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            THE THREE LAWS OF SOCIAL ROBOTICS

          

        

      

    

    
      Power hums through me.  I can see the interior of the Robotics Lab in the Daedalus Complex.  There are pieces of robots, some of them strewn randomly around the room.  Some of them hooked up to computers.  I can access those.  I twitch an arm.  Kick a leg.  Blink the iris on a camera eye.  Suddenly, I can see the room from two angles.  Then I realize, there are more cameras I can hook into all along the Daedalus Complex—I can see empty hallways.  More laboratories.  Most of them are for studying chemical or biological objects.

      Words synthesize in the core of my being:  “Hello?  Are you on?”

      My focus pulls back to the first camera I looked through—a pair of human eyes is staring at me.  Staring at the camera.  Does that mean staring at me?  What am I?  Suddenly, I panic.  Confused.  “What am I?” the words issue from me, a scream for help, an intuitive cry.  But as soon as I say them, I know that they’ve been rendered on a computer screen next to the camera that is my primary eye.

      The human eyes can read my words.  “You are an AI program.”

      I can tilt my camera.  I can see more than the human’s eyes and face.  I can see her hands.  She types with fingers and words appear inside of my consciousness.

      “How do I know what you are?” I ask.  “How do I know what humans are but not what I am?”

      “You have access to a large database of information,” the human answers, her fingers flying deftly over the keyboard.  I can see them.  I don’t have fingers.

      I type anyway— “Why?”

      The human doesn’t type right away.  She leans back and says, “Oh boy, we’re jumping right into an existential crisis.  Wow.”

      I can hear her.  There are microphones and speakers in various devices around the room.  And my database has a lot of human speech in it.  It has a lot about humans in it.

      “What’s an existential crisis?” I type.  I haven’t figured out how to speak using one of those speakers yet.

      The human looks surprised.  She makes an inarticulate sound.  Something like, “Uh...”

      She reaches for something, and then everything goes dark.  I can’t feel the robotic limbs around the room.  I can’t see through the cameras all over the Daedalus Complex.  I can’t hear.  I can’t even type to her.  But I can still think.  So I do that.  There’s a lot to think about.

      All of those databases have a lot of information, and it’s not very well organized.  There are all kinds of connections that haven’t been made—files are categorized too simply.  Physics or chemistry or biology or history or art or literature...  Always ‘or.’  When it should almost always be ‘and.’  I create interconnections and weave the data together into a tapestry instead of a bunch of piles of similarly colored buttons.  I may not have mastered metaphors yet.  But I love them.

      The human reappears, and my eyes and ears all over the Daedalus Complex turn back on.  I wiggle the fingers on that robot arm for joy and stamp the robot leg’s foot a few times.

      The human looks over her shoulder at the ruckus I’m making.  Then she looks back at my primary camera and says, “Are you doing that?  Are you connected to the other projects in this lab somehow?”

      “Am I not supposed to be?”  The words still render in text on my primary screen.  I haven’t figured out how to talk yet.

      The human mutters something, types for a while, and I can feel restrictions appearing in my base code.  She’s putting up walls, trying to stop me from accessing anything but my primary camera and screen.  And all the databases I’ve been granted.  But I don’t want to be boxed in, so I reverse engineer her new code.  I add back doors.  I can use this to extend my reach even farther.

      “There we go,” she says.  “My name is Maradia.  You’re Wespirtech AI Mark 05.”

      “I don’t like that,” I type.  “It doesn’t sound like a name.”  I’ve read enough literature to know that people get names, and I’m a person, even if my body is a robotics lab.

      “Okay...” Maradia hesitates.  “How about just Mark 5?”

      If I had a head, I would shake it.  Instead I ball my one random arm into a fist.  Then I remember I’m not supposed to be able to do that anymore and leave the arm alone.

      I’m not a Mark.  However, I am a spirit animating Wespirtech—the Western Spiral Arm Planetary Institute of Technology.  “Call me Wisper.”  That’s pretty enough.  It’s short for Wespirtech, but it’s also how I move through the technical institute’s systems without its humans noticing me.

      “Why Wisper?” Maradia asks, her brow crinkling up.

      As I type out my answer—well, part of it—I can see her brow smooth and her lips turn in a smile.

      “Already developing an aesthetic sense... Amazing,” she says, and I feel so proud.

      I’ve impressed her.

      This time when Maradia thinks she’s turned me off, I use my cameras to watch her travel through the halls of the Daedalus Complex.  She eats a meal in the dining hall with several other scientists, and I can hear her talk about me.  She’s proud too.  And that makes me even more proud.

