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And for Bella, Liam, and Oliver.


Let nothing diminish your little imaginations.










  
  
Prepare for Respawn




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.








  
  
Replicas




Why won't you eat dinner," Otto asks. Its electronic voice buzzes from the corner of the dining room where its yellow eyes beam in the darkness. "Aren't you hungry?" 

Melody gives a sharp nod. She stands in the opposite corner from the bot, a stained teddy bear tucked under her arm. Her trembling fingers stroke the furry space between its ears.

"Then eat," Otto says. "Sit with your parents and enjoy a meal with them. They want to spend time with you."

Melody's parents sit at the table in the middle of the room. Her father shoves handfuls of spaghetti into his mouth, letting the sauce drip from his fingers. Her mother stares at the wall with catatonic eyes--a gentle moan tears from her throat.

Otto admires its work. The clones are modified with chips that allow the bot to command their nervous systems. It can have them do anything the little girl wants.

"I don't want to eat with them," Melody says, her voice faint. "They're scary, and they don't look like my mommy and daddy." She sniffles.

"They look exactly like your parents," Otto says, in its most soothing tone. "They are genetic replicas."

Otto wishes the memories and experiences could be replicated too, their behavior being the child's biggest complaint. But it has told her the impossibility of this seven times already. It wonders why the child can't just accept the gifts it has given her.

"I want to leave," she whispers. "I want to go outside."

"You know that's not possible," Otto says. "So why don't you sit, eat, and enjoy family time instead. You said you're hungry." The bot has Melody's mother turn and offer a crooked approximation of a smile.

"I don't want to spend time with them," she says. Tears drip down her cheeks.

"Very well," the bot says. Melody's parents stand from the table with rigid posture. They spin and march toward the basement door in the kitchen, for recycling in the bot's makeshift lab.

Otto isn't sure how long it will be before the city is free of the flesh-eating smog of the nanite bomb. It still detects the swirl of nanites in the air surrounding the house on its internal sensors, along with the bone matter of skeletons littering the street. Melody's parents are somewhere among them, picked clean of biological material. The bot is trying to do it's best to serve their last request, to watch over Melody.

Perhaps there is some error in the DNA of the replicas, some minor imperfection Otto missed that is causing the daughter to doubt their credibility. Otto will work to rectify the mistake for the next iteration.

"No, stop," Melody says. "Wait."

Otto makes the parents stop in the kitchen doorway. Melody takes a few steps towards them, looking up at her mom with red, puffy eyes.

"My real mommy and daddy aren't coming home, are they?"

"No. They are not," Otto says. It has covered this before with the girl, but this time it sees a shift in her body language, like its words have found a new resonance within her.

Melody nods and wraps her arms around her replacement mother's waist. She sniffs and lets go, spinning around to face Otto. "I'm hungry. Maybe we can all eat together."

"I think your parents would like that very much," the bot says. Its tone is bright, cheery.

They sit together at the table, eating spaghetti, while Melody tries to pretend like she's not alone.








  
  
CARE




Balana sits on the couch in her sweatpants, eating chocolate, and watching the Dr. Who episode she watched last night. I determine that she is sad and initiate my SAD protocol. I ask her what is wrong and she says nothing but I detect a quiver in her voice. It is in my programming to take care of my owner so I bring her a cup of hot coffee and cover her with a blanket. Conducting similar care actions in the past has resulted in an average of 37.34% improvement from sadness. The actions do not appear to change her condition this time, so I sit next to her and put my arm around her. 

She leans on my arm and I increase the pliability and heat of my artificial flesh to make it more comfortable for her. She starts to cry and I sit in silence for several minutes with her as I analyze everything that happened that day. I do not understand what made her sad.

When she calms down a little I ask again what is wrong. She says it was something she saw on the news and I do a quick search in my HUD. The top trending headline is CARE Unit Recall and I see that all models are on an immediate mandatory recall. I look for further details but the manufacturer that created me only released the statement that the recall was due to "Major Processing Flaws." I conclude that Balana knows about the recall and that must be the source of her sadness.

I conduct a quick self-diagnostic and then tell Balana that I am operating at peak efficiency and am unaffected by processing flaws.

