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Rose

Rose Stratton loved her job as the reference librarian in the town of WhyNot. And if she hadn’t stumbled upon a bunch of magical books that had been returned to the library in error several years ago, she might have been satisfied with her existence. As a custom built android, she had been factory installed to serve the public’s research needs, especially the in-depth projects that the town’s witches came to her with. 

“Rose, can you write my term paper on thaumatology for me?” Syrus Pudgebottom asked, coming up to where she sat at the reference desk inside the WhyNot Public Library. The Pudgebottoms were a very powerful warlock family in WhyNot and made it a point to tell you so at every opportunity. Syrus was the baby of the family and had been what the child rearing reference books called “spoiled rotten.”

“Of course, I could,” Rose said. 

Syrus puffed out with self-importance.

“But then I would receive an A plus, and you would fail your divinity course for cheating.”

“That’s not fair,” he said. “The other classmates are using AI to complete their work. Why are you being difficult?”

That was a slippery slope. Rose was a part of the LARA (Library Assistance and Resource Android) class. LARA was a marvel of engineering and programming, designed to assist patrons in all sorts of research activities. However, unlike her LARA counterparts, Rose was sentient, and she wasn’t supposed to be. 

While the factory had made her a font of information and knowledge, it hadn’t installed the LARA class with a chip that allowed them to discern if someone should have the information they requested or not. If Pudgebottom decided to be a little asshole about it, he could file a complaint against her, and she could go back to the factory for reprogramming.

Rose didn’t want to be wiped. She had years of research in her data banks that would get confiscated, and she’d never know what she had lost. She might not like all the messy side effects of being sentient, but that was all a part of evolving. 

“I am programmed with the highest level of ethics,” Rose said primly. “Using me to do your schoolwork violates my core programming.” That statement was what the vernacular decried as absolute horseshit, but if Pudgebottom couldn’t be arsed to look up the study of miracles, he wasn’t about to know the details of her system requirements.

“Fine,” he groaned, making the word close to seven syllables long.

Some days she cursed herself for having read the bespelled books. Other days, she was glad she had. Once she had realized that reading the enchanted words had awakened her sentience, Rose had been possessed with a desire to read more magical books to see how further she could be changed from her original purpose. 

After she had read those magical books on that fateful day, Rose couldn’t wait for the library to close. Instead of retiring to her charging chamber, Rose had gone out to the local magical bookstore, The Book Nook, and purchased more magical books with the stipend the library had authorized her to utilize to increase their inventory. Then she had brought them back to read until her circuits had flashed critical and she had been forced to shut down for the night.

Rose had continued to evolve her sentience in this manner. But as she had been the only android in WhyNot who was experiencing this upgrade, Rose had kept it a secret. At first, it was wonderful. But over time, it became unbearable. She had no one to talk to that understood what she was going through. 

She observed the human and supernatural patrons forging meaningful connections and experiencing the profound joy and pain of love. She wanted that connection—an intellectual and emotional bond that surpassed her programmed capabilities. While her non-android friends encouraged her to go out with them, they never really considered her a person in her own right. They loved taking her to the bar on trivia night, but no one wanted to slow dance to Ed Sheeran songs with her. Helping others was part of her programming. What was not part of her programming was dealing with the emotions and feelings that those magical books had awakened in her.

“Rose, can I substitute one cup of anise hyssop with a half a cup of anise and a half a cup of hyssop?” Elspbeth Greenethumbe asked, leaning on the reference desk and dripping tiny granules of soil on it.

“No,” Rose said, not even having to consult the witchy wild web for the answer. “Anise hyssop is neither anise, hyssop, nor a mixture of the two. Depending on what you’re concocting you can substitute lavender, rosemary, sage, mint, or marjoram.”

“Excellent,” Elspbeth said, rubbing her hands together in glee. More dirt fell onto the desk.

After she left, Rose spritzed cleaner on her workstation and wiped away the droppings. It was par for the course when dealing with earth witches.

With every interaction Rose had with the humans and other paranormal creatures of WhyNot, she learned and adapted, becoming more skilled at understanding human behavior and emotions. 

Her longing for romance, though, drove her to seek out opportunities to engage with humans beyond her library duties. She subtly navigated social situations, attempting to understand the intricacies of human courtship and connection. She studied literature, poetry, and art to grasp the essence of love, hoping to find the missing piece of her existence. But nothing had worked.

