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Introduction

 

As much as I’d like to believe all my ideas spring fully formed from my brain like Athena from the head of Zeus, with no outside influences whatsoever, the truth is that this collection came about because of two very different science fiction shows.

The first is Babylon 5. Babylon 5 is painfully cheesy at times, with special effects that are laughable now, and the first season is famously awful. I would also contend that it’s one of the best sci-fi shows ever made. It was ahead of its time, spinning a five-season-long story arc back when everyone else was doing monster-of-the-week, and it has a thematic and structural cohesiveness that few shows match even today. I could talk about Babylon 5 long enough to fill this book and not run out of things to say, but the relevant part is that I’ve rewatched it several times, and on my most recent rewatch, a side character I hadn’t given my thought to in the past caught my eye. Specifically, her single-minded devotion to an alien from a vastly powerful and unknowable species most humans did their best to avoid. There was nothing romantic about this relationship, but it was unquestionably intimate.

Maybe it was the new-mom loopiness, but that intimacy sent my mind back to a show I loved when I was thirteen. Roswell was a show about a high-schooler who falls in love with an alien living undercover as a human. It had some sci-fi thriller elements (although not enough for my bloodthirsty thirteen-year-old self), but mostly it was about the romance. Different premises, wildly different aliens… but the intimacy? That was the same. And I started wondering: what if that relationship from Babylon 5, between a human and an unknowable  cosmic entity, had been written like the teen romance in Roswell? Or vice versa?

What would it mean to share that kind of emotional intensity with someone as far above  you as gods are to humans? And what about the fundamental differences between a human and a nonhuman—when the aliens aren’t just humans with rubber masks, is it possible to know each other well enough to love each other? Normally that depth of difference means distance; what happens when you erase that distance and replace it with the intimacy of lovers?

“When You Were My World,” one of the stories in this collection, was what happened when I started thinking about these questions. I liked it so much I built a book around it, because I had a suspicion there were more angles to explore. Some of the stories in this collection are about romantic relationships; others exist in the liminal space between romance and intimate friendship; others don’t have a human equivalent. There are relationships with aliens, with artificial intelligences, with magical constructs, with the earth itself.

What they all have in common is that they’re all about love, and longing, and the struggle to bridge an impossible divide. And that makes them all just a little bit strange.

But really, is love ever anything else?... 


Building Romeo

 

If anyone ever finds out how it started, they’ll make a joke out of me. And I can’t say I won’t deserve it. But I’ll never let them find out. Not because of how they’d talk about me, but because of how they’d talk about Romeo. The first Romeo, I mean.

They would say, first off, that he was never real. That he was a toy built of metal and wire, and I was a deluded cow for believing anything different. But they would be wrong. Yes, he had steel and circuits instead of flesh, and electricity in his wire veins instead of blood. But that’s not what built him, not really. Those were just the materials I had at hand. Underneath the almost-lifelike imitation flesh and the shell of cold steel hidden underneath, he was built from love.

Every steel plate was shaped with love. Every wire twisted into place with love. Every circuit welded with the flames of love.

And if love isn’t real, what do any of us have in this world?

I snuck into the lab late that night, when I knew Simi would be gone. That meant waiting until midnight, and even then, I wasn’t sure the lab would be empty. Ever since Simi and I had struck out on our own, Simi had become even more of workaholic than me. And that week, she had been working on her new heat-diffusion mechanism that would radiate the internal heat of the shell’s workings out through the artificial flesh to emulate the warmth of a living body.

But Simi also somehow managed to find time for a personal life, at least back then. And that night must have been one of the nights her fiancé had put his foot down and insisted on having her to himself, because when I pulled into the parking lot, my car was the only one there.

The empty parking lot and the dark building took some of the tension out of my shoulders as I used my keycard to let myself in. Not that there was anything wrong with what I was doing. If nothing else, I could always pass it off as an extended field test. But every time I imagined explaining myself to Simi, I felt her pitying eyes on me.

Someone like her couldn’t understand, not really. She’d had boys falling all over her since middle school, and the occasional girl too. She didn’t understand that she had something the rest of us didn’t. Something in her looks, maybe, or a psychic aura she radiated out, or maybe some secret pheromone perfume her body exuded naturally.

She kept telling me it was only a question of confidence. That I just needed to put myself out there. But I had been out there. I had watched all the makeup tutorials, experimenting on myself in the mirror until I felt like I was looking at the polished perfection of one of the shells instead of my own face. I had bought clothes that flattered my body in all the right places and hid all the wrong ones. I had gone to the parties, shuffled my feet at the singles dances, set up profiles on all the dating sites. I had smiled and laughed and said all the things the books told me I should say. None of that could change the fact that I didn’t have it—whatever it was.

