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Version Number 1.00

Motto:

Soul is the essence of existence,

The life shining in tired eyes,

Which, in search of solace,

Look for the moon at night.

The soul is an intangible self,

In its being indescribable,

But believe it, it is all too real,

When one is seeking solace 

From everyday life

Weronika Bąk
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The school was large, all glazed tile, sterile clean, guarded by an electronic system and trained security personnel. The safety of the young generation was a priority. From the moment two people received permission to have a child, everything was subject to the strict control imposed by the Department of Genetic Selection. The child admitted to the child-rearing process had to meet certain conditions—primarily to be physically and mentally healthy, and promising to develop an IQ in accordance with applicable standards. Otherwise the child was euthanized without asking their parents’ permission. They had no say in that. If they wanted to be parents at all, they had to accept all the restrictions and legal orders. They could not neglect visits to the pediatrician or child psychologist, or isolate their offspring from peers. The child had to develop harmoniously in order to become a useful member of society.

Not everyone was able to enjoy the prospect of bringing children into the world and raising future citizens. A twenty-four-year-old graduate of the history department at the University of Sao Paulo, Estrella Federica Solis, wasn’t ever going to become a mother. Her genetic qualifications, assessed right after birth, excluded that possibility. But Estrella loved children and therefore rejected an offer to work at the Central Institute of South American Archeology for the position of an elementary school teacher in one of the primary schools. It wasn’t an inferior position—the upbringing of children under the age of ten was treated very seriously and only highly qualified professionals with impeccable curricula were allowed to work with them. And Etta was just that...
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“And why was it so bad in those times?” asked a chubby little girl with pigtails from the second row.

“Because, Jodie, people did not follow sense then, but rather their feelings,” the teacher answered. “They thought it was right, but it was faulty reasoning. Many children were born with a variety of defects that made them a burden to society for the rest of their lives. It took centuries to change the way of thinking of entire societies, and for some time even a kind of terror was necessary. Although today the thought of the cruelty of that time is frightening to us, it was necessary to finally come up with a model of a planetary community in which the next generation is planned sensibly, not only with love but also with logic.”

The teacher had dark blonde hair, arranged in neatly curled locks, a delicate teenager’s face with an insecure smile on small lips, and gray eyes with a black border around the iris. Although she was healthy and strong, she looked as fragile as a butterfly. Her name was Estrella Solis, but everyone, including the children, called her Etta.

“Miss Etta, what if someone had a baby without permission?” Waylon blurted out, a freckled redhead sitting in a seat by the window, seven years old and lively like a spark, the youngest in her group.

“It is unlikely today.” Etta smiled apologetically. “We are civilized, after all. However, the penal code still covers such offenses and treats them as a crime against humanity.”

“Why?”

“Just think about it, Waylon, and you’ll understand. Only people who are genetically healthy are allowed to have children, because it guarantees a high probability of birthing a healthy and strong baby, and all children should be like that. Before, by allowing themselves to give birth to a sick child, its parents committed a crime against the child, who suffered for the rest of its life, and against the society that had to support it. It was not understood then, but now it is clear to everyone and nothing would justify such an act.”

“But if a baby without a leg is born anyway? Or without hands?” insisted Waylon, not wanting to let go of the thread of questioning. 

Etta felt her lips go dry and pale. She had to answer, but for a moment her voice refused to obey her.

“It doesn’t happen,” she said finally. “Such children are not born. It is not allowed. If, however... then such a miserable creature is immediately put to sleep.”

“Gets a blow to the head,” said the gloomily fair-haired Esteban, whose mother, after getting poisoned in the laboratory by mercury vapors, had miscarried two crippled babies and received a life-long ban on further reproduction, although her genetic fitness was high. The eight-year-old boy, plump, ruddy, full of energy and quick to laugh, became a completely different child after this misfortune. He started to make gloomy remarks, didn’t play with other children, and liked reading adult horror books, stealing them skillfully from bookstores or straight from the web. His mother couldn’t discourage him from this harmful hobby.

Several girls went pale, and one began to sob.

“It’s not true,” protested Etta. “Paulina, stop crying. Sonia, Kari, wipe your eyes. Esteban unnecessarily exaggerates; no one hits such children on their heads. They are put to sleep painlessly and quickly. This is better for everyone. Also for you, because you don’t have to take care them, and someone would have to, after all.”

“And do you have children?” someone from the last row shouted.

Etta shook her head. “No, honey,” she said. “My genes are defective, excluding the possibility of obtaining a childbearing license.”

“And you are not husbanded?” Jodie squealed timidly. She had a funny inclination to make up words and phrases, sometimes so ridiculous that Etta struggled to stay serious.

