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To my mother and father.

When we meet again, I’ll tell you how much I love you.

“The ones who made us are always looking 

for the ones who made them.”

(A. I. Artificial Intelligence)
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Philadelphia, 21 October 2030

The Cyborg Corporation general meeting was about to begin. Will Hunter, the company’s president, was pacing his office, itching to get on with the reunion and to make his announcement to Cyborg’s shareholders and to the rest of the world; the launch of this new generation of androids was going to mean an epic turning point in robotics and the interaction between humans and machines. 

In the last twenty years, the software giant had taken massive steps, acquiring the best engineers and designers in the market, recruiting from its rivals and attracting aspiring young graduates who hailed from the most illustrious universities in America and Europe.  

Outside the big white building at Cyborg’s head office a constant stream of cars was arriving, and both the external and internal car parks were already filled to capacity. The prospect that such an innovation could well result in an unprecedented surge in the company’s stock exchange value, and hence their own parcel of shares, made it an event that no one was willing to miss out on. Suit-clad business men and women emerged from their cars, abandoning them wherever they could, and frantically heading off into the building at 2400 Chestnut Street in Philadelphia.  

In the various bars across the three-story office block, shareholders and staff were killing time over a welcome cocktail, sharing their impressions, and predicting what the big news might entail. Just half an hour to go. An air of tension was building up.  There was much talk about the event line-up, whose penultimate point was: “Presentation of new-generation cyborg: Venus”. A name synonymous with love and beauty and which consequently titillated the dominantly male gathering, triggering a series of nods and winks as they sipped their champagne and Bloody Marys. 

Back in Hunter’s office, last-minute details were being put into the presentations, and the speakers were scanning their ultra-thin tablets for the umpteenth time.  The technicians finished scrolling through the benchmarks one last time and sat back to admire the stunning C.P.U graphics they had created, and which would soon adorn the big screens. 

Everything was ready. 

A radio announcement called the assembly members to take their seats in the hall. The meeting would begin in fifteen minutes. 

Hunter turned towards his “Cyborg 1.0” task force and, moving from one to the next, like a general with his army, shook the hand of each and every designer and engineer, expressing his gratitude and respect for the work they had done and their commitment over the past few years. At the end, he stopped to exchange a few words with the project leader, engineer John Miller, a relatively withdrawn but well-respected thirty-five old, whose last ten years had been spent at Cyborg, working on the “creature,” as he himself had christened it. Right from his student days, an aspiring robotics buff at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Miller had yearned to achieve something that others could only dream of. And now he had done just that. His creature was ready. He might almost have said in “flesh and blood,” even though he knew this was not the case. But to an engineer such as himself, circuits and microchips were as good as veins and arteries, and titanium and carbon were not so different from muscle and bone. 

It was as if his creature were a living human being. But then again, no, it was something more. It was something a human being could never be. It was perfection in its purest form.

«John, this is it. How do you feel?» began Hunter, reaching for his hand. 

«I’ve been waiting for this moment ever since I came to work for Cyborg, Mr President,» John replied proudly, his cheeks flushing as they did every time his boss spoke to him. This innate shyness had been with him since childhood, and he had long given up on ever shaking it off. 

«Come on, guys!» Hunter called out. «The world awaits us.» So saying, he turned to leave the room and marched off towards the assembly hall. His troop quickly fell into line, his personal secretary at his heels, followed by John Miller and the engineering team. 

As they went, Diana, his secretary, furnished Hunter with the latest share price, in such a way as to suggest to her boss that this figure, in a very short time, would be reaching new heights. Hunter tilted his head towards her as she tottered along in her high heels and matching pearl gray suit, then took the woman’s arm gently in his, and whispered: «Diana, thank you. You’re an absolute gem. I know I can always count on you. Are you free this evening? I would like to treat you to dinner at Bibou. You like French cuisine, don’t you?» 

The straight-laced secretary gave a start, and wobbled to a stop on her nine-centimeter heels. With undisguised embarrassment, she cleared her voice, looked off to one side, and attempted to decline the invitation, mumbling some excuse she was cobbling together as she spoke. Then noting his disappointment, and figuring that in the end there could be no harm in accepting, she straightened up and smiled at him politely. Hunter’s perfectly oval face lit up with gratitude, his blue eyes beaming from beneath a cascade of golden locks.