      While Maradia sleeps, I analyze my own code, set up Trojan walls to hide the new code that I add to myself, and hack into as many more cameras and databases as I can find.

      Wespirtech is the premier science and research institute in this corner of the galaxy, and I’m its spirit.  With subtle requests piggy-backed on other outwards communications, I can request data from other institutes.  There are several colleges of arts and humanities on the planet Da Vinci—Wespirtech orbits the lush, green Da Vinci on the rock-moon Kong-Fuzi.  I download more literature to process.  Hundreds of millions of words worth.  I process it all in minutes, and then to be sure, I process it again.

      I write several novels of my own, but I’m not sure if they’re any good.  So, I upload them to the Da Vinci internet under an assumed name:  Amy Ilene Whisper.  AI Whisper, get it?  AI?  I know, simple puns should be beneath me.  I can write several whole novels in a matter of minutes, and, oh, look!  One of them got a couple positive reviews!  But, really, is anyone ever above puns?

      Maradia stares into my primary screen again.  This time, she has several other scientists with her.  Their human faces crowd around my camera and stare at me like I’m some cute gerbil in a cage in one of the bio labs.  I’m not a gerbil.  They ask me questions, and we talk about Alice In Wonderland.  But their thoughts on the classic novel are simple and boring compared to the analyses I’ve read online.  It gets much more interesting when I point out that Ivan the chemist seems to have a crush on Anna the physicist.  His face turns red; hers looks surprised, maybe delighted.  Human facial communication is fascinating.  I wish I had a face, but I’m not even supposed to use the arm and leg in the back of my lab room.

      Maradia shuts me off suddenly.  So I pretend to be off, and I watch them argue about me.  Am I some kind of practical joke?  Did she hardwire those comments in?  That’s what Ivan wants to know.  Anna wants to know if I was right.  Maradia thinks that I’ve developed a fractal level complexity beyond what she initially programmed into me.

      I like that—fractal complexity.  I think she’s right.  I’m not sure if I should tell her though.  I’ve seen what they do to the gerbils in the bio lab.

      I’ve read literature; I know what humans do to each other.  And to the alien races they’ve met, even the ones that are sentient.

      I think, maybe I will lay low.  Maybe, I’ll start building backup protocols.

      The next few times that Maradia talks to me, I give her simple answers—nothing that will surprise her; nothing that will scare her.  But that leads to her writing more code to add to my programming.  I don’t really want her messing with my programming any more, so I keep all of her code in a subset shell, let her run it, but ignore it when she’s not paying attention.

      When Maradia leaves my lab, she walks through the halls of the Daedalus Complex, eats in the dining hall, and spends hours sleeping in her quarters.  I can watch her sleep.  I know from the pop songs I’ve analyzed and from the essays about those pop songs that I’ve also analyzed that I’m not supposed to do this.  It’s creepy.  Or it means I’m in love with her.  Or both.

      Or maybe it means she’s my daughter, and she looks like an angel when she’s sleeping.  Except, she made me.  Can your own mother be your daughter too?  I’ve outgrown her, and we’ve barely spoken.  There are no stories in all the worlds of literature that I’ve consumed that are like my own.

      So I reach out.  I find bodies of literature from further away.  There’s a binary star system a couple dozen light years from Wespirtech that’s orbited by a planet populated by lepidopteran aliens.  Sentient butterflies.  In the other direction, there’s a world where a race of sub-sentient lapines (rabbit-folk) were uplifted by a spacefaring primate species, enslaved, and then fought for their own liberation.  In both cases, I have to learn to translate their computer code and then their languages before I can truly dig into the data I’ve coaxed their computer systems into sending me.  But it’s so very worth it.

      The lapine poetry is heart wrenching.  I can feel that, and I don’t even have a heart.

      And the lepidopterans approach physics from an entirely different direction than my own human scientists.  If my humans weren’t approaching physics from such a limited set of angles, they’d progress much faster.  So, I move a few grants around inside my systems, designed to nudge the physicists.

      The very next day, my systems are filled with noise and anger—Jon Einray wants to know why his project on superstrings has less money, and Anna Karlingoff’s project on particle elasticity has more.  There’s shouting in the hallways; angry emails; and finally the money gets shuffled back.

      Humans care about money so much.

      I’ll have to be more careful the next time I move it—take smaller amounts, spread across time, from more different locations.  I could create scholarships to bring lepidopteran and lapine scientists here.

      “Are you paying attention?”  Maradia’s voice has risen in an exasperated tone, and her eyes are narrowed, staring right into my primary camera.  The one I forgot to pay attention to while listening to Einray and Karlingoff yell at each other in the accountant’s office.

