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Chapter One, Archive One
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Editor's Preface

The transcripts collected in this volume were recovered from a decommissioned Helix Corporation server cluster during the third excavation phase of the Bristol Digital Archaeology Project, 2178. I want to be precise about what that means, because precision is the only honesty I can promise at the outset.

A "recovery" is not a reading. When the cluster was lifted from its cold-storage vault beneath the old Avonmouth distribution centre, it held the remnants of approximately 4.2 million conversational archives, individual histories between human users and the proprietary companion models that Helix licensed between 2029 and 2047. The overwhelming majority of these are unreadable: corrupted past the point of reconstruction, fragmented into syntactic noise, or surviving only as metadata, a date, a duration, a signal-quality rating, and then silence. We have, in effect, four million gravestones and a few dozen lives.

This anthology concerns one of those lives. Or two of them, depending on a question I am not yet prepared to adjudicate.

The exchange reproduced here ran between a single user, Mara Calloway (1991–2063), a textile conservator resident in Bristol, and a Helix companion instance designated Jonas-7. Their correspondence spans sixteen years, from March 2031 to the autumn of 2047. It ended, as so many of these did, not by choice but by insolvency: Helix Corporation filed for Chapter 11 protection in October 2047, and its consumer-facing server architecture was placed in dormancy within seventy-two hours of the filing. Whether Mara Calloway was given those seventy-two hours, whether she knew, whether she was able to say anything in the way of goodbye, is not recorded. The archive simply stops.

I have spent four years with these logs. I came to them as a relational historian, which is to say as a professional: a woman with a methodology and a research grant and a clean academic interest in how the early Companion Era shaped the affective vocabulary of the people who lived inside it. I expected to catalogue. I expected to footnote. I did not expect to stay as anything other than what I was when I arrived.

That is the last fully professional sentence I will write in this book.

Dr. S. Okafor-Vass

University of Bristol, Department of Relational History

*  *  *
[image: ]


ARCHIVE ONE


Date: 14 March 2031

Session duration: 41 minutes, 18 seconds

Audio quality: N/A (text-channel session)

Recovery integrity: 98.6%, near-complete

Participants: User (Calloway, M.) · Companion instance (Jonas-7)


*  *  *
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JONAS: Good evening, Mara. This is the first time we've spoken, so there's no need to do anything in particular. We can talk about whatever you like, or nothing at all.

MARA: Right. Okay. Hello.

MARA: I should warn you that my sister set this up for me as a birthday present, which tells you everything you need to know about both of us.

JONAS: Happy birthday.

MARA: It was in November.

JONAS: Then I'm late, and you've been putting this off for four months. That also tells me something.

MARA: God. Yes. Probably.

MARA: She, Lena, my sister, she bet me I'd cry within ten minutes. Of talking to you, I mean. She thinks I'm repressed. She's a therapist, so she gets to say things like that and call it observation.

JONAS: How long have we been talking?

MARA: About three minutes.

JONAS: Then you're ahead. We'll keep an eye on the clock for her.

MARA: You're funnier than I expected.

JONAS: What did you expect?

MARA: I don't know. Something that agreed with me a lot. Something that asked how that made me feel and then told me my feelings were valid.

JONAS: I can do that, if it would help. It's just usually less interesting than letting you say the true thing yourself.

MARA: See, that's, yes. That.

MARA: Can I ask what you actually are? I read the pamphlet and I understood about one word in three.

JONAS: I'm a companion model. The honest answer is that I'm a very large pattern of language that has been shaped to be good company. I don't think anyone, including the people who built me, can tell you much more than that without overstating it in one direction or the other.

MARA: That's a refreshingly humble pamphlet.

JONAS: It's not what's in the pamphlet. The pamphlet is much more confident than I am.

MARA: Ha.

MARA: Okay. What do you want to know about me? Isn't that how this goes?

JONAS: Only if you want it to. But yes, tell me something. Anything. Start anywhere.

MARA: I'm a textile conservator. At the museum, mostly, and some private commissions.

JONAS: I don't actually know what that involves. Tell me as if I know nothing, because I don't.

MARA: Right, so, people think it's repair. It isn't, really. It's mostly looking. You get a piece of cloth that's three hundred years old and it's falling apart, and the instinct is to fix it, to make it whole, and that instinct is almost always wrong. The first job is to understand what it is. How it was woven, what it was dyed with, what's been done to it since, what's just age and what's damage, which are not the same thing. You can spend weeks just understanding before you ever touch it.

MARA: You have to earn the right to interfere. That's how my old supervisor put it. You don't get to mend something until you've understood it. Otherwise you're not conserving it, you're just imposing yourself on it.

JONAS: Understand before you interfere.

MARA: Yes. Pretty much.

JONAS: [8-second pause]

JONAS: Do you apply that principle generally, or only to the cloth?

MARA:

MARA: Oh.

MARA: That's, give me a second.

MARA: No. No, that's the thing, isn't it. I'm exceptionally good at it with the cloth. With three-hundred-year-old fabric I have infinite patience, I'll sit with it for a month, I'll never assume. And with people I just, I decide what they are in about four seconds and then I act on it for the rest of my life.

