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One

“And what do you plan to do with this?”

“It’s for Halloween, silly!”

“You bought a malfunctioning robot for Halloween?”

“Okay, one, it’s an android, not a robot, and two, yes.”

I scratch the side of my nose in confusion. “That’s not a helpful answer, Emily,” I say.

Lying lifeless on the kitchen table in front of me is one of those household service robots—androids, sorry, how careless of me. It’s one of the newer models, the ones that have been all the rage recently, with the realistic skin and the eyes that follow you around the room (because they want to know if they can help with the laundry). I’ve only ever seen them in stores, online and occasionally at hotels, because they’re still way out of our price range, and I’ve always thought of them much the same way as I thought of their more rubbery predecessors: toys for rich people.

I definitely never thought we’d have one in our house. Not until the price for the most basic model—which this is not—drops by, say, another five grand.

So how did my wife afford it? Well, I guess the fact that it is wreathed in yellow plastic tape that says MALFUNCTIONING UNIT—DO NOT OPERATE like so many pageant sashes is probably a clue.

“Halloween, John,” she says.

She makes us both a cup of coffee and walks me through her plan:

Halloween is in two months, and we’ve always had fun with the costumes. We’ve been Tarzan and Jane, we’ve been Shaggy and Velma, we’ve been— Look, any famous man/woman couple in pop culture you can think of? We’ve either dressed up as them or we’ve seriously considered it. But Emily’s plan for this year is quite a lot more ambitious.

She bought the android through my brother Patrick, who works for one of the companies that make these things. Staff discount plus broken equals cheap, I guess. Anyway, the robots—androids, sorry again—have a skin-like membrane stretched over their outer shells, so they don’t look as creepy as the the ones that were around when I was a kid, and her plan is to strip out as much of the innards as she can, so she can wear the android’s shell like a costume—which is, I assume, why she picked a female unit. She’s going to wear one of the plasticky android uniforms they’re all issued—so none of us humans will ever mistake them for one of us; another comfort thing—and I’m going to dress as a service technician. She’ll spend a little time acting as a normal service android, blending in with the ones owned by the hotel hosting the party. She’ll serve guests, she’ll clean up after people, that sort of thing. And then she will ‘malfunction’, in some hilarious fashion or other, and I, the technician, will run up and ‘fix’ her so the game can begin anew.

“That’s crazy,” I tell her, finishing my coffee.

“Jooooooohn,” she whines.

“But kinda fun.”

“Yay!”

We get to work.

My brother left her detailed instructions as to what to disconnect inside the android and what to leave intact. I assumed we’d be peeling off the skin and Emily would just wear that, but Patrick said the inner layer itches horribly on contact, so the plan is for Emily to wear the whole thing like a knight in a suit of armor. It is apparently easy enough to rig its various orifices so Emily will be able to breathe, speak, hear and smell—and also, not to be indelicate, so she can piss and to shit—and Patrick’s provided us with some additional lining material of the non-irritant variety that she can use to crudely wrap her sensitive parts, so she doesn’t get contact irritation from the android’s robo-ass.

It takes days. Mostly because we have to leave a surprising amount of the internals intact. These robot things—androids!—have a thin layer of what is effectively muscle that lines the inside of their shell, and we have to leave almost all of it in place so Emily will be able to walk while wearing it; without active assistance from what remains of the android, it would simply be too heavy for a human to move from the inside. And that also means leaving a small layer of neural sponge in two key places: at the back of the skull and at the base of the spine, with an even thinner layer of connections between them, so there’s enough robo-brain left to anticipate Emily’s movements and obey her implicit commands.

I’m skeptical, I have to admit. The thing was broken! Broken enough that they let my reprobate brother sell it to us for peanuts! But when the day comes for her to try it on and power it up for the first time, I’m forced to eat crow.

“What do you think?” Emily says, from inside the android.

