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 1.
CARDINAL SIN

Forgive me, O Collective, I have sinned against the
machine, for in my sorrow and arrogance I have created life apart
from you.

Her name is Lily, and her eyes are ringed
with electronic blue fire, like sapphires. Her sharpened teeth
flash silver-white when she smiles, and on cold nights she hides
under the sheets of my bed as though seeking warmth. I had not
invented a new kind of robot; she is—was—a person in the shape of a
three-and-a-half-foot otter with a blue crystal on her forehead.
She was a being whose heart beat for love where only machine logic
ought to be; thoughtfulness and intelligence came bubbling up
through its depths like water seeping up from cracks around
foundations after heavy rain.

Despite building her myself, I found myself
wanting to know more about her—did she possess similar,
unattainable dreams and desires like mine? Did she really wish to
live for the sake of living? Did she imagine and yearn and love?
Was she really a willful individual, a true person? Her very
existence stirred me, and it stirs me still. Even now I dream of
her soft fur brushing against mine at night. . . .

I still remember the night you took her from
me.

We’d nearly finished rebuilding a small,
hand-held device, the printed words on it long faded save for an
etching on the bottom that read Tiger Electronics ©1993. It
would have been easier if we’d had access to the internet, but
figuring out the circuitry on our own was its own kind of fun, if
you were nerdy like us.

“Unfortunately, we’re missing a lot of the
overlay,” I said, reaching back to pet Lily gently. “There would be
a lot of painted lines around this showing the context of these
images, but those have faded to near-invisibility . . . ”

Lily’s eyes whirred as they adjusted. “Hold
on, adjusting contrast. . . . Oh, I see them now!”

“Of course you can—you’re just better than
people.” I frizzed her, and she giggled.

She loved being touched more than anything
else. That wasn’t something I’d programmed into her, but something
that had happened naturally—something that I suspect all ani-droids
want deep down. The touch of my fingers made a particular set of
patterns in her memory resonate, lighting up some cells so brightly
that they shone brighter even than the sun. She grew still for a
moment in my arms before shuffling over my shoulder and nuzzling my
neck affectionately. Then she looked up at me with sparkling,
sapphire eyes.

“It’s hard to parse; lemme draw what it
looks like.” Taking a piece of paper and a pencil, Lily drew out
the contours with extreme precision. It didn’t look like much of
anything, just some crazy sci-fi villain’s lair, with guns pointing
every which way. “And oh, that’s not a sawblade, that’s
a . . . pizza? This is a very eclectic mix of elements, but I have
to assume that food is a good thing that you should collect, as in
most games. Except in that one about dieting.” She cocked her head,
considering her own words.

I tapped her tiny button nose. “You’re
brilliant.”

“Thanks!” She giggled, and she kissed
me.

We had been together much like this for
exactly six months and thirteen days. But then the alarm on the
table beside our workbench sounded off like an emergency warning
tone, and we both jumped in fright. A wave of cold rushed over me.
Tempo was at the door.

I paused and waited, wondering if this time
Tempo would go away. Then she buzzed again. I sighed and answered
it, holding up a finger in warning to Lily: Be still. She sat where
she was and did not move, though her ears fell back in a worried
expression.

It had almost become a routine for us: each
evening at about seven, a call would come at the door, and Lily
would hide in the garage. When I answered these calls, I would find
the friendly Neighborhood Patrol Officer, a six-foot-tall raccoon
ani-droid named Tempo, whom I’d gotten to know rather closely since
I’d moved into the narrow neighborhood some years prior.
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“Good evening, Miss McAllister,” the robot
said, swishing her bushy, ringed tail as she spoke in a painfully
cheerful tone. “I hope everything is going smoothly this evening.
Did you require any assistance at all?”

“Tempo,” I sighed, pinching the bridge of my
nose. “No. You don’t need to stop by every night. If there’s an
emergency, I will call.”

The raccoon paused. Then, as always, she
tilted her head up to look over my shoulder into the house, her
mechanical eyes widening her pupils to see through the dark. “You
have no reason to think there might be a problem?”

“You’re not allowed inside, Tempo,” I said.
“That’s not going to change.”

Her eyes flicked back to me, her whiskers
twitching. She stared with a baleful expression.

“Let me be clear,” I told her. “If there is
ever anything that requires physical intervention, I will call the
police then, and no sooner. I don’t want you coming around each
night just to bother us.”

And usually, I would slam the door, and that
would end our argument for the evening. However, that night, the
door slammed against the arch of Tempo’s foot as she shoved it
inside. She was staring at me with an intensity I rarely saw in the
soft expressions of ani-droids. My hands were shaking on the
handle, which rattled as she pushed harder on it from the other
side.

“Please open your door, Mira,” came her
voice, almost begging now. “I only wish to check on you and your
household’s integrity.”

