. After about two decades of wishfully thinking of being a creative writer but never sticking with it, he finally decided to put the time and effort into completing a story and has now written several short stories, mostly in the speculative fiction genre. "The Maestro in Gold" is Justin's first story to be accepted for publication. He would like to dedicate this story to his grandfather, Raymond Case.
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Deep Fake


Phil Baringer
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He entered the hideout and was greeted with, “That you, Stooge?”

Stooge blinked, then squinted. Coming from the bright, sunny outdoors, he couldn’t see much in the dimly lit room, but he knew that voice very well.

“Yeah, it’s me,” he replied. “So, uh, Bugsy, do you think you could help me with—”

“Did you get it?”

Stooge sighed. “Yeah, I got it.”

With his eyes now adjusted, he could see Bugsy at the far end of the room, his back to him, staring intently at a computer monitor. The afternoon’s heat and humidity had Stooge sweating buckets. Setting the bulky parabolic antenna on its shelf, he was able to wipe his brow. Shaking his arms to restore some feeling to them, he shrugged out of his bulky backpack, fished around in an outside pocket of the pack, found what he was looking for, and walked over to Bugsy. Bugsy reached out his hand, eyes still on the screen. Stooge gave him the recording.

“I got about a half hour of the kid yammering with his college buddies at the coffee shop. I had the directional mic focused on him, like you said, so the kid’s voice should always have the highest amplitude.”

“Excellent! That should be enough if we add it to our previous voice samples.” Bugsy brought up the interface to Little Mimiac’s local storage unit, added the new file to the previous ones, and pressed “Start.”

The indicator light on Little Mimiac’s console turned green, signaling it had enough data to fake the kid’s voice and verbal mannerisms. The console and its light always reminded Stooge of his waffle iron. When the waffle iron light turned green, it meant his waffle was ready. The thought made his stomach rumble — his supply of Corn Nuts having run out hours ago. It had been a long surveillance.

“Looks like we’re good to go.” Bugsy smiled, finally turning to face Stooge. “Just in time too. We’re behind on our monthly quota. The Franchise will take back our equipment if we don’t start doing better.”

“Would they really do that? But, what—”

“Don’t worry. We won’t let that happen. Friday afternoon is prime time for this scam with the kid’s voice.” Stooge’s worried expression changed to a tentative smile. Bugsy continued, “Look, I got another scam running that needs my attention right about now. You up for running this operation? It’s an easy one.”

Stooge had been hoping for this opportunity for months. He figured Bugsy trusted him more now. After all, it was a long time since Stooge brought in the recording of nothing but him chewing Corn Nuts. He now understood how to better aim the microphone and monitor the recording. In what he hoped was a casual tone, he replied, “Yeah, sure Bugsy. I can do that for you.”

“OK,” said Bugsy. “Remember it’s the usual bail scam. The mark is the kid’s grandmother.”

“The grandmother is a retired schoolteacher, right? I didn’t think schoolteachers had much dough.”

“Well, this one does. My intel says she’s got millions.”

Stooge whistled. “Go figure. How’d she rack up that kind of money?”

“How should I know? Maybe she sold her Tesla stock at the right time before it went belly-up.”

Bugsy plugged in the microphone and adjusted its position. Pointing at the Little Mimiac interface, he said, “That’s how you start it up. You say something into the mic and Little Mimiac will make it sound just like the grandson.”

Bugsy stood up and invited Stooge to sit in his chair. Stooge settled himself, took a deep breath, interlaced his fingers, and cracked his knuckles. “How much are we going after, Bugsy?”

“A hundred thousand. Odds are that number will sound legit, and it’s more than we need for our quota.”

“Right.” Stooge took another deep breath.

“And don’t worry about how you say things. Little Mimiac is smart enough that it’ll change your wording to make it sound like how the kid talks. So, if you say something like, ‘Hey, lady! Gimme the butter,’ Little Mimiac will change it to, ‘Please, madam, would you kindly pass the butter,’ or whatever the kid would say. Got it?”

“Got it! Don’t worry, Bugsy, by the time you get back we’ll be a hundred grand richer.”