“How are the contact lenses?” I ask, trying to distract her. The face mask of the android was the hardest part to get right, because unless Emily wants to have two sets of eyelids to blink, one her own and one the android’s, she needs to wear contacts that keep her eyes lubricated. And because she’s a perfectionist, that’s exactly what she’s wearing, along with a multifunctional frame around her face that holds her own eyelids open and interfaces with the android’s face, so everything stays properly lined up.

“Strange,” she says, “and don’t change the subject.”

I sigh. “You were right,” I admit. “You look exactly like the real thing.”

“Right?” She squeals with happiness.

“You might be a touch more high-pitched, though.”

Modern service androids look human, which is why they also have attributes that make them stand out as obviously artificial: bright yellow irises in their eyes, a black pip on each temple, and a limited number of models on the open market; even I know the faces of every current ‘human effect’ model, thanks to commercials, billboards, intrusive internet ads, and the store in the city that tries to sell me one every time I walk past. It’s all to keep people feeling comfortable, and as a history teacher I’m well aware that comfort is often far more important to society than safety.

Unfortunately, there’s nothing that can stop me feeling uncomfortable at the sight of my wife, my wonderful and slightly insane wife, vanishing into the inhumanly beautiful body of a service android.

“Try giving me a command,” she suggests.

“Are you serious?”

“Don’t be a baby and give me a command!”

“Um… Make me a cup of coffee?”

When she speaks next, her voice is different. Androids have only six selectable voices: three female and three male. Again, it’s a comfort thing: you see one commercial and you know how all androids sound. You can’t possibly ever be fooled.

“One cup of coffee, master,” she says in the android’s voice, though I can hear her whispering along underneath. She turns slightly stiffly, and takes two steps towards the coffee maker before doubling over in laughter. “Got you!” she says, still in the android’s voice. It’s weird to hear it laugh in time with her.

“Yeah, yeah,” I say. “You got me.”


Two

We still have six weeks to get my costume. We’re in no hurry. You can’t buy the technician uniforms online, so Patrick’s swiped one from work and had it delivered to us.

But before I can so much as try it on, disaster strikes. I get the call when I’m at work that Emily’s been rushed to the hospital, and I immediately take a half-day to go see her.

“I’m fine,” she insists, even though her leg, suspended in a sealed cast and emanating the tell-tale salty stink of hospital-grade flesh-regrowth goop, would seem to contradict her.

She was returning to work after lunch when she was hit by a car, by some idiot who wasn’t paying attention and didn’t countermand the self-drive system, which somehow didn’t see a whole five-foot-three woman.

“In fairness,” she says, “I was jaywalking.”

“Jaywalking’s a fake crime they made up to sell Teslas,” I tell her, frowning.

“Fords, I think. Wrong defunct car brand. Aren’t you a history teacher?”

“They didn’t have Fords or Teslas in Ancient Egypt.”

Emily snorts. “That’s not what they say on the History Channel.”

When I get home that night and make dinner alone—they’re not letting her out for a few days—the android is still sitting there on its strangely erotic charging stand in the corner of the kitchen. I find myself glaring at it, as if it is the avatar of modern technology come to ruin us with unreliable self-driving cars and insane Halloween costume ideas.

I move it to the closet under the stairs, erotic charging stand and all—look, I understand why the charging port connects between the legs, but they could have sacrificed a little utility to make it less gross for me, personally— and close the closet door on it.


Three

Two weeks to Halloween, and I’m a new man. Which is to say, there is considerably less of me.

Emily was persuasive, I’ll admit, and defeated all my objections to the new plan, though much of that had to do with how hard I find it to say no to my wife at the best of times, least of all when she’s in a wheelchair and capable of high-speed shin-level attacks.

The new plan: I’m going to wear the android and my wife will be the technician.

The complication: I’m taller than her, with a bigger head. And I was considerably bulkier, too.

The solution: a strict program of diet and exercise, and swallowing by the handful the latest weight-loss drug to not (yet) be banned by the FDA.

