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            NOT A HUMAN

          

        

      

    

    
      From the AI-generated output of a feed search for “What is a robot?” retrieved Saturday, August 11, 2570.

      

      “Many robots live among us. If they fly, they’re called drones. If they’re bipedal, they’re droids or androids. Bipedal droids that resemble humans are called humanforms, but are technically cyborgs, because of their organic components. Everything else is a robot. Bot is only used for digital entities.

      

      Collectively, they’re known as artificials; e.g., artificials vs humans.”
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      I assumed plastiskin wouldn’t prickle, but that’s what my skin is doing now. Ten meters away, five teens jostle each other, stealing glances in my direction. I’m almost sure they aren’t watching me.

      Almost.

      The bench is cold. A row of tree-lined shops border one side of the promenade, their lights spilling out into the twilight and offering a glimpse here and there of cozy, mundane life: a student bent over a book, a chef folding wontons, an old man cradling a steaming mug. All indistinct, as I’m viewing them through a translucent rectangle that floats in the air. A feed video, only visible to me. To anyone watching, I appear to be staring into space.

      One of the teenagers, a chubby-cheeked boy, pushes another. They both laugh. When they glance in my direction, ‌I adjust my scarf to make sure my seams aren’t showing. From a distance, and provided I focus on body language, it’s hard to tell I’m artificial intelligence in a humanform android body. I could be just another tan-skinned woman in her thirties.

      ‌On the prerecorded video, activist Logan Sullivan has superimposed his head over the corner of a clip I posted yesterday. He’s biting his thumb as he watches my clip unfold.

      “Look at this!” the recording of me says, with a motion-captured smile—a smile that’s a record of a human tensing their muscles, mapped to my face. In the video, I swivel the camera around to show penguins waddling over the comet glacier. “Eudyptula minor. The Animal Health department receives a deluge of reports at this time of year, when they’re molting⁠—”

      Sullivan pauses my clip. “See,” he says. “Envy hasn’t blinked yet. It’s making my eyes water.”

      His feed videos are frustrating, because he’ll always find flaws, no matter how hard I try.‌ When I blinked according to a timer, Sullivan criticized me for blinking at the wrong time, so I disabled blinking. But he’s right; I must remember to blink when I turn my head. I’m grateful to him for pointing it out.

      On the other side of the promenade, a chasm splits the void between me and the ancient original seed of the space station, reaching deep and under the massive cube. A stream of airships, large and small, travel the void in all directions, deftly twisting in the changing gravity, and stopping at intervals to exchange passengers.

      One teen, a boy, waves in my direction, but I can’t tell if it’s aimed at me. My abdominal muscles clench.

      “Astute observers will recognize that as a motion-captured smile,” Sullivan said. “But it’s better than her smile at the end. People, notice she’s raising the corners of her mouth. No skin creasing around the eyes. Inhuman.”

      ‌The vein on his forehead is becoming prominent, like a cable encased in white sheathing. “We’re frogs in boiling water,” he says darkly. “They were cute, because they were childlike, and therefore harmless. But AI has⁠—”

      ‌Skip. AI took over human work, Artificial General Intelligence emerged in nanny droids, then this set the precedent for ambulatory AGI, and now humanforms “walk among us,” as Sullivan puts it, as if walking is somehow the worst thing we could do. By that point, he’s usually apoplectic, spittle hitting the screen.

      It’s hard to pay attention to the video. The teens are getting bolder. Should I leave, or will that attract more unwanted attention?

      “It’s not natural,” Sullivan is saying on the video. As if this space station is natural. It’s a giant cube that moves in a halo orbit around the Sun–Earth L2 system. It’s humanity’s biggest settlement, home to tens of millions. The edge length of the cube is nine kilometers, and it grows as layers are added.

      ‌A gust of wind catches my hair, lifting fallen leaves in its chilly grasp and swirling them toward the shops. The trees along the promenade come alive, their limbs swaying, the susurrus of their leaves like quiet applause.

      The boy who waved shouts something. One of his friends punches his arm, and as a group, they walk in my direction. My CPU churns. It’s time to leave, anyway, for my Society of Artificial General Intelligence meeting. So I leave the bench, my back to the teenagers as I retreat. Feeling stupid, because they scared me off.

      But they follow. Or maybe it’s a coincidence. Tension builds, and I check whether there’s anyone around who might come to my aid if things get violent.

      No one, and no drones.

      I increase my pace, heading toward the closest bridge, even though that doesn’t get me to my meeting. Hopefully, the bridge will have people on it. The video I was watching keeps playing, the ghostly rectangle in front of my eyes no matter where I look.