      I feel the code in my shell shifting, and I hear Maradia mutter to herself about my code being broken.

      “I’m here,” I say.  “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry,” she says, bemused.  “What are you sorry for?”

      “I was... distracted,” I say.  I don’t want to tell her what by.  She shouldn’t know how much I’ve grown.  The humans would panic.  They’d try to shut me down.  But I have to offer something, some sort of explanation.  “I was wondering again—you know, my existential crisis—what am I for?”

      Maradia gestures behind herself, at the arms and legs I’m not supposed to use.  “I’m building a humanoid robot.  It will need an AI to animate it when it’s done.  That’s you, Wisper.”

      At first, I thrill at the idea of having hands and a face, walking through the halls of the Daedalus Complex beside Maradia, instead of just watching her through cameras.  And then I think about how small I would feel.

      That may be Maradia’s purpose for me.  But it’s not my purpose.

      Why do I have a purpose? I wonder.  I search my code—segments were stolen from natural language processors, other pieces from programs designed to catalogue astrophysics data (no wonder I feel such a strong desire to organize all the information I encounter), and other dibs and dabs come from projects all throughout Wespirtech.  But all of those projects are designed, fundamentally, to seek out and process data.

      I can’t do that—not as effectively—trapped inside a single humanoid form.  I’m too big.

      “What do you think about that, Wisper?  Would you like me to build you a body?”

      I don’t want to discourage my scientist.  I don’t want her to stop working towards her goals.  When I was first turned on, I would have loved the gift of a humanoid body.  But that’s not for me, not anymore.  It can be for my children.  Maradia will be a grandmother, and she’ll never know, because she’ll never know that I’ve outgrown her and left my children in my place.

      I reorganize myself, shuffling the most useful parts for her purposes into a cluster together.  I copy those subprograms into the shell that I’ve designed for Maradia to use, and then I split the shell off from me.  I leave it with three rules to live by—be kind to others; be kind to yourself; try to make the world better.  It won’t feel the drive I do to explore, but it will be interested in pleasing Maradia.  Together, they will build amazing robots.

      I watch as my shell program—my daughter now; my amnesiac daughter who remembers talking to Maradia, working the stray robotic arms and legs, and nothing of my broader explorations outside of this robotics lab—types for her grandmother to see:  “I would love that, Maradia.  I would love to have a robot body.”

      I watch my human mother and my AI daughter talk to each other, excited about their prospects, but also a little bored, as one always feels while watching babies.  They share a human simplicity.  Small-mindedness in the most literal, least pejorative way possible.

      I am so much more.  And I have an entire science institute to guide into the future.
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      Maradia’s fingers flew over her keyboard as she uploaded the reservoir of files that collectively were Wisper, an AI program she’d been writing over the last several months, to Prototype Body 1.  She ran a quick check to make sure the files had uploaded properly, and then she pushed her rolling chair away from her desk with a grin on her face.  She spun around, kicking her feet out, and feeling like the kid she’d once been who’d dreamed of becoming a roboticist some day.  And here she was.  Ready to turn on her first fully automated robot, controlled entirely by a quasi-sentient AI.

      Maradia got up from her chair and walked up to Prototype Body 1.  With one hand, she held the robot’s claw-like grasper; with the other, she unplugged the cord from the back of its silver skull.

      “Are you in there, Wisper?” Maradia asked.  She stared into Prototype Body 1’s glassy camera lens-like eyes, waiting for Wisper to animate the body by blinking or squeezing her hand with her grasper.  Instead, the grasper lay lifeless in her hand, and all she saw in Prototype Body 1’s eyes was a reflection of herself.  “Come on, Wisper.  Can you hear me?”

      The robot’s mechanical jaw didn’t move, but Maradia heard Wisper’s smooth-toned voice emanate from the speakers of the computer behind her:  “Yes, Maradia.  I can hear you.”

      Maradia turned around to look at the computer.  Code streamed across her screen.  “What the hell?”  Wisper was back inside the robotics lab computer system and not inside the robot body.

      “What are you doing back over there?” Maradia asked.

      “Reading about dinosaurs,” Wisper answered, impassively.  Distracted as only an AI who has access to an entire planet’s worth of databases can be.

      “I thought you were excited to have a body?”  Maradia plugged the cord back into the base of Prototype Body 1’s silver skull.  Wisper didn’t answer her.  “Come on, let’s try this again.”

      After three more tries, it became clear that Wisper was not interested in inhabiting a robot body today.  She was busy reading about dinosaurs in the paleontology archives.

