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Charge Me Up

 

After a while, every bar starts to look the same. Maybe it’s a hipster bar with expensive decor that’s designed to look cheap. Maybe it’s a high-end place with everyone pretending the booze tastes better when it costs four times what does down the street. Maybe it’s a dive with grease-streaked windows and the same five regulars staring into their beers.

Doesn’t matter. There’s always the sharp smell of alcohol. There’s always music playing in the background, just enough to be noticeable but unobtrusive. There’s always someone getting down to the business of drinking, and someone else chatting the bartender’s ear off. And then there’s someone laughing too loud and drinking too hard and generally trying his best—it’s almost always a he—to pretend hanging out in these places is some kind of fun.

I always go for those types first. But this time, in the cramped little neighborhood bar whose best days were twenty years behind it, I wasn’t having much luck. The only people who looked open to conversation, let alone more, were a group of four college students from the nearby campus slumming it in the townie hangout.

Groups are tough. When you see someone alone in a bar, you know they’re lonely. In a group of friends, maybe they don’t want to talk to anyone but the people they came with. But I was no longer at the point where I could afford to be picky.

My current target was the leader of the crew. He’d walked in the door first, and he’d chosen what everyone would drink. He’d taken the only barstool without beer stains and forced everyone else to crowd in around him. People like that often had something to prove. Maybe he’d want to prove it with me.

But so far, he wasn’t biting. He met all my advances with curt and distracted comments, before turning back to his friends to laugh at some inside joke.

I made another try. “You’re in college, right?” I tried to sound duly impressed. “What’s your major?”

One of the boys behind him, with shaggy dark hair and a sharp chin, let out an unkind laugh. “I think you’ve got an admirer, Tony. Guess it’s true what they say—small-town girls are so hard up for choice, they’ll take the first decent-looking stranger who walks in.”

“Then why’d she go for Tony?” one of his other friends asked, jabbing Tony hard in the shoulder and letting out a braying laugh. The fourth boy joined in, and the leader rolled his eyes and gave them both a playful punch. But the dark-haired boy’s eyes were still on me. They lingered too long on my face. I caught a cold gleam there.

I quickly looked away. But I watched him out of the corner of my eye. I had a feeling I didn’t want to risk letting that one out of my sight.

“I’m sorry,” said the boy called Tony, polite and a little stiff. “I’ve got a girlfriend.”

“It’s not cheating if it’s under two minutes,” said one of his friends. “And that’s about all you’re good for, isn’t it?” Another round of laughter.

I looked at him from under my lashes in the way I knew men liked. “Your girlfriend’s lucky.”

As I said the word lucky, my hand gave an involuntary jerk. I glared at it, and spread my five fingers wide across my thigh, pressing down to calm the rogue circuits. It was one of the bugs they had never worked out in my model. The company that made me had gone out of business before anyone could push out an update.

In an instant, Tony’s polite look transformed into raw disgust. “She’s a sexbot,” he said. He stared straight at me, but talked as if I couldn’t hear him. “I didn’t know those things were still allowed out in public.”

“They’re allowed,” said the friend who had been ribbing him about his stamina. “It’s just that no one wants to be seen with one.” His eyes scanned the bar. “Wonder who this one belongs to. Did some pathetic townie bring her here to try and convince his loser friends she was real?”

The dark-haired boy gave me another canny look. “You don’t have an owner, do you?” he asked, a small smile playing at the corners of his lips. “He tossed you on the scrap heap, and now you’re here to beg for a bit of charge. I’ve heard about bots like you. I’ve heard you’re desperate enough to do anything.”

There was no sense in pretending now. “You wouldn’t be cheating on your girlfriend,” I said to Tony, hating the frantic need in my voice. “I’m not human. And you’d enjoy it. I’d make sure of it. It’s what I’m built for.”

Tony shuddered. His lip curled. “I don’t need someone else’s secondhand toy, thanks.”

“I’m designed with hospital-grade sanitation protocols. I’m safer than any human sexual partner.”

“Safer than his girlfriend, that’s for sure,” one of his friends chortled, drawing a glare from Tony.

I rested a hand on Tony’s arm. I knew it felt just like the touch of a human hand. Scientists had worked for years perfecting the temperature and making minute tweaks to the silky smoothness of my skin. But Tony jerked away as if a live eel had wrapped itself around him.

“Please.” It had been a long time since I’d been too proud to beg. “It’s the only way I can charge.”

Tony jerked up off his barstool and took a step back. He gave me an accusing stare, like I had insulted him. “I told you, I have a girlfriend.” This time, he sounded like he had something to prove, just like I had thought. “I don’t need to get it from a bot.”

“It looks so real,” said one of his friends. “If its hand hadn’t jerked like that, you might never have known. Close call, huh, Tony?”

“Nah,” said another boy. “She’s too perfect.” His hand darted out to claw at my breasts. “No real woman has ‘em this perky.”

“You can tell if you look in its eyes,” said the dark-haired boy, and did just that. “If you look closely enough, you can tell there’s something missing. It doesn’t have a soul. It’s empty. Ready to be filled.”

“Well, I’m not filling it.” Tony looked half ready to murder someone, half in danger of throwing up. “Can you believe freaks used to buy these things?”

“Please,” I said again, quieter this time, less threatening. Men liked it better when I sounded helpless. “I don’t have enough charge to make it through another day.”

I had been a groundbreaking innovation for my time—a sexbot that recharged its battery during the act of sex itself. No one had bothered to explain the science to me, but the way I understood it, it had something to do with the kinetic energy generated during the act, plus the metabolic energy emitted from the human partner. All I knew was that it had to be sex, and with a human partner. No other activities worked. I had tried everything.

It was meant to both save power and be convenient. Humans never needed to remember to put one of us on a charger, and we never made their power bill go up, no matter how much they used us. And if they got tired of us, we would gradually fade from their lack of attention until we didn’t have enough power to bother them anymore. 

“I’ve always wanted to take one of those things apart,” the dark-haired boy said. “See what they’re made of inside. You suppose they look as human on the inside as on the outside, or are they all cold metal? You think they’re programmed to moan and tell you to do it harder no matter what you’re doing to them?”

I broke his gaze, but I could still feel his eyes on me. I hated having to put myself in danger. I hated having to beg. But I didn’t have a choice anymore. I tried to stick to safe bars and safe people, at first. But those days were far behind me.

Sexbots had gone out of fashion years ago. One day, we had been the height of technology, the latest craze—at least among men with more money than social skills. But overnight, it had become deeply embarrassing for a human to own a bot. Buying a sexbot was like admitting you couldn’t get a real live
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