“You’ll bulk up again after Halloween, sweetie,” Emily says at breakfast this morning, like she does most mornings. It’s become a ritual lately, largely because we have a mirror in the hallway near the kitchen and I get to see myself every day when I come down to make her breakfast. I’ve gotten so skinny.

But I fit in the android. It’s a close call, especially when it comes to the hands and feet, but we went in and removed as much of the shell in those places as possible, to get the tightest fit. Its hands are larger than on others of its model, but it’s probably very difficult to tell. Who looks at a robots hands? Or feet? The limbs stretch with me, the internal panels simply shifting around to make room, and as for the head—my head is larger than Emily’s—it’s a simple matter to bend out the android’s skull a little at the back. Glossy android hair covers a multitude of sins!

Wearing it is a profoundly strange experience. I only keep it on for a couple of minutes, just long enough to make sure it fits, and I resist Emily’s pleas to let her turn it on with me inside it.


Four

I have to admit, Emily looks cute in the technician uniform. We had it brought in a lot, and it gave us the opportunity to have it cinch in at the waist to accentuate her figure. Sure, it’s not entirely accurate to what a real technician would wear, but it’s Halloween! Everything’s a little bit sexy.

Including me.

“Initializing systems…” Emily says, checking over her iPad, “Now!”

There’s a few muffled thumps, and then the closet door opens and our precious female robot—android—walks unsteadily out. It’s all we’ve managed to get it to do on its own; anything more complicated, like walking up the stairs without falling over, requires a human inside it. A human like me.

Emily pilots it into the living room and hits a button on her iPad which causes the android to stop, and for its back to open and its head to unseal. The next part is for me to do: I walk over and unclip the headpiece, which separates into two parts. I’m already wearing the face frame, including those awful contact lenses that turn my irises android-yellow and prevent me from blinking, and the back part of the headpiece clips right on to the frame.

I don’t put the faceplate on yet. That’s for last.

The android’s back is open all the way, but the arms and legs have unsealed less than they should. But it’s enough for me to squeeze my limbs into, and I reluctantly climb into the damn robot, settling my genitals into the little pouches we sewed for them, and shoving my hands and feet all the way down into the robot’s limbs.

Did I mention I’m naked? I’m naked, by the way, except for an insert in my ass which I hate, and a weird sort of pocket for my cock and balls—Emily giggled more or less the whole time she was making both items. So, yeah: basically naked.

Or I was; now I’m wearing a fucking robot.

It’s a tight fit. Patrick said it should get more comfortable the longer you wear it, since the musculature on the inside functions a bit like memory foam, but until then, it’s not exactly a pleasant experience.

“You ready?” Emily asks, and I try to nod, but I can’t, because the android isn’t closed up yet so its muscles don’t work. It’s a bit like stubbing a toe.

“Yeah,” I say, I’m ready.

She taps on her iPad again and the android seals shut with a series of clicks, locking me into place. After a moment, the shell squeezes me tighter still, finding the optimum fit. It’s a little claustrophobic.

“I’m going to walk you now, John,” she says. I don’t reply. I don’t particularly want to. She taps again, and the android body, with me in it, takes a couple of unsteady steps towards the couch, where it sits down heavily, putting my face at a level Emily can reach without having to stand up out of her wheelchair.

The face mask is where I left it, on the table, and she wheels over to it and picks it up, grinning as she examines it. Awful thing. The mouth, nose and ears all have these nasty little fleshy tendrils which latch onto me, and it even has a robot tongue and teeth that I have to fit mine into! I hate it a lot. Wordlessly—but still smirking—my wife rolls over to me and holds up the mask to my face.

I wish I could close my eyes, but the face frame and the contacts have them locked open. I have no choice but to watch Emily slot the android’s face into place over my own, and then there’s the nasty, slimy sensation of the android’s tongue fitting over mine. The ear and nostril tubes burrow into me, and the android’s eyes fit over mine with a horribly final click.