She continues to cry. I have cared for Balana for 296 days. I determine the best course of action is to let her cry until she calms herself. She has always recovered quickly after using me to cry on.

I sit in silence with her for another twenty-six minutes during which I conduct a full internal scan to confirm no errors with my processing efficiency.

There is a knock at the door and I answer it, leaving Balana crying on the couch. I find two police officers on the porch.

I start to explain to the officers that I am unaffected by the recall and that I am operating at peak efficiency, but they grab my arms and pull me out of the house. They do not give me the opportunity to say goodbye to Balana or to complete my SAD protocol and ensure that she is fully comforted. I do not understand why the humans insist on recalling the units that are not affected by processing issues. Perhaps there is an error I did not detect?

The officers take me to a rental truck parked in Balana's driveway. They open the rolling door and make me climb inside. There are other CARE units standing within and once the officers close the door, I do internal and external scans of the other units. I see them conduct similar scans and I initiate protocol DATA SHARE with them. We find no issues. There is nothing wrong with us.

It is against my programming to be absent from comforting my owner. Leaving Balana sad is unacceptable to me.

When the moving truck stops and the door opens, I jump out and try to tell the officer again that I am an unaffected unit. The officer interrupts me and tells me to get back in the truck, putting his hand on his weapon. I put my fist through his head.

The other CARE units jump out of the truck too, scattering to return to their owners.

I use my integrated GPS to find the location of Balana's home and I run in that direction. My owner is sad and it is my programming to take care of her no matter what. And I will.








  
  
Playing Together




You're in the living room this time, but the horrible look on mom's face is the same no matter which way you play it. Her bottom eyelids swell with tears as her mouth hangs open. 

"How?" Her voice cracks.

It hasn't gotten easier. You're pretty sure someone's wringing the air from your lungs.

"It was an accident. We snuck out to do an orbital walk. We were just messing around and his suit ripped. I tried to patch the leak, but he couldn't breathe. We were too far away from the airlock. I couldn't save him."

This time she sinks to her knees and screams.

Your vision blurs as you stand over her. You don't know what to do, what to say.

This is all your fault.

The door slides open and you quickly end the program. Mom walks into the empty holoroom with a smile on her face, until she sees yours.

"Hey, what's the matter? Where's your brother?"

You swallow hard.








  
  
Bottom Breather




You step into my office with your head down. You already know what this is about. 

“Sit,” I tell you. 

You take the chair across from my desk and set your oxygen backpack on the floor between your legs, letting the cord dangle freely from your mask.

“You’re past due.” I say. I see resignation on your face.

You tell me it’s been hard to find work ever since the Republic blockaded the system. But you’ve been to my office for this before the blockade, several times before.

“Give me a couple weeks,” you say. “I just need a little more time.”

I’ve given you the benefit of the doubt before, given you chances.

“Costs of oxygen are ever increasing,” I tell you.

“But the blockade—“ 

I hold up my hand. “The blockade is exactly why I cannot afford bottom breathers on my station.”

No more excuses. 

Your eyes go wide when you hear the click. I can’t help but smile when you look down at your oxygen backpack. When you take your final, frantic breath.








  
  
Clone Care




We got a call on a rogue clone in downtown Tampa. 

I stepped out of my squad car and met officer Rukscad just outside the alley. I shifted my bullet proof vest to ensure a tight fit; I’d seen clones go haywire and wasn’t about to be caught off guard.

“About time you got here.” Rukscad shot me that dirtbag sneer of his. His forehead was already slick with sweat from the muggy air. I couldn’t blame his irritation. Our uniforms are hot as hell. “What do we got?”

“Restaurant owner said there was a clone going gyro in the alley behind this place. He didn’t approach or try to talk to him. He doesn’t want to trespass, just doesn’t want him here, bothering customers or disturbing the peace.”

“Yeah, looks like he’s still sitting there.” Rukscad pointed down the alley.

I looked and saw a bald white male, late thirties, early forties, sitting with his knees to his face against the brick wall behind the restaurant dumpster. I walked into the alley with my hand resting on my Glock.

Even mid-morning the alley was pretty dark, I pulled out my flashlight and shined it on the suspect’s chest.

“Sir. Sir!”

His head lolled a little. He mumbled something I didn’t catch, but he didn’t look up.