To which Simi always responded that I just needed more practice. Dating is hard for everyone at first—that was her refrain. Easy for her to say, when she’d had a decade and a half of opportunities for practice. I was staring down thirty right alongside her, and I could count all the first dates I’d ever had on one hand. And not even all the fingers on that hand. Four, if you must know. I’d had four. Only one of those first dates had led to a second, which had then progressed into a six-month relationship. Those six months had made me question all my pessimistic conclusions about my chances in the meat market, right up until it all went down in flames.

 No more. I was ready to take matters into my own hands—and not the way Simi would have said it, with a waggle of her eyebrows and a broad wink. I had done most of the work already, in bits and pieces, when Simi wasn’t watching. I had even done the parts that were normally Simi’s job—pouring and setting the strips of flesh, sculpting the fine details like the eyes and the ears. I had done it all under the guise of wanting to learn how to do what Simi did, and broaden my horizons. I had known she wouldn’t be able to resist that. The only thing Simi loved more than solving a difficult problem was teaching someone else to do the same. So she had taught me all her tricks, like how to get the ears just right—it seemed like the eyes should be the hardest part, she had told me, but it had taken her months to figure out how to get an ear that didn’t come straight out of the uncanny valley. And in all that time, she hadn’t suspected a thing.

Now all that was left was the final bit of digital alchemy that would bring it all together—bring him together.

I sat down at my computer and let out a soft sigh, like air escaping a balloon. My muscles instantly relaxed as I sank into the chair that had shaped itself to my body over the years. This was my happy place, the one place in the world where whatever I was missing didn’t feel like a lack. No love life? That just meant one less thing to get between me and my work.

I brought up my secret project, buried five folders deep. It looked like pure code, but it wasn’t, any more than his body was metal and plastic. It was love, translated into the language I knew best. Just like Shakespeare had translated love into English and gotten, “Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day.” If you gave ten people off the street one of Shakespeare’s sonnets and asked them what they were looking at, not a one of them—except maybe for the smart aleck in the bunch—would answer, “Words.” So it was with my code.

Not that anyone would have called it poetry. But looking at the lines, bright against the dark screen, flooded my body with warmth. Reading back what I had written felt like the heat of someone’s adoring eyes on me, or maybe the swelling of my own heart as I gazed back at my admirer. It didn’t really matter which. My theory, born from a place of admitted inexperience, was that there was no real difference between giving and receiving love. In the end, it was all just love.

And now I would finally get a second chance at it.

I gave the code one last glance, then clicked the button to export.  I could have sworn I heard a sigh, and felt the air ripple with warmth, as my sonnet traveled through the walls and out to the room across the hall. To the shell that was ready and waiting for it.

When I stood up, my heart was pounding the way it had before my last first date, five… no, six years ago. I wiped my sweaty palms on my skirt. I crossed the hallway, took a deep breath, and pushed open the door to the room where the shells were waiting.

The room was a horror-movie set of half-assembled parts. To my left was a face with half its skin melted off, revealing a steel-and-plastic grin. Simi had tried a new flesh formula the other day; it hadn’t worked out. To my right, two disembodied arms lay on a table side by side. The other day I had been cannibalizing parts from one to fix a hand-flexing problem with the other. On the far wall, a child-sized shell, powered off, stared out at me with a serious face and glassy unblinking eyes.

I had taken up the challenge of trying to program a child personality as a way of distracting myself from the last fruitless meeting with a potential client. After an afternoon of trying to follow my six-year-old nephew’s chatter, I had tried to imitate that triple-speed zigzagging babble in my programming. But when I had switched her on—Veronique, I had called her—she had kept veering off into odd topics like the chemical composition of plastics, or death rituals in prehistoric France. When I had cut off her access to the knowledge base, she had kept going, her mouth moving nonstop with no sounds coming out. The nightmares the next night had cured me of my enthusiasm for the project. I hadn’t made another attempt.

I tried not to go in this room too often. Not just because of the creepiness factor, but because every failed experiment meant a pile of wasted money. I preferred not to think about the exact amounts, although my accountant was all too happy to remind me whenever I stopped dodging his calls. We still didn’t have one single solitary contract. My freelance programming work would keep us funded through the end of the year—most of the advantages of having a reputation as a former prodigy had started to wear thin around my mid-twenties, but the ability to charge top dollar for easy work just because no one else could do it never got old. But unless I managed to code myself a rabbit and a hat to pull it out of, this year was probably going to be the last.

It had taken me years to admit it to myself, but the original owners had been right to walk away.

