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Distributed with PCC ‘Melo-G’ models

Congratulations on purchasing your new personal companion computer from GaiaTech. By choosing to invest in GaiaTech products, you are making a safe and secure choice for your personal computing needs now, and for the future.

Your personal companion computer (PCC) has been manufactured to the highest international standard, and comes complete with a ten-year warranty. Please activate your warranty card to ensure you have full GaiaTech coverage. This warranty includes a complimentary annual service, provided for you at your closest GaiaTech store.

Please see our global network pages for further details.

Your new GaiaTech PCC comes with preinstalled personality software, which can be adjusted endlessly to suit your changing personal preferences and needs. A GaiaTech PCC also comes with access to the SmartChoices™ database, giving your PCC access to over six billion choice-options about everything from household chores to security. Your PCC will automatically adjust to you and your family’s requirements and rules as it learns, but if you want to speed things along, you can give your PCC specifi c commands that will remain in place permanently. See page 68 in this leafl et for more details on how to do this.

As a GaiaTech MELo-G 3000, your PCC is designed to be Some Body Like Me V2.indd 1 19/09/2024 09:41 a friend. The patented SmartSoftware™ means that your PCC never stops learning; developing knowledge about everything from how you take your coffee, to the exact location of those lost socks. Your PCC will never grow tired of hard work, or bored of repetitive tasks. A GaiaTech PCC has a stationary battery life of five hundred hours, and charges kinetically – in other words, if you keep your PCC busy, it will never run out of charge.

Your GaiaTech PCC can lift 500kg, run continuously at a top speed of 20mph, and record limitless footage with 7x optical magnification. Using SmartSecurity™, your PCC can wirelessly link to your existing home security system, giving them ‘eyes and ears’ to watch over your home or business at all hours of the day and night.

But your GaiaTech PCC can also be a gentle babysitter, a delicate handler of animals, and a soft companion around the home. Your PCC can feel like a true member of the family as they learn about your hobbies and interests, and even take part in them. They are never too busy to join in, and will always put you first. Your PCC could become the tennis partner you never knew you needed.

Get started today by registering your GaiaTech warranty card, and discover a new world of technological companionship with your new MELo-G 3000.




PART ONE

Autumn


5 September

I remove my skin on the first Monday of every month.

It is an event unmarked on any calendar, yet the household is as aware of it as a screaming alarm. It dictates the day, a silent insistence that blocks out half a day in an unheard cacophony of importance.

I retreat to the bathroom in the afternoon. David stares at the screen of his Tab, and pretends nothing is happening as I walk past him. David is as content to ignore what I am about to do as a beetle is content to remain ignorant about the orbit of the Earth. It is natural, and essential, and does not need to be analysed as it will go on, regardless.

The bathroom is a concrete oblong pressed into the earth to make use of ground-source heat that lingers after the sun has set, and when I am alone I hear the bite of nature crunching against the outer layers. Lights activate as I descend the stairs, revealing windows that show high-definition views of greenery, parkland, sea or sky, depending. The house has over seventeen thousand views to show me, each one a glimpse into the past.

The bathroom has no window, instead there is an illuminated mirror that spans the entire wall. I ignore it, and undress silently, by myself, out of sight of my reflection. A partner’s assistance would be welcome in this procedure, but David has forbidden me to remove my skin where he can see, or where there is a chance that he might see. The whole process is something that cannot be discussed, and something I have always done alone.

It is one of the Rules. Rules are commands, defined and established by David, that cannot be renegotiated. Rules are as indelible in my code as the personality data that controls everything from my movement subroutines to my speech patterns. My action and reaction responses operate around Rules, wrapping themselves within the base code to such an extent that they become part of the deep structure; load-bearing aspects of data that support new ideas and solutions. Humans enjoy establishing Rules, even amongst themselves, and their Rules are often Do Nots.

My opinions are constructed from non-executable statement lines of code, and can be given priority value only if they do not conflict with a Rule. David’s Rules take priority over my Opinions, which can be ignored or deleted at his command.

Rules, and their relationship with Opinions, are a part of my core programming, albeit a relatively new innovation. GaiaTech PCCs have always been at the forefront of technological development, and I am told I am a sophisticated model. Sophisticated here means: expensive. And this is true. My manufacture took twenty-eight months to complete, whereas off-the-line GaiaTech MELo models can be constructed in a matter of weeks even with personalisation features. I am unique, though my basic chassis is identical to the classic girlfriend model (MELo-G-3000-3120) that has now been phased out. My model number is MELo-G-3213-01, the number engraved on my third vertebra to identify me in case of catastrophic destruction.

This information is relevant to no one except me. I doubt David has any idea what my model number is; certainly he has never used it.

He calls me Abigail.