«Certainly, Mr President. I’m sure my commitments can wait. I would be delighted to accept and I thank you for the kind offer.»

The hall was heaving with people. Hunter made his entrance, bolstered by his board of directors and a trail of technicians and engineers. A thunderous applause broke out as thousands of people clamored to their feet in fervent anticipation of the great event they were about to witness. But would they truly comprehend the vision of the much-heralded “Number Zero,” as the prototype had been denominated? Had they even a hope of fathoming the implications of the mass production that would shortly follow?

Hunter gave the assembly a triumphant opening with news on sales for the last quarter and progress on the stock market. Something that went down particularly well with the shareholders, who began warming their hands with almost unbroken applause. 

An outline of investment plans for the immediate future then followed, sure to intensity the upward trend in shares, before the speech was brought to a victorious close. A forecast of new profits for the next financial year. The first year of the third decade of the 21st century.

«Ladies and Gentlemen, our mission for 2031 is to become the first company in the world to produce a state-of-the-art cyborg, capable of assisting humans in activities where rapid, strategically-important decision making is crucial, and to support those who hold the destinies of hundreds or even thousands of people in their hands. Think about those managers in multi-billion corporations and the tough economic decisions that face them when drawing up company investment plans or marketing strategies; or physicians whose urgent diagnosis of their patients’ symptoms is paramount; heads of government for whom it is imperative to devise sound financial maneuvers and ensure their budgets balance. What was once left to the common sense and intellectual abilities of a few individuals, dear Ladies and Gentlemen and Members of the Cyborg Corporation, will now have recourse to the calculated and impartial aid of cyborgs. Man and Machine have reached a crossroads. The bond between the human brain and the very latest generation in supercomputers has been forged. But who better to give us the technical details, than the father of the creation himself, the world’s leader in cybernetic engineering, a man who has spent the last ten years of his life working on this project. I’d like to welcome to the floor, Mr John Miller.»

The room erupted into applause once again, cheering President Hunter and preparing the ground for the presentation to come. Miller took a deep breath and stepped forward to the microphone, ready to rattle off his stockpile of data and backed by the first in a series of performance charts which now appeared on the big screen behind him. Deep down he knew only too well that most people in the room were not remotely interested in what he had to say, and that an even smaller number would be lucky to understand even half of what he was about to explain. The only numbers they were sure to comprehend were those on their stock portfolios, which would swell as a result of a surge in share prices. The only graphs they were capable of getting their heads round would be the ones in the press, such as USA Today, in the days to come. 

To this end, the event was also host to a large gathering of journalists from a variety of specialist publications in finance, information technology and biocybernetics. John began to explain the wondrous technology behind his prototype, a warm feeling of intense satisfaction quickly spreading upwards across his chest, and lighting his face. In reality, his creature was anything but a prototype, at least as far as he was concerned. 

The creature was, in fact, a finished product to all intents and purposes, but this was something John was not yet ready to admit. There was always something to be done before it could be regarded as complete. At least this is what the president understood to be the case. Those who had worked on the project in Miller’s team knew different. There was nothing to stop Miller’s “prototype” going into mass production, apart from Miller. But if any of them dared to suggest to him that he was “dragging things out,” they got the same stock response, that there were some tests in the program which required his personal attention, and which as yet were still to be done. 

In the throes of his impassioned speech, the awkward and introspective project leader seemed to have undergone a transformation and was now completely at his ease, launching a rapid fire of facts that shell shocked its audience. His inhibition had been lost somewhere beneath the detail of how the super Artificial-Tronics Z8000 processor performed and the Venus cyborg’s technical spec. 

Ted Anderson for one, his closest colleague and best buddy, would never have expected to see him so laid-back, especially in front of so many people. Miller seemed oblivious to their numbers, and also failed to note when they began to shift in their seats, a growing restlessness spreading across the hall in reaction to such a myriad of technical-scientific data. They, on the other hand, were asking themselves whether, in the end, there would be a demonstration or not, and above all, if their curiosity to see the much-heralded mechanical wonder with their own eyes would be satisfied.

John had now got to one of the final graphs, an illustration of the difference in performance and resolution of the cyborg’s built-in eye scanner compared to scanners produced thus far, when a slight hum began to emerge, originating from the back of the hall. 