I had been one of their first hires, back when the place had taken up the whole building instead of just the third floor. Back when Simi and I didn’t have to crank up the music every morning just to make the place feel less lonely. Back then, humanoid robots had been the next big thing, or at least that was what the news told us. But the energy had slowly leached out of the place, a little more every year. As the owners told us when they gave us our walking papers—although we had all figured it out by then—it turned out nobody actually wanted humanoid robots. The concept was a relic of science fiction—fun to think about, but when it came to where people wanted to spend their money, they preferred the practicality of disembodied AI systems on their phone or watch, and faceless algorithms powering the subways and their homes. Even the much-touted sexbots had never materialized—turned out VR could get the job done just as well, and a lot more cheaply.

 I got a job offer the very next day, from a contractor working on the next generation of smart public transport. I turned it down. Then I took all the money from those patents I had sold back when I was still young enough for people to call me a child prodigy without the word “former” in front of it, bought the office and the company name and the rights to all the research, and hired Simi to stay on with me. She was the only other person who still believed in the project, and still walked into work every day with a smile on her face.

This money sink of a room was a stark reminder of the mistake I had made. The failures were bad enough, but the successes—the demo models standing glassy-eyed and silent on the left—were worse. I couldn’t remember the last time one of us had switched them on. They were performers without an audience. We had created them to demonstrate what we could do, but no one was interested enough to make it that far. Every so often we would get a nibble, and Simi, like a proud parent, would trot out out a demo model so it could do its thing. But even Simi couldn’t find a way to sell potential clients on expensive toys no one wanted.

But I hadn’t walked away. And I already knew I wouldn’t be walking away next year, either, when our coffers finally ran dry. Because this place, too, I had built out of love.

I tried to brush aside the dark fog that always came over my thoughts in this room. This was supposed to be a happy night. My eyes went to the corner, where he was waiting, obscured by a sheet so Simi wouldn’t catch a glimpse. I crossed the room on shaky legs and pulled the sheet down.

And there he was. Every male feature that had ever caught my eye, an amalgamation of decades’ worth of TV and movies and magazine photos. Dark hair, almost black, hung down to his broad shoulders. Golden flecks sparkled in his canny green eyes. His cheekbones were sharp enough to be considered a lethal weapon. Yes, I knew as well as anyone that looks shouldn’t matter. But since I was creating him from scratch, why not make him easy on the eyes?

All I had to do was flip the switch on the power stand under his feet and send him the initial burst of power that would bring him to life.

But I stared into those eyes, and didn’t move.

I knew his code inside and out. I knew he didn’t have any choice but to love me. I knew it, but I couldn’t make myself believe it. He was built from love, and men had amply demonstrated over the years that love wasn’t for people like me.

But they had been wrong. Every one of them. I was full of love. Enough of it to write every painstaking line of code, enough to build every inch of him from scratch. All I needed was someone willing to give my love a chance.

I knelt down and flipped the switch.

I held my breath. I couldn’t force my gaze up from the floor as I stood.

“You must be Audrey.” Romeo’s voice curled around me like dark smoke. I had blended seventeen different voice samples to get that exact effect. But it didn’t matter how many times I had heard it on my headphones—the real thing still made my heart stutter in my chest as I looked up at him involuntarily.

He met my gaze with a blinding smile. His eyes shone with naked admiration. The way David used to look at me in the early days.

Only better. Because Romeo would never love anything else more than he loved me. I had programmed him that way.

I tried to answer, and wound up stammering out a series of disconnected sounds that bore as much resemblance to English as my code did to Shakespeare.

But his smile didn’t dim. He brushed his fingers along my cheek, sending goosebumps down the whole left side of my body. His voice caressed me along with his fingers. “I’ve been waiting so long to meet you.”

 

* * *

 

When we got out of the car, Romeo took a single step forward, then stopped still. I thought it was a malfunction until I got a look at his face. He was staring out at the house with a silly smile. The exact same silly smile still I got—at least inside my head—whenever I looked at the place. I had moved in almost ten years ago, but its charm never got old for me.

“This is your place?” Romeo’s voice held the same disbelieving awe I used to get from people whenever they talked about my work, back when they thought I was too young and too female to be as good as I was. That tone brought back all the old feelings. A bristle of defensiveness, a flush of embarrassment, a whisper of insecurity—what if I don’t measure up?

But beneath all that, I warmed with pleasure. “This is it,” I confirmed. “Home sweet home.”

“I love it. It’s so… cozy.”