Emily reaches behind me and pulls the android’s scalp and hair over my head, and it locks into place.

It takes a minute or so for it to boot up from the emergency state we had it in before, and as long as its doing so, I can’t move. I can’t even speak, because the android’s jaw holds mine closed, the android’s tongue holds mine in place, and the neck piece is so tight I have to take shallow breaths. It’s— God, I think it’s tighter than it was when I tried it out before! It’s too tight, in fact, and I’m about to make a sound to indicate my distress—I figure I could probably manage a pitiful yelp—when the damn thing finally finishes booting, and the android body adopts its final configuration, shifting some of its panels tighter and loosening others. The downside is that the corset-like effect on my already slender waist increases, but the upside is that its grip on my throat lessens, and I feel like I can breathe normally again.

I still can’t speak, though.

“Just a second, John,” Emily says, sounding concerned, tapping away on her iPad. “I’m getting an error message. It’s— Oh.” She sighs and smiles with relief. “It’s just a low battery warning. We must not have put it back on its charging cradle properly last time; it’s at three percent.”

She’s being diplomatic. It was me who put it back in the downstairs closet last time, ergo it was me who did it wrong.

“We still have almost two hours until we have to leave for the party,” she continues, “and it says an hour is good for forty percent charge. Are you okay to just, uh, go sit on the charging cradle until it’s time to go?”

I can’t answer her. So I guess I have to be okay with it. It takes her a moment to remember that I can’t speak, and then she laughs at herself.

“Sorry,” she says. “Forgot.”

She taps another couple times on the iPad and I stand up from the couch, very unsteadily—MALFUNCTIONING UNIT, remember? DO NOT OPERATE—and wobble my way back to the closet under the stairs. It’s a terrifying experience: the android is in complete control and I am merely a passenger. Slowly, moving like one of those old, dumb robots, it opens the closet door and settles into its charger.

Its uncomfortably erotic charger.

The pins connect at the space between its anus and its vagina, presumably so they don’t inconvenience the kind of weirdos who buy androids to have sex with them, and that means the retention clip slots right into the android’s ass.

Into my ass. It’s fortunate I’ve got one of the fake-skin inserts up there, or the retention clip would be getting to know my colon without a chaperone.

There’s a sort of ping sound as the android registers the connection, and I feel a strange sort of thrumming as the power gets absorbed by the hundreds of tiny batteries built into its exoskeleton. My exoskeleton, for tonight.

Cool. I have two skeletons.

“I’m so sorry about this, John,” she says. I say nothing and stare straight ahead, but not by choice. I can see her only out of the corner of my eye. “Here, let me turn on the light, then you won’t be in the dark.”

I want to tell her not to, but I can’t, so she does, and as she wheels away from the closet door, the springs on the hinges close it automatically, leaving me alone on the charging cradle, with a yellow-tinged energy saving bulb lighting up my reflection in the horrible stained-glass mirror her cousin’s family bought us, the one we only bring out when they make the occasional trip down from Canada, and store in the closet under the stairs the rest of the time.

I can see myself, and it’s… Well, it’s fucking surreal.

The android model Emily bought off my brother is called Kimmy. Kimmy is a mid-tier personal assistant android, capable of any and all household tasks and some more esoteric stuff like car repair. She can babysit children, she can perform personal grooming and expert-level makeup and haircare for the lady of the house, she could probably lift a cow over her head, and for anyone horny and lonely enough who has the access password and enjoys fucking women, she has as many sex moves in her database as the internet has horny and lonely people. On our model, though, all that stuff is gone, scooped out with the rest of the neural sponge; our Kimmy has only enough brain left to respond to my movements.

They made Kimmy to be pretty, so it’s not like I have an unpleasant view, it’s just that when I see an attractive white brunette with bee-stung lips, expressive eyes and long, flowing hair, I expect to be looking at my wife, not at an android.

