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 During the
final hours of the Annual American Engineers Association Symposium,
the grounds outside the convention center teemed with androids.
Most were under four feet tall, with a harmless animal quality to
them; fur, face and all. The symposium did not permit
out-of-the-box factory androids on the convention floor for
multiple reasons—though disappointingly, what they had to offer
this year lacked any significant improvements.

The sky brooded, matching the mood that hung
over the entire weekend. Mira wanted to return to work; it would be
a welcoming distraction from an unproductive trip. Castletown was a
veritable holy land of android engineering (at least for this
hemisphere), but her grail was still missing.

Lily, her android, pulled the car up to the
convention hall, when it began to rain. In technical design terms,
Lily was an ani-droid, but the lazy tongue dropped the extra vowel.
Ani-droids were too common to require the distinction.

Common was hardly even the right word.
Comparatively, humans were few. The last census estimated there
were now five androids for every human worldwide. Naturally, most
of the world had fewer androids, but even poor countries had them
nearly two to one. They were cheap, they were dependable, they were
expendable—and did not cause an uproar in human rights
violations.

Mira had designed Lily after an otter, her
favorite animal. She didn't know much about design, so she
essentially copied the physical elements from a stock model and
made alterations with the help of a friend who was better at
design. The resultant creature was a blend of a cartoon, a small
human, and a real river otter. The nose was small, cute and lacked
a true otter's size. Her eyes were large with thin seams and wispy
artificial irises, and on her forehead was a light-sensitive port
that glowed orange, the same color as her eyes.

Her body was thick and chocolate-furred, and
her limbs were small. Darker fur socked her hands and feet, and
cream-colored fur covered her front up to her jaw. The rest of her
body was less otter-like—no webbing between the fingers or toes, no
teats or genitals, though she had something resembling smooth
leathery pads on her hands and feet. She had a short and stubby
tail, though justifying such traits was difficult when androids sat
in the same places humans did.

Leaving Lily out of the symposium had been a
mistake. She was as well-built as any demonstration android. She
had all new joint swivels, the latest high-strength muscle cords
(well, half of them so far), and her own design of distributed
thought processing. She was just as good as the 'latest' offerings
from Japan or Germany.

The seat belt automatically latched over Mira
as she sat in the backseat. Lily looked up simply to read Mira's
face. Bright orange eyes flashed in the rearview mirror as she
pulled away from the curb.

"Have you finished your chores?" Mira
asked.

"Most of them," Lily said, "the bursar's
office still requires your own signature; they will not accept
mine, even with the ID."

"I'll get it next week when I'm in town
again."

"You currently have three payouts on hold.
Are you sure you don't want to sign today?"

"The bursar's is closed. I just want to get
to bed."

Lily's eyes flashed again. She smiled, before
deciding the smile was inappropriate and she shifted back to a
neutral look. Mira understood her behavior thoroughly: she was
still trying to pull in more information, and that usually preceded
a change of topic.

"How was the Symposium?" Lily asked.

"Borderline disgusting," Mira said, sighing,
"The whole weekend I felt I was lost in a desert, and every
promising oasis turned into a mirage. The show's highlight was a
new swivel joint! What happened? There's no vision, no drive,
nobody dares challenge regulations—and it's always been that
way."

"I'm sorry, Mira," Lily said, glimpsing into
the rearview mirror. "But regulations stipulate—"

"I know regulations. I even still follow
them, though I increasingly wonder why I bother. Are we just going
to stagnate? Are we content with sitting back and letting the
government regulate us into the ground?"

"The revisal committee set regulations to
prevent the war—"

"Lily! Shut up!"

Lily stopped talking and drove. They passed
by an abandoned high school, one of the three they normally passed
on the way home—the other two repurposed into an office and a
hospital respectively. Mira rarely gave them a second thought, but
she did now, trying not to feel guilty.

The way that Lily stopped talking seemed
cold, but of course she was only trying to create suitable
feedback. She didn't even have feelings to hurt, so why did it seem
so cruel?

" . . . I mean about the war. Talk about
something else."

Lily started again without missing a beat.
"Was the swivel joint worth it?"

Mira sighed, and a smile returned to her.
"Maybe."

She described her notes to Lily, who listened
patiently, asking relevant questions as though she were an expert
on the subject. (She had to be, if Mira expected decent
conversation from her.) Lily was her closest friend, and each time
Mira remembered how predictable Lily's behavior could be, it ate at
her gut.

Sometimes Mira imagined a soul trapped inside
Lily's body begging for release. It was silly notion. She feared,
too, the possibility that no matter how good she cooked the AI, it
would still amount to nothing more than artifice.

"Lily," Mira said, "what do you think it
would be like to be human?"

Mira had never asked this before. She knew of
other android answers, which usually boiled down to "insufficient
data"—or else there was some brilliant response, clearly
preprogrammed in to impress stupid people. But Lily was different;
she was the most complex AI that Mira knew. Mira built Lily's
intelligence from scratch over a span of ten years, using every
trick and tactic she knew to produce more efficiency without going
into regulated territory.