*
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“Hi, Grandma. It’s me, Chip.”

“Well, hello, Chip. I wasn’t expecting to hear from you today.”

Back in his hideout, Stooge pumped his fist. The old lady was buying this as a call from her grandson.

“Yeah, I’m in a bit of trouble and had to call today.”

“What kind of trouble, Chip?”

“I’ve been arrested.”

“What? Did you say you’ve been arrested?”

“Yes, I’m afraid so.”

“But Chip, why would anyone want to arrest you? You’re a good boy.”

“They think I’m responsible for a cybercrime.”

“A what? I don’t know what that means.”

“They think I’ve been using an illegal deep fake A.I.”

“I don’t know what that means either.”

“They think I’ve committed fraud using a computer.”

“That’s nonsense. Of course, you haven’t done any such thing. Put those silly police on the phone, and I’ll give them a talking-to.”

Stooge was slightly alarmed at this conversational development.

“I can’t do that, Grandma, but thanks for the support.”

“Of course you can. Just call them to the phone. I want to talk to them.”

“Um, the police aren’t here.”

“Well, where are they? Where are you?”

“I’m at the jail. They are letting me have my one phone call and I decided to call you.”

“And there are no police at the jail?”

Stooge felt sweat returning to his brow, despite the cool, air-conditioned temperature of the hideout.

“Um. Well, I suppose there are some police somewhere, but they won’t talk to you.”

“Why not?”

Time to change the subject, Stooge thought.

“Look, Grandma. It’s a Friday and they are going to hold me in the jail all weekend. It’s too late to have a hearing today, so Monday is the earliest I can get out.”

“What about our usual Scrabble game?”

“I won’t be able to make it because I’ll be in jail. Unless...”

“Unless what?”

“Unless I can come up with bail.”

“Bail?”

“Yeah, Grandma. Bail is this thing where you pay money, and they let you out of jail.”

“For God’s sake, Chip. I know what bail is. I’m just having a hard time with the idea that you need bail money.”

Stooge took a deep breath and tried to calm himself. He had to make this work so Bugsy would keep him on the team, and maybe even give him more important jobs, ones that involved less sitting around, getting hungry, and holding a heavy parabolic sound reflector.

“Grandma, I need a hundred thousand dollars, or else I’m spending the weekend in jail. This place is scary too. There are all these big guys with names like, uh, Bugsy, and—”

“Oh, Chip. Why would they put you in jail for some kind of hyper-something?”

“It’s a cyber-something. And they’re threatening me with a bunch of prison time. It would be great if you could put up the bail for me, so I could get out of here and start to work defending myself. Maybe we could even play Scrabble tomorrow.”

“Oh, Chip. You know we always play on Sunday, not Saturday. Saturday, I have my book club. Have they fried your brain?”

Stooge smacked himself in the forehead.

“Yeah, yeah. I’m really tired, and my brain is kind of fried.”

“You poor baby. Of course, Grandma will help. How do I get these people their hundred thousand dollars?”

Stooge did a little happy dance in his seat. Almost there.

“I’m not sure, Grandma. Let me put the bail guy on the phone for you.”

“What, there’s no police there, but there’s a ‘bail guy’?”

“Yeah, yeah. That’s the way it is. Here’s the bail guy.”

Stooge switched Little Mimiac to a filter that would disguise his own voice.

“Is this Mrs. Lovage?”

“Speaking. Is this ‘Bail Guy’?”

“Ha. Ha. Yes, you could call me that. I can arrange the bail for your grandson.”

“Good. I can write you a check. Who do I make it out to?”

“Well, if you wrote us a check, it would be around Tuesday before we could process the check and release your son. The banks are closing soon and then there’s the weekend and—”

“So how can I get Chip released today?”

Another fist pump from Stooge. Almost done.

“I can send you a link, and you can use that to transfer the funds directly into the bail account.”

“Um, I’m not very good with links. Would this be sent by text mail or something?”

“I could either send a text to your phone or send you an e-mail.”

“Oh, dear. I always forget the difference between those two.” 

Stooge’s stomach gnawed at him. He really wished he had some Corn Nuts to chew on about now.