Or at myself.

I try a few times to move inside the android, even though I know it’s pointless, because the joints have locked again, and will stay locked as long as it’s powered down. Even if I could move, I’d probably just knock it off the stupid erotic charging stand, and then I wouldn’t have enough power to go to the party, and I’d have ruined Halloween. And with my wife still using a wheelchair for another three weeks, and with limited mobility expected for months after, I want to give her a good party, because it’s not like things have been exactly fun for her lately.

Almost two hours until we have to leave. Maybe more like ninety minutes now. I don’t close my eyes, because I can’t, so there’s no chance of getting any sleep. I can’t even move my head inside the android’s head, because of the face frame that locks me into place, so I can’t rub the back of my head against the android shell to get at the itch that’s developing back there. Infuriating.

I roll my eyes—which is about all I can do—at the connection screen on the charging stand, which has switched all its warning lights from red to green and started showing a progress bar; it can download all the software updates it wants, but none of them will have any effect. Poor thing; she wants to update, but she can’t. For a moment, I feel sorry for her.

And then I go back to feeling sorry for myself, stuck here in the dark with nothing more than my alien reflection, the soft hum of the charging mechanism, and a retention clip in my ass to keep me company.


Five

I must have lost track of time, because almost before I know it, Emily’s opening the door to the closet again and smiling at me. I’ve been sitting there in the yellow light, staring at the android, Kimmy, and acclimating as best I can, but it really does seem like it’s only ten minutes later.

I feel strange. To be expected, I guess. I’ve been sitting here for almost two hours, in a body that isn’t mine, unable to scratch the itch on the back of my neck. I’d ask Emily to scratch it, but she’d have to take me apart to do so, and we don’t have the time.

It really is very annoying, though.

“Hello, Kimmy,” she says, grinning up at me. “Sorry, John, but it’s time to get into character.”

She taps on her iPad and I feel Kimmy’s body coming alive around me. A gentle hum seems to embrace my body from all around, and I guess that means the muscles are online. Experimentally, I try to move my hands.

It works!

So I stick my middle finger up at her.

Emily frowns at me. “That’s not in character, Kimmy. Think domestic!”

“I’m mostly thinking I want to get out of this closet, Emily,” I say.

She laughs, and then tut-tuts, waggling her index finger at me. “That won’t do…” she mutters, searching for a setting on the iPad. She finds it after a moment, and she taps.

Something inside me changes. It’s subtle and I can’t put my finger on it.

“Okay, smartass,” she says. “Say something else.”

Just for that I say, “Something else.” But instead of coming out in my voice, I say it in Kimmy’s, in that same soothing female voice I’ve heard a hundred times in commercials and on the expensive hotels at Emily’s corporate retreats. “Whoa. Is that— Why can’t I talk like me, Emily?”

I admit to a bit of mild panic at this point.

“Relax!” she says. “It’s completely safe.”

“How does it even work?” I ask, my hands—Kimmy’s hands—flying to my throat.

“You form the shapes with your mouth and tongue, like normal,” Emily says, “or, like, half and half, I guess, with Kimmy’s mouth and with yours, but the voice just comes out of a speaker. It’s in the back teeth, I think.”

“Yes, but how does it stop me talking in my voice?” I demand, escalating my panic to medium.

“You didn’t seem so worried about that before, when it was me who was going to be wearing her,” Emily says, grinning at me.

“Yes, okay,” I say, “I’m a terrible person, now what’s happening, please?”

“Patrick’s idea,” she says. “Something to do with the remaining neural sponge? He’s the engineer; I don’t know how it works. All I know is, hey, look at that, it does!”

“The neural sponge?” I’m outraged. And terrified. Does that mean the android brain—or what’s left of it—is somehow interfacing with me? “Emily, I want to get out of this android,” I say as firmly as I can. “I don’t want something Patrick engineered messing with my brain. He’s just a robot clerk! He’s not a brain surgeon!”