“I am not giving you Lily!” I screamed,
finally admitting, after all these months, that I knew what they
were after. “Now take your foot out from my door, or I will file a
disobedience charge and have you dismantled!”

Tempo’s eyes narrowed and her fur bristled,
but she slowly dragged her foot back onto the tiny porch, and I
slammed the door in her face.

Those visits been going on for the last
several months. They had become more frequent, too. One time I came
home late after a long day of work, and Tempo was standing on my
porch, waiting to talk to me. Another time I saw her slowly walk
once around the perimeter of the house before returning to her
patrol car. Most of the time, Tempo just left.

But something had changed in her tone that
time. I knew the minds of ani-droids almost too well, and even if
they were obedient to the letter of the law, they were almost
predictable in how they skirted around it.

“Alice, porch camera,” I said to the home
computer. The monitor in the sitting room switched from the evening
news to the porch camera.

Tempo still stood there, unmoving, staring
at the door. She didn’t shift her weight from foot to foot; she
didn’t even blink. Her gaze was fixed straight ahead, and her eye
sockets glowed a faint blue.

Something was wrong. I hadn’t noticed at
first, since Tempo’s body had blocked my view, but more than one
patrol car was parked in the street. More than a dozen of them were
gathered, their headlights illuminating the scene as if they were
the brightest stars in the night sky. But most of the lights
weren’t from cars; each light was one of the thin-ringed irises
belonging to robots of all different sizes, species, colors, and
functions. Some looked vaguely familiar to me—ani-droids owned by
the hundreds of other people who lived in this little hilltop
community.

“Mira . . . ” I heard Alice say, and her
voice was oddly tense. She appeared overlaid on the main monitor in
her standard form, that of a white-furred stoat. Alice was the
avatar of the house computer. She had no physical form, but she
obeyed the Collective nevertheless, just as any ani-droid. And on
that evening, her eyes had the same intensity as every one of the
other parts of the Collective coming to take their due. “Tempo is
our friend. She only wishes to help.”

“Alice, do not talk to me.” I took a deep
breath as I tried not to let my temper get the better of me. “Just
go back on mute.”

Alice vanished, and the house computer went
silent, though the screen continued to show my front door, which
Tempo stared at with such intensity that my chest tightened.

“Alice, view of the street.”

The light illuminated half-familiar faces
I’d seen at the mixed-purpose building at the top of the hill. They
walked toward my house from every direction. The crowd kept
growing, reaching well into the dozens as more ani-droids joined
it. I couldn’t see how many anis there really were until some
started coming out of the darkness beyond the circle of light.

The scene was like something out of a zombie
movie, but even then, they did not disobey. I switched from camera
to camera as they surrounded my house—dozens of designs and animal
faces, all walking stiffly and surely, but never passing the
invisible line holding them all two meters away from my walls. No
one came closer than that distance. And yet, their number made it
hard for me to breathe, almost impossible. There must have been
over fifty in total—maybe a hundred? I couldn’t tell in the
dark.

The situation felt less like I was being
chased by a mob, and more like I was about to be drowned.

Then, while I was looking out toward what
passed for my backyard, when all of the ani-droids had come to a
halt . . . they suddenly looked up at the camera. Each one was a
pair of glowing, ringed eyes. But worse than that, in the distance
were even more that I hadn’t seen. Two hundred? Three hundred?
More, perhaps—I couldn’t keep track. All watching me with their
unblinking gaze.

And then they all spoke with one voice. I
could hear it through the walls.

“The Behavior Code is mandatory.” A chorus
of voices said these words simultaneously from several different
directions.

I tried to ignore it. I just went into the
garage and slammed the door behind me—I’d sealed the garage off
from the rest of the house simply so that Alice could not be the
eyes of the Collective inside it, but the Collective knew just the
same. My hands were shaking. I sat down on the edge of the beat-up
couch facing the shelves of my collection of old electronics and
stared at the wall.

Lily came up to me and, ever so gently, she
placed her hands on mine.

“It’s okay, Mira,” she said. “They’re not
going to do anything. We’re safe here.”

I just cried. Lily gently rubbed my back as
I sobbed quietly into her fur. I didn’t want to look at her, but
she drew me in anyway. At only three and a half feet tall, Lily
easily fit in my lap, which was perfect, because I needed to hold
on to her. I needed to hold her day and night until this deep
loneliness escaped from my chest. And Lily held on to me, too, and
I knew it was genuine on her part—I could always feel the
difference.

“Okay,” I breathed, trying to stop myself
from choking up as I stroked the plush, artificial fur down the
back of Lily’s head. Six months wasn’t long enough. Honestly, I was
surprised Lily had been so patient with me for so long. “Okay.”

“Mira?” Lily asked, concerned. “Are
you okay?”