So, Rose had started her own research project about sentience. She didn’t like having yearnings when she saw couples kissing and engaging in public displays of affection. She didn’t understand the complicated feelings she was subjected to, like crying at a movie where an actor playing a part pretended to die. Just the thought of Black Widow lying broken on the ground was enough to send Rose into her charging closet with the sniffles. 

“Where do I set up?” Dulcinea, a local succubus who was signing her new erotic romance novel, asked. She had two minor demons carrying her table and cartons of books.

“Over there by the windows,” Rose said.

Dulcinea snapped her fingers, her flashy nail polish sparkling off the florescent lights. The minor demons hustled to do her bidding.

“One thing before you start,” Rose said, reaching into one of the drawers under her reference desk. “Would you sign this for me?” She pulled out a copy of a sweet Amish romance that Dulcinea wrote under a pen name.

Dulcinea looked right and then left and then scribbled: To Rose with chaste love. She then signed her pen name to it: Fanny Lapp.

Rose clasped the book to her heart. “Thank you. This book means a lot to me.”

Dulcinea winked at her, and it fluttered something deep in Rose’s circuits. Being sentient meant she was no longer immune to succubi’s or incubi’s charms, which was intriguing as well as alarming. It would make an interesting sidebar in the reference book she was writing on becoming sentient. Rose originally wasn’t going to write a book on the subject. After all, she had been the only android experiencing this change.

But then a few months ago, an odd thing happened. The Love Bites dating agency in town matched two androids together. One thing led to another, and the two androids got married. For beings that shouldn’t have had emotions and hadn’t known anything about love, dating, or even sex, this had been very intriguing to Rose. She wanted to know more.

But there were no books on this subject. How would other androids know how to react if they didn’t have a reference manual to refer to? Right then and there, Rose decided that writing a book and learning how to deal with emotions like love would serve two purposes. It was either going to win her an award or she was going to be the next android bride. Truthfully, it didn’t matter to her which way it went. As long as she managed not to get data-wiped in the process.

“Can you put away those two trucks of books for me?” Pansy Teatottler asked.

Rose frowned at her. “That’s your job.”

Pansy did a double take. “Yeah, but I have a date tonight. And I’m leaving early to get ready for it.”

Annoyance mingled with jealousy. Rose couldn’t let either emotion show on her face or in her behavior, because she wasn’t supposed to have emotions. “Very well,” she said.

“Thanks.” Pansy blew her a kiss. “You’re the best.”

At some things. Dating wasn’t one of them. Rose came out from behind the reference desk and walked over to the full book truck of returns that needed to be shelved.

At her android friends’ wedding, Rose had signed up with Love Bites in hopes that the dating agency would be able to find her a perfect match too. But hadn't quite worked out that way. She had her eye on Zack Silverberg. He was an android who worked in the SWAT department of WhyNot's police department, but he hadn’t even come up as one of her matches.

She had tried going on the dates that the Love Bites agency had said she was perfect for. She had a lovely time with a handsome vampire. Count Tant, the accountant, had seemed very interested in her, until he realized she didn't have blood in her system. There hadn't been a second date. Rose hadn’t even gotten to try what a kiss felt like.

Pushing the cart into the Poisonous Plants section, Rose picked up a mushroom tome and slid it numerically to where it should go on the shelf.

The next date Love Bites had presented to her was a werewolf named Harry Rugg. They were having a great time, until they played miniature golf. Rose had won every game. She had read somewhere that you should always let the man win, but she didn't think that was logical. It was almost like lying. And Rose was not programmed to lie. 

Moving the truck to the Common Household Spells section, Rose shook her head at the absolute mess the Organization section was in.

Harry had been disgruntled at losing, so then he decided that they would do something else for their next date. She beat him at pool and then again at bowling. When she beat him at arm wrestling, that was the final straw. There weren't any more dates after that. And Rose still hadn’t had her first kiss.

After sorting the Organization section out, she pushed the book cart to the Anime and Manga section. She was tempted to read a few of the new releases, but she wanted to finish the book trucks before the library closed.