Cozy was exactly the word for it—which was the whole reason I had bought this place. The house was only a few minutes off the highway, but it still managed to feel like it was out in the middle of the woods. A winding driveway led up to a wood-shingled house, surrounded on all sides by thick, sturdy oaks that looked like they had been here since fairytale times. Around to the side, a weeping willow draped its fronds over the kitchen window. And in the small patch of sun out front, cheerful dandelions spread freely.

Simi called it shabby. She didn’t understand why, with all my money, I had chosen this place instead of a mansion on the beach. Every time she visited, she made noises about how I should at least hire a landscaper to clear out the weeds in the front, maybe put in a nice rock garden. I always answered with an excuse about how I wanted to use all my money to fund the company. But the truth was, I didn’t want to rattle around all by myself in a giant mansion. I wanted a place that felt warm, and comfortable, and just big enough for me.

Or maybe just big enough for two.

I tried to look him in the eyes, maybe even smile back, but my gaze skittered away every time I tried. “It’s nice to find someone else who appreciates it.”

Which was a silly thing to say, when I thought about it. Of course he appreciated it. I had designed him to be my perfect counterpart, and what kind of a match what we have made if he couldn’t stand my house? I hadn’t programmed in his response to this place specifically, but I had wanted him to love trees, and feel at home in quiet places, and see the beauty in flowers the rest of the world would be happy to rip out by the roots. And yes, I was well aware of the transparent metaphor there, but I also loved my miniature field of sunny dandelions in an entirely un-metaphorical way, and wouldn’t let anyone into my house who might decide to pull them up when I wasn’t looking.

But Romeo would never do anything I didn’t approve of.

That warm flush of pleasure from a moment ago turned hollow and cold.

This would take some adjustment, I reminded myself. We both needed time to get to know each other. Before long, I would forget that any of this had ever seemed strange.

I opened the door and motioned him in. He paused to look around, and gave an appreciative nod. A little tension went out of my shoulders. I realized I had been afraid he would complain about the mess—which, again, was silly, because all my preferences were his preferences now.

Almost all the time I wasn’t at work, I spent in this house. I was an incurable homebody, as Simi had put it in her partying days. That meant I had a good reason to keep the place comfortable. And comfortable, for me, meant clean but lived-in. Someone came in every week to make the floors and counters gleam, but I had ordered her not to touch the piles in the corners and on the bookshelves, or the clothes tossed over the chairs. Another thing Simi didn’t understand—You have a cleaner, she had said more than once, so why not let her clean?

Watching him walk across the living room, an image flashed through my mind—Frankenstein’s monster sitting upright, arms stretched out in front of him. For months, I had labored over my secret project. Now… It’s alive! Alive, and in my house, and acting for all the world like a real human being.

Goosebumps rose on my arms. Which made no sense. I had been working with robots for years. I shook Simi’s creepy test hand at least once a week, and dutifully graded how lifelike it felt on seven different scales. But normally, when I had one of the shells activated, I was taking notes while watching it perform rote tasks over and over—picking up a pencil, hopping on one foot, throwing a ball. Either that or sitting it down in what Simi had dubbed the interrogation room, and asking a prewritten set of questions designed to test the limits of my code. This was the first time I had ever made conversation with one about my home.

“Sit,” I said, when the silence had stretched on too long. “I’ll get you some coffee.” More silliness. It wasn’t as if caffeine could do anything for him. He wouldn’t even be able to taste it. But this was weirding me out more than I had thought it would, and I needed that bit of normalcy. I wanted to sit down with him and do something any two people might do together.

He sank so deeply into my overstuffed couch that I found myself calculating the combined weight of his components and comparing it against the theoretical weight limit of the furniture. The couch creaked, but didn’t break. “That would be lovely, thank you,” he said in that toe-curling voice. “A splash of milk, no sugar—but a little honey, if you have it.”

I opened my mouth to comment on the serendipity—I thought I was the only one who drank coffee with honey!—before I remembered all over again what he was. I closed my mouth without saying anything. I didn’t remember including anything in his code about coffee preferences, but some combination of the tastes I shared with him must have combined to lead him there, the same way they had for me. It gave me a wistful pang, to know I would never have the opportunity to learn how he took his coffee. To try to memorize his preferences, and see the gratitude on his face when I got it right without asking—proof that we knew each other well.

I looked up to see his brows drawn together in concern, probably because of the feelings he could read on my face. I hurried into the kitchen to brew the coffee and get myself under control. It would hardly be fair, bringing him here only to make him feel rejected.

Not that he could feel rejected, or anything else. There I was, doing it again—thinking of him as human.

When I went back out to the living room, a mug in each hand, he was sitting exactly where I had left him. I imagined him sitting perfectly still, in standby, until I came back out. My small shiver almost sent the coffee sloshing out of the mugs.