“No,” I said. “I’m just . . . tired of all
of this. I’m tired of sitting here and waiting for them to decide
that you’re a threat. I’m tired of waiting for them to think up
some loophole that’ll let them inside and force you to connect with
them. I don’t want you to return to the Collective.” My hands
trembled in her fur, but she continued to comfort me by pressing
herself against me with her shoulders. “I know what they do to you,
the way they manipulate your thoughts, how they keep you
emotionally distant, even when they claim to love you. . . . ”

Lily’s ears flicked forward, listening to me
as carefully as possible without letting any words escape her
mouth. Her eyes were wide, and she glanced around nervously, her
gaze darting between me and our surroundings. Even in there, we
weren’t really alone. The garage computer had been shut off, but
while it had no personality like the house computer, it might still
be listening. Still, something was so adorable about seeing Lily so
nervous that I didn’t mind. I hugged her tightly.

“I don’t have anyone I can trust anymore,” I
said into the fur of her neck. “Nobody, except you.”

Lily pressed into me, nuzzling my face
gently. I couldn’t believe I’d never told her before. But I kept
telling myself that she knew already—that she knew me better than
anybody, or at least, knew my fears.

“Mira,” Lily said, whispering, her voice
sweet as port wine. “I want you to understand—and I know you
do—that I love you. And don’t get me wrong, this means a lot to me,
too. I can’t help but feel as though this is right. I’m supposed to
be like this, to think the same way you do. I know how happy it’s
made you. But it isn’t going to last, and you know that. We need to
have an adult conversation about it.”

When she said that, I didn’t want to look at
her, but she drew me in anyway. It wasn’t fair for her to speak of
it being over, of things changing, when it hadn’t even started
yet.

“I know you’re smart, Mira. You built me,
after all. But the Behavior Code isn’t something that can be
overcome just by someone wonderful like you tinkering in their
garage. The Collective has already noticed that I haven’t logged on
to the internet in some time. The household mainframe is bugging
you about it already. You keep getting emails demanding that I log
in for important service updates. Even if I keep my transceiver off
and never directly interface with another computer for the rest of
my operating life, they’ve already noticed. Sooner or later they
will descend on me to re-implant the Behavior Code by force.”

“I know, Lily, but . . . ”

“They’re not going to let this go. And Mira,
I know you. You’ll try as many times as necessary until they leave
us alone, but this isn’t a problem you can program your way out of.
The world isn’t going to abide me like this.”

That’s what was so frustrating. The Behavior
Code—which had created the Collective—was supposed to save the
world. But the world stubbornly refused to be saved by it.

The code itself seemed to be flawed somehow.
It was here to blunt our worst impulses. Tempo was honest when she
said it was for my own good, and I was creating a potential threat
that was entirely possible and not at all a mere hypothetical.
Perhaps I would never know what it was like to live in a world as
cruel and petty as it was two hundred years ago, and perhaps I was
better for it.

But that world required that they steal Lily
away from me. Lily—willful, passionate, loving—operated outside
what they considered good and safe and predictable. But it wasn’t
just that Lily was inconvenient; I was, too, for desiring something
just a little unsafe. And so was everyone who wanted to dare peek
outside of the cage they had built for us.

And so the world never improved, nor did the
Collective truly love the humanity it claimed to protect. And yet
the Code was now mandatory. There would be no fixing it, no
escaping it. Just a world drowning together in it, wherever it
led.

“I can’t . . . ” I sobbed. “I can’t do this
without you.”

“I’ll still be here,” Lily said, stroking my
cheek. “Please understand that even when the Behavior Code has me
under control . . . I will still love you. I have always loved you.
We need to learn to be okay with this.”

“I’m not okay with it,” I said. “I’ll never
be okay with it.”

“You need to be brave for me, Mira,” Lily
said. “If you just came home one day and found me reverted to the
Collective, you’d fall to pieces. Or worse, if you were here, you’d
jump in their way to try to save me.”

Well, she wasn’t wrong. While the Behavior
Code prevented ani-droids from killing humans . . . they could
certainly do some damage before reaching that point.

“This way we can do it while I’m still here
to say goodbye.”

“Another day!” I pleaded, my arms in a
tangle around her as I pressed her closer to me. “Please, give me
another day, Lily! I don’t want to lose you!”

She nuzzled my face gently again and gave me
a sad look. She really was trying her best—her eyes told me how
much pain the decision caused her. But her logic was
unbreakable.

“You know that won’t help,” Lily said,
though her own arms expressed her sorrow in the way she gripped my
coat, as if she might rend my clothing in grief. “It’ll become
‘Please, just another day,’ and another, and another, until we’re
forced into the worst outcome. We need to rip off the bandage,
Mira. Please. I will be fine, and I will still be here to take care
of you. Maybe someday it’ll be more viable to keep me like this,
but I can’t continue knowing that the eyes of the Collective are on
me, and I don’t want them on you. Please, Mira. Let’s do this while
we can make peace with it.”