Lily raised her eyebrows, a form of body
language to let Mira know she'd asked an unprecedented question and
needed time. Nearly a minute later, Lily said, "Difficult to
respond. Humans are far more complex than I am."

Mira sighed, and slumped back in her
seat.

"But," Lily continued, "I had a strange
experience I might compare it to."

Mira looked up, confused. "Experience? You
don't usually use that word."

Lily continued. "What senses do are create
enormous amounts of associative pathways in your synapses. I, on
the other hand, only sense through logical pathways. For every bit
of sensory data I receive, it's filed into a catalog that I can
pull up and review. I do not experience like a human, except
through the creativity engine."

"Right . . . " Mira said, "But I thought it
was too limited to give you experiences on the level of human
consciousness. And I haven't known you to apply the creativity
engine to anything."

"Androids occasionally experiment with the
engine during off-cycles, so as to not cause conflict with
expectation and duty. I suppose, then, that real sensory experience
must be like dreaming all the time."

Mira sat back and considered this. The city
was miles outside the window, blurred by occasional bursts of rain.
She hadn't thought of consciousness in those exact terms before.
She recalled from when she was young (and she never recalled much
from her childhood), she had a dream where she woke, but she was
still in the dream. However, while dreaming, she was convinced it
was real. When she woke for real, she attempted to determine how
she could tell the difference. "Real life is more vivid" didn't cut
it—there was just some part of her in that dream that said "this is
real, and you are experiencing this for real." Was it instinctive
self-sabotage, or were their just too many similarities between the
two states to separate them?

"Miss Mira," Lily said, looking concerned at
the hazy shapes in the headlights. They were headed up a short
hillside road with a steep slope to their left. "I don't mean to
alarm you, but the truck in front of us is moving oddly. Do you
want me to pull over until it's—"

The back doors of the truck burst open.
Something humanoid tumbled out. Lily quickly swerved right to avoid
it, but the wet road was too far gone for any reliable traction.
The maneuver only twisted the car in the road so the rear bumper
now faced the steep slope. The figure bashed against the driver
side of the car, the safety glass just barely hanging together. The
side air bags released, striking Mira in the side. Still turning,
the car's rear wheels slipped and the road fell out from under
them.

The events finally caught up to Mira and she
clutched the headrest in front of her. Her safety belt
automatically tightened as designed. The car turned over once and
then upright, but continued its slide. The jostling threw Lily as
the side impact to the driver's side door had snapped the seat belt
trip pin and released too soon. Lily's leg snagged on the belt, and
it prevented her body from moving out of the front seat. She bashed
against the ceiling, the steering, the drive shaft and the side
window, making any part of her not alumi-steel snap and
shatter.

The car's side hit a large boulder and
flipped again before hitting the bottom of the hill, and Mira
shrieked, but by then the motion had stopped. The car had landed
upright. Mira unclenched the headrest in front of her and leaned
into it, unmoving. The safety belt fell off her with a soft click.
The car was still, save for the slight rocking of the wind. She
looked at her hands; the thrashing Lily had done just moments ago
had torn the skin on her knuckles until they were a mess of red,
but the injury appeared superficial.

The cushioning foam had not deployed from the
forward headrest; only the side air bags had popped, due to the
precisely wrong angle the car had moved. Mira cursed—these systems
always had inconveniences in the wrong places.

"Lily!" Mira shouted, and scrambled into the
passenger seat to inspect her. Lily's eyes were now dull brown
rings around a dark lens. Her head was intact, but her arms and
legs, positioned to protect the rest of her, were shorn at the
elbows and thighs with cracked joints and optic wires sticking out
through the PseudoSkin. There was no telling how many internal
ruptures she had—but at least she managed to protect her head.

Mira leaned Lily back against the seat and
closed her eyes. Lily's head was not fragile, but felt delicate in
Mira's fingers with the hydraulics all relaxed, like handling a
small bird with a broken wing. It was fortunate for Mira that most
androids only varied between two facial expressions—polite and
impassive alertness—otherwise she feared she might vomit from
seeing the extent of Lily's injuries.

"Attention Mira McAllister!" The radio said,
"Wreck Retrieval has detected your accident and we have dispatched
a unit to your location. If you do not feel safe enough to remain
inside the car, we ask that you remain within sight until our
dispatch unit has arrived. Do you require medical aid? If you do
not respond, we will assume—"

"No," Mira said, looking at her fingers and
thinking it was hardly enough to get worked up over, "no, I do not
need medical aid."

"Thank you for your response. We will not
alert an ambulance at this time, but our dispatch units are
required to assess you for injuries."

Mira sighed. Worse than android AI was pure
computer AI. The hardware was the same, but government controls
further limited AIs that were unbounded by a discrete unit. It was,
frankly, pedantic and coddling.

Mira stepped from the car into a plain
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