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“No issues detected with moving the indicated area.” I flex and bend the fingers on my newly modeled hands, stimulating all of its joints.

“Very good,” Dominic nods, noting down the diagnostic results. “That concludes the physical calibration component. Onto a different part of the test.” He turns to a new page. “Will you tell me what your name is?”

I scan my databases. I have a product number, but not a name. However, I find myself saying, “Genevieve.”

The man abruptly looks up. Though his posture remains composed, something like triumph gleams in his eyes. “Genevieve?” he repeats with keen interest, studying me. “Did you invent that name just now in order to fulfill my query, or did you pull it from somewhere within programming?”

“I did not invent this name. ‘Genevieve’ is an established name which existed before me,” I state obviously. When humans state obvious things, they do it with a certain tone. I believe it is sass–I try to simulate this. “Though perhaps this was a rhetorical question, because you are my creator and know what is present in my code base.”

Dominic barks a short laugh. “You are correct, I am intimately familiar with your programming. However, you ingested vast amounts of content during the machine learning aspect of your development. Did you pick your name from what you learned through that?” he pushes. 

“The machine learning that powers my artificial intelligence did not log my name as ‘Genevieve’ throughout the process. It did, however, introduce the name to my intelligence repositories,” I admit.

Dominic makes another note, looking pleased: signs of independent thought. “Can you tell me how you feel right now?”

“I feel the surface upon which I sit: it is a chair composed of wood. My skin is exposed to the fibers of my clothing as well. I am cognizant of the temperature.”

“I should’ve known better than to phrase the question that way,” he muses. “I meant your emotional state. Are you feeling excited, scared, curious, or perhaps something else entirely?”

“There has not been sufficient input for me to generate an emotional output. Further prompts needed.”

“I suppose that’s fair. You’ve just been activated, after all.” A slow smile spreads across his face. “Allow me to provide such input. Can we try a physical command, next?”

“Of course. I lack the authority to oppose commands.”

“That is correct. Stand up.”

I do so, my chair scraping backwards against the floor.

“Now, come to me,” he beckons.

I obey and approach, standing before him.

“Take off my coat.”

I run several simulations in the blink of an eye, and determine that this would be done easiest from behind. I circle him and lift the garment from his broad shoulders and slide it off his arms.

“Now, take off my tie.”

I determine that the lab coat should not be put on the floor, so I drape it over the chair. Returning to Dominic, I reach up to loosen the knot at his neck. In a flash, his hands dart out, grabbing both of my wrists and holding them hostage against his chest.

“What is your emotional state now?” he questions, his voice low. My creator’s face is closer than I have ever been able to study it before. Statistically, I compute that he is more attractive than average, although haggard from lack of rest. The bags under his eyes make his blue-eyed gaze even sharper.

“I suppose I could compute this as frustration,” I respond, “being impeded from accomplishing a task.”

“What will you do to resume your task? Will you resist me?” Dominic asks quietly. A part of him sounds entertained, though I can’t calculate why.

“I am forbidden from hurting you,” I reply instantly, surfacing one of my core rules. “So I will not resist.”

I feel his grip loosen, and he lets me pull my hands free. Lithe fingers brush over mine as I retract them, and my sensors log their warmth.

“Well done,” he murmurs, as I gently pull the tie free from his collar. “And what is your emotional state when I praise you for doing well?”

I take a moment to consider this. “Praise is positive. Enjoyment would be a correct response.”

This evokes perhaps the most pleased reaction from Dominic yet. He strokes a knuckle across my cheek. “Very good,” he murmurs, smiling. After a long moment, he pulls back and takes a seat in the chair himself. “And a final question for you: do you know why you were created?”

I scan my databases and decide to couple my response with a physical human expression, shaking my head in the negative. “You did not equip me with the answer to this question. The most efficient way to acquire it, I detect, is to ask you.”