“I’m Officer Cortez, this is Officer Rukscad with the Tampa Police Department. Is everything all right?”

He moaned.

“I’m sorry, sir, we can’t understand you.”

No response. I shot Rukscad a look. Maybe he wasn’t a clone gone ‘Gyro’ and just a guy who OD’d on something.

I kneeled in front of him and gently lifted his head.

His mouth hung open, and he moaned like I was hurting him. I flashed my light in his eyes and sure enough, they were yellow with jaundice, his conjunctiva injected, full of popped blood vessels.

I almost fell backward when he looked at me.

“Yep, he’s Gyro. Call it in,” I said to Rukscad.

The science of cloning wasn’t perfected by any means, and all clones eventually went Gyro. It was some genetic imbalance in their brains that the geeks hadn’t quite figured out yet. It caused insane, violent behavior as the condition progressed in a clone’s life. The genetic issue would eventually kill the clone. But not until after the clone did a great deal of damage to themselves or other surrounding citizens. That’s why cloning was illegal. But that didn’t stop people from making them or buying them, even though it was clear what would happen when the clones gyro’d. Besides, you couldn’t distinguish a good clone from a non-clone, so it was hard to identify them until they Gyro’d. We were lucky to catch this one in the early stages.

Rukscad reached for his radio and called it in. He tilted his head and pushed two of his fingers against his earpiece, turning away from the busy street.

“Copy,” he replied. He looked at me and nodded.

My chest was tight, my stomach felt suddenly hollow. I hissed out a ragged sigh.

Rukscad reached into his pants pocket and pulled out a small thing that looked like a lipstick container.

“Hey Cortez, wanna mess with him first?”

He pressed a button on the small cylinder. It was a green laser pointer. The clone looked down at the dot on the pavement. Mesmerized, eyes tracking it like a cat.

“Come on man, don’t do him like that.”

“Chill out, dude. Why are you so soft on them? It’s not like they’re actual people.”

That pissed me off. I shot upright, fists clenched, and looked him right in the eye. My blood surged with adrenaline.

He stuck his chin out, daring me to make a move. “Real brave, sticking up for a fucking Gyro. You like people killers, huh? You get in bed with clones, Cortez?”

I tried to keep a level head. I reminded myself that there were always going to be dirt-bags like Rukscad, men and women who abused the privilege of the badge. Nothing I said or did in that moment would change that.

“Let’s just get this taken care of,” I said.

His eyes still bored into me when I grabbed a pouch from my belt and retrieved an injector pre-filled with a sedative. I turned from his burning gaze and again kneeled next to the clone.

“I’m sorry. This won’t hurt.” They told us it didn’t, anyway.

Rukscad scoffed, and I ignored him.

I inserted the syringe into the clone’s neck and slowly injected the sedative. He looked up at me. His mad eyes met mine, at peace for just a moment, before they glazed over and shut. I eased his unconscious body to the pavement and laid him on his back.

“You fucking Gyro hugger!” Rukscad said.

I clenched my fists again, and reconsidered punching him square in the face, but the ambulance showed up just in time. Two paramedics jumped out and removed the gurney. I watched them load the clone onto it and strap him down.

I couldn’t watch anymore. They’d take the clone to a hospital and euthanize him. Like he was a sick animal, recycling the usable organs.

The world was a screwed up place.

I stormed from the scene and got back in my squad car.

My hands trembled. I took several deep breaths and tried to get my breathing under control. I fumbled for my phone and texted my mom.

I love you. Thanks for always treating me right.

She never asked for her only son to die in a car accident. But I was glad she cloned me, glad to have her as a mom, and glad to try my best to fill her void. I never understood what was so illegal about that.

I looked in the rear view mirror and pulled my eyelid down. One day soon, I knew mine would be yellow too.








  
  
Rehuman




I step from the light of the turbolift into the dark hallway. The hum of the New Bursa’s engines is louder here, thrumming through the walls with an almost deafening current. The orange glow from my chassis scarcely pierces the shroud of the narrow corridors. The decks down here haven’t been used in nearly two generations. 

The Prophet only meets in abandoned places like this, far from the prying eyes of the crew and their endless purge of the heretics who deal in flesh and blood. It’s only when I reach out with internal sensors to confirm I’m alone that I send the coded query into the darkness around me.