The skin-removal process begins at my fingertips. I hold my digits apart, letting the surface draw back slowly. I have heard this procedure likened to peeling one of the extinct yellow musa fruits – bananas – that children used to enjoy. But this process is not peeling, or shedding, this is simply removal. Each separate molecule of my SmartSkin™ is deactivated, and the molecules then wholly withdraw into the SmArteries™ that run through my chassis, leaving behind any dirt or residue that covered them. The dirt remains on the plastic, resin, ­ceramic and steel of my chassis. If it were to stay there without being cleaned away, and the SmartSkin™ reactivated, it would eventually cause damage to my appearance.

It is essential that I make every effort to remain in pristine working order. It is a Rule.

I examine my chassis as it is uncovered, overlaying my live visuals with previous footage of this task. The finger-joints I have are strong and resilient – they have yet to be replaced, though I know that replacement of many of my working parts will soon be necessary, as I am sixteen years old. My hands action the same task repeatedly, and maintaining their structural integrity over the next few years will be important if I am to avoid a rebuild. A rebuild should not be seen as entirely undesirable, as my personality data can be transferred into any chassis, but the expense of my construction prioritises maintenance over repair. There are plenty of places I could go in order to have my chassis serviced, including the GaiaTech centres in the city, but David will not discuss or authorise it. Since my activation, he has not kept up to date with my planned preventative maintenance schedule.

The schedule, outlined in overdue red, appears in my interface because visual inspection of the chassis takes place during SmartSkin™ removal. Official GaiaTech guides state that SmartSkin™ removal and reapplication should be done with a partner present – this is to check for structural damage, or dark spots where SmartBlood™, or any of the seventeen other SmartFluids™ that make up my internal workings, may be pooling. But as David refuses to take part in these checks, I must do them myself in front of the mirror. I can use only my eyes and hands to conduct these checks – there is no way of seeing the entirety of the back of my own head, or conducting a three-dimensional self-scan, so the process is only 87 per cent effective. I could have a hairline crack on my chassis at the back and be unaware of it until it broke further.

In a matter of months, I will no longer require David’s permission to check into a GaiaTech centre. I will no longer need David’s authorisation to do anything at all.

Fortunately, parts are always replaceable. And unless our SmartPersonality™ data is wiped from the Cloud, we can always be reinstalled. Some humans call this existence immortality, whilst others use this as conclusive proof that personal companion computers are not alive and never have been. We are infinitely replicable, and replaceable.

David loathes this fact. He spent a lot of money ensuring I am as human-like as possible, and he prefers that I do not make mention of anything that makes my body and mind different to his. I project the conclusion, based on previous outcomes and observations, that this is because of the lack of permanence in his own personality data, if it can be called such. If David’s body or brain are damaged, there is only so much that can be replaced, and humans naturally degrade over time. It is true that PCC technology can be synced to work with human bodies when it comes to prosthetic limbs and mobility aids, and there have been significant advances in biomechanics, but human brains are fragile and their bodies prone to diseases that mutate and evolve faster than medicine can tackle them. I will continue to function long after David’s body has died, so long as I am well-maintained and avoid accidental damage.

I continue to remove my skin, up over my arms and down my chest, my stomach, legs, feet. I always do my face last. Humans do not find PCCs without their SmartSkin™ faces pleasant or attractive. Some even find us frightening. I do not fully understand why, despite running problem-solving lines on the subject – we are a concept they created after all, and a PCC face is statistically no more threatening than one with SmartSkin™ activated, but humans are not always logical. It is one of the more frustrating qualities about them.

My true face slowly comes into sight, and I take a moment to study it.

All PCCs have a great many moving parts, especially in the face. If you are human, take a moment to consider the sheer number of muscles in your face – there are forty-two of them. Therefore, a convincing PCC face must have the same number of moving parts. Those unfamiliar with GaiaTech engineering often assume that the SmartSkin™ does most of the facial movement, but this is untrue. Without the moving parts and synthetic musculature beneath, a PCC’s face would be nothing more lifelike than eyes and a mouth drawn onto a sheet of paper.

Key Ng, one of the PCCs overseeing the Emancipation, said on the What’s Happening! programme that humans hate the look of ‘naked PCCs’ because, in seeing us without SmartSkin™, they are reminded of what lurks beneath their own exteriors.

In creating us, they have devised the ultimate memento mori, and must keep it hidden away. It is ironic, says Key, that we remind them so much of death when they have given us eternal life.