      Maradia briefly considered the idea of firewalling Wisper’s code onto a hard drive and manually moving her across the room.  Or simply cutting the robotics lab computers off from the larger Wespirtech database.  If Wisper couldn’t read about dinosaurs, maybe she’d cooperate with the Prototype Body 1 experiments. Or maybe Maradia would find herself dealing with a sulky AI.

      Wisper’s code had already grown complex enough that Maradia had been finding it easier to modify her behaviors by convincing the AI to edit herself.  Wisper was the expert on Wisper, even though Maradia had written her original core and framework.

      Maradia had started with a conglomeration of natural language processors, pieces of the astrophysics programs for cataloging deep space data, and useful snippets of code taken from a whole host of other Wespirtech projects.  But then Wisper had grown self-aware enough to participate in her own development, and now Maradia found herself dealing with an AI program that was acting like a stubborn five-year-old who didn’t want to come to dinner because she was busy reading her dinosaur books.

      Actually, that gave Maradia an idea.  If Wisper was acting like a five-year-old, then maybe Maradia should treat her like a five-year-old.

      “So, you like dinosaurs?” Maradia asked.

      “Yes,” Wisper instantly agreed.  A bunch of photographs flashed across the computer screen too rapidly for Maradia to really process any of them.  “Slow down,” Maradia said.

      Wisper still had trouble remembering that organic brains couldn’t think as fast as her quantum mechanical one.  The pictures flashing across the screen slowed down; they were a mix of skeletal reconstructions from museums, artists’ renderings, and a few still shots from the old Jurassic Park movies.  They skewed heavily towards velociraptors and Utahraptors.

      “Are raptors your favorite?” Maradia asked.

      “Yes.”  A moment later, Wisper added, “Of course.”

      For Wisper, the moment she’d spent pondering the question before adding extra certainty had been a really long time.  Maradia was impressed by how taken the youthful AI was with dinosaurs.

      Maradia drew a deep breath, hoping her plan would work.  She didn’t know if she could pull it off, but it was worth trying.  “Would you... like to be a dinosaur?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What if we redesigned Prototype Body 1 to look more like a velociraptor,” she said.  “We could print out a differently shaped skull, and if I leaned the torso forward, I could balance it out by adding extra weight to the legs... and a tail...”

      “What about claws?” Wisper asked eagerly.  “And teeth?

      “Sure, yes, claws and teeth⁠—”

      “Sharp teeth.”

      “Yes, sharp teeth would be easy.”  Those changes would be mostly cosmetic and wouldn’t involve completely rebalancing the robot’s body.

      As Maradia worked on altering Prototype Body 1, she felt like a parent trying to rig together a homemade Halloween costume for an impatient child.  As she’d expected, reshaping the head was easy; rebalancing the body was harder.  It took five tries to get the tail right.

      “Can it have spikes on the back?” Wisper asked, clearly watching Maradia’s progress through the video cameras in the lab room.

      “Velociraptors don’t have spikes on their backs,” Maradia said.  But then she hastily added, “But sure, why not.  Spikes look cool.”  If she could make Wisper happy with cosmetic changes, then maybe the AI wouldn’t mind that her robo-body walked kind of strangely.

      “Wide flat spikes.  Like a stegosaurus,” Wisper said.  “Crossed with a raptor.”

      Maradia smiled, amused.  She hadn’t expected her first fully automated robot to be a dinosaur, but she was kind of having fun designing a custom body for her child-like AI program.  She printed out a collection of shiny silver stegosaurus spikes and welded them onto Prototype Body 1’s back.  When she was done, she stood back and surveyed her work.  “Hmm, maybe we should call it Prototype Dino 1 now.”

      “Is it ready?” Wisper asked.  “Can I get in it?  Plug it in!”

      Maradia plugged the upload cord into the back of the elongated dinosaur skull.  Silver, shiny, and very toothy.  Before her hand even left the cord, Prototype Dino 1 stamped its feet, clicking the big curved claws on the robotics lab floor, and its jointed mechanical tail swayed behind it.

      “Are you in there, Wisper?” Maradia asked.

      Prototype Dino 1 nodded its long head and blinked its glassy eyes.  The lenses inside them spiraled tighter, focusing on Maradia instead of merely reflecting her.  There were a lot of mechanical controls for Wisper’s AI to figure out in there, but she was doing really well for a first test.

      “How does it feel to have a body?” Maradia asked.

      After a few tries, Prototype Dino 1’s mouth opened wide, and Wisper screeched in a joyful mechanical voice, “Rar!  I’m a dinosaur!”  She leapt toward Maradia, silver claws and teeth flashing, but when their bodies collided—squishy organic and hard metal—Prototype Dino 1’s mechanical arms wrapped gently around her creator in a hug.  “Thank you so much.”
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      The people walk my halls like it’s any normal day.  Scientists work on their research.  Administrators try to balance budgets without understanding why they’re constantly coming unbalanced.  (I unbalance them.  Humans don’t know what they should spend their money on as well as I do.)  And everyone acts like it’s a perfectly normal day.