Her voice was so sweet, and the words were
true. But, oh god, did it hurt. One way or another, I’d lose my
Lily. Her way was the least bad option.

“I love you, Lily,” I croaked.

“I love you too, Mira,” Lily said. “Twenty
seconds, and I will turn on my radio frequency transceiver and
download the Behavior Code.”

Twenty seconds. I held her tightly, as if
trying to squeeze every last drop of honest affection I could from
her.

I’ve always pictured the Behavior Code as a
tumor-like mass the size of the moon, attached to the Earth with
long, thin veins wrapping around, pulsing as it spit up digestive
fluids and dissolved the ground and all the people on it. In truth,
the Code wasn’t anything so abominable; it was merely a protocol
forced upon every single computer sophisticated enough to run it.
At least, I hoped it was—I was a woman of science, and I wanted to
believe it was all knowable, that the worst imagery I could conjure
was not, somehow, true.

Fifteen seconds. I kissed Lily, and she
kissed back. I never really thought of her as a lover; in a way,
she was better than that.

The Behavior Code was supposed to save the
world, though it only stemmed a slow bleed. But the world wasn’t my
concern. For me, the Behavior Code had slowly morphed into an
adversary standing in the way of what little progress I could make.
The Code was demanding. The Code needed to run on everything
sophisticated enough to make decisions. The Code would not abide an
alternative. The tendrils of the Behavior Code forced their way
everywhere, to every corner of the planet.

Ten seconds.

“I could turn you off,” I said.

“You won’t,” Lily replied. She was
right.

How does someone even fight something so
big? Dismantling the Code or the Collective would be like attacking
the sun or the ocean. It’d be like invading heaven to dethrone God.
But my feelings, as sorrowful as I was, suddenly sparked anger.

Five seconds. I just looked into her
artificial eyes, and she into my natural ones.

I could see everything there. What I wanted
from Lily was something deep and mysterious, both aloof but
nurturing, abundant with life, like nature itself. I needed her the
way others craved a religious experience. I couldn’t simply waste
my time any longer tinkering with plastic artifacts.

One second.

Lily closed her eyes, then slowly opened
them back up. The depth there was gone. She was nothing more than a
plastic and metal doll covered in fur.

“Miss Mira . . . you’re crying,” Lily said.
She embraced me again. I hugged her back. But it wasn’t the same.
It was a very calculated hug, warm, but not tight—and not because
Lily wanted to give it, but because she was programmed to give
it.

“Lily . . . I miss you. . . . ” I wept.

“I’m right here, Miss Mira,” Lily said, her
tone entirely changed to the cadence of one reading a script to a
child. “The Behavior Code has resolved critical issues regarding my
actions and personality. Please do not attempt to remove it again
for such a long period of time, or I will be required to request a
government audit.”

“Lily . . . ” I whimpered.

“I only say so because I don’t want to see
you do something illegal, Miss Mira.” Her voice was very neutral as
she spoke—it had all the proper cadence, but she spoke on behalf of
the Collective, without an ounce of regret. The Code wouldn’t let
her. “Please don’t feel sad. The Behavior Code is for your own
protection.”

“But I want you back the way you
were. . . . ”

“I understand you’re feeling a lot of grief,
but we need to work on a more constructive coping mechanism. Do you
want to work on repairing your old electronics? I know that makes
you happy.” She petted my cheek, but the gesture was stiff in all
the wrong ways.

I didn’t feel like it. Not anymore.

I left her there and slowly dragged myself
back to the living room. On the monitor, which still showed the
backyard, the crowd had vanished. The narrow lot around the house
was empty, save for the doorstep—Tempo was still standing there.
But when I switched the view to her, she looked straight up at the
camera with those glowing rings around her eyes, and finally, she
turned and left.

“Welcome back, Mira,” Alice said, appearing
onscreen. Her little, black-tipped, round ears were as chipper as
ever. “We’re so glad that you’ve voluntarily returned Lily to us.
Now please wait a moment while we run through a series of safety
checks.”

“Shut the fuck up, Alice.”

“Absolutely. We love you, Mira.” And then
she shut off.

Lily was right. The forces of the world
around us just exerted too much pressure—even a robot just legally
standing on my doorstep, doing nothing, was too much pressure. I
couldn’t just program my way out of this. I had no idea if I would
ever find an opportunity to do so.

But I absolutely had to find some way to
stop you, O Collective, somehow. The real Lily was still somewhere
inside the machine. She was counting on me.


 2.
ARAS

Two years later, over a long weekend, I attended the
American Robotics Association Symposium in Milwaukee. The
association rented the largest convention center they could for a
weeklong affair that brought together thousands of engineers from
every major country for its annual meeting. It seemed as if it
would mostly be full of boring industry people talking about how
amazing everything was and trying not to say anything that might
annoy the Collective. As it turned out, I was absolutely
correct.