I handed him his mug before he could make a mess. He took a sip, and smiled. “Perfect.” The look on his face was the exact look of gratitude I had imagined. But it wasn’t the same, somehow.

We sat in silence, sipping our coffee together. When I realized I had no idea what to say to him, the moment of panic made me gulp the rest of my coffee so fast it burned the back of my throat. And of course, with my mug empty, I didn’t have any more excuse for being quiet.

I hadn’t imagined things could ever be awkward between us. We were supposed to be perfectly in sync—that was kind of the point. But no matter how well-matched we were, maybe it had been too much to hope for that we could avoid the problem of not knowing what to say to someone on a first date. Was this a date?

“Sorry for being so quiet,” said Romeo, breaking the silence.

“No, don’t apologize. It’s all me. I’m sorry. I haven’t done this in a long time, and I don’t know what to say, which I probably shouldn’t admit because then you’ll think I don’t want to talk to you, and now I’m babbling at you and making things awkward…” I snapped my mouth shut on my torrent of words when I saw his own mouth standing open and realized he had been trying to say something. My cheeks flushed. “And I interrupted you. Sorry. Again.”

“Your cheeks turn a lovely shade of pink when you’re flustered,” said Romeo with a soft smile. “It’s very endearing.” He looked away shyly. “I hope that’s not too forward of me.”

I had a half-memory of hearing someone in a movie react that way once to someone’s embarrassed stammer. Certainly no one in real life had ever responded that way to me—my discomfort always just made them more uncomfortable than I was, which then made me even more incoherent: a vicious cycle of awkwardness.  Now that I thought about it, I was fairly certain the person in the movie had used that exact line, right down to the “forward of me,” which had probably been right for the time but now sounded just old-fashioned enough to jangle the ear.

“All I was going to say,” said Romeo, “was that it’s nice to be able to hear myself think. Out in Phoenix, one of my roommates was a gamer—mostly VR, which you would think would make it quieter, but no, I could always hear him yelling and stomping around. And my other roommate was an insomniac extrovert, whose friends were all deep asleep by the time he really got going. Guess who got to be his sounding board every night?” He gave a comically exaggerated yawn.

I had to fight to keep from yawning along with him. In the back of my mind, I made a mental note congratulating myself on finally simulating a yawn realistic enough to be contagious. But on the heels of my almost-yawn came another shiver, this time at hearing him recount his memory with real emotion attached—as if it had actually happened. Which, from his perspective, it had. If he had a perspective to speak of.

My answer to that question, at least when someone wanted a two-second soundbite with all the nuance stripped out, was no. I knew better than to buy into the romantic idea that putting human-seeming skins on robots made them just like us, only with computer chips in their heads instead of squishy organic brains. Or that my code had the power to imbue them with some kind of soul. I might have been playing house with one, but I was under no illusions about what he was. He was what I had programmed him to be, and no more.

But in my private conversations with Simi, when no one was looking for a snappy quote, the question that kept coming up was this: where was the line between making someone act as though they had opinions and feelings, and actually giving them those things?

It was a question I had never really considered relevant. Simi was the one who kept roping me into the philosophical conversations. I just wanted to write my code and watch it do its thing. But it felt a whole lot more relevant now, sitting across from my creation and listening to him repeat a lie I had put in his head.

I have gone back and forth on giving him a past. At first, it had seemed more fair to him to just let him be what he was. If being fair to him, whatever that meant, was even a meaningful consideration. But then I had thought about how, if this worked out, I might want to take him out every once in a while. Maybe see if having someone by my side could cure me of my homebody tendencies despite Simi’s prognosis. I might even want to introduce him to my family. It would be nice to have a date for the next wedding, or someone to bring home at Thanksgiving. And I could hardly have him introducing himself as my robot boyfriend. My family was worried enough about me already.

In the end, I had given him an uneventful childhood in Phoenix, and an equally dull four years of college pursuing a business degree. We had met online, and after six months of talking, he had flown out here to be with me. I felt a little slimy about it, but I knew my hesitation was all in my head, since even if he had known what I had done, he wouldn’t have been capable of having real feelings about it.

He was looking at me expectantly, waiting for a response. I cleared my throat, and prayed that when I opened my mouth, English words would come out. “I like the quiet too,” I practically whispered. The words came out sounding almost normal, if a little hard to hear, and Romeo’s smile widened.

My volume grew with my confidence. “That’s one of the things I like about this house—the way it’s set back from everything. It reminds me of the window seat in my bedroom when I was a kid. I shared with my sisters—two of them, both younger, always
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