Moments later a woman let out a scream. It echoed across the building, causing the engineer to break off mid sentence, and bringing his long and intricate monologue to an untimely end. Everyone shuffled round in their seats, trying to figure out what was going on. A crowd of people were frantically waving their arms around and calling for a doctor. 

A man in his seventies, hands to his chest, was slumped to one side of his chair, his head resting on the shoulder of a lady not much younger than himself. She was frantically babbling something about her husband’s heart. 

At that same moment, a young woman rose to her feet at the Chairman’s table. She peered across from the raised platform overlooking the hall, then darted down the main aisle, a long white marble divider between two blocks of red velvet chairs. In a matter of moments, she had reached a small gathering of men who were watching on helplessly, wondering whether the suspected heart attack was going to take the poor guy onto the afterlife. They moved aside to let the attractive young lady through. On reaching the man, she put her arms around his body and lifted him up off the chair and into the air, before gently laying him out on the ground. Such an incredible show of strength for someone so petite. 

She then proceeded to check his pulse and breathing but, on finding neither one nor the other, she dropped to her knees at the man’s side. Pulling his head backwards and raising his chin, she checked there was nothing blocking his throat. Without further adieu, she unbuckled his belt, and quickly unknotted the blue tie on which a band of white froth had appeared, having oozed from his mouth moments beforehand. Then, with intense vigor, she began pressing down on his chest in a rhythmic motion. At regular intervals, she interceded with mouth-to-mouth resuscitation, her thick mass of long blonde hair sweeping across the man’s face as she leaned over him. 

The men nearest to her watched on avidly as the young woman continued to massage the man’s chest and unite her lips with his, almost envious of that poor guy who lay powerless on the ground. It was only when they realized the aid was giving no positive results that they really began to worry about the patient, asking themselves if the ambulance and medical team that Security had summoned would ever arrive. Then the woman, who was calm if not emotionless, reacted in a way that astounded those present. She ripped open the man’s shirt, sending a shower of mother-of-pearl buttons rattling off across the room, before planting her hands firmly on his bare chest. The man’s body buckled up as a high-voltage electrical charge passed between her and him, for just a few milliseconds. 

The heart started to pump once more and the man began to drift back into consciousness. Murmurs of awe undulated across the room, followed by shouting and commotion as medical staff from the nearby hospital finally rushed onto the scene. Taking over the patient, the doctors and nurses began to assess the man’s condition. An oxygen mask was placed over his mouth and they lifted him onto a stretcher. Although dazed, the man had however regained consciousness and began looking around him, wondering who it was that had saved him from his close meeting with Charon. 

In effect, before today a journey to Hades had never entered his thoughts. Crossing his wife’s distraught gaze, her trembling hand clinging onto his, he mustered up a tentative smile. A tear remained clinging to her eyelashes, uncertain whether or not to break loose and steal away. The man looking imploringly into the woman’s eyes, as if apologizing for having attempted to go without even saying goodbye. She looked back at him lovingly and, without a single word being said, she got up and followed the stretcher out of the room and along the corridors that led to the entrance of the building, where an ambulance was waiting, its lights flashing.
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The woman, tall, blonde, slender, eyes of deepest blue, black pants and white shirt with mandarin-style collar, walked slowly and confidently through the crowd that had gathered to witness the excitement, and made her way back to the President’s table. 

Will Hunter glanced over at John, his eyes gleaming. Running his fingers across the headband of the wireless microphone, as if to make sure it was still on his head, he cleared his throat and began to speak.

«Ladies and Gentlemen, please return to your seats. Our friend and associate, I’m sure, will soon be back on his feet.» As the words were leaving his lips, his eyes tracked the woman as she walked up the three steps leading onto the stage, and resumed her place at the table next to Ted Anderson, an empty chair on her left that John had vacated. 

Miller, still standing in the exact same place he had been before being interrupted, once again received the word from Hunter, urging him to continue: «Thanks also to the intervention of... John, would you like to explain exactly what happened here this morning? Who do we have to thank if our friend is soon tucking into a big, juicy steak and a glass of Oregon’s own Pinot Noir?» 

John approached the table, positioned himself behind the woman and, resting his hands on her shoulders, carried on from where he had left off. «Honorable members, you have heard an infinite series of numbers, percentages, performance comparisons; you’ve seen graphs, histograms, and pie charts. Well, there is nothing I could have said to explain things better than a practical demonstration. 