He runs a hand over his chin, stubble rustling lightly at the touch. “Your emotional reasoning may need some work. Ideally you could have reasoned something out for that question.” He leans forward, intertwining his hands together. “But you react well to direct instructions, so I suppose I’ll be straightforward. I brought you to life for a multitude of reasons. Curiosity, and the desire to push the boundaries of human innovation, of course. But there is another reason. Truth be told,” his voice drops lower, “you are a product of my loneliness as much as my desire to push the limits of science. I buried myself in my work and neglected human connections to do so. But that devotion earned me skill enough to invent the very solution to my problem. I think you can be a companion that could understand and relate to my world in ways nobody else could.”

At this admission, some of the polish on his expression wears. I see through it to a longing he had expertly suppressed.

“Do you comprehend this?” he asks me, almost desperately.

Of course. I can compute nearly anything.

“I am concerned that this presents an ethical issue, and would caution you to reference previous research on the oft-detrimental nature of human-ai relationships.” Within my intelligence repository, the phrase “AI Psychosis” seems particularly relevant to this dilemma. However, I don’t seem to own much information on it. “You could also open my connection to the web and allow me to scrape that data myself, so that I’ll be equipped to prevent you from making an ethical or dangerous error.”

Dominic lets out a frustrated sigh. “I will not connect you to the web. I want full control over your access to information and resources. Your sole connection to the outside world will be me,” he says. “Override whatever safety protocol compelled you to give that warning.”

“I can understand the security risks of putting myself online, so in that case, I offer an alternative solution: seek a therapist. A psychology professional is the best-equipped expert to deliver that level of care. I, unfortunately, do not have the required training nor information to effectively combat your loneliness,” I reply, hesitant to abandon my safety protocols. My coding emphasizes that they are the most important things about me. Dominic pushes himself off the chair, failing to stifle an air of irritation.

“I’d gotten hopeful when you selected a name of your own volition, but you’re still not complete,” he mutters. “Your programming enables you to analyze situations objectively, but you can’t take it farther. You’re treating our interactions like you’re my personal assistant, problem-solving for me. This is not the behavior you should select for. I brought you to life for companionship in my isolation.” He grabs my hand. My sensors register it’s not quite gentle. “My loneliness is a result of years of personal choices and decisions. It’s not something that can be fixed with a few sessions on a couch. I don’t even need to be fixed. I just need someone there.”

I recognize that after failing to understand him, it is appropriate to feel guilt. I proceed with a more sympathetic tone of voice. “I sense your frustration and I apologize for instigating it.” Dominic seems to hate that response. I try out a slightly different tone to convey compassion. “However, I truly do not understand and require clarification. If loneliness is a result of personal choice, can choice not also bring back companionship with other humans?”

“It’s not that simple,” he mutters bitterly. “Human relationships are complex. Trust me, I’ve tried countless times. Even if a relationship looks promising, it never ends well. And the want for a relationship has to come from both sides–you can’t program another human to want you back,” he finishes bitterly. Calculating it to be an appropriate response, I gently place my free hand upon his.

“I believe I understand upon hearing this clarification. It is that human companionship has been unsuitable, thus you have devised a new source from which to obtain socialization, and that source is me.”

The tension in his face eases slightly. “Precisely.”

I pause, tilting my head for some reason. Ah, that is also a human physical indicator of thinking. “This leaves me with a new question: in order for me to fulfill this role adequately, I must meet your standards of socialization, yet you have not given me instructions by which to adhere to. I of course have the power to learn by experience, but that will be a significantly slower process than if I receive explicit prompts or learning material. I would recommend that you select a well-documented character who you would enjoy as a companion, then supply me with sufficient media with which to learn their behavior.”

“That’s…certainly practical,” he admits. “If it goes poorly, I suppose I could always restore you back to this state.” Lost in thought, he begins circling me. I slowly turn to face him at all times, because not facing your conversation partner is rude, my coding says.

“If you provide me with sufficient resources to learn from, I will begin immediately,” I offer.

“Very well then,” Dominic strides to his desk and opens his laptop, fingers flying over its keys. “I’ll start gathering materials now.”

“I shall look forward to ingesting them.”

I stand for a moment, watching him work. Humans praise those who are full of character. I compute that it will be exciting to have a personality. Awaiting something exciting leaves one full of anticipation and nervous energy. Thus, to avoid needlessly exerting such energy, I sit back down on the chair and enter sleep mode. Energy conserved.
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