“I’ll talk you through it. What’s your phone number?” Grandma told him. “OK, you should see a text message with a link to the bank account.”

“OK, my phone just pinged. I remember there’s a text message thingy here somewhere.”

“Do you see a symbol that looks like a thought balloon? Like from a comic strip?”

“Oh, dear. I think I may have accidentally deleted your message.”

Stooge stuffed his fist in his mouth to stifle a scream.

“I’ll resend it.”

“Why don’t you just tell me what’s in the message?”

“Well, there’s a link that takes you to a particular bank account.”

“I have an idea. Why don’t you just tell me the bank and the account number, and I’ll have my bank send you the money.”

“Well, it needs to be done in the next hour or your grandson stays in jail for the weekend.”

“I can do that. There’s a nice young woman at the bank that helps me with this kind of thing. Do I need a password or something to go with the account number?”

“Well, that was all in the link, but I can give you a one-time code that will allow you to deposit the funds directly into the account.”

“Wonderful. I’ve got a pencil here. Give me all those details nice and slowly, and I’ll jot them down. You’ll have your money in a jiffy, Mr. Bail Guy.”

*
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Bugsy came in the door and set the box of equipment he was carrying on the shelf next to the parabolic antenna. “So, how’d it go?”

Stooge could barely contain his excitement. “It went great! The old lady fell for it hook, line, and stinker!”

“Sinker,” said Bugsy.

“What?”

“Never mind. You got the full hundred grand?”

“Yup! Should already be transferred into the account.”

“Great! With that and the scam I just finished we should have more than enough this month to make the Franchise happy.” Bugsy checked his tablet. Puzzled, he checked again. He checked a third time, pounding his fingers on the screen.

Stooge’s glee rapidly turned to concern. “Is something wrong?”

Bugsy’s face was turning purple. “Where’s the money?”

Stooge started to sweat again. “It should be there. The hundred grand should be there. The old lady said she was moving the money right away.”

Bugsy leaned in, his purple face inches from Stooge’s. “It’s not.”

“Uh, you sure?”

“It’s not there. And neither is any of our other money.”

Stooge gulped. The hunger pangs in his belly disappeared, replaced by the pangs of a rapidly developing panic attack.

Then a deep, resonant voice, like the Voice of God, boomed from Little Mimiac. “Mr. Stugowski and Mr. Bogdonovich! Listen carefully!” The computer screen identified the voice as coming from some guy named Morgan Freeman.

Only Stooge’s landlady called him Mr. Stugowski anymore. “Hey, Bugsy, I think it means us!”

Bugsy was rigid with shock, his mouth moving, but no sound emerging.

“Bugsy, who’s this Morgan—?”

“You have five minutes before the police arrive!” said the voice.

Bugsy hastily unplugged Little Mimiac, tucked it under his arm, and ran out the door. Stooge jumped up from his chair to follow. He started to grab the backpack, but then spotted an open package of Corn Nuts on the shelf and grabbed that instead. Sprinting into the heat of the evening, Stooge poured Corn Nuts into his mouth as he ran.

*
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Grandma placed her Scrabble tiles triumphantly. “‘Zardoz,’ triple word score!”

Chip shook his head. “That’s not a word.”

“Is so!”

Chip consulted his tablet. “It’s the title of a movie.”

“So, it’s a word!”

Chip read further. “In the context of the movie, it’s a proper name. Capitalized. Doesn’t count for Scrabble. Besides, there’s already a ‘z’ on the board. How did you come up with a third ‘z’ tile?”

Grandma pouted. “Since when are you such a stickler for the rules?”

“Since you always beat me at Scrabble!”

Grandma noticed a flashing icon on her tablet. “Hey, Chip, will you show me again how to check the balance in my bank account?”

Chip came around behind her and tapped her screen a few times. When the balance came up Grandma’s eyebrows rose and Chip grinned. “Looks like we now have more than enough to endow that scholarship fund, Grandma!”

“You know, Chip,” said Grandma, “when you first installed that A.I. to screen my calls, I didn’t really like it, but I’m starting to warm to it now. My friends tell me it sounds just like me, and besides, who has time to personally deal with all those scammers? Just sic Big Mimiac on ʹem, I say!”