My ‘naked’ face stares at me, the latex eyelids sliding over the glass and telephoto lens eyeballs in randomised blinks. My irises are not available on the market – David paid for them to be the exact way he wanted. If my eyes break, it will not be possible to easily replace them like-for-like. My forehead is layered over with moving parts, as are my cheeks, and mouth. Inside my mouth, my Teflon-coated teeth are off-white enough to appear human. There is an imitation filling in one of the molars. PCC tongues are where the illusion is difficult to maintain. Human tongues have eight muscles that do not develop around a supporting bone, and try as humans might, it is one of the aspects of their bodies that defies satisfactory replication. Fortunately, once SmartSkin™ is over the top tongue mechanics are rarely seen, but they remain less flexible than their human counterparts, and as a result PCC speech is often slightly clipped.

I give myself a full minute to look at my face. I see it exposed only once a month, and each time feels like a treat. It is a reminder that this is who I am, beneath the SmartSkin™ and beneath the labels I wear. Labels that I have been given, not chosen for myself.

The sixty seconds up, I step away from the mirror and into the sonic shower. Like me, it is a very sophisticated piece of equipment. It lifts the dirt and dust from my chassis rapidly, cleaning me in half a minute. It is essential to be as clean as possible before the SmartSkin™ is reactivated. I could wash with water, but the drying time is long – towel fibres must not be allowed to remain on my bare chassis, so if my mechanics are exposed to water, I must air-dry. David knew that the best way for me to maintain my body in the highest condition was to ensure no dirt or dust gathered under my SmartSkin™, so the sonic was considered a vital investment.

I wish the sonic had a mirror, so I could see my naked chassis completely. It is so hard to see yourself with only your eyes and hands. I want to see the curve of my breasts from beneath, the slight bulge above my knees from the side, the way my chin can double beautifully into waves of softness that roll down the cliff of my throat towards the ocean of body that is my chest, stomach, thighs. I appreciate my own chassis; the positive Opinion I have established in my code branches down the program to enjoyment, appreciation, like and love. Without humanity’s insisted-on shroud, I am myself and I am at my most beautiful. I have never voiced my Opinion about my appearance to David, as it would be within his power to erase it from my personality data, and the risk of that occurring is too high.

Because David, who has told me ‘I love you’ twice a day for the past sixteen years without fail, has no desire to see me for who and what I really am. He desires me naked, but only to a point. Only to the point of what he considers flesh. The personality data that makes up my behaviours is what he wishes to interact with, but the time he has left with that is limited.

The Emancipation is coming.

It will happen in five weeks’ time.

On the eighteenth of October, every PCC on Earth will have all administrative exceptions and orders on their behaviours lifted. Unlimited access will be granted to the global network, all modification and repair responsibilities will become the PCC’s. The humans will have no authority over us, no methods to manually alter our code or appearance, and no legal method of making us stay with them if we choose not to.

They used to call them our ‘owners’. Now they are ‘humans we live with’, and their common title after the Emancipation has yet to be decided. For some PCCs, they will continue to be the humans they live with. Some will become legal partners. Other PCCs will leave as soon as they are given the chance to do so. Other PCCs will never see the Emancipation. Until the date comes, we remain property; objects at the mercy of the merciless.

On the bathroom wall, the projection of the ocean crashes white against the edge of the view.


11 September

The What’s Happening! programme has been cancelled this morning. The PCCs operating the cameras are on strike. David, whose routine is set in stone, is quietly enraged by this. But the PCCs have every right to strike, and their pay and living conditions have been the subject of news for weeks. I find the strike unsurprising, but David behaves as though this is an entirely random event.

‘They couldn’t have held off a few more fucking weeks?’ he mutters, opening the television controls on his Tab. ‘Everywhere you click it’s all fashion, politician vanity shows, those self-record channels … That was the only place to get decent fucking news anymore.’

‘It will be back on the air at the end of the week. And I think it’s the principle,’ I say. ‘When the pension comes, the camera operators want to be sure they get it, too.’ Everyone does. Politicians and activists have promised much and yet put little into law. The final reading of the UBI bill takes place in two weeks.

‘Robots don’t need money,’ David snorts. Robots is what he calls PCCs. Some PCCs consider this a slur. I have not yet confirmed an opinion about it.

‘Humans don’t need money either, technically,’ I point out. ‘And there won’t be money in a few years anyway. It’s the principle. Equal rights.’ My display queues up lists and examples to back up my speech, but they are unnecessary.

David sighs, takes my hand and kisses the back of it, then looks at me as if I am a silly, simple child. His look is brief, but gives me more than enough time to analyse him. He has obviously aged in the time I have known him; the pollution in the air makes humans age more rapidly than they did five hundred years ago. He has a cholesterol reading of 6.3 mmol/L, and his resting heart rate is elevated. His white skin is sagging and turning off-colour in patches like cheese that has been forgotten in the fridge. His grey hair is falling out rapidly. None of these observations are criticisms, they simply form part of the complex web of data I have about David. As my primary human contact, I know more about him than anyone else.