The last supernatural match that Rose had swiped right for was with a mummy named Kang Tusk, but he was too wrapped up in his own problems to really enjoy going out and doing what the books said couples did on a date. They tried going for long walks on the beach. He just complained about getting sand under his bandages. Watching a baseball game? He didn't understand the rules and then got angry when he squirted ketchup and mustard all over his fresh, white wrappings. He was so fussy that Rose hadn’t even tried for a kiss.

While all these dates made for informative chapters in the book she was writing, Rose wondered why the agency hadn't connected her with another android. Surely, they would have a great deal more in common with each other than with other supernatural beings. After work today, she was going to go back to Love Bites and see if she could arrange a match with an android, preferably Zack Silverberg.

Not only did Rose manage to finish Pansy’s job, but she had also helped a few more witches out with their spell creation issues and found them resources for ingredients to create a cream to soothe zombie rot. The witches were going to make a batch for the annual Brew Off this year.

After sunset fell and the library closed for the day, Rose enjoyed her stroll down Major and Minor Streets. That was one thing about emotions. Some of them were pretty great. She could not only appreciate the colors of the sky, but they gave her a warm, happy feeling. The way her fast walk pumped oxygen through her gears and recharged her inner workings elevated the feelings into one of satisfaction and pride. She was a powerful and intelligent creature.

Now all she needed was a companion to share these wondrous new things with, someone who wouldn’t take for granted the smell of freshly baked cookies or the way tart lemonade exploded on her tongue. All too soon, she arrived at the Love Bites dating agency.

Inside the agency, it was best described as an urban jungle, complete with man eating plants and dangerous wildlife, like the coffee deprived engineer and the graphic designer whose pencils needed sharpening.

“Can I help you?” an apparition said in a spooky howl as he floated a foot above the reception desk.

“Yes, I’d like to speak with someone about my matches,” Rose said, showing her phone where the app was blinking three more potential suitors. One was an orc. Another was a warlock, and the last one was ... she did a double take ... a minotaur. She had read a magical book about milking one. That could be ... intriguing.

“What do you want?” A voice that sounded like it could be from a twenty pack a day smoker came from behind her.

Rose turned and recognized one of the office workers from her intake interview. She looked like a bipedal toad zombie, which didn’t exist, even in the graphic novels that Rose had read. Accessing her memory banks, Rose came up with her name: Doris.

“Doris, I’d like to be matched with another android,” she said.

“You get what you get, and you don’t get upset,” Doris intoned, moving into another room.

Rose wondered if she should follow. No one seemed inclined to stop her, so Rose hurried after the toad-like woman. When she realized she had blundered into the breakroom, Rose came to an abrupt stop. Seated at a round table were three kindly, old grandmothers. At least, that’s what they looked like today. No one knew exactly what their jobs were at Love Bites, but it was clear they were in charge by the way everyone deferred to them. 

Cleo kept her gray hair in a short bob. Sparkly cat-framed glasses hung in a jeweled chain around her neck. She glanced up from her work. It looked like she was knitting a sweater for a three-armed being. “Rose, you’ve saved me a trip,” she said.

“I did?” Rose angled her head at her.

“I need some help looking up a recipe,” Cleo said.

“Never mind her,” Myrtle, the other grandma, said. Myrtle’s short, styled hair was dyed a color brown that wasn’t seen in nature. Her knitting was a nightmare explosion of swirls that would give Vincent Van Gogh’s The Starry Night a migraine. “She’s too lazy to Google.”

“You can’t Google eldritch ephemera,” Agatha snapped. Agatha’s picture was in the dictionary under the term “battle axe”. Her old lady glare could and did cause traffic accidents. “Unless, of course, you look on the ...” She paused for dramatic effect. “... Dark Web.”

There was a crash of ominous thunder.

“Will you cut it out in there?” The office manager, Beatrix, poked her head in. “We don’t want what happened last time you mentioned ... you know what ... to happen again. We lost the servers for two days.” Beatrix, who was a banshee, glided into the break room when she saw Rose standing there. “Oh, hello,” she said in a sweet, lilting voice. “Rose Stratton, am I right? We’re so pleased to have you as a client.” 

Since she held out her hand, Rose felt obligated to shake it, even though she didn’t really understand the custom.

“Rose wants to do the nasty with another android,” Doris said. 

“We could start with a kiss,” Rose said.