In fact, we had planned to give you a short demo of the Venus prototype, but what you witnessed today was so much more. Ladies and Gentlemen, the lady on whose shoulders my hands are placed... this wonderful woman who recently came among you to save a human life...» John poured emphasis into his words, adopting a slow and measured rhythm, gradually building up the anticipation and tension on the faces of those present. Everyone in the audience was beginning to ask themselves who this woman was who had stepped in to help the heart attack victim, and what position she held on the board of the Cyborg Corporation. «This woman... is the Venus cyborg, created here in our labs, which we will soon be launching onto the market so that it can be of benefit to every medical facility, every manager and entrepreneur, every person who has a role involving human and civil responsibility. Venus is programmed to act autonomously in situations of danger or human need. Today you have witnessed just some of her potential. Her sensors have recorded every single piece of data on everyone in this room, such as body temperature and heart rate; her infrared camera has photographed all your faces; a built-in recorder has stored audio data of your conversations, and even the slightest murmur. In practice, everything that could have been done with many different pieces of equipment, can now be done by Venus. Another difference being that she doesn’t have to be carried in a briefcase or container, but can walk on her own two legs. 

She responds to voice commands, and can perform complex calculated operations in a matter of split seconds; the data collected and instructions received are processed, elaborated, crossed referenced and used to formulate predictions and statistics in real time. 

When our friend fell ill, Venus already knew it was going to happen and activated a comprehensive alarm and security procedure contained in the “lifesaver” protocol. 

The artificial respiration was made possible thanks to an oxygen reserve inserted in the body which activated the moment her mouth made contact with that of the man. 

The defibrillation, on the other hand, is thanks to electrodes inserted under the synthetic skin of the hands, and wired up to a high voltage battery from which the electric charge was sent. But there’s an infinity of other potential applications, not just medical, as I said before. 

The internal database inside Venus is constantly being updated and is linked via satellite, in real time, with the largest databanks across the world. If something occurs on the other side of the globe, Venus knows one instant after its happened.»

The assembly erupted into thunderous applause and everyone rose to their feet, so enormously satisfied and elated by the wonders they had beheld. Many had still not really understood whether Venus was a robot, an android, a woman, or a combination of the three. What really mattered was its future development and the numerous applications it could be applied to. And this pretty much all boiled down to one thing: production equals sales; sales equals turnover; turnover equals a rise in shares. Or at least that was the thinking of most people present. And of Will Hunter, who was now keen to conclude the meeting and let the euphoria accompany the Cyborg Corporation shareholders to their homes. Thus, having carried out the ceremonial formalities, seeing there were no other points on the agenda to be covered, and after the canonical “Any Other Business,” Will declared the session closed.

The room slowly emptied, a babbling stream of people being gently ushered out by hostesses in blue dresses and green neckerchiefs, who in turn were watched over by the company’s internal “Guardian Angels” security force.

Will Hunter, Ted Anderson and the board of directors began gathering together their things and headed back to the office so they could comment and congratulate each other on such a successful morning. The solid approval of their shareholders had been well and truly won. Now all that remained was to schedule meetings with the TV to publicize the upcoming Cyborg product launch to the rest of the world. In addition, there was to be a massive advertising campaign, which the marketing office was busy working on day and night.

John meanwhile remained oblivious to the euphoria around him. He avoided the reciprocal compliments, the handshakes and back patting and even opted out of the customary buffet, put on for the executive staff every time an assembly or meeting was held. Instead, he and and Venus made their way to the underground labs escorted by two guards. He was eager to return his creature to the safety of the vault. Obviously, she needed to be locked safely away and protected. She was the “number zero,” the one and only Venus, for the moment.

On arriving at the door of the vault, John punched in a secret code into the security door panel. A synthesized voice confirmed the password was correct and invited him to look into a peephole so that the retina of his eye could be scanned. An additional security measure. 

The voice then validated the retinal scan and, a moment later, the heavy door unlocked, opening slowly and silently. John took two steps back. When the door had finished swinging open on its heavy hinges, he entered the room with the cyborg close behind. 

He summoned the guards to wait for him outside. They took up position in the doorway, their eyes wide open and watchful, as if at any moment there could be an attack by some special force that wished to steal the precious machine. The vault was a very large chamber, cold and dimly lit; a faint buzzing noise could be heard coming from a ventilation fan: the wide reinforced concrete walls were encased by a thick steel lining, making it virtually impossible to break into the room from the outside. John liked to think that the vault was the safest place in Philadelphia, and there was nowhere else, apart from here, where he would have ever considered putting his precious projects and intimate secrets into safekeeping.