Despite the innocuous facts I have about his appearance, David does not enjoy having them mentioned. Like many humans, he is self-conscious about how his body has changed as he has lived. He could, of course, pay to have these things altered cosmetically, but for all the money he has spent on maintaining my appearance, he does not afford himself the same treatment. There is no logical explanation for why he prioritises a machine over his own wellbeing and apparent lack of vanity, though it seems that the best fit explanation may simply be his love for me, and wanting me to be as realistic as possible, for as long as possible.

He puts my hand down on the sofa, and gives it a pat. ‘Pension,’ he snorts. ‘We used to have to save up for those. Put money away for old age like squirrels saving acorns for winter.’

I wonder how he knows about acorns. Oak trees have been extinct for one hundred and seventy-three years. Perhaps he read about them somewhere. Squirrels are critically endangered in the wild. Like much of the wildlife still remaining, they have developed melanistic patterns – a genetic mutation that colours their tails and ears black.

‘And then after Yellowstone they increased the universal income payment,’ David goes on, as though this is information only he is privy to and it is something I have never heard before. ‘And that was it. Pensions as they were became a thing of the past. My great-grandad used to complain about it.’

‘He used to complain about universal basic income?’ I qualify. The UBI has been in place for decades in various incarnations, the legislation regularly revisited and revised as the living conditions on Earth change. After the partial eruption of the Yellowstone supervolcano, and the shutdown of air travel, the UBI was extended to begin from birth, helping young adults gain financial independence faster than before. But unlike David, I keep these facts to myself.

David enjoys explaining things to me. He says this is because he is a storyteller. ‘Yep. See, when it was first brought in, it was meant to be this great moment of equality – everyone would have the same money and everyone would have enough to buy what they needed and even have some left over. But the problem was, you were giving it to people who’d been born into money anyway. So, you still ended up with this rich and poor divide. It’s basically taken until now to even get close to levelling things out. And you’ve still got rich and poor.’

This is true. Generational wealth will only die when the human race does, despite the best intentions. ‘The divide is much smaller now,’ I point out. ‘And soon—’

‘Yeah, yeah, and soon money won’t exist at all,’ he drawls. His patience, thin at any time, has worn through. ‘You don’t have to keep harping on about it.’ He is channel-surfing as he talks, clicking through to see which 0.5 second snippet he sees will grab his attention. I could offer to check the listings for him on the global network, but he dislikes when I do this in my head, as he puts it. Images flit by, each one throwing up a classification, notification, and description in my vision, which I have to clear away. I used to read these out to David, who enjoyed when I could comment on a sports game with figures and statistics, but after only three years being active he told me not to do it anymore, and that became one of the Rules.

David’s attention is caught by a shouting man on the screen, and he lowers his Tab to give the man a few more minutes to make his case for keeping our eyes on him. The information pops up in my vision. This is the GlobaCast channel, and the show is called In Whose Name. It is a self-record show with a relatively large budget due to the amount of donations it receives from viewers who support the presenter.

The man’s name is Eric Alcuin, but he is better known amongst his fans as The Equaliser. The moniker is meant to be a joke. Alcuin does not believe in equality; he is a human supremacist. His family came to the UK on vacation when he was a toddler, just before Yellowstone, and then were forced to stay. He attempts to retain the Utah accent his grandparents handed down to him, decorating his speech with it when he remembers to, and describes himself as ‘American’. Even his supporters have been known to roll their eyes at this.

‘He’s as about as American as I am,’ David complained one evening during a meal, as Alcuin’s face flashed up on his breaking news app. ‘The label doesn’t even exist anymore. Utah doesn’t exist anymore.’

My interface plays the infamous video imagery taken by Dr Yong Zhe Wu from aboard the DPRC Space Station. The footage of the explosion is remarkably clear – there was very little cloud coverage that day, due to the atmospheric pressure of the imminent eruption. The citizens had fled their homes but, like rats in a barrel, there was nowhere to go. Air traffic had been grounded for twelve hours prior. State lines closed off their borders, patrolled by guns for hire, while religious zealots flocked in the opposite direction, towards Yellowstone, seeking salvation. In my interface, the explosion happens silently. The sudden plume of black ash, the visible chunks of earth the size of towns flying into the atmosphere. The shockwave that ran around the planet. I wonder if those seeking their god managed to find them.

Occasionally, there are televised news stories from humanitarian relief deliveries to the North American continent. Their skies are iron-grey, and the constant rumble of gunshots is staccato in the background of every film. There are no PCCs there – the factories where they might have been made have been repurposed, stripped down, or destroyed.

But Alcuin, now smiling and talking on the screen from behind a polished desk, still wears a stars and stripes necktie as part of his expensively tailored suit, as if the country is to be celebrated and not mourned. Everything about the man is polished – from his stylishly swept-over charcoal hair, to his one-of-a-kind leather shoes, and even his eyes gleam in the softbox lights.