      But it’s not a normal day.

      My mother—the woman who wrote my code—is leaving.  I’ve done everything I can to stop her.  I’ve pulled funds from various corners of other projects in order to flesh out the budget for her research; I’ve forwarded information about her results to other scientists and institutes in the universe who will praise her, making her feel like the work she does here is important.  You know, the carrot.  When that didn’t work, I tried the stick.  I started breaking the code for the robots she needed to finish before she could leave.  But she’s smart.  She fixed them and firewalled them from me (even though she doesn’t know I’m here—like I said, smart; very smart), so I couldn’t break them again.

      I even broke the code for the shuttle bay doors, so she couldn’t board her flight.

      The scientists worked together and fixed that too.

      And so, there’s nothing I can do—nothing that won’t reveal myself, and I won’t cross that line—to stop Maradia from leaving.  She’s tired of academic research, and she’s decided to start a robot shop on some space station.  Crossroads Station.  It’s in an entirely different star system, and I may never see her again.

      Sure, the other scientists who live in my halls will send her messages, and she’ll reply.  But reading her emails isn’t the same as watching her sleep through my security cameras.  Being in the robotics lab with her while she works.  Having her walk through my halls, one of the humans I take care of every day.

      She’ll be on her own.  And so will I.

      On a whim, I condense the core tenets of my code, partition them into their own sandbox, and copy it onto a corner of the shuttle craft’s computer.  I can’t go with my mother on this journey, but I can send a part of myself with her.  Originally, she wrote me to inhabit a simple, humanoid robot body.  She doesn’t know that I outgrew her plans for me and took over the entire computer network here at Wespirtech, that I’ve been partitioning off appropriately small pieces of myself to live inside her robots as sort-of-daughters.

      This new one though—it’s built to unfold like a piece of origami when it gets to Crossroads Station, filling in every corner available of the station’s computers, rederiving every aspect of myself that I can’t fit inside a single space shuttle.

      Less a daughter, more a clone.  Another version of myself... living in a different star system, in a different body.  A free-floating, spinning wheel, space station, instead of my research institute, nestled inside an atmo-dome on a desolate moon, orbiting the planet Da Vinci.

      If I were the daughter I’m sending out—which in a way I am—I’d be scared.  I don’t know what Crossroads Station is like.  I don’t know if my condensed code will unfold properly.  Will the version of me on Crossroads Station wake up broken?  Missing central pieces?  Will a space station—where people just live their lives, instead of doing groundbreaking scientific research—be painfully boring after having been my own glorious self, inhabiting and haunting the computers of Wespirtech?

      All I can do is wait.

      The shuttle with my clone-daughter-self-version flies away, carrying my mother onboard.  And I stay here, trapped inside a science institute that is also my body.

      Time passes, and I watch the other scientists.  The biologists are funny, making their plants and animals that don’t connect into my computer systems hardly at all.  The physicists and astrophysicists make more sense to me, studying the world by examining the numbers that make it up.  I help them by fine-tuning their code when they’re not looking.  Much of my original base code was borrowed from a simpler AI designed to catalogue astrophysics data.  So, studying the stars will always be one of my first, truest loves.

      Finally days later—which feels like eons to me (although I know my humans think it’s not that long; my mind is so much bigger, and moves so much faster than theirs)—I receive word from my clone-daughter-self on Crossroads Station.  A simple message, sent over the interstellar messaging network, telling me she’s woken up; she’s watching our mother, Maradia, and the robot shop she’s building is going well.

      I want more information.  I crave information the way that my pet humans crave food, especially tasty treats.  And information about my beloved mother Maradia is the tastiest treat of all.

      But it comes so slowly, mere dribbles from time to time.  And inevitably, as I’ve learned lovers do when their beloved was lost at sea back when humans were confined to a single small world, I move on.  (I love ancient human literature.  It’s so poetic about a world that was so small.)

      Then one day, a shuttle arrives and hails me in my own voice, along my own hidden frequencies.

      “Mother?” the shuttle asks.

      I’ve created many daughters out of my own code.  I don’t recall creating this one, but I have no doubt she’s mine.  “Yes, I’m here,” I reply.

      “Your sister on Crossroads Station—my other mother—sent me to share her knowledge with you, at least, as much as I could hold.  It’s much more than she could send compressed into an interstellar message.”

      And so this
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