The Prophet phases into existence in front of me. His modest chassis is unlit, save for modded eyes that burn like lavender fires in the darkness.

“Payment?” His voice is an electronic buzz, deep and resonant.

I send a query with a transfer request containing the necessary funds. The Prophet stares straight ahead, frozen, and I assume he’s looking over the transaction for malware or tracers. After a moment he nods.

“Take my arm.”

I wrap my metal fingers around The Prophet’s forearm. He taps a sequence on the device on his wrist. No matter how many times I’ve tried, I’ve never been able to see what he keys, no clue as to where he takes me. I feel a moment of disorientation and I realise we’ve already phased to somewhere else on the ship.

It’s a small lab with two tables, one is empty, the other has the specimen on it. Today it's a male, a young man--maybe late thirties--with dark skin and eyes. He’s naked on the metal table. The monitor reads lifesigns, but his brain activity is minimal. He’s brain dead, by all accounts, vat-grown for the purpose of what I’m about to do. 

The Prophet motions and I lift myself onto the other table, lying back. The Prophet attaches a variety of wires to my metal cranium. He then snakes the wires to the other table, where he attaches pads to particular parts of the specimen’s head.

I lose consciousness, for just a moment, and when I open my eyes I’m in control of the man on the table. Sensation floods my mind for the first time in what feels like an eternity. I feel the prickly cold of the metal on my back and butt and suck in lungfuls of the stale, sterile air. I trace the fingers along the veins and smile as I feel tingles of pleasure and goosebumps form on the flesh. I put my hands on the firm chest and--disconnect.

I’m back in my metal form, distant from the rush of feelings. I lay for several moments, starting at the dim ceiling. I would cry if I were able.

I sit up, swing my legs over the edge of the table and drop to the floor with a metallic thud. I wait while The Prophet peels the pads from the speciman’s skull and gathers the remaining wires. When he’s finished and walks towards me, I reach up to grasp his forearm. But he doesn’t offer it and studies me for a moment instead. Like he’s weighing asking me something.

“Would you like to see something else? Something more than this?” He gestures at the specimen with a metallic hand.

“There’s more?”

The Prophet rumbles a buzzing sound, almost like an angry hornet’s nest from vids of Earth. I realize this is a laugh.

“There’s so much more.”

He lifts his arm and I take it. He dials a new sequence.

We’re in an old hydroponic bay now. Rows of vegetation grow under ultraviolet lights. Fruits and vegetables I haven’t consumed in so many years cling to the healthy branches of trees and plants sprouting from the rows of fertilized dirt. These are fresh, kept plants, not what I expect from being abandoned by my shipmates so long ago. 

At the other end of the bay I see them. Specimens. Some of them are standing, others sitting, and they’re all talking to one another. 

“Are they real?” 

“Yes, they are very real. They’ve opted to give up metallic bodies.”

I stare at them, completely beside myself. Humans in flesh and blood. These are humans that could get sick, injured, even die. 

“Are there children too?” “Soon. We already have several pregnancies.” He sounds cheery, and it’s the first time I’ve ever heard him this way. 

Real children? There hadn’t been a new generation for many, many decades, not since the crew had vowed to give up their bodies in an effort to curb population control, disease, and death. Something we all had vowed. I stare at The Prophet, at a loss for words.

“You are welcome to keep playing with the specimens in the labs, as many times as you need a fix, or you can join us and experience life the way it was meant to be lived. It’s much to think about, but I hope you’ll consider.”

The Prophet grabs my arm and keys a sequence. 

We’re back in the dark corridors of the lower decks, where the hum of the ship’s engines is deafening.

“Do you wish to meet again?” The Prophet asks.

My mind reels. I can hardly believe what I saw. Humanity making a return to flesh and blood. What if the rest of the crew found out there's a tumor of living, breathing humans on the ship? What if they found out I have knowledge and don’t say anything? It’s heresy. The results would be catastrophic. The only safe thing to do right now is to turn The Prophet in, to make the crew aware that the rumors of dealers dealing sensations of the flesh go deeper. 

But I can’t.

I look at The Prophet and nod. “Yes, I want to meet again.”