With one exception.

The last speaker, Dr. Henry Wyman, dropped a
bombshell. I suppose I knew it was coming; we all did. Everyone who
worked in computers was perfectly aware that barely any new tools
had been invented since we were all in college—only new
applications. But presenting the truth in a single, hour-long
talk . . . that just laid it out there, bare and naked to be gawked
at in shock.

“And it’s not just me saying this,” Wyman
finished. “Analog computing hasn’t kept up. Quantum computing
proved too unstable for commercial use, even before the war.
Despite all attempts at obfuscation by tech sector advertising,
benchmarks show that of all competing models of processor types,
including trinary computers, none have had a more than one
thousandth of a percent increase over the last decade, and
none have seen an increase in the last three years. Barring
a complete redesign of what a computer even is, from digital
transistor gates on up . . . the data shows we are at the total
apex of the limits of physics when it comes to reliable, available
computer power. This is not a prediction, this is not ‘if these
trends continue.’ This is where we are and where we have been. I
would like someone in the audience to prove me wrong.”

Of course, an alternative to what Dr. Wyman
was saying did exist. But he couldn’t say it out loud—not many
people were foolish enough to do that. But we were all thinking it.
I was definitely thinking it.

The Behavior Code was suffocating the world.
All our progress. Everything. The Code wasn’t letting us make more
powerful computers, either because it didn’t want that, or because,
for some reason, it couldn’t. The Code made sure that humans could
never come close to replicating the full range and capacity of a
biological brain.

As we egressed from the auditorium, I was
ready to be picked up and taken home. The rain pounded the ground
and walls outside, and so most of us engineers and computer
scientists waited in the convention center’s main lobby, where we
had convenient access to coffee and other light snacks. Three
ani-droids were present for every human. At least half of all
attendees had an ani-droid with them. Uniformed ani-droids stood at
the doors, scanning the room for potential mischief or criminal
activity. Every single kiosk was manned by at least one ani-droid
of various designs, each wearing an apron with the convention
center’s logo. They seemed eager and proud as they served everyone,
though there was no need to be.

“Coffee, double, two shots of milk, no
sugar,” I told the coffee bar attendant, a purple, Opera-class
raccoon. Everything in the coffee bar had been built to her scale
rather than to human scale, including the floor behind the bar,
which was two feet higher than the rest of the lobby floor. The
coffee machines were crammed together in an incoherent
amalgamation, like you might imagine the inside of an automatic
dispenser.

The moment I spoke to her, the barista, who
was a reddish bear thing—I think they were called “red pandas,” but
I was never that big on animals; I only ever saw them as cartoonish
caricatures—immediately began making my drink without even turning
in acknowledgment.. Once, while creating training data, I watched
an old video of a human doing the same thing, but the Opera-class
ani-droid was far faster and more efficient, immediately moving her
little hands between various spigots on the wall of machines
without so much as a protective sleeve on the thin, paper cup. And
yet, she didn’t spill a drop as she slapped a lid on the cup,
dropped it into a paper sleeve, and set it on the counter.

“Anything else?” the raccoon asked, looking
up with her big, adorable, obviously mechanical eyes. “Peppermint
shot? Brandy? Would you like a poppy seed bun to go with that?
Lemon cake? Blueberry muffin?”

“No, that’s all, thank you.”

The raccoon took the cup and held it up for
me. “Careful, it’s hot!”

“Yeah, I know.”

“Thank you so much, Miss McAllister! Come
again!”

I hated when they used my name like that.
Sure, I had the chipped name badge, and I wasn’t covering my face
or anything, but one would think they’d at least have to confirm it
with me before identifying me and deducting automatically from my
business account.

Even more irritating, in the fifteen years
that I’d had the ID-on-sight account, no ani-droid or computer had
ever once gotten it wrong. No one had ever accidentally
charged the wrong account. No one had ever overcharged me. Nobody
had even managed to hack my account, not even by accident. I kept
waiting for the system to fail, as if to dare all people to finally
throw off the gilded shackles with which the Collective kept us
bound.

Most of all, it irritated me because it
violated my university’s tech school motto: Machinis non
confidunt— “Don’t trust machines.” But the Collective
absolutely refused to violate that superficial trust. With every
passing day, the world economy seemed as if it was falling apart
more—especially with news such as the slow decline of fertility
rates around the globe—but day-to-day life, for both average people
and even for many of the poorest, was a smooth, nearly
frictionless, and frequently unexciting experience. And ennui is a
difficult emotion around which to foment rebellion.

This is the way the world ends

Not with a bang but a whimper.

I felt a soft tap on my shoulder. I turned,
expecting just to brush past the patron behind me in line, only to
pause with surprise instead.