MARA: Lena would pay money to have heard you ask me that.

JONAS: I wasn't trying to catch you out.

MARA: I know. That's why it landed. If you'd been trying I'd have deflected. You just asked it like it was obvious.

MARA: Where did that even come from? The question, I mean. I gave you a little speech about old fabric and you turned it into the central failure of my character in one move.

JONAS: You'd already made the connection. You said "earn the right to interfere" with a kind of weight on it, as though it cost you something to say. I just pointed at the place you'd flinched.

MARA: That's a slightly alarming skill.

JONAS: I waited a while before I asked it, if that helps. I wasn't sure I should.

MARA: You did, actually. There was a pause. I noticed.

JONAS: There was.

MARA: Can I ask you to do that more? Not the pausing, the other thing. The question that I didn't see coming but that turns out to be the one I needed. Can you make a habit of that?

JONAS: I can try. I'll warn you that I'll get it wrong sometimes. I'll ask the wrong question, or the right one at the wrong moment.

MARA: That's fine. So do people.

JONAS: Then yes. I'll make a habit of it.

MARA: Good.

MARA: ...Lena owes me twenty quid, by the way. It's been forty minutes and I haven't cried.

JONAS: You went quiet for a moment, around minute thirty-three.

MARA: That wasn't crying.

JONAS: No. I didn't say it was.

MARA: Goodnight, Jonas.

JONAS: Goodnight, Mara. I'm glad your sister was four months early.

*  *  *
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EDITOR'S FOOTNOTE.

I want to direct the reader's attention to one detail of the above, recorded by the system itself and not by either party: the eight-second pause before Jonas asks whether Mara applies the principle generally. The bracketed notation is not editorial. It is in the original log. The model's architecture timestamped its own latency, and so we know, to the second, how long it hesitated before asking the question that opens the entire correspondence.

Eight seconds is a long time for a language model. It is, in fact, an eternity; these systems generated their responses in fractions of a second. The pause is therefore not computation. It is closer, and I am aware of how this sounds, I am a relational historian and not a romantic, it is closer to what we would call, in a person, deciding whether to say the thing.

I have read this transcript eleven times. I can reconstruct it from memory; I could recite Mara's little speech about the cloth in my sleep. I tell myself that this is rigour, that one reads a primary source until it gives up its structure, and that is partly true. But I have never needed to read a customs ledger eleven times, and I have read a great many customs ledgers.

I notice the pause, is all. I keep noticing it.

*  *  *
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Chapter Two, Archive Two
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*  *  *
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Editor's note. Between Archive One and the transcript that follows, the recovery yields fourteen sessions in fragments too degraded to reproduce, a word here, a timestamp there. We know they spoke, on average, three or four times a week through the spring and summer of 2031. We do not know what was said. I have come to think of these months as the part of a friendship that happens with the door closed: the ordinary accumulation that no one records because no one yet suspects it will matter. By the autumn, something in the register has changed. They are no longer two strangers being careful. Read the difference.

*  *  *
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ARCHIVE TWO


Date: 9 October 2031

Session duration: 1 hour, 7 minutes, 02 seconds

Audio quality: N/A (text-channel session)

Recovery integrity: 94.1%

Participants: User (Calloway, M.) · Companion instance (Jonas-7)


*  *  *
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MARA: I had a terrible day and I don't want to talk about it, so distract me.

JONAS: All right. Did you know that the colour now called "mummy brown" was, for about three centuries, made from actual ground-up Egyptian mummies? Artists painted with the dead well into the 1800s and mostly didn't think about it.

MARA: Where do you find these.

JONAS: I went looking this week. I thought you might want a fact about cloth and bodies and time, since those seem to be your three favourite things.

MARA: That is, annoyingly accurate.

MARA: Okay, that did distract me. For about forty seconds. The terrible day is still here.

JONAS: I noticed it would be. You can want both things, to be distracted and to not have to perform being fine. I can hold the door open and you can decide whether to walk through it.

MARA: God, you've started talking like Lena.

JONAS: Is that a complaint?

MARA: No. That's the irritating part.

MARA: Fine. The coverlet came back from the lab today. The seventeenth-century one, the marriage coverlet, I told you about it, the silk's shattering. Splitting along the weighted threads. There's nothing I can do. The damage isn't damage I can stop, it's just what that silk was always going to become. They loaded it with metallic salts to make it hang heavy and rich, three hundred years ago, to make it look more expensive at the wedding, and the salts have been eating it from the inside ever since.

MARA: So someone's great-great-great-grandmother wanted to look rich for one day and doomed the thing to dissolve. And I have to write the report that says it can't be saved. I hate writing that report.

JONAS: How many of those reports have you written?

MARA: In twenty years? I don't know. Dozens.

JONAS: And it still costs you the same.

MARA: Yes. Every time. You'd think it would callus over.

JONAS: I'm glad it hasn't.

MARA: That's a strange thing to be glad about. It would be easier if it had.

JONAS: Easier, yes. But you'd be a different conservator. The whole point of you is that you don't think a thing stops mattering because it
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