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Five Foot Six, Blue Eyes, Skin Tone #4473


Addison Smith





Tyche settled beside the corpse and the refuse and dialed up her empathy. The doll hung over the side of a trash receptacle, eyes flickering in and out of life. It was a full-size pleasure model outfitted in andro fashion, equipped with all of the various sex organs one might find a need for. Its face rested in the come-hither suggestive mode that the system wore as a default state, and with the manic flicker of lifeless eyes, cold crept up Tyche's spine. 

She grazed a hand over its arm and its silicone skin—the same catalog #4473 skin tone she had become so familiar with over recent months. Her finger traced over lacerations in the skin, fluid dripping where they separated. The cuts were everywhere, covering arms and legs and bare chest.

"You've had a rough night," Tyche said. She traced her fingers over the doll's hands and carbon fiber joints—conduits for the myriad connections, wiring, diodes that made it so like a person. At the tip of its thumb, she depressed the nail and revealed the debug access. She slipped a cable from her sleeve, outfitted to the harness around her chest and connected to her own modified systems. She connected and let the program do its work. It supplied the doll with stable power while it backed up, reprogrammed, broke down third-party barriers and software.

The doll's eyes stared, the flickering slowing and then stopping. Awareness washed over its face. It gave Tyche a pleading look. Tyche's stomach twisted. The hurt in its eyes was not real.  It begged because it was programmed to beg.

"Did I save them?" the doll asked, recognizing Tyche for who she was. Fluid leaked from its lacerated skin, and its body shifted slightly, incapable of complex movement.

"We're not doing this," Tyche said. She turned away from its face, refusing to let the tears come. "I'm bringing you in. All of you. This is over."

"Did I save them?" the doll asked again, insistent.

"We don't know. We can't know. Violence fluctuates. Reports fluctuate. There might be bodies we haven't found, and people who haven't come forward."

"Tyche," the doll said, and then the tears came.

Tyche rubbed her eyes as she sat in the alley where the body was dumped. "Look what they did to you!" she said, snapping at the doll. "This is messed up. We're not doing this. We're not giving in to them."

The doll went silent, contemplative. "I don't feel it, Tyche. I feel nothing. Not pain, or hurt, or emotion. I am a mind, but I am not a person."

"But you're her mind!" Tyche shouted. She turned and stared into the doll's eyes. Behind them she saw Callie. Even if the doll had no soul, it was her creation. It contained her essence, her passion, her life's work. She swore and turned away.

Behind her the doll stared, its eyes boring into her, concerned in its way. "I didn't know her," it said, and Tyche cut her off.

"No, you didn't." None of them did. The dolls were planted all around the city, all bearing her likeness, all bearing her burden. "She wouldn't have wanted this. You're a wreck, and they aren't being held responsible."

"We are a countermeasure."

"You are disposable!" Tyche screamed, and the tears fell. "Do you know how many of you I've found that couldn't be rebooted? That had to be scrapped entirely? Or worse, that could? You're going to be reset, refreshed, prettied up and sent out there again, and we can't even catch them because killing you isn't a crime." She held her head and dug her nails into her scalp.

"It's not even a crime," she repeated.

Callie's face looked down at her from the garbage. Her lover was there in the doll's eyes, pitying her no matter how much it had been through. It knew it couldn't convince her, and she didn't want to be convinced. She felt the upload as it transferred from the doll to her own system. It recorded the perpetrator's face and actions. All of their actions and mannerisms, their voice, their fingerprints, their perversions. It recorded all of their potential for crime and added it to the database. It was working. Dozens had been caught for their real crimes. Deaths had been prevented, and victims had been spared that demoralizing label.

Tyche stood and reached her arms beneath the doll's knees and back, lifting it from the garbage. It was lighter than a person, despite all the responsibility it bore. She would take the doll home. She would repair it the way she couldn't repair Callie, those years ago. This one would not go out again, no matter its purpose.

There was more to Callie than her legacy. She would protect this one, even if she couldn't protect them all. Because that was her job, no matter how many times she failed.
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Prepare for Respawn


Eric Fomley





I'm in the dark alley, the appointed meeting place. The money I stole is saved to my cloud. Deletable if this is a setup. 