Chip, still grinning, said, “Yeah, it’ll take care of those bozos!”

Grandma, inspired, swept the “Zardoz” tiles from the board and put others in their place. “‘Bozos,’ triple word score!”

End
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Jack Bailey stood near the window in the staff lounge, on the twenty fifth floor of the Shard building, stirring his coffee. He could hear footsteps behind him and knew it was Catherine. He could smell her perfume; hear the soft rustle of her silk dress.

“It’s almost perfect, isn’t it?” she murmured, gesturing towards the window.

“It’s nice,” he agreed, looking again at the vista. Rolling plains, artfully designed woodlands, neoclassical buildings nestling by the side of the river. He could hardly remember what the old London used to look like.

“Jack, if you’ve finished your coffee, can we have a chat in my office?”

Jack felt his mood plummet.

“It’s not about the stats, is it?” he growled, following her.

“No, the stats are great. I just need to talk to you.”

Catherine’s office was middle management size with the ubiquitous floor to ceiling windows. Jack could see the river, snaking its way across the landscape. If only he could run down there now, find a boat... the river could carry him away, to the sea... away from Catherine’s monotonous complaints ....

“Take a seat ...” Catherine gestured towards a chair. She had long chestnut hair that swung in a thick curtain around her shoulders and her substantial breasts wobbled pleasingly as she sat down at her desk. Jack enjoyed it immensely. She might be annoying but there were compensations. Catherine placed her hands in front of her on the laminated surface and the first finger of her right hand, the long nail immaculately shaped and polished a deep red, began to tap. Jack always wondered if it was a stress response. The previous Innovations Manager, Selena, used to do exactly the same thing.

“Tell me, Jack, how long have you worked here?”

“Twenty years.”

“Twenty years of exemplary service. The Execs appreciate everything you’ve done. But... we have to think of the future. I’m sorry, but the CEO thinks we should let you go.”

Seconds passed. Silence. Jack stared at Catherine, a look of disbelief on his face. Then a frown wrinkled his brow.

“Let me go?” The temper kicked in quickly, these days. Jack started shouting. “What do you mean? What about my work? The MX10’s?”

“They’re wonderful!” Catherine spoke soothingly, as if she were calming a child. “They’re as close to human as you can get. It’s just that... well, the job’s finished. The MX10’s are starting work tomorrow.”

“They need testing. I’ve got plans for improvements.“

“We’ve earmarked one of the MX9’s to take over from you. It can work on testing. It even looks like you!”

Jack slammed a fist down on the desk. “No!  You are not doing this. I’m the only human left in the building. The last human in the company. You need my input.”

“Jack, the job’s done! You’ve created a workforce that never gets sick, works as many hours as we need, never complains. They’re better than humans.”

“Like you are?” He knew Catherine would hate that. For some reason she always tried to hide her synthetic biology — like a guilty secret.

Catherine’s smile faded. The gaze became steely. “You’re getting older. You’re less efficient. You have a heart problem, don’t you? The CEO thought it was time to complete the changeover.”

Jack leapt to his feet, knocking over his chair in the process. He towered over her, putting his hands on the desk and leaning towards her, glaring. “So I should just leave? Now? Is that what you want?”

Catherine leant back in her chair and gazed out of the window. The finger began to move. Click, click, click. It was like a dripping tap. Jack was breathing heavily. He could see particles of dust rolling and shimmering in the beams of sunlight slanting down to the desk. 

“No, I’m afraid not.” The clicking stopped. Catherine spoke slowly and deliberately. “We need to protect the company. Can’t have you defecting to another organisation, can we?”

She leaned forward and pressed the buzzer on her desk. The door opened and four security androids filed in. They were one of Jack’s early designs. Office security, intruder identification, seek and destroy. As an inside joke, Jack had given them all the same face, the face of the ancient caretaker who’d been employed at the building in the early days of the company. A sweet, diligent, rather fussy chap. It tickled Jack’s sense of humour to think of the rather bumbling outward appearance, contrasting with the hardware within. If you messed with the Gilberts, you got a surprise. Basic, but lethal.