“We say ‘married’,” the teacher corrected her. “No, I am not. Few men would like to marry a ‘zero’ woman. But never mind me, dear kids. Who can remind us the degrees of procreation fitness?”

“Me!” Keen, the best student in class, exclaimed and stood up, full of self-importance. “Zero, more than twenty-five percent chance of uncertain genes. One, less than twenty-five, but more than twenty percent. Two, less than twenty percent, but more than fifteen. Three, less than fifteen percent, but more than eight. Acceptable statistical deviations are indicated by ‘plus’ or ‘minus’ signs.”

“And?”

“And ‘unlimited’, less than eight percent chance of uncertain genes.”

“Perfect, Keen. What do these numbers mean?”

“A permitted number of pregnancies.”

“Not children?” Etta asked a tricky question.

“No, ma’am. Because more than one baby can be born, right?”

He smiled with satisfaction and sat down. Etta looked affectionately at her group of toddlers. As a history teacher and an educator at a primary school, she dealt exclusively with children under the age of ten, often lively and frisky, but much nicer than teens. She liked to work with them, although in truth, with her education, she would easily find a job at a serious research institute.

“It is kinda sad to be alone,” Linda said softly, a serious girl with caramel-colored skin and a bunch of stiff braids around her shapely head.

“I’m not alone.” The teacher smiled at her. “I have Raul.”

The classroom became noisy, the children twittering like birds. Artificial people awoke the imagination of the young generation, who saw them as large dolls with which they could play house or tag.

“You have an android?”

“What is he like?”

“Is it true that they are like people?”

“Does he think?”

“What does he eat?”

“One moment, kids, wait a minute, not everybody at once. The topic of today’s lesson does not cover androids... Although, we have gone quite far along the schedule, and you are a very well behaved and diligent class, so if you want we can have a short break for a chat.”

“Yes, we do! Please!”

“So, can anybody tell me what you know about androids?”

A girl from the second row, Tracy Schotz, raised her hand, stood up, and recited in a single breath, “An android is a man-made, independent-thinking creature. All androids have names beginning with the letter R, from the word ‘robot’, according to the idea of a medieval writer, Isaac Asimov. The word ‘robot’ is, in turn, the creation of another, even earlier writer, Karol Čapek, and comes from his play R.U.R. When the mass production of the androids began, people stopped using names starting with the letter R so that there would be no misunderstandings. Androids are nonlinear creatures, which means that each of them is unique in terms of appearance and personality, which is conditioned by processes that take place in the colloidal equivalent of a human brain. Each of them is marked with a numeric code and a letter. A is a custom design made by the factory, B and C are looks designed one hundred percent by the buyer, and the remaining letters represent the production according to one of the cheap templates.

“Tracy! How do you know all this?” the teacher cried out in amazement.

“My older sister is preparing for her exams and I heard her repeat the material,” Tracy said proudly, showing with a wide smile how many baby teeth were missing from her mouth. She had a phenomenal memory, she could recite an entire article after reading it once, even if she didn’t understand it. She was invincible in games like “What does not fit here” or “Find the difference”. Etta had noticed this long ago and out of curiosity, looked at the child’s file. As she suspected, her parents had taken out loans for many years from one of the city’s banks so that Mrs. Schotz could take acetylcholine injections throughout her pregnancy. This guaranteed a higher IQ in the child to be born, and that was the dream of all parents. Etta thought that if a miracle happened and she could become a mother, she would do the same, regardless of the cost.

“Well, my dears, your classmate has said almost everything,” she said to the class. “And I will add that the technology of producing high-quality androids, which are intended to accompany people, is a great achievement for mankind. You understand that a robot working in a factory doesn’t have to think for itself or have any human form, but a man needs another man’s companionship, or even the imitation of one, in order to maintain mental health. And mental health is a priority, as much as physical health. But it’s not always that you have something just because you need it. Fortunately, an android can simply be bought. He is a faithful, balanced Companion and you can always count on it. Specially trained technicians will help to program it, so that it accurately reflects the expectations of the person to whom it belongs.”

She paused for a moment. That day, when she went to the center where androids were produced to pay the first installment and choose the model, flashed before her eyes. She’d felt terrible, as if it were a confession of failure, but she had made a decision and wasn’t going to back away from it. She paid.

Then there was the central lab, where a quiet, patient boy helped her capture on a computer simulation the exact facial configuration she would like to see every day. Then they designed together exactly the kind of body that seemed ideal to her. She didn’t intend to use a ready template, preferring to program the appearance of her Companion herself.

“We have the face shape, now the components. No facial hair, right? It’s better to decide it right away, because the androids can’t grow a beard. Nose straight, proportional. Eyes... oblong, more round, or perhaps oblique? What spacing would be most appropriate? And the lips?”