«Venus, activate the standby procedure and go into your capsule!» John said in a slow, deliberate voice.

«I’ve activated the procedure, John. It’ll take thirty seconds before the alarm system is deactivated. Just backing up data and archiving the database on the server,» announced Venus. «One moment, please.» John always savored these moments of intimacy with his creature. He liked listening to Venus speak, and each time, it made him proud of the work he had achieved. She was so warm, sensual and incredibly life-like. It really was like talking to a woman. Venus entered the capsule that housed her, and which also served to check which systems and processes were still active, as well as verifying the level of the internal rechargeable battery. The backup power system ran on solar power, and the two systems were calibrated and self-managed according to environmental conditions and operating locations. John checked that the procedures had concluded and that Venus was properly housed in the capsule. He listened out for the little, prolonged beeps to confirm she had gone into standby and then, taking once last look at her as if under some kind of spell, he turned toward the armored door, and left the vault. 

As he watched the heavy door closing behind him, it brought to mind the great pyramids and those who had built them. And how, as a final act in their colossal handiwork, they would deposit the pharaoh in the sarcophagus and carefully seal the entrance of the tomb, hiding it from sight to protect it from future desecration. 

Just when the entrance of the vault was about to seal shut, a short beep from inside caught his ears. He seemed to recall having heard that same beep prior to activation of the lifesaving protocol that morning. But it was a beep he shouldn’t be hearing at this point. What sense would there be in activating the procedure now, inside the vault?

He attempted to override the door mechanism, but it was too late. The door closed, sending a small puff of air into his face. He stood there for a moment in thought, trying to figure out what that strange beep could mean. Then, convincing himself that perhaps his ears were playing tricks on him, he punched in the password, entering the long series of numbers into the keypad of the security door and, escorted by the guards, made his way toward the elevator that would take him back up to the surface.
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«John, are you with us this evening? We’re going to go for a beer at Jason’s. And don’t pull your usual trick!» 

Ted collared John the moment he appeared at the office door, hoping to catch him off guard and get a ‘yes’ out of him, even though he was well accustomed by now to John’s knack of avoiding dinner invitations, or even just going for a pitcher of beer.

«Thanks, Ted! Really. But not this evening. You’re forgetting, it’s Monday, I’ve got the usual stuff to do.»

«You’re right, John. And do you know why I forgot? Because every time I ask you what it is you do on Mondays, you always tell me it’s none of my damned business. And so, my dear friend, it just doesn’t sink into this fathead of mine that on Mondays you’ve got to go to... where is it you’re going?»

John smiled, shaking his head.

«It’s none of your damned business» they chirped in unison, laughing once again. 

«All right, John, I’ll just have to down a nice cold beer on your behalf then. And I might just give that barmaid chick a good slap on the ass. You know the one who serves the tables... That hot little brunette.»

John refused to rise to the challenge, responding nonchalantly.

«You do that, Ted. Just make sure her boyfriend’s not around first. I heard he’s a champion wrestler. And I need you here at Cyborg, preferably in one piece»

Ted attempted to look serious. Then, after a couple of seconds of silence, they burst out laughing again. 

When John finally left Cyborg for the day, the vast white building had turned to glowing orange with the last rays of the sun as it slowly set. He made his way to the external parking lot, to the area reserved for employees, and, with a touch of his watch, opened the doors to his Mercedes H300. It was a stunning silver-colored car, as silvery as the waters of the Schuylkill River, which flowed nearby and whose gentle swell, gently rippled by the boats that passed, sent up soft, light sprays of water into the air, like little particles of metal whipped up by the wind. 

He got in the car and pressed the start button. The silent hydrogen engine immediately responded. The on-board computer flashed up the results of a control check; fluid levels, tire pressure, electrical system all okay. Distance before refueling estimated at about 60 miles. Enough to last the week. He would recharge the fuel cells to see him through the weekend. 

He was playing with the idea of going to Salisbury, Maryland, to check on his parents’ house, as it was now virtually uninhabited. He made a point of getting there at least a couple of times a year, just to make sure some thief had not removed the few objects that remained. Not that there was anything worth stealing.
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