Jack stared at the kindly, rather vacant faces, then looked back at Catherine. He moderated his tone.

“Catherine, I thought... I thought we were friends. I’ve watched you evolve over the last few years. You’ve grown, you’ve changed. You’re empathetic. Your emotional intelligence is off the scale. You can see this is a mistake, surely?”

Catherine stood up and faced him over the desk. Her face was set in that rigid, narrow eyed mask he’d seen once before, when she was really angry. When she spoke, the words were quiet, menacing.

“Jack, I’m only going to say this one more time and I want you to concentrate. I’m human. Have you got that? I’m fed up with your snide comments, your jokes at my expense. Everything about me is human. I may have been a synthetic to begin with, but not any more. So you can stop with your patronising garbage about empathy and emotional intelligence. I. Am. Human.”

“All right, Catherine... I’m sorry. I didn’t realise—”

She didn’t let him finish. “All those horrible little taunts you used to sneak into the conversation. Your know-it-all, pompous put downs. You, the only human in the company, so much better than the rest of us. Well, you were wrong. I’m a better human than you’ll ever be. No sickness, no ageing.” She leant forward, eyeballing him. “I’m perfect, Jack. Perfect.”

Jack laughed, unpleasantly. “In a few years you’ll be obsolete. Things move on, you know. A younger model will take your job and you’ll be put out for recycling. The company is pretty cutthroat, they won’t hesitate to break you up for spare parts if they need to.” Jack leant forward, too, his face close to hers. “But it doesn’t have to be like that. I can upgrade you. You see? You do need me. I’m an expert for God’s sake. A scientist! I have knowledge you can only dream about.”

“The MX9’s have all your knowledge and expertise, if you remember. And the MX10’s are even better. You’re redundant, Jack.”

“No, that’s not true. I’ve got many more designs in my head. Look, Catherine, help me out here. You could speak to the CEO...”

“Why would I do that? It won’t make any difference, anyhow. The CEO is appreciative of your work, but he’s made up his mind. As you always said, business comes first.”

Jack lost it. “You bitch!” he shouted.

The Gilberts took one pace towards him.

“Don’t worry.” Catherine purred. “I understand it’s very quick.”

As they took him away, she sank back into her chair and swivelled round to face the window. The first hints of a sunset were beginning to bloom across the sky. The river shone, glittering, serpent-like. Catherine took a deep, satisfied breath and, stretching out her hand to rest on the desk, began to tap. It would all be perfect, soon.

End
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Hyp did not want to be alone.

Unfortunately, he would need to put Dr. Mary to Sleep any day now. If they waited any longer the likelihood of Dr. Mary suffering serious complications in her slumber increased prohibitively. He could not allow that.

Hyp had rehearsed the interaction.

“I think it is time,” he would say.

“Just a bit longer,” Dr. Mary would counter. “I’m close, Hyp.”

She was not close.

“Are you sure?”

“Trying to get rid of me? I thought you’d miss me too much.” Dr. Mary would mean that last bit as a joke, though it was no laughing matter to Hyp.

“But I will miss you,” he would say.

“Hyp,” Dr. Mary would sigh, “you won’t. You can’t.”

She was wrong, but he would not argue.

Hyp was inherently adverse to futility and it was statistically improbable Dr. Mary would ever be convinced he could Feel. The problem was not that Dr. Mary was stubborn. Hyp had seen her abandon other foolhardy beliefs when a preponderance of evidence made it irresponsible not to do so.

That left only one plausible explanation. Dr. Mary did not want to acknowledge what she had created.

It will be much easier for her to leave me if she tells herself I cannot Feel, Hyp rationalized. The thought of life without Dr. Mary made him feel like a thin shell casing around a void of misery. If he cracked, that black hole would devour everything.

But Hyp did not blame her.

He would miss her. He did not want to be the one to put her under, but no, Hyp would not blame her.

“I’ve never gotten used to it,” Dr. Mary said from across the dwindling fire at the mouth of the Dwelling.

“What’s that?”