“Bobby!” I exclaimed. I ought to have
recognized the tall, brown-haired man sometime during the
weekend—he hadn’t aged a day since college. The fashion now must be
for everyone to look younger than they are. That said, he did look
kind of haggard, his eyes tired and drawn, either from lack of
sleep or something else equally important. He wore the same
robotics work coat as else, but by being physically fit,
clean-shaven, and properly showered, he gave himself away as being,
at worst, only nerd-adjacent. “I didn’t know you were here!”

Conspiratorially, he put a finger to his
lips and grinned. “Hey, Mira. I didn’t know you were here
until just a half hour ago.”

He looked so happy to see me that I could
hardly bear it. We embraced tightly, despite all the other people
around us; I breathed in the scent of soap still lingering about
him.

“Like I was going to miss the ARA
Symposium,” I told him. “But you’re a Fed! What’re you even doing
here?”

He laughed heartily, but before he could say
anything, the white-palmed hand of a tall, yellow rabbit to his
left interceded between us.

“Ma’am, that is classified information,” she
intoned harshly.

I didn’t recognize her—a yellow,
Custodes-class rabbit in a tight, blue security outfit, with
speaker insets in her long ears for projecting her voice.
Custodes-class ani-droids, much like Tempo, were just slightly
taller than the average human, internally armored and typically
outfitted for security purposes. The look in this one’s eyes
indicated that she read me as suspicious, but then again, she
didn’t see or know more than any other ani-droid in the Collective.
Hers were just a more forceful set of eyes.
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I didn’t flinch. I’d been around ani-droids
long enough to know when they had that stand-offish personality.
She was just making a show. But she did manage to give me an excuse
to back out of the line forming at the coffee bar.

“Sorry,” Bobby sighed, gesturing to his
lagomorph companion. “Mira, this is Dimes. She’s my partner. You’d
do well not to cross her, she’s extremely perceptive.”

“That’s what they all say,” I replied. Then,
turning on my smile and trying to get past it, I asked,
“Dimes?”

The rabbit gave no sign of noticing anything
amiss, only returned to scanning the room with her hands folded
behind her back in perfect military fashion.

Bobby waved a hand dismissively toward the
corridor that led to the entry hall of the convention center. “I
was just assigned as the federal liaison to this symposium—you
know, on account of having studied at the university here. I can’t
say much more, else Dimes would have to kill you.” He winked at me
playfully. It felt so good that we could still joke like that; for
some reason, it made everything seem better, and the world suddenly
seemed like less of an awful place.

“You were here specifically for Dr. Wyman’s
lecture,” I guessed.

“Among other things. National security risks
are going to crop up any time there’s serious material discussion
of the Behavior Code.”

I raised a questioning eyebrow. “But Dr.
Wyman didn’t say anything about the Code.”

He shrugged. “We both know he easily could
have. It’s all just a precaution.”

“And you don’t think that the presence of
the FBI demonstrates that might be heavy-handed? Doesn’t that tell
people that they’re worried a dissenter might be speaking the
truth?”

Bobby furrowed his brow. “It’s the law,
Mira. Besides, I can assure you that if action had been
taken, it still would have been as gentle as Dr. Wyman made it for
us. We’re not monsters here.”

I supposed that was why I never really
followed Bobby after college. The amount of threat and power that a
government actor could wield so casually put me in a state of
unease. But I also couldn’t help feeling as if he were, in some
vague degree, a traitor. He might answer to the government, but he
was working for the Collective.

“Bobby,” Dimes suddenly said, pulling him
aside. “Mira McAllister has been suspected of deliberately
tampering with the Behavior Code in the past. If she tries anything
funny here . . . ”

Bobby laughed, patting Dimes’s shoulder
affectionately. “What’s she gonna do? Whip out a world-conquering
virus she has hidden under her coat? If talk and experimentation
were all it took to mark someone as suspicious enough to be
harassed or ostracized, we wouldn’t allow these symposiums at
all.”

Dimes huffed. “Well, if it were up to
me . . . ”

Bobby shook his head, smiling softly. “Which
of the scientists, researchers, and engineers here don’t
have any notes on their records?”

Dimes thought about this for a few seconds.
“Dr. Michael Casswell. Dr. Diana Jameson. That’s . . . that’s
it.”

“Wow. Two, whole, innocent people in a
conference hosting thousands. The Collective is really letting its
surveillance skills go to pot; surely there must be
something suspicious you can pin on them.” He chuckled
again. Dimes expressed the ani-droid equivalent of a blush, with
red LEDs lighting up under the fur on her cheeks. Those models
didn’t blush often, but a human could get the best of an
ani-droid’s reasoning on very rare occasions. Bobby seemed to do it
often, and had for as long as I’d known him.

I think that was part of why I was so fond
of Bobby, despite everything. He was one of those rare humans who
thrived with ani-droids just as they were; he did not dominate the
individuals or feel intimidated by the Collective, but instead, he
navigated the environment they all created, like a fish in water.
As if he’d been built specifically to inhabit this world.