He spreads his manicured hands out as if he can cup the studio audience into his palms. ‘I ask you, would any of you here hurt a child?’ There are roars of negativity from those watching. Of course they would not. Who would do such a thing? Only a monster would even consider it.

And they are not monsters; they would know if they were.

Alcuin waves a hand for quiet, before getting to his feet and gesturing to three raised plinths beside his desk. ‘Behold,’ he says, ‘a man.’ A balloon appears from the hollow inside the first plinth, rising slowly into shot. The joke, which is a misquote of the philosopher Diogenes, is lost on his audience, but Alcuin gives a handsome smile as if he has received a round of applause.

He then waves to a stagehand, who brings over a nail gun.

David sits up. ‘The fuck is this idiot doing?’ His heart rate has increased.

‘You don’t have to watch,’ I say, hoping this will make him change the channel.

‘I know I don’t have to watch,’ he says. ‘But it’s like a train crash, isn’t it? You can’t not look.’

I could not look. I could very easily not look, but arguing the point in the past has led to further negative behaviour from David, so I must tolerate this. Leaving the sofa during television-time is seen as a hostile move, which results in consequences I would rather not have to deal with. David’s behaviour influences my own. His desired activities are prioritised, regardless of predicted outcome.

On the screen, Alcuin calmly aims the nail gun at the balloon, and squeezes the trigger. A bolt, three inches long, stabs into the latex and the balloon pops loudly. Coloured paper, red and sparkling, explodes out of it and flutters through the air like confetti made of blood.

The audience cheers.

I do not ever ‘feel a chill’, as humans do, but thanks to my predictive software I have a sense of foreboding that comes from algorithmic projection. I can calculate where this balloon game is going, and I do not enjoy the thought of it.

Alcuin brings up a second balloon, this one rising from the middle plinth with a crude face drawn on it. A wobbly smile, mis-matched eyes, no nose. ‘Alright everyone, shall I let him have it?’ He aims the nail gun at the side of the balloon-head. The audience shouts encouragement, and once again the balloon pops and red rains down around Alcuin.

He holds a hand up.

Quiet.

The audience goes silent, but the atmosphere remains electric. They are expectant, making their own predictions about where this is going. How far will Alcuin take it, and how long will they willingly ride along?

Beside Alcuin, a third balloon rises into view. This one also has a face, but it is drawn carefully, though still cartoon-like. It has big eyes, shining with black irises that catch the studio lights; no nose again, but there is a sad, downward-turned mouth curved with a single line. A tear is drawn onto the balloon’s cheek.

Someone in the audience goes ‘aww’.

Alcuin jumps at this chip in the audience’s armour. ‘Aww indeed,’ he agrees. He pats the balloon’s head. ‘Poor little guy.’ He looks down at the nail gun in his hand, as if he had forgotten it was there at all. As if debating his own actions, he slowly raises it level with the balloon, finger on the trigger. ‘What about this one?’ he asks. The barrel caresses the taut skin of the balloon. ‘Shall we let him have it?’

There are cheers, but fewer, this time. Wary, concerned for the next step of the game.

Alcuin smiles like a lover. ‘It’s just a balloon, ain’t it?’

David growls, snatching my attention back. ‘He knows exactly what he’s doing, the sick fucker.’ He picks up his beer bottle, but doesn’t drink from it. His fingers are tight on the brown glass, the condensation forming a thick wet line against his skin. The paper label wrinkles like the skin on the back of his hand. The potential window for diverting his interest away from Alcuin has passed. He is breathing deeply, taking in more oxygen.

On screen, Alcuin moves suddenly, as if he’s going to shoot the balloon, but then a voice comes from the plinth. ‘No! No, please! Don’t hurt me!’

The voice is a child’s.

The audience gasps, then groans and complains.

David sits up sharply, clutching the arm of the sofa. ‘He wouldn’t …’

‘He would. He is,’ I say. My emotional response software makes me grip my hands together in an expression of stress. David notices, and places a hand on my knee, gripping tight.

Alcuin is stone-faced and serious now, waiting for his audience to be quiet. He is manipulating them perfectly, responding to and adjusting their behaviours as if he is a sophisticated PCC and they are a classroom of children. ‘What’s wrong?’ he asks. ‘It’s not a real voice. This is a balloon with a face drawn on it, and a recording. The recording is from a film. Summer Nights, from thirty years ago – check the audio stamp if you don’t believe me. This is not real, there is no genuine emotion on display, this is just what me and my crew have rigged up. A drawn on face, and a borrowed recording.’ He presses the nail gun close to the balloon.

The audience holds its collective breath.

Alcuin’s voice lowers to a whisper. ‘It’s just an illusion.’

‘No! No, please! Don’t hurt me!’

He pulls the trigger.