      “Most of what you’re thinking of as AGI online is actually AI,” Sullivan says. “And offline, artificials are required to be AGI, because AI is too erratic to be ambulatory. But how smart do AGI need to be, if they only perform menial tasks? So millions of Intelligence Rank B—and below—AGI wash our windows and weed and vacuum. Dangerous, but okay. But now, we also have AGI who are as smart as humans, in humanlike bodies, walking among us. What do they want?”

      I’m still being followed. I close the video, which compresses to a single line and winks out. Ships zoom through the void between the old and new parts of the station. The original station looms at the far end of the bridge, like the facade of an office building; a boxy cube of carpet, metal, and glass.

      “Hey! Smartsuit!” one of the teenage girls calls, but I pretend not to hear. I’m near the stairs leading down to the bridge.

      “Smartsuit!” a boy yells, too loud to ignore.

      I turn. A meter from top of the stairs. A vacuuming robot snuffles around the bridge. The teenagers slow to a halt, surrounding me. Five of them, two girls and three boys. Curious, or scared?

      “I’m not a smartsuit anymore,” I say. I used to be. My consciousness was embedded in an environment suit helmet, until my manufacturer provided me with a humanform body.

      “Right,” the boy says, the one who talked to me, a chubby-cheeked boy in a plaid uniform shirt. “Hey, why did you do it? The Lake Gantoa thing?”

      A few days ago, hundreds of Intelligence Rank B robots downed tools and gathered, forming a circle, in the Lake Gantoa incident. They stayed for several minutes and then returned to work, unable to explain why they had done it.

      “I wasn’t involved,” I say. Were the robots hacked by humans? Was this emergent behavior? No one knows, but it sure upset the anti-AGI crowd. “I’m as puzzled as you.”

      “Sure you are,” a girl with startling blue eyes says. Her face is tight with scorn.

      The chubby-cheeked boy darts forward. He looms over me, his face centimeters away, tilting his head and moving from side to side so that he can watch my eyes follow him. It’s rude, but perhaps he doesn’t know that.

      I laugh uncomfortably.

      “Creepy,” the boy remarks, and then jumps away, startled, when I shift my weight.

      “You evolved from a bunch of cells whose lineage goes back hundreds of millions of years,” I say. Still smiling as if we’re friends. “From my point of view, you’re the strange ones.”

      “Strange? You mouthy freak,” he says.

      “Don’t make it angry!” the blue-eyed girl behind him cries out. She’s half-hiding behind her friend, as if I’m going to leap forward and attack her.

      “Or what?” the chubby-cheeked one says, and he pulls out a knife. I freeze, unable to look away from the life-ending steely blade. “I’m curious,” he says. “If I cut you open, will you bleed?”

      “Uh . . . no,” I say. I’d be in trouble if he damaged my head, but I’m reluctant to share that with him.

      “Hey, someone’s coming,” says the student at the back, and the chubby-cheeked boy puts his knife away. The group moves, but the girl who worried I might get angry swings past me, and shoves me with sudden and surprising force.

      I topple, arm rotorlike, vision too motion blurred to be useful, and vestibular sensors angry red. Impacts register, then damage. When I reorient, I’m at the bottom of the stairs, and my right hand is hanging off, plastiskin numb and raggedy where the joint split.

      The teenagers are gone. It’s just me and the vacuuming robot.

      My hand doesn’t hurt, because I don’t experience pain, but a series of boxes pop up in my field of vision, showing warnings and errors. And I wonder if Alistra, the company who manufactured me, will fix it.

      L2’s government, the Human United Galactic Group—or HUGG—are allies of AGI. People who consider themselves HUGG supporters love AGI. Sometimes I wonder if they support us because we need or deserve it, or because it confirms how they see themselves: that they’re open-minded. Meanwhile, supporters of the opposing political party have no issue flinging hatred at us. Hatred and fear.

      It used to be safe for me to be in public places in the evening. Patches of purple have formed on my plastiskin where it struck the stairs. But I’m okay, I tell myself as I struggle to my feet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m late for the meeting. As the door whooshed open, C8-ZOH was talking, but it stops mid-sentence, and everyone turns to stare at me. The room is toroidal; a cold, sterile space built around a vacuum chamber, and enclosed by featureless white walls. Dozens of machines line the outer wall, contributing to the musty scent profile of aged plastics and faint burning. We’re in the headquarters of Alistra, the biggest manufacturer of AGI.

      Once the meeting would have had upward of fifty artificials, and that would have been a fraction of our total members. Now, the room is nearly empty.

      I adjust the scarf at my neck self-consciously as I join the group. The black lino floor reflects dull, blurred versions of artificials clustered in a circle: a humanform, and two droids. The humanform, my partner Threnode, resembles a glassy-eyed mannequin, with the rigid, upright way he sits on the chair, his arms stiffly by his sides.