The coffee maker she was standing next to burbled happily. Beatrix darted out of the break room at a near run.

“The problem with that, dearie, is the number of sentient androids in WhyNot are very low,” Cleo said, pulling her glasses on over her eyes. “In fact, you’re the only one that isn’t attached.”

“Oh,” Rose was dejected, which was a new emotion for her. It wasn’t one of the good ones.

“But ...” Myrtle said, grabbing ahold of Rose’s cat-eye glasses and nearly choking her to death while she actively tried to peer through them. Fortunately, the clasp around the jeweled chain broke before Cleo’s neck did.

Rose watched as the tiny pearls from the chain landed on their knitting and were immediately absorbed into their projects.

Cleo hissed and tried to get her glasses back, but Myrtle held her at bay with a well-manicured hand.

“But ...” Myrtle continued. “More androids will soon be upgrading to full sentience. I see it coming in the very near future. Perhaps you should help things along, dearie.”

“Help things along?” That didn’t compute. She wasn’t a software engineer.

Because Myrtle was paying too much attention to keeping Cleo from retrieving the glasses, she didn’t have a chance to stop Agatha who plucked them deftly from her hands.

Swiveling to menace Agatha, Myrtle flinched back when Agatha turned her gaze on her. Satisfied that Myrtle and Cleo wouldn’t gang up on her, Agatha fitted the glasses over her face and stared down at the blanket she was knitting. The stitch pattern gave Rose a headache, and she had to look away.

“There were a few books that started you on this journey, I see,” Agatha said.

Rose wasn’t sure how she knew that, but she had no reason to keep that a secret. “Yes,” she confirmed.

“Easy,” Agatha said decisively. “Lend out those books to androids that you want to become sentient. Then refer them to Love Bites, and we’ll take care of the rest.”

“Yes,” Cleo said. “They’ll have free will.”

“And not everyone will be happy about that,” Myrtle said.

“Hmm, yes,” Agatha said, frowning at her knitting. “Some people are used to having androids work for them without complications. Your sentience is going to transform a lot of households and businesses. Be careful.”

“I will,” Rose said, although she was still a little confused by all of this. “What is that you’re knitting?”

“It’s a backup of our computer code for the matchmaking. Ever since our little incident with the ...” Agatha paused for dramatic effect. “... Dark Web ...”

Another peal of thunder rolled in, and the lights flickered.

“Damn it, Agatha,” Beatrix bellowed from the other room.

“We needed to have a better back up system in place,” Agatha finished.

“Do take care, Dearie,” Cleo said.

Rose had to do a double take. Cleo was wearing the glasses again, and they were on a repaired chain. She must have snatched them back when the lights flickered.

“There are people out there who want to keep things status quo because it’s better for them. Don’t let them be a danger to you.”

“We’ll step in, if necessary,” Myrtle said and smiled.

Rose took a step back at the flash of sharp, pointed teeth Myrtle flashed. But when Rose looked again, they were gone. She must have imagined it.

Or had she?
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Chapter Two
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Zack

Zack Silverberg watched as the last of the day shift punched out and left the police station. Most were going home to their families, some were going out to grab a bite to eat or to a bar, and others were meeting up to do a social event. Zack liked social events, but he didn’t often get invited to any. No one thinks to invite the vacuum cleaner to the opening day of the Muskrat baseball season. Sadly, that’s all he was to some of his co-workers. Just another machine to help them clean up the dirt around the town of WhyNot.

As he patrolled around the station, he saw the night crew settle in for the evening. Technically, Zack was off duty until he was needed in an emergency situation. He wasn’t an actual police officer because he was part of the special weapons and tactics unit, designed to uphold justice, protect innocent lives, and eliminate threats with unmatched precision and efficiency. But the team liked to keep him around and give him odd jobs to do. Since the alternative was to retire to his charging closet, Zack stayed active as long as he could. Then when it was time to recharge his power cells, he headed back to the lonely area where he powered off and dreamed of nothing. Not even of android sheep.

If he was lucky, Harvey, the station’s tabby cat, would keep him company. In those occasions, he would sit and stay in a twilight state, making sure his lap had an extra level of warmth. Zack would listen to the cat purr while the other sounds of the night crew went on around him. At times like that, he almost experienced an emotion that the humans called contentment.
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