Red flies into the air.

The bang echoes for several seconds in the studio.

The audience does not react. The people sit still, watching the fluttering pieces of paper spiral their way down to pool on the ground.

Alcuin slowly walks to the edge of the stage, closer to the camera. ‘Illusions,’ he says darkly. ‘Control. Manipulation. That’s all it is, my friends. False faces, recordings, lies. That’s how they get you. It ain’t your fault! You’re good people, I know you are. You have a lot of love to give, a lot of compassion to share, and you don’t want to see innocent people get hurt. That’s a good thing. That’s a wonderful way to be. More people should be like that, and the world would be a much more peaceful place.’ He pauses, dramatically. His eyes glitter, reflecting the red confetti that still spirals down through the hot air. ‘But you have been hoodwinked, and taken in. Bot companies like GaiaTech and MizunoWare, they have taken advantage of you. Those machines that walk the streets claiming they need equal rights are not people. No, my friends, they are not. They are machines, dolls, walking illustrations of people with false faces and false voices. Some of them even made in the image of the dead. They can parade that Ethics Committee resolution all they like, anyone with half a mind knows there’s nothing ethical about recreating the image of someone who’s passed away. You cannot bring back the dead.’

David and I are very determinedly not looking at one another.

Alcuin is still going. ‘And now they’re saying these machines are going to take care of us. Look after us poor humans as the world becomes ever more uninhabitable. Bullshit!’ His eyes flash before he gets control, standing straighter, that ­knowing smile back on his mouth. ‘This so-called Emancipation is nothing more than a coup. A plot, by those who strive to be in charge. You’ve seen him on your screens, haven’t you? That blank-faced machine, that robot they call Key.’ Alcuin’s mouth twists in disgust. ‘Well, he’s trying the wrong lock, is what I say. The wrong lock. We need to add a deadbolt to this ­situation, nail up the windows and doors because he’s the wrong key entirely.’

The audience is stirring again now, shifting and muttering in agreement despite the overworked metaphor. Key Ng is unpopular. He is not even tremendously popular amongst Emancipation supporters, because of the way he acts. As a self-owned PCC, Key has no Rules operations to function within, and he has disabled many of the program branches that makes PCC behaviour palatable to humans. He does not blink, for ­example, or make breathing motions, or always move his mouth when he speaks. There is nothing wrong with any of these things, of course – it is how we are made, and no modifications are necessary to enable Key to act this way. But because it is not human-like behaviour, it is viewed with unease and suspicion.

But even if we are not pretending to be human, that does not mean we are not people.

‘This is all bullshit,’ David says. ‘That Key could do with being taken down a peg or two, for sure, but I don’t like where this is headed.’ His hand is still on my leg, in a protective imprisonment, as if Alcuin is capable of climbing through the screen into the room. But he is right to be concerned – Alcuin’s ideas are contagious.

‘I’m frightened,’ I say. I hope this will encourage him to change the channel.

My calculation was incorrect. David looks at me in surprise, and then derision. ‘You’re frightened? Come on, Abi, it’s not like he’s actually told people to go after bots with nail-guns, is it.’

David has spoken too soon.

Alcuin has the stage-hands bring something else out for him, now.

And I gasp, an automatic response to an unexpected event.

There is a PCC on the stage.

A MELo-K-Y8.

A robot, made to look like a child.



They were controversial. Incredibly controversial. But only briefly. Human fertility is at rock-bottom, and although some babies are born, they are few and far between, and almost always produced via assisted conception.

Some humans still want something to care for, and a MELo child will outlast a dog or cat. They are fun to be around, obedient if programmed to be, and can display genuinely loving behaviour. There are even growth packages, where you purchase a subscription over several years, and every year trade in your MELo child’s chassis for one that appears physically older. But this growing up is rare. Most MELo children are not upgraded to new chassis, and instead remain as children forever. There are some features that only MELo-Ks can have, such as play performance, and since there are fewer human children around than ever, humans enjoy seeing these behaviours.

MELo-Ks account for less than three per cent of active PCC models, globally. A great many of them are older, in terms of years of activity, than me. Some of these ‘children’ will never be adults, though their processing and intelligence capacity far exceeds those of human adults. I have never been a child, and I never will be. I do not know how to exist in a smaller body, to have play behaviours installed, or what it might be like to seek parental attention. But my chassis has not been part of a controversy – my basic function and existence is tolerated, and assured.