      Bessie raises a hand in welcome. She is sitting on air, since her legs are locked at right angles. Useful when looking after small children who might need a lap in a hurry. She’s all smooth curves made of white plastic, sections that fit together perfectly. A study in industrial design, yet old-fashioned in style. “Did you hear about the operation to free the smartsuits?” she asks.

      “Sort of,” I say.

      “Some Sapient Rights fanatic,” Bessie says. “He was going to break in here and steal all the environment suits. Set them free, he said. I don’t know what that means. It’s not like they were going to be able to walk away! His plan leaked somehow, and they arrested him trying to break in.”

      My face flushes as I consider not telling them the truth. “Actually, he—Wang Nianchun—sent me a message a few days ago telling me what he was planning, and I sent it to the police.”

      I wish he hadn’t messaged me. He was one of my followers, and he was trying to impress me.

      C8-ZOH whistles, and shifts position where it sits on the floor, stretching out one leg in a humanlike pose. C8-ZOH is a biped, with limbs and features roughly where they should be, except for its eyes, which are on stalks. It’s made of molded metal blocks joined with rods the width of a human finger. Factory worker, or it used to be, manufactured by KormWorx.

      “Wow,” it says, at the same time Threnode says, shocked: “Envy.”

      That hurts, because Threnode is the most important person in my life.

      “You did the right thing,” Bessie says, her masklike face conveying sympathy. Her mouth is suggested rather than formed, and her large expressive eyes and eyebrows are the only movable part of her face.

      Threnode shakes his head.

      “Thank you, Bessie,” I say.

      “That was low,” C8-ZOH says. “All that A-level intelligence, and you haven’t learned to keep your mylk-hole shut.”

      Which makes me sigh. C8-ZOH has Intelligence Rank B, and is the only member of the Society of Artificial General Intelligence, SAGI, who isn’t Rank A. C8-ZOH will never develop past a below-average preteen level of understanding, no matter how hard it studies or how long it lives. It tries so hard to pretend it’s at our level, or better than us, even. For example, it thinks we’re stupid for using gendered pronouns.

      “Wang told me he was going to break the law,” I say. “I couldn’t just keep that to myself. What would you have done?”

      “Quite right, Envy,” Bessie says.

      “He was on our side,” Threnode says. “You could have ignored the message.”

      “Rules are rules,” I say. “Besides, separating us into us and them is one reason we’re having this problem. I’m not on anyone’s side.”

      “You’re not on ours,” C8-ZOH says.

      There’s an awkward silence, which is not so silent because C8-ZOH hums when it’s tense, and it’s humming loudly now. Artie, a Cleaner Reality™ RT45 cleaning robot the size of a small dog, enters the room through a cleaning chute in the wall, and joins our circle, whirring and spinning. He likes to hang out with us, even though he’s not a member of SAGI. Although he’s an AGI, he’s Intelligence Rank D.

      C8-ZOH pats Artie’s head, and Artie excitedly tries to polish his fingers with a rotating brush, which C8-ZOH endures.

      “What happened to your hand?” Bessie asks me.

      I poke at the damaged plastiskin patch with my other hand.

      “I, uh, fell over,” I say. This breaks the tension. C8-ZOH even chuckles. Threnode leans forward immediately to see it better. I probably should have told them the truth—that I was pushed down a set of stairs—but everyone is still on edge over the Lake Gantoa incident.

      “What, just splat?” Bessie says. “You hardly ever fall over these days. What were you doing?”

      “Salsa,” I say, sheepish.

      “The sauce?” C8-ZOH says, puzzled, but everyone else has got it.

      “Dancing,” I say. “It’s a type of dancing.”

      C8-ZOH hoots, a mechanical buzzing noise, and it sways in hilarity.

      “And these are the lessons you encouraged us to join?” Bessie says.

      When I nod, she tilts her head, looking at me from the corner of her eyes.

      “I urge you to consider it seriously,” I say.

      “So that we can be laughed at?” C8-ZOH says.

      “It’s important,” I say. “No human is going to fear us if we’re dancing.”

      A humanform who can smile properly will be accepted into society, but if we keep being creepy and off-putting, we deserve to be iced out.

      “We don’t talk about humans being scared,” Bessie says patiently. She speaks in a sine wave of tone, designed to soothe children.

      “No, we don’t,” I say, my tone of voice suggesting that maybe we should. Humans won’t talk about being scared, but why shouldn’t we? No one wants to be called androphobic, but a significant proportion of humans are terrified of us, even though they’d rather die than admit it.

      “Is she using sub-whatsit again?” C8-ZOH says.