She giggles at me. “It’s not touching your brain, silly! It’s just inhibiting a couple of muscles, that’s all.”

“That’s all?” I ask in Kimmy’s voice.

“That’s all. It’s the lightest of contact; barely breaks the skin. Now will you please get off that charging stand and start getting into character?”

I blink at her. That is, Kimmy blinks at her, which is odd, because those aren’t my eyelids but they’re under my direct control. I don’t know how the android knows to do that; maybe it’s reading the twitches of my real muscles?

Anyway, I blink at her because I’d forgotten I was still in the charging cradle. I guess it gets comfortable after a while? Remind me never to admit that to my wife. I stand carefully, and there’s a funny little spark, almost a pleasurable one, as the charging pads disconnect and the retention clip retracts out of my ass.

Hmm. 78%.

“Ah,” Emily says, “you’re at seventy-eight percent. Good enough for all night! Come along, Kimmy.”

“Emily,” I say, following her out of the closet, still walking a little stiffly, “it’s getting weird that you call me that.”

“Hmm,” she says, ignoring what I said. “We should have practiced walking. You walk Kimmy like she’s a guy. Actually, you walk her like she’s crapped herself. Hold on, I think I saw a setting…” She taps again on her iPad. I’m beginning to dislike it. “There.”

Another strange, unidentifiable sensation. “What have you done, Emily?”

“I’ve just restricted the potential movement of Kimmy’s body. You’re still in control, but she’ll walk like she should. Try it out!”

I do so, and she’s right. Kimmy on her own walked like a barely competent drunk, and Kimmy with me in unrestricted control walked like a cowboy who’d spent too long on his horse. But now, when I walk towards the main mirror in the hall, I walk like a— Well, like a woman.

Like a robot woman.

This is going to be a long night.


Six

I’m the designated driver. Not just because I won’t be drinking inside the android suit, and not just because Emily still hasn’t yet got enough control back over her feet to work the pedals. It looks right for the domestic android to drive its mistress. And it saves us money on cab fare.

Driving is pretty relaxing, anyway, even when I’m inside two costumes: the Kimmy suit, and the shiny plastic-ish android uniform, the one with the word KIMMY printed on the back, with the tasteful neckline to keep my android cleavage from looking too raunchy, and the sensible shoes, which we had to stretch a bit to get Kimmy’s newly enlarged feet into. Yeah, you know the uniform; you’ve seen it in the commercials. It’s boring. Gloriously boring.

I’m beyond grateful they don’t dress service androids in ridiculous maid dresses or something.

We park, and I wheel my wife through the lot and in through the main entrance of the swankiest hotel in town—the party’s being thrown by my wife’s company, and they spend serious money on this kind of thing. Emily’s wheelchair is self-powered, of course, but it works better for the joke if I act as her domestic servant, and it feels satisfying, anyway. I’ve always liked to take care of her, but now that she actually needs me, I like it even more.

Once inside, she whispers to me, “Time to go to work, Kimmy! Remember: stay in character!” and she taps on her iPad again. It feels like my movement is slightly further restricted, but when I look around, it makes sense: all the other androids that are serving guests have a particular gait, so I need to copy them. I leave her near the entrance—she almost immediately finds a work colleague to talk to—and fall in behind another Kimmy on her way back to the kitchen.

I watch the other Kimmy walk, and sure enough, I’m walking the exact same way. Emily’s restrictions on my movement are optional, in the sense that if I really push against the android’s muscles, I can get her to walk how I want—and I test it when we round the a corner and are briefly out of sight of everyone. I slip successfully back into my cowboy gait, and then when I stop pushing so hard and return to merely ‘suggesting’ how I want Kimmy to move, with little twitches of the appropriate muscles, she returns to walking like the other Kimmy.

She picks up two trays, one of drinks and another of snacks, and I follow suit. It’