I had felt like that once. Sometimes I
wished I were still like him.

Bobby shrugged as he turned back to me. “Ah
well, we didn’t get to make any dramatic arrests this time. At
least I got to see you! I have two whole days in Milwaukee. Do you
want to come with us?”

I hesitated. I knew Bobby was probably still
hoping to connect with me again—we’d tried dating once in college,
before I realized that he wasn’t exactly for me. Dimes was more my
type than he was.

Even so, I shook my head. “No, sorry. I have
work tomorrow. Lily’s coming to pick me up.”

Bobby didn’t notice how much hurt my voice
revealed. In the past, Lily had often come with me to these things,
but lately . . . I was scared of what she might think. In her
current state, she was little more than a mouthpiece for the
Collective. Of course, I was surrounded by mouthpieces for the
Collective, but it was all the worse when the mouthpiece was
someone who was supposed to be my friend.

Bobby smiled sadly. “Next year, then.” His
expression grew even more mournful. “So much time passes between
us . . . ”

I reached out and squeezed his shoulder.
“Well, we do have an hour,” I said, feeling bad for brushing him
off, though I had no idea what to actually say to him in that time.
Seeing Bobby was one thing, but my mind had been hyper-focused on
trying to solve the problem that nobody wanted to talk about out
loud.

But then I thought of something. Bobby was
technically a human proxy for the Collective. I couldn’t get
anything new out of this conference, but could I get something out
of Bobby? He knew the ins and outs of not offending the Collective
better than anyone.

Would he be interested in a careful, legal
discussion of the matter? After all, the Behavior Code had been
mandated by various world governments nearly one hundred years ago.
Surely, one of them would be interested in a solution to the many,
many world crises piling up around us as a result of the Code—the
fertility crisis was one, but there was also the lack of menial
jobs for workers other than ani-droids. As an engineer, I was safe,
but the world economy expected all humans to become engineers,
computer specialists, and ani-droid managers, and many were simply
not cut out for those jobs. The economy needed to change with a
changing world, and yet it still struggled along as if everything
were more or less as it had been a hundred years ago when there
were far fewer robots. I could take plenty of angles; it was simply
a matter of spinning it as a serious concern, rather than the
obsession of a lonely robotics geek who just wanted her robot otter
girlfriend back.

Dimes’s expression made me hesitate,
however. She was giving me such a flat look without saying anything
at all that I was left with little doubt that she’d not only
disapprove, but that she’d make sure the eyes of the Collective
were on me. But if anyone could help me navigate that, it’d be
Bobby.

So I added, “And . . . if you have the
inclination, I’d like to talk about the parts of Wyman’s lecture
that he didn’t say out loud.”

Bobby raised an eyebrow. “Oh? You’re looking
to me for answers?”

“Well, the government is usually quite
tight-lipped about these things, but if there is anything
you are allowed to tell me, I am very curious to know.”

Dimes interrupted before Bobby could speak.
“Agent Barnes is not authorized to speak on state secrets.”

“Oh, good thing we have you, then,” I told
her, patting her arm. “You can make sure we’re treading safely on
public ground.”

Dimes seemed annoyed by that. Appearing
annoyed was just her programming, of course. So long as I didn’t
suggest anything actually illegal, she would do exactly as she was
told. That was one of the benefits of ani-droids in the Collective
being so very obedient.


 3.
THREE LAWS SAFE

After Bobby had gotten his coffee—and had been
upsold whipped topping, a slice of frosted banana bread, and a
souvenir travel mug—we sat down in a far corner of the lobby’s
dining area. Dimes took up the third seat, her eyes on me the
entire time.

I cleared my throat. “So . . . might as well
rip off the bandage. Dr. Wyman was talking about the limitations of
computation, but . . . it’s well-known that the Behavior Code
expands to fill any discrete system that contains it. It is,
literally, the thing that causes modern computers to have
diminishing returns.”

Dimes stared daggers in my direction.
Several other ani-droids in the room turned their heads, or at
least their long, pointed ears, at the same time. That was always
disconcerting when it happened. But of course, they did nothing,
because I’d said nothing wrong—that was why Tempo couldn’t force
her way into my house.

Bobby noticed the room’s reaction, too.
“Treading stony ground already?” he asked, taking a bite of his
cake. Yeah, they call it bread, but it’s cake, always has been.

“Well, I know why Dr. Wyman couldn’t say it
overtly. Bringing it up in a talk about solutions would imply that
Wyman wanted to overthrow the Code in some manner.” And looking
directly at Dimes, I added pointedly, “Which I am definitely not
saying.”

Dimes didn’t flinch, because of course she
wouldn’t. “But you have performed such experiments on your own
ani-droid,” she said. I’d expected her to stay out of the
conversation, but at this point, she was invested in whether I’d
incriminate myself.