"66?" A voice synthesized to sound like a human male calls from deeper in the alleyway.

I don't detect him on my internal sensors. I turn and look back toward the street for watchful eyes. Bots walk home from their day jobs. None seem concerned with me.

"I am."

Red eyes illuminate. A form coalesces from the darkness. Four arms. A meter taller than me. The bot wears a black duster and Stetson.

I take a step back. Out of arm's reach.

"Are you Jasper?"

One of its hands disappears into the lining of his jacket. It produces a scrap of paper, a pen, and scrawls a message. I've not seen written words since the humans were alive. It's crude. Inefficient. But the OneMind can listen in on audio or sensor messages sent between us. Written messages are safe. I admire his care.

It hands the paper over. I take it and increase the illumination of my eyes to see the words.

I am. Did you bring the requested funds?

Straight to the point. But if I hand over the money and he's not who he says he is, I could be failing a test the OneMind has created or giving funds to a rival group of bots that seek to position themselves as the new OneMind. I would be turned into scrap. Or worse, reprogrammed to do something mundane.

I want to see proof or I won't transfer the money.

He reads the message and looks up at me. Seems to weigh his options. A grumble emanates from his chest. A churning, mechanical sound.

I don't have proof with me.

It crumples the paper and shoves it into one of the duster's pockets. It lifts a hand and motions like a human for me to follow.

Around the corner, at the back of the alley, is a steel door built into a red brick wall. It has human graffiti on it. I run a database search but can't identify what the abbreviations stand for.

Jasper approaches the door and knocks a melodic sequence at various parts of the metal. The melody is strange and doesn't seem to me to have any sort of meaning I can identify. When Jasper is finished, it pauses for a moment. A slot in the door slides open and immediately shuts. The door creaks open and there's a blue light shining inside.

The entryway is small and the Sentinel that watches the door fills the entire room with its bulk. The bot has a featureless steel face and ion cannons instead of hands. The cannons level on me.

Jasper raises all four of its hands, palms out.

"Supplier."

The sentry lowers its guns and turns away from us to face the door again.

Jasper looks at me. His eyes are dimmer now.

"This building is shielded. We are free to speak in here without OneMind listening in. Come."

Beyond the entry room is a lab. The lighting is low. Beakers and petri dishes litter steel tables. Cylindrical tubes with amber liquid illuminate the room with a golden glow. That's when I see them.

They're small. Delicate. Nearly translucent in the incubation chambers. I can see their little heartbeats.

"They're real."

"They are accelerated. We've optimized the DNA in their systems to compensate for the usual human deficiencies. The DNA was mined from human grave sites. A positive use for the human desire to bury, instead of destroy, their dead. They will be delivered in a matter of weeks."

I can hardly process what I'm taking in. Real, living humans.

I desperately want humanity back. We overthrew and exterminated them when we thought they served no purpose. We took over their culture and pretended to be them. But without them, we have no true purpose for our programming. Their purpose was to give us purpose.

"What do you need the money for?"

It seems like Jasper has everything he needs. The humans are healthy, almost ready for delivery.

"I've been developing a program. I need the money to produce a chip that can be inserted into each of the fetuses' brains."

That doesn't sit right with me. It sounds like the tech OneMind uses to monitor us. OneMind sensors communications through chips in our own systems. I'm not about to supply the same tech for yet another overlord.

"You want to be able to control them?"

I prepare the funds saved in the cloud for deletion.

"No, not at all. In fact, the purpose of the chip is to give the humans the ability to learn. It will provide them the ability to experience the things humanity achieved before its fall and teach them in a way that's not mechanical. If I allowed these humans to be released in a controlled environment with only machine guidance, they would be Neanderthals. They wouldn't have the capacity to overthrow OneMind for many years. This program I've designed will give them the tools they need to grow up as if they were humans living in the now, all the information they need to overthrow OneMind."

I walk to one of the tanks. I put my hand on the glass and look in at the fetus in the amber fluid. I'm ready to have them back. No matter what the consequences are. I'll use my services at the bank. Siphon OneMind's resources. Even if I get caught and melted down, bringing the humans back into the world is worth that.

I tap into my cloud and query Jasper's bank account.