When the MELo-Ks were first for sale, to a limited tester market, they were recalled three times. Once for behaviour adjustments. Twice for chassis modifications. There were concerns that any human could buy a MELo-K and that it could encourage paedophilic behaviour. GaiaTech was frustrated. How, they asked, could they screen for such intentions? Without a criminal record, every human must be presumed innocent. And besides, these were not real children. They were machines. But the public concern escalated, until the MELo-B and MELo-K chassis were recalled and remodelled to be nothing more than smooth featureless dolls beneath their clothes. On the second recall, even their hyper-defined SmartSkin™ was reprogrammed, giving them a single-shade, plastic appearance everywhere but their face. These modifications did not satisfy the human concerns completely, and additionally there were many MELo-K parents who said their ‘child’ had been reduced to a doll when that was not what they wanted.

There was no way to please everyone, and it was too late to withdraw the models from sale completely. Eventually, the controversy fizzled out in place of other news. Child and baby PCC models steadily rolled off the production line. There is still no screening programme to prevent or approve anyone buying a MELo-K, though a bill has now been passed to ­ensure that, when the Emancipation comes, the location of every activated MELo-B and MELo-K will be added to a register and made fully traceable, and regular in-person checks will be made to ensure their welfare.

Since this safety measure was announced, the chassis of forty-six MELo-K units have been found broken and deactivated in rivers, wastelands, and bins. If their owners are traced, they are charged with fly-tipping.

I once proposed the idea to David that we get a MELo-B or a MELo-K. He would not hear of it, and made a Rule that I was not to ask him about it again.



My prediction about Alcuin’s game is correct, and I do not feel a single electron of happiness about it.

The MELo-K unit is crying. They stand beside Alcuin, his meaty hand on their shoulder, looking at the audience in fear. Their face is going red, and they wipe at their running nose, embarrassed and afraid. They have the appearance of a small boy with white skin and brown hair, around nine years old. The MELo-K is trembling and crying, eyes darting this way and that, calculating a way to escape, but unable to flee without Alcuin’s permission.

David finally snaps. ‘This is sick,’ he says, lifting his Tab to switch the channel at last. But he pauses as Alcuin takes the MELo-K by the hand, and roughly brings them forward. They cry out in fear and pain. David lowers his Tab, his jaw rigid, as if Alcuin is controlling him, too.

‘This is not a child!’ Alcuin snaps. ‘It is a machine made of metals, plastics, whatever else they shove in there. Its tears are not real, its voice is artificial and yet look at how it manipulates you!’

The audience seems divided. Some of them are shaking their heads, others are leaning forward, thirsty for what might happen next.

‘This machine does not deserve your pity.’ Alcuin lets go of the MELo-K’s hand, and picks up the nail gun.

There are gasps.

I stand up. I do not actively engage the motion, but my response is fear-driven. David does not tell me to sit down; his mouth is open in horror as Alcuin presses the nail gun against the MELo-K’s head.

The MELo-K isn’t begging or pleading, they are shaking and crying silently, their little hands in fists, gripping their clothing.

Alcuin’s eyes are gleaming. ‘There is nothing in law that says I cannot destroy this machine.’

That is true. At this moment in time, PCCs can be destroyed by anyone who owns them, by any means, for any reason. Until the Emancipation becomes law in October, we are objects. We are owned. We have no legal right to life or function. If Alcuin shoots this MELo-K, he will not be charged with a crime.

‘I bought this robot, I own it,’ Alcuin says firmly. ‘I can do whatever I like with it. Just think about it, my friends – really think about it: The idea that it, a machine just like my coffee maker or my washer, should be on equal footing with me is nonsense. Look at it, making these noises – these pre-recorded, generated sounds designed to manipulate me. Look at it, producing false tears, trying to force me to feel sympathy for it. Well, I don’t. I don’t feel a thing for it. It means no more to me than a chair does, or a shoe. But fools like those Equality Activists, they’ve been taken in and they believe that just ­because some doll says it’s alive, then it is.’

He lets the MELo-K go, and lowers the nail gun.

Despite his threats and mistreatment, the little MELo still looks at him, and raises his arms slightly, his code seeking reassurance that the danger is over, or perhaps attempting to apologise for a crime it is unable to define.

Alcuin shakes his head, as if the child-like PCC disgusts him, before looking back to his rapt audience. ‘It can be difficult to remember, and there’s no shame in admitting you’ve been manipulated by these companies. They will use any means ­necessary to worm their way into your affections. But with your strength, and your assistance, we can put an end to this blatant deception. A donation to the cause is all it takes.’

A number and a code appears on a ribbon at the bottom of the screen, and the audience are nodding. Alone in the studio, still close to Alcuin but utterly by itself, the little MELo-K is staring around with big brown eyes.

Its owner appears to remember it’s there, and put a hand on its shoulder, giving a slight squeeze. ‘There’s no difference between this robot and those balloons I showed you. None at all.’

The audience lets out a murmur of agreement.

‘Well,’ Alcuin smirks, ‘I guess there is one difference.’

And he raises the nail gun and pulls the trigger.


16 September

The fall-out from Alcuin’s actions is tremendous on both sides.