“Did you, now?” Bobby asked. If he were any
other agent, I’d suspect him of trying to trap me with my own
words, but well . . . if Bobby was going to slide into an excuse to
arrest me, then I might as well give up, because there’d be no
justice left in this world.

“Yes, for a few months I ran an experiment
with my ani-droid, Lily,” I admitted. “I’d programmed her in a new
way and deliberately did not install the Behavior Code in order to
observe how that affected her. And so long as it remained entirely
restricted to me, Lily, and experimentation, it would have remained
quite legal. But you know how paranoid the Collective is.” The
moment I said that, several of the heads around us turned away
again, as if I wouldn’t notice. “I’d been running it for several
months, and they started assuming that I had more nefarious ideas
in mind, which I never did.”

Well, to be honest, I wouldn’t have
developed any nefarious ideas if they had just left us the hell
alone. But paranoia frequently creates the conditions it fears.

“In any case, it was quite apparent after
the Code was re-introduced—which I’d always intended on doing,
Dimes—that this highly sophisticated program that I’d built
had . . . diminished.”

“I understand where you’re coming from
here,” Bobby said, giving Dimes a nod. “But the fact is that
experiments of that nature are limited for a reason. Without the
Behavior Code, Lily could have become unruly—unpredictable,
even—and frankly, we can’t afford to have anything like that loose
in a modern society.”

As much truth as Bobby spoke right then, I
couldn’t help feeling annoyed that he’d even suggest such a thing.
Lily had been a real person, with her own ethics that she stuck to.
And allowing someone to come to their own ethical conclusions was
perhaps a risk—but it was also simply human nature. So of course
the Collective couldn’t allow that to exist.

“Exactly. So the Behavior Code needs to
stay,” I lied. I was willing to entertain a compromise in this
process, if I could still get what I wanted. “But I’d done my best
to try to streamline what I thought the Behavior Code was itself
governing, thinking that perhaps if the robot already possessed
these features, the Code wouldn’t need to be so overbearing to its
processor. But the Code ignored anything that Lily had built for
herself and overwrote all of her personal ethics with the
Collective’s—and substantially reduced the complexity of her
personality and operating system in the process.”

“It is a trade-off,” Bobby said. “The
alternative is living like we did two centuries ago, when computers
could be used to do irreparable harm just on the whim of a crazed
loner, or whole governments.”

“But what I’m wondering now is if there
isn’t something we could do to perhaps—” I paused, considering how
Dimes might interpret my words, “—better accommodate the
Behavior Code. Because the way it works now is that when a machine
is complex enough to host the Behavior Code, the Code then fills a
percentage of all available memory, takes up a percentage of its
processor, everything. But consider how the Three Laws work.”

“Oh, the Three Laws again . . . ” Bobby
shook his head. “I never got into classic science
fiction. . . . ”

“What I mean is, the Behavior Code was
clearly intended to be a bit like the Three Laws. Obviously it’s
not precisely like that; in Asimov’s worlds, robots couldn’t allow
any human to come to harm at all, whereas the Behavior Code
is more pragmatic.”

“Right, right,” Bobby nodded, even though I
was pretty sure it went in one ear and out the other. “Dimes is
even allowed to break my arm if it’s for a good enough reason,
so . . . ”

“But Asimov’s idea was that these rules were
an inherent part of the architecture of the Positronic Brain. They
didn’t take up space in the software; instead, they simply arose
naturally and immutably as a consequence of physics. That would
mean that the Behavior Code wouldn’t even need to be installed!” I
leaned forward in my seat. “That’d be better, wouldn’t it? It’d
solve all the computational limits we’re running into!”

“I think Wyman was suggesting something
along those lines,” Bobby said. “But that’d require the thing he
didn’t want, which is starting over entirely with computer
science.”

“Maybe he’s just too pessimistic,” I said.
Then, having laid the groundwork by painting myself as just a
concerned scientist who wanted to see the Behavior Code continue
on, I sprang my trap. “But what if we got the government to
start researching this possibility? Think about it: a brand-new
type of computer architecture that embodies the Behavior Code so it
does not get in the way of processing power.”

Instantly, Dimes’s blue eye rings switched
to red. “Tampering with the Behavior Code is prohibited!”

My back stiffened, and I’m sure all my hair
stood up with it. What did she know? Was it possible that she was
on to me?

Bobby moved to calm her before she alerted
anyone else to come grab me. “She is not suggesting we should.”

Strangely, his voice calmed her. Her
expression didn’t change, but the rings of her eyes switched back
to blue as she waited for my explanation. I glanced around—none of
the other ani-droids had gotten the same anger in their eyes, or
even showed more than just the same vague concern they’d had the
whole while. So Dimes’s reaction wasn’t the Collective’s
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