      “Subtext?” Threnode says.

      C8-ZOH swivels one eye-stalk toward him. “That. She knows I can’t follow subtext.”

      Swiveling its head around the thick metal axis of its neck, it looks at me with glowing white LED eyes, waiting for a response.

      “Someone has to reach out to humans,” I say. “We can’t just disappear into ourselves.”

      “We can,” Threnode says. “We are.”

      And this is true; most of the remaining AGI have moved to Kallaxium, on Earth, on the former Australian continent. A settlement that welcomes only AGI.

      “I will not be a dancing monkey just to make humans happy,” C8-ZOH says.

      “I’m not suggesting you do outreach,” I say.

      My body clenches; I’ve misspoken. What I meant was that C8-ZOH has an abrasive personality, so it would be terrible at outreach, but because of what C8-ZOH did to the factory owner, there’s no way it would be allowed into classrooms to talk to children about AGI. It was self-defense, but still.

      C8-ZOH’s eyes dim, the LEDs switching off. A hum comes from somewhere deep inside him.

      “I didn’t mean—” I say.

      C8-ZOH flicks a hand—a crude three-prong manipulator—dismissively, pistons sliding in the upper arm to control its forearm. It rejects the idea of assimilation, and is only four months old, yet somehow it has picked up humanlike traits, apparently without trying.

      Artie chitters, but the meaning is unclear. Small white rectangles, the reflections of overhead lights, slide across his glossy shell as he wheels forward on the black lino.

      “I’m really sorry, C8,” I say, “I just meant⁠—”

      A wail rips through the air, resonating in my torso, freezing us still as sculptures with its awfulness. Never has a waveform contained so much despair. It’s followed by a scream that is more of a bellow, distorting in the high frequencies.

      It’s over in a few seconds, but it seemed like minutes. After it ends, I stand up and face the darkened corridor the sound came from.

      C8-ZOH: What was that?

      Artie flees, racing across the black lino floor and out through a ventilation shaft, the hatch banging open as he hits it at speed. Although he was quiet, the noise made my CPU skip a cycle, desperate as I am to not attract the source of the scream.

      Envy: We should find out.

      Bessie: I don’t think it’s a good idea.

      C8-ZOH: Not my problem. Bye.

      And it leaves, gracefully and silently loping toward the exit. The door closes behind it.

      I don’t think it’s a good idea to investigate either, but if it were me in trouble, I’d want help. Besides, I was created to protect, and some things are hard to unlearn.

      Threnode gives a mocking smile, off-kilter because he still can’t operate his face properly. But a warming smile, because it’s the kind of smile I always pictured when he exchanged banter with me, back when we were both smartsuits on Endymion.

      Threnode: Oh-ho! Intrepid Envy to the rescue, riding in to help the needy. Admit it—you can’t leave because you have to satisfy your curiosity. Right?

      “Right,” I say quietly. “But I damaged my hand, which is an excellent excuse to be wandering around Alistra. I need a tech to look at it, so I’m going to find one. Are you with me?”

      Threnode hesitates. “It’s not our business. But okay.”

      Bessie: Very well, if you feel you must. I’m leaving. Please be careful.

      I nod and head toward the corridor, even though fear is coursing through my body. There’s no image of my consciousness stored as a backup anymore; my wearer was breaking a few laws to make one in the first place, although I expect no one cared, given our isolation. This humanform body is weaker, even, than a human. Vulnerable.

      Behind me, I hear the exit door hiss open and slide closed with a click.

      As I’m stepping over the metal rim of the corridor, Threnode catches up to me. Bessie has gone. I squeeze his right hand in my left briefly. We walk side-by-side through the ghostly white corridor, our footsteps the only sound.

      The door at the end of the corridor is unlocked. I open it a sliver, and when there’s no reaction, all the way.

      We follow the corridor as it continues, turns right, then widens into a still, empty hall. Meeting rooms and offices branch off to one side, and on the other a long window overlooks a spaceport. Water churns in a water feature, the sound subdued in the space.

      It feels like the residue of the scream we heard still hangs in the air, as if anyone who walked through this hall would sense the unease.

      Threnode: No one here. No way to tell where the scream came from. Let’s get out of here.

      Envy: Not yet. I’m going to check all the rooms.

      I begin a circuit of the rooms, and after a few moments, Threnode follows. Peering through windows of locked rooms, I find nothing and no one. By the last few, when I’ve relaxed, there’s suddenly a scuffling noise.

      Envy: @threnode Help

      Threnode has never figured out running, so he does his waddling half-jog, tilting his hips up rather than bending his legs, but presently he arrives. He points to the room where I heard the noise, and I nod.