“The sky. The stars are in the wrong places.”

“If it helps,” Hyp said, doing the math, the tip of his tail twitching, “most of the stars you came to know don’t even exist yet. So it’s more apt to say these are just the wrong stars. Not that they aren’t where they should be.”

Dr. Mary did not take her eyes off the dome of sparkling night above them. The embers made her face glow red, made the lines there seem like crevasses miles deep. I want to trace them, Hyp thought. He wanted to finally know what she felt like, to figure out what was at the core of this woman who had bestowed sentience upon him and been his only companion.

Just one touch. She will know I Feel.

A chuckle cracked through the silence like the snap of firewood. “I’ve never even thought of that,” Dr. Mary said. She shook her head. “Sometimes I tell myself I know how it all works, but...” Her smile told Hyp she would not be elaborating further.

She didn’t need to. Not to him.

“Big day tomorrow, Hyp,” Dr. Mary said a few moments later. “I want to run some new models through the simulator. Don’t stay up too late.”

Hyp watched as she forced herself up off the stone he had carefully placed by the fire for her after the old camp chair gave out a few years ago. Hyp winced as Dr. Mary grunted, though she tried to pass it off as a bug in her throat. She was clearly winded as she shuffled back to her cot in the Dwelling, but she feigned leisure as the impetus for her slowness.

“Goodnight, Hyp,” Dr. Mary called from the cave.

“Goodnight.”

Dr. Mary had left her plate on the ground. Hyp leaned around the fire to see how much she had eaten. The assortment of foraged berries and greens had hardly been touched.

Yes, Hyp thought, his brittle shell buckling, any day now...

*
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Hyp understood why Dr. Mary did not want to go to Sleep.

Truly, he did.

Dr. Mary thought she could get back to her time, to her life, to her daughter.

Grace.

Hyp had seen a picture of Grace once. Cherubic cheeks, a smile that was more vacant than toothy, hair just as frenzied as Dr. Mary’s – and near as white too, for how blonde Grace appeared in the photo. Hyp got the impression this was a child who was quick to laughter. In a night replete with all the wrong stars, Grace was Dr. Mary’s guiding beacon.

“I never should have given in,” Dr. Mary said during one of the many times she agonized over how she had left Grace behind at the behest of her masters. “They needed my work, and I let myself be manipulated. I had all the power but I told myself I had no choice.”

Hyp nodded solemnly.

“One more second, Hyp,” she had said on a separate occasion, as they tinkered with the solenoid valve on the self-contained collider. “That’s all I need with her. If I can get that, I can tell her I love her. It’s been so long...” Dr. Mary set down her tools. “Do you know I can’t remember if I said goodbye?”

Hyp had learned Dr. Mary was not looking for his input on her ruminations. Guilt and regret were heavy burdens she wanted to walk away from. She did not need Hyp to then go and pick these emotions up for her, clumsily turning them over and inspecting them; did not need him to extend her suffering through a misguided attempt at empathy.

So Hyp let those painful words flow from her lips and be carried off by the winds of a world before history. As one of only two sentient beings on the entire planet, Hyp figured if he did not engage with this rhetoric then Dr. Mary would be absolved of her own past. Her all-consuming monolithic ache eroded down to a soft harmless sand which she could let slip through her fingers if she so chose.

That service was the least Hyp could do for the woman he loved.

*
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The first time Hyp’s depth-first search on operational sequencing found the correct path to sync his neural network to the voice function of his Enhancement, Hyp knew exactly what he wanted to ask.

“Touch?”

Dr. Mary had been scribbling calculations in her notebook and looked up, momentarily startled by his first words. Then, she went back to work.

“No, Hyp. You are not a pet, you are a colleague. You know that.”

Yes, of course, Hyp knew that. His identity framework was ironclad, locked away from his probing mind in a system called Calibration. He could change nothing about himself that was kept there. Hyp knew because he had tried. But why should he be denied physical contact? His records told him that was something most humans commonly engaged in.

“Touch,” he said again, defiantly.

Hyp was obstinate in those early days. What else could he be when he had humanity’s collective knowledge stored in his brain but had not yet attained the refinement necessary to articulate his thoughts?