“Well... I’m not sure anymore.”

“Well, maybe we’ll put it away for later. Let’s focus on the general build for now. Skin color... torso hairy or naked, ma’am? Square nails, or maybe rounded will be better? Height... I would advise at most six foot, so that there is no disharmony. You are quite short. Will the construction be asthenic, athletic, or pyknic? Distribution of muscles...”

“Not too muscular. A bit, yes, but not like a bodybuilder, if you know what I mean?”

“Of course I understand. We call it a soldier build. Now intimate organs... please don’t be ashamed, ma’am, just say freely what you expect. I’ve really heard it all here and in the end it is you who will live with him.”

Oh yes, she was shy and embarrassed, but if she was so fed up with being alone in her life and returning to an empty apartment that she’d finally decided to order an android, she had to go through with it all the way to the end. Her face burned when the boy at the computer showed her a simulation of anatomical details, but somehow she got through it.

“He won’t be very outgoing initially,” the technician warned. “But, you know, they learn very quickly. You can direct his development according to your mind, or leave things to their own course. Please buy a guide for Dominants and a set of media with lessons. One way or another, he will have to learn.”

Etta followed these guidelines, but she didn’t know how to prepare the apartment for the arrival of the new tenant. Did an android need his own room? Probably yes, but how to arrange it? After a long thought, she rearranged the inner walls to make a separate room from the living space and left it almost empty for the moment. The moving partition walls were a great achievement in modern construction, because tenants could decide themselves on how many rooms they wanted in the apartment and how to arrange them. In each wall there were sliding doors that could be locked—then the wall was simply a usual wall —or unlocked, then it became an entrance to the room. The mechanism to move the walls was built in a specially constructed floor with panels that could be swapped in places. The rearrangement of the apartment therefore wasn’t a problem; all that was needed was a remote and a little imagination.

A few days later, she bought the most important furniture in a used-goods store, and spent the rest of her money on a computer for her Companion. He had to have one in order to learn. Then she lived on expectations and dreams, and the apartment had never seemed so cold and empty to her. Exactly fifteen days later, she received a phone call from the factory.

“Miss Estrella Solis? You can come to pick up the ordered android, class C, serial name Raul, number 209. Please bring your S card, agreement with the crediting bank, and a proof of your first payment.”

She was so nervous that her hands were shaking and she couldn’t find the necessary documents for a long time. When she finally found them and put them in her purse, she called a speed car from a nearby corporation and drove to the factory located on the outskirts of town. She felt uneasy about this whole situation, and the thought of having taken out a serious loan was not pleasant, either. Androids cost a lot, and her earnings as a teacher would not allow her to buy one outright. Even this loan would not have been enough if not for her zero-rating. “Zeroes” of both sexes received a fifty-percent discount on purchases of this type, thanks to a state grant as part of a program to counter the so-called loneliness suicides. After the introduction of genetic selection, suicide had become a real plague among the zeroes, who were valued as available employees and thus sought on the labor market. The government felt that it wouldn’t be appropriate for these suicides to take the form of a threat to the social order, and called for a solution to the problem. The Central Institute of Psychiatry and Applied Psychology set up a special department for this purpose, dealing exclusively with this single problem. Long-term studies had shown a significant reduction in suicidal moods among those of the zeros who opted to purchase an android, or to whom one had been donated as a part of the therapeutic program. Initially, people laughed at the idea that they could replace a living person with a “doll”, but slowly began to understand that an AC, Android Companion—colloquially called a Companion—was not the same as a robot. 

In fact, Etta didn’t know anything about androids. She had seen them sometimes, but she had never had any close contact with them. She ordered Raul because she could no longer bear coming back to her empty apartment. She had a family, but it was the same as if she didn’t have one at all. Her older siblings forced her to move away. Both were qualified the same as their parents—they could have three pregnancies and they didn’t want their friends to know they had a zero in the family. It was especially important for Johnny. Under the law, a man could marry a woman of a higher genetic capacity than him, even if he had a zero classification, and so have a hope for a child... or, strictly speaking, have one attempt at artificial insemination. If a child from a “zero-one” union, as it was called, was born with defects that prevented its admission to existence, there was no second chance. The “one-one” marriage was guaranteed two trials. A “one-two” received three, and so on. Almost everything depended on the qualification of the woman, so zeroes got married only in exceptional circumstances. Etta didn’t have any chance of that happening. Her parents bought her a beautiful apartment in a good neighborhood in order to sweeten things for their daughter, but she—even though she put a good face on the matter—had spent many a night crying out of loneliness and longing for a family. Now at least the terrible loneliness was about to end.