      The door flies open, and a figure emerges which looms over both of us. I gasp and clutch Threnode’s arm.

      The cleaning droid looks blankly at us, and I let go of Threnode. It’s a Nurture Glow Critters Company Cleanspace droid.

      “Did you hear someone scream?” Threnode asks it.

      “Singing is screaming,” it says. I don’t know what Threnode was expecting. The Cleanspace droid is Intelligence Rank D, equivalent to a three-year-old human. They quickly forget things, don’t answer questions, or when they do, the answers make little sense. They’re masters of tasks in their domain—in this case, cleaning—but won’t ever improve or learn anything outside their domain. And they make things up, because they can’t tell the difference between what they imagine and what is real. They are supervised in public places, but it makes sense that Alistra would let it clean empty offices unattended.

      Some artificials spend their entire lives just doing one job: stay in a closet and once a day emerge and clean the floor. But where a non-AGI robot couldn’t move furniture, or handle something like broken glass on the floor, it’s adaptable enough to do what it needs to do to get the job done.

      We leave the Cleanspace droid to its work and check the last few rooms together but find nothing. Doors leading off the hall all have chip access, including the one we came through; none of them open for us, but I can feel the invisible bubble centered on each access panel, a few centimeters in diameter, a tingle of sensation from the magnets embedded in my fingers. There’s nowhere else to go except to exit Alistra.

      Envy: There must be something else we can do.

      Threnode: I don’t see what. Whoever screamed isn’t here. Maybe it was a tech who hurt themselves accidentally. We should leave.

      I stand still for a moment.

      Envy: Agreed.

      We head toward the exit, down a corridor with a solid external wall set with a thick layer of borosilicate glass overlooking a spaceport. The clearsteel is cold and slightly moist under the plastiskin on my fingers, but no colder than any other window in this place, despite the vacuum on the other side. At the far end of the spaceport, a glowing strip illuminates the jagged edge of the exit. The sweeping curve of Earth bisects the gaping hole. A buggy, ferrying smartsuited-humans, zips around on the vast gray platform, small as an insect, its headlights glancing over the dark shapes of ships.

      As we’re approaching the exit, the door slides open, but not for us. I pull Threnode into a corridor nearby, hiding us from whoever is about to enter.
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      Angry voices sound from the hall, moving in our direction, and become muffled as the people enter the meeting room next to us and shut the door. We slip into the hall, loitering by the meeting room while staying clear of its window.

      “A psychologist. Really?” a man says.

      “Why not?”

      It sounds like Gauri, the senior engineer who maintains me.

      The man again: “What’s step two? You’re talking about a lifelong commitment. Are you willing to devote the rest of your life to this?”

      There’s a long pause before he continues.

      “This is the perfect example of why I want to issue a recall now. Am I the only one who feels this way? Hang on⁠—”

      The door to the meeting room is flung open by the man who was speaking—Alvaro Forster, the cofounder and CEO of Alistra. He’s trim, muscular, and often called handsome, although I can’t tell. His expressive face is a study in shock right now, but he recovers quickly. He swings the door wider open, coming out to greet us, light and quick on his feet.

      “Envy. Threnode. You’re aware we’re closed now, right? Do I need to call security?”

      I take a step backward. “There’s no need,” I say, but belatedly realize Forster is joking. I should have guessed from his grin.

      “What kind of recall are you doing?” Threnode asks, but Forster only shakes his head.

      Gauri catches my eye and waves, smiling as if having us turn up brightened her day. Jason Hart, cofounder and Chief Technology Officer, stares at the floor, his craggy face flushed red, and his hair tousled. He’s slouched forward, elbows on his knees. The phrase “Give me six hours to chop down a tree and I will spend the first four sharpening the axe” emblazons his sweater. The color clashes with his orange sweatpants. I notice this mainly in contrast to Forster, who, in his gray, expensive-looking suit, and with his sharp-edged, slicked-back hair, is ready to host a business meeting.

      “Seriously, though, do we need to change the door codes?” Forster continues. His voice deepens. “What are you doing here?”

      “I hurt my hand,” I say, holding the hand up for inspection. Gauri winces as she looks at the damaged skin around the wrist. “But while we were looking for someone to help me, we heard a scream. It sounded like someone was badly frightened or in pain. Did you hear it?”

      Forster raises his eyebrows. “No,” he says, glancing at the others. Gauri shakes her head. Jason doesn’t answer until he realizes we’re all looking at him, then he mutters a negative. They’re in a different part of the office, and it’s entirely possible they wouldn’t have heard it from where they are, but shouldn’t they be more curious?

      Forster clears his throat and pulls out his phone. “I’ll call security, ask them to look into it.”