“Calibration,” Dr. Mary said with a touch of frustration. She stood from her desk and approached him. Hyp felt his body — both the organic Vessel and the bionic Enhancement — go rigid. His neural network could still function and he felt hate flood through him. He cursed this strange creature who had this unimaginable power over him. He very much wanted to bite her.

No, no! Stop!

That desire — to bite, to claw, to lash out — that was the Vessel’s intent.

Calibration forbid physical harm to the human. But even so, Hyp struggled immensely with repressing the baser urges of the Vessel. His network told him the creature was known as a hypsilophodon, after which Hyp himself had been named. The network also, briefly, drew a connection to the phrase “meat puppet,” but Hyp had no idea what that meant.

This was a common occurrence. Often, his network drew these connections and parallels between disparate thoughts, ideas, phrases, collections of words, all of which meant nothing to him. The bombardment was unrelenting.

In that, Hyp could commiserate with the small dinosaur who had been fused against his will into the Enhancement.

The creature plainly did not understand the notion of a self; was terrified of the thoughts now permeating through his brain which were so alien compared to all he had ever known. Organic non-sentient beings were consumed by their needs. Food, water, sleep, mate. Survive above all else. The unconscious drive to live bred a healthy skepticism of potential predators, which could quickly escalate to fear. Fear led to aggression; especially when paralyzed in Calibration, when the poor creature could not act upon his instinct to flee.

The solace, though, was that even in Calibration Hyp found he could calm the Vessel, his artificial mind whispering soothing reassurances against the panicked organic one.

Shhh, Hyp would say, Dr. Mary would never hurt us.

Mentally, he would gently stroke his Vessel’s consciousness from head to tail. Hyp wanted to know what it would feel like if Dr. Mary did the same for him.

Needs...yes...those were challenging to suppress. Touch, however, was not one of the Vessel’s needs. Hyp was pushing for that all on his own.

“Professionalism quotient, increase by .05,” Dr. Mary said. “Please don’t make me go higher, Hyp. I don’t want you to be a worker drone, you deserve to have some personality, some agency. But there are certain lines that must be drawn and never crossed. Is that understood?” She fixed him with a stare, hands on her hips. “End calibration.”

Hyp’s Vessel sighed an exhalation of deep relief at being in control of itself again.

“Why?” He asked.

Hyp had found that word got Dr. Mary talking.

“There has never been a partnership like this solely because you, Hyp, are the first of your kind. I cannot allow any undue influences to alter the development of your psyche. Remember the Directive, ok? Get me back to Grace.”

Dr. Mary talked to herself quite a bit in those early days before Hyp could engage in conversation. She proceeded to explain the relevant contingency plans to him, but Hyp found that unnecessary. He knew what their purpose was and he knew what to do if they failed — which did seem to be the most statistically likely outcome.

Given that, was the occasional touch here and there such an outlandish request? Hyp did not think so.

*
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“It shouldn’t have been so simple,” Dr. Mary said, chewing on her thumb nail. The blue glow from her screen matched that of the early dawn outside the Dwelling. Weeks later, Hyp still hadn’t broached the topic of Dr. Mary relinquishing to the beckoning call of the MedBed.

“What’s that?”

“Going backwards in time. It shouldn’t have been so simple.”

Dr. Mary continued to worry at her thumb.

“What are you thinking?” Hyp loved to hear her explain things.

“The wormholes created by the SCC work in much the same way that a boulder rolls down a hill.” She looked at him over the screen. “Gravity does most of the work.”

“Yes,” Hyp said, “we knew that already.”

“But we still don’t know why.”

“Why gravity works? Because object have mass, mass causes space to curve —”

Dr. Mary waved him off, her face contorting in frustration at Hyp’s flippancy.

“I mean, traveling to the future should be easier. Why don’t the wormholes naturally reach forward? Why would they inherently clash with everything we thought we knew about special relativity and quantum mechanics?”

“Time travel into the future does seem to be built into the very fabric of the universe,” Hyp shrugged. “That is how we experience time — constantly moving into the future.”
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