At the factory, the technician responsible for dealing with customers was waiting for her. He checked in detail the documents she gave him, verified them using the handheld access module, and returned them to Etta. Then he went to the next room and returned with a tall man dressed in a blue coverall made of cheap artificial cloth. The young teacher guessed that this was the android for her and her heart beat faster. It was only after a moment that she looked directly at him. She already knew what he would look like, but seeing him in a computer simulation was completely different than standing face-to-face with the perfect man, knowing that she was his... owner.

“Here’s Raul 209C,” the technician said. “From now on you are responsible for him, so please be careful. The education and mental development of a being with consciousness and an independent intellect is your responsibility. Please do not make any mistakes.”

“I’ll try not to,” she said softly. “I have taken the course and read all the guides diligently.”

“It’s very good, but in interacting with an android, it is not only knowledge, but simply... instinct that proves to be very helpful. Well, I guess that’s all. Good luck.”

It was only at home that Etta gathered enough courage to look closely at her purchase. Raul was silent all the way home, and he didn’t say a word in the apartment, either. He stood motionless in the room and remained standing for her visual inspection without protest. She looked at him, fascinated. She thought he was as beautiful as a dream, much more beautiful than in the simulations. He had smooth, delicate, warm-colored skin, like someone who was naturally very pale but lightly sun-kissed. She helped him remove his coverall, under which he wore only black boxer shorts imprinted with the logo of the factory in which he was made. She looked with curiosity and admiration at his long legs and strong shoulders, a proportional figure of a healthy, athletic man, not a bodybuilder or a wrestler. She touched the artificial muscles prominent under his skin. Then she looked at the shapely head, set on a neck with a classic line. The android’s dense hair fell softly and was dark brown rather than black as she had ordered. But she thought it was fine. This color matched his clear skin without discolorations or shadows. To make up for this, his eyes were blacker than coal, and were looking from under wide brows with calmness and something that looked like... expectation.

“Can you speak?” she asked finally, with some embarrassment.

“Yes, Domina,” Raul replied. His voice surprised the girl. She had subconsciously expected it to be somehow more mechanical, and instead it sounded just like a human voice. It was deep, velvety, strong and delicate, and Etta thought she could listen to it for hours.

“We need to buy you some clothes,” she said. “That coverall is awful. To tell the truth, these boxers are, too. I apologize, but we’re going to order something from a cheap clothing store, not from a fancy salon. My funds are quite limited.”

“Okay, Domina.”

“Call me Etta. That’s my name.”

“Etta...” he repeated and added suddenly. “Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why... clothes... bad?”

This question completely surprised her. Raul looked at her expectantly, his eyes glittering like polished agates in a beautiful, still face.

“It is just ugly,” she said after a moment. “This is fabric for working clothes, worn for hard physical work. You should dress more like... someone better.”

“Clothes... are important?”

“You bet.”

“I have to have... better?”

“Yes, Raul.”

He stared at her, cocking his head slightly to one side. Then he reached for his boxers and went to pull them off, but she stopped him at the last moment.

“What are you doing?”

“Clothes bad. I can’t... be in it.”

“Okay, fine, but you won’t be sitting here naked until they deliver new ones, right?”

“Why?”

Why, why, why... That’s what the first days were like. As if she were dealing with a child. She had to be patient and understanding, but it came to her easily... after all, she was a teacher. Except that she usually taught people.

She suddenly realized that according to the law, androids were still things. They had no personal rights, and she thought it was a horrible injustice on the part of humans—to create a self-aware being and make it a mere slave.

Jade’s voice brought her out of her thoughts, “Madam, Madam, do you like him?”

“Is he beautiful?” Anissa, who was sitting in the same row as Jade, asked almost simultaneously. This little girl loved everything beautiful. She insisted on going to school dressed like a princess from a fairy tale, and a small spot on the dress could drive her to hysteria.

“Of course I like him. And as for your question, Anissa, it depends what you like. I think he is quite all right,” Etta said as she looked at her watch. “Children, we’re done. I know it’s a bit early, but I have an important meeting today.”

The children, visibly dissatisfied, got up and put their belongings neatly together. Etta stayed a few minutes to close the class systems, then left. She lived near the school, so she decided not to use the available transportation, one of those slim vehicles that she could flag down. She preferred to walk the several hundred yards. She could quietly think at such times, almost alone on a strip of rough pavement under the high sky. She was actually alone on the sidewalk; people appeared on it only when getting out of a vehicle in front of an entrance to their homes or one of the shops. She was the only one to walk, slowly, without hurry. On her right-hand side, a stream of vehicles of all shapes and sizes moved almost noiselessly, on her left was a mall with
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