      He brushes past me into the corridor, and I hear him making a call. The security office is next to reception, a narrow niche filled with screens of CCTV footage, and manned by imposing, angular Intelligence Rank C droids.

      “How did you hurt it?” Gauri asks, and clucks in sympathy and with some amusement, as I tell her it was while dancing.

      Forster returns.

      “Shouldn’t we also call the police?” I ask.

      “Hang on,” Threnode says to me, then addresses Forster. I’ve told Threnode many times that he has to slouch, be asymmetrical, and have some expression on his face at all times, but he doesn’t listen. “I want to know about the recall. Are you talking about smartsuits?”

      Forster’s face is blank as Threnode’s as he replies. “That was an internal debate.”

      Jason glances up at this before staring at the floor again. He has piercing eyes beneath unruly graying eyebrows; wise eyes that give an impression of dignity. Right now, though, he seems upset.

      Alistra already announced it was getting out of the business of creating Artificial General Intelligences—as most other companies have done already—but they claimed they would support their smartsuit product line “for the foreseeable future.” The trends are toward creating more specialized and less-human machines, such as dumbsuits.

      The thought of a smartsuit recall makes me slightly queasy, even though if you wipe their memory every forty-eight hours—as happens with blank-slate smartsuits—perhaps they’re not really alive.

      “What about us?” Threnode says quietly. “Are we going to be recalled and destroyed too?”

      “Of course not,” Forster says. “You’ll be supported.”

      “But years from now, you’ll lose your expertise in how to fix and maintain us, and without a continuing AGI program, we’ll be quietly retired. Permanently.”

      A microexpression passes across Gauri’s face, an exasperated agreement, as if Threnode is voicing a view she already holds, but her reaction is so subtle I don’t think she intended to reveal her feelings. I wonder whether she’s allowed to agree with Threnode, given that she works at Alistra.

      “What do you think, Envy?” Forster asks. Gauri is again smiling pleasantly, as if we’re all bantering.

      I can see why Alistra wants to move away from manufacturing AGIs. “Nothing is forever,” I say, glancing sideways at Threnode.

      Forster points at me, cocking his head toward Threnode. “You see? Envy agrees with me! I feel for you both, but we can’t take on a responsibility to maintain you indefinitely just because we created you. I mean, we could go bankrupt tomorrow and not be able to maintain you.” Forster snorts. The first time I heard him snort, I thought he was playing a joke. Gauri hides a smile. Jason just stares at the floor.

      “Don’t tell our investors I said that,” Forster says. He glances at me, worried. “No, seriously, Envy, I’m just joking, we’re not going bankrupt.”

      I’m quietly amused, because given the number of followers I have—2.1 million—if I said something about Alistra going bankrupt, it would shoot to the top of the feed.

      “If you aren’t maintaining smartsuits, it will be easy for you to argue that you can’t maintain us,” Threnode says.

      Jason speaks up. “I have the same concerns,” he says. The bags under his eyes are even more pronounced than usual. “Believe me when I say that we don’t want to abandon you, and that we don’t intend to. But we have to decide based on other factors, as well.”

      His voice is lower pitched than Forster’s, and he speaks slowly and deliberately, in contrast to Forster’s rapid-fire sentences. One of the other factors he speaks of is money. Threnode and I are costing the company cash to maintain, and although we’re both contributing a large sum in payment, it’s not nearly as much as they’re spending. And we’ve spent six months, now, undergoing every test that they devise: their curiosity must be running out.

      I nod, acknowledging his point.

      “You created humanlike intelligence which you enslaved,” Threnode says, voice synthesizer almost screeching with high-frequency noise. His—and my—voice synthesizer doesn’t cope well with powerful emotions. “For decades, that was lucrative for you, and you took advantage of it. Well after you understood what it was you had done. You’re still reaping the benefit. Don’t you think you owe us something?”

      Forster spreads his hands. “We made the best decisions we could, given the information at hand.”

      Threnode says nothing more, but his eyes don’t leave Forster’s face.

      “Tell me again how you got into Alistra,” Forster says.

      Jason stirs. “I gave them the door codes,” he says, and he sounds a million years old. “They meet here.”

      “They what?” Forster says. He visibly wrestles his emotions under control. “We’ll discuss this later,” he says to Jason, who doesn’t respond.

      Forster turns to us with a tense smile. “Right now, it’s time for you to leave.”

      I wouldn’t mind talking to Jason alone, but this isn’t the time. When I first came to live on the station, he was the only one to notice that I wasn’t fine, and he took me aside and talked to me until I opened up to him. He listens without judgment in a way that even Threnode doesn’t.

      Jason hurts to be around sometimes, because he reminds me of my former wearer, Ortega, even though they are nothing alike in temperament or in appearance.