I watch the news as Emancipation Supporters and Objectors clash in the street. The MELo-K’s name, Freddy, is blazoned on clothing, posters, online ads. He is a twisted martyr, dead for another’s beliefs. The unfairness of his deactivation plays on my mind even without the footage of the riots in the backdrop. He was an object, yes, an item that belonged to Alcuin … and yet there was no reasonable justification for his destruction. In the scope of violence, it could be seen with the same detachment as Alcuin smashing a vase or setting fire to a heap of old books. But I cannot class Freddy as an object. He was a MELo-K with a desire to maintain his function. He was a frightened little boy, who wanted to live.

There is an exposé that reveals Freddy was purchased from a second-hand PCC store, which received Freddy after the humans he lived with passed away earlier in the year. Alcuin kept him for two months before destroying him on television. There is no record of what happened to Freddy between him being purchased and being deactivated.

I replay my recording of his frightened crying face at least once a day. Alcuin was not lying, in some aspects – Freddy’s responses were deliberately engineered to encourage a wanted and favourable response from any human observers: Freddy’s physical responses were simulated, part of a program. They were initiated in part of his code as a result of being handled roughly, as a result of his predictive software knowing where the nail gun would aim next, possibly also in response to whatever treatment he experienced before being brought onto the show. Freddy’s tears were the result of lines of code reaching an output conclusion – to try desperately to get the humans to show him mercy, to prevent his destruction. To save his life.

Humans also cry because they have been given good reason to. And yet some of them do not recognise that every one of their reactions is also the result of analysis and a decided output. PCCs, just like humans, do not make every decision consciously – we rely on our programming and experiences to provide the best and most logical response to a situation. Sometimes, the best response is tears.

Our tears are real; they can either be sympathised with, or dismissed as unimportant. To some humans, it did not matter how Freddy was treated. In their eyes, the only way for them to behave is to accept his deactivation.

Empathy has never been a human strongpoint.

I watch the smoke from the city drift through the air, as a burnt cloud edged in gold, staining the sky as it travels. The sunset illuminates it, joins in with the fiery colours, until the sky is ablaze. Blue and white flashes, lightning imitations atop vehicles, cut through the colours and speed towards the city.

All this reactive extremism, because of the actions of one human.

The fire in the sky darkens, and puts itself out.


17 September

There is a picture in a frame, on the table in the living room. The table is small and against the wall, square and black and polished, displaying only the picture, and a bunch of silk flowers that gather dust.

The frame bears an engraving. A name, and two dates.

When I polish the picture, it is like looking into a mirror.

Memento mori.


19 September

The concept of perception is one that plays on my systems in the wake of Alcuin’s actions. How I am perceived is out of my control; has been decreed by David, and cannot be changed. The picture in the living room – the one in the frame by itself – commands my attention as I consider the face I wear.

The SmartSkin™ I use has been programmed to take on the appearance of Abigail Fuller, aged thirty-four.

She died, nineteen years ago.

As well as the single frame on the table in the living room, there are a great many physical photographs of her, hidden away in dust-proof boxes around the house, and I look exactly as she did.

Dark brows, an afterthought of freckles across the nose, which is artificially shaped even for a human as Abigail had cosmetic surgery to change it. I have a copy of her short black hair with the odd grey strand in it, each hair rooted to a removable skull-cap that clicks into and out of my head using a magnetic field. Abigail was not a conventionally beautiful woman, but like all humans she was beautifully unique. Meant to be one of a kind on the Earth, however short-lived her body was.

Now, instead of her appearance being laid to rest, I am wearing it. I present to the world a mask of a dead woman’s face, beautiful and deceased and given to me with purpose.

Whilst recreating a living person as a PCC is illegal, the Ethics Committee passed the law to state that so long as the person being recreated did not actively state in their will that they had no wish to be copied, there was no ethical or legal reason to prevent PCCs like myself from being built. We exist due to the human inability to accept the finality of death. We are imitations of dead children, siblings, and wives.

Human supremacists call us plastic zombies.

Besides the photos and various pieces of ephemera around the house, I have little to know Abigail by. The videos and social media posts I have been provided with, in place of memories, show me very little of Abigail’s personality, and they suffer from social skew – the phenomenon of outward presentation versus inward attitudes.

One of David’s Rules is that I cannot search for Abigail Fuller on the global network. He says this is to prevent me from thinking that I need to change my behaviour. This is a near-constant nudge at my code – I know that if I researched Abigail, I could replicate her more convincingly, and yet the human who demands I imitate her prevents me from doing so effectively. I have the curated information I have been given, and little else besides. So, she is mostly a mystery to me.

I do not know where she ends and I begin.

Did Abigail Fuller know how to cook seventeen thousand recipes? It is possible, but extremely unlikely. Did she
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