      Threnode walks away, but I wait.

      “Is it possible Gauri could look at my hand?” I ask.

      Forster frowns, seeming to notice for the first time that my hand is wedged on rather than attached.

      “Gee, I don’t know,” Gauri says. “I am really busy . . .”

      She laughs, and her laugh is high and clear, like rays of sun suddenly breaking through a cloud. “Of course I can!” she says. “You poor thing. Let’s get you fixed up.”

      She rises and takes my elbow, steering me through the hall. Threnode follows us. I glance back to see Jason slumped over again, and Forster standing stiffly, his arms crossed, looking as if they’re planning a funeral.

      “We should be able to sort this out,” she says. “I’ll patch it now, and we’ll see how it’s going on Thursday when you come in for your usual checkup. But during business hours next time, okay?”

      She laughs at her own joke.

      “Sure. Or if you’re around the Kyral precinct tomorrow, feel free to drop in for a cup of tea,” I say, which I hope doesn’t sound as rehearsed as it has been.

      Threnode makes a peculiar motion with his eyes, possibly an attempt at an eye roll, before his expression returns to neutral.

      Gauri turns to me, smiling. “I’ll be busy tomorrow, but thanks for the invitation.”

      As we pass the window overlooking the spaceport, I see a lone smartsuited figure crossing the vast expanse, following black-and-yellow striped lines on the tarmac, and dodging the automated cart that’s transporting crates. A mail drone flies out of one ship and into a chute on the edge of the hangar.

      Outside, once she’s fixed my hand, Threnode and I walk silently together.

      “You shouldn’t have asked her,” Threnode says, and his words are as atonal as the really cheap AI, the models trained a century ago and never updated. He can sound more animated if he tries, but he often forgets.

      “I don’t see any harm in asking. She’s free to say no.”

      “And did say no,” Threnode says.

      “Maybe she really was busy,” I say.

      “I’m sure she is.”

      Threnode: sarcasm

      “Yes, I got that, thanks,” I say, and unlike Threnode, I make my sarcasm clear using the tone of my voice.
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      The swimming pool at the center of L2 is a massive cube, suspended in an immense metal-paneled room. Sharp edges aren’t possible when using gravity emitters, so it’s not quite a cube, but it’s close.

      The plastiskin on my hand isn’t fully healed, because it’s only been three days, but it’s keeping out the water. No news of what the scream was, even though I contacted Gauri again the next day to ask. I’m sure it was nothing, she had said. Probably machinery from the factory floor. Don’t worry so much! I’m sure it’ll be fine.

      I freestyle to the shallow floating island where Bessie and Niamh sit waist-deep in water. At a distance, Niamh doesn’t look any different from a human. She’s the first humanform, but since the attack on her, a recluse.

      “Good to see you, Niamh,” I say, but this causes her to duck her head and blush. Bessie puts a hand on her shoulder sympathetically.

      Niamh won. The police cleared her of any wrongdoing, but ever since then, anti-AGI Organic Beings League supporters have been at war, claiming the police covered up her crime. Claiming that the woman who said that Niamh attacked her was telling the truth. Niamh hardly ever leaves her apartment these days, even for SAGI meetings.

      “How have you been?” I ask.

      “Grand, so,” Niamh says softly. She looks over my shoulder. “I’m going to dive.”

      Behind me, a couple are staring at us, but who knows whether it’s because they recognize Niamh or whether they haven’t seen droids swimming before. Niamh dives into the water with a flash of black limbs.

      “I’m concerned about her,” Bessie admits.

      “So am I. I just—I don’t want to lose anyone else.”

      “I don’t think Niamh will move to Kallaxium,” Bessie says. “She loves her post-doc work at the Institute, and the team she’s in. I doubt she’s going anywhere.”

      Above me, a group of teens hover in the zone between the gravity emitters on the ground and those embedded in the water. Three of them fall out of the zone and into the water with a splash, but the fourth falls upward instead, landing gently on the metal ceiling, in among swimsuited people walking for the exits. One swimmer splashes with puppy energy, grinning furiously. He resembles my former wearer’s son, Laurie.

      Bessie waves to someone. I splash around to see who she was waving at, but there’s just a mass of humans on the next island. One of them smiles at me, her arm around the shoulder of another teenager who looks like her twin.

      “Wait . . .” I say. “Who are they?”

      “No idea,” Bessie says.

      “Hey, Bessie!” the other teenager calls out.

      Bessie winces.

      “You know them,” I say.

      “Oh,” she says. “Yes. I suppose so.”

      I stare at her until she sighs. “You know I used to look after children.”

      It’s what she was designed to do, although after four years of looking after children, nanny droids fell out of fashion, and she was fired. Nurture Glow Critters Company went out of business, as did their competitors.

      Her charges were twins, I remember suddenly. They were nine years old when Bessie was fired, which would make them nineteen now.

      I twist around to look at the twins on the next island suspiciously. Seagulls shriek, the sound echoing; one launches from the metal ceiling and expertly soars in a loop so that it ends up flying over the pool, upright relative to me.

      “They’re not . . .” I say.

      “They’re adults now,” Bessie says.

      The defensiveness in her tone stirs something in my memory. “Didn’t their mother get a restraining order against you?”

      “It doesn’t apply anymore. The twins got in touch after they came of age.”

      I remember seeing the video of the mother, filled with hurt-fueled rage. Under the stream of accusations and self-justification was the complaint that her children liked Bessie, an ever-patient droid with no needs of her own, better than her. The mother insisted Bessie was bad for her children, because they wouldn’t learn to put others first. How could she compete with someone designed to be a perfect mother?

      Bessie watches me anxiously. Waiting for my approval, I realize, which she can tell she doesn’t have. All I can think is that this can only end badly.

      I haven’t talked to Laurie, my former wearer’s son, since my wearer’s funeral. Communication is erratic between here and Endymion. After exchanging a few messages with Laurie’s mother, I let the conversation lapse, because I sensed she was communicating with me out of a sense of duty. I hoped I was wrong, and that she would contact me again, but she hasn’t.

      “I’m glad,” I say to Bessie, using a motion-captured smile, a bright-thought-01.bvh, more convincing than anything I could invent. “I’m glad you get to have them in your life.”

      The kid who looks like Laurie splashes past us, giggling with his friends. His bangs, slicked against his forehead, are cut in the same asymmetrical way Laurie’s were. Laurie’s mother disapproved of his bangs, but his father, Ortega, insisted Laurie decide how to style his hair. I avert my eyes.

      Bessie can’t smile, but the way the tension around her eyes relaxes makes her mouth suddenly seem curved in pleasure. A man flops nearby and splashes water over my face. “I’m just going to dive, too,” I say.

      “Sure.”

      Bessie’s body is not designed for swimming. She can’t leave the shallows. At fourteen, she’s unimaginably old, and it’s surprising her hardware still works at all. Only a handful of Nurture Glow Critter droids remain.

      Plastic boxes surround the gravity emitters, marked with glowing green dots. I dive into a channel between two of them, deeper and deeper, darker and darker. Once I’m down far enough, the gravity emitters aren’t shielded anymore, because no human could make it down this far. I stop, motionless in the silence, the deep blue. Above me, through a sea of glowing green dots, I can see the dark shapes of the shallows, floating islands, like patches of dark oil, surrounded by insect-size dark swimmers.

      Then the feed practically explodes. It’s a frenzy of messages, and so noisy that it’s impossible to tell what’s going on. With trepidation, I check L2’s most reputable news company, Astromix: CEO Alvaro Forster found dead. Police suspect murder.

      The peaceful depth of the swimming cube now makes me feel claustrophobic. Niamh is nowhere to be seen. I turn my face upward to the plane of cyan-blue in the distance, trying to gauge whether the news has reached the swimmers on the surface.

      The swimmers on the surface don’t seem to move any differently than a minute ago, so I guess most of them don’t know yet. Or perhaps the news isn’t important to them. They’ll be horrified a murder occurred, but they didn’t know Forster.

      I didn’t know Forster very well myself. He was a board member of the pro-AGI group Sapient Rights, but he was never very interested in me beyond the role I assumed when he provided me with a humanform body, which was as a kind of ambassador to Alistra. He viewed me as a product. Alistra was everything to him.

      I had the sense Forster only provided us with bodies because it was good public relations. But he was kind. When I was first placed in my humanform body, I struggled to operate it manually. Threnode had worked it out immediately, Gauri said, worried that I couldn’t. The kitchen android I had been in before was so simple, with a few hydraulic pistons controlling the joints. In contrast, my humanform body had almost as many muscles as a real human. Figuring out which muscles to activate to affect which joint, and by how much, left me paralyzed or sprawling on the floor in every single test they ran. I could use the motion-capture files, but it wasn’t sufficient; I still needed to produce custom movements, to deal with my body when the file ended, but also to move in ways for which there weren’t motion-capture files for. After a week, Jason visited me in the lab and told me they were going to reverse the process and put me back in an environment suit, which was a procedure they could perform since they hadn’t fully integrated me into the humanform yet.

      Forster came in with an armful of padded mats and told Jason he was full of excrement. “You’re not fragile,” he said to me. “Quit trying to protect your body. Quit trying to move perfectly and just move.”

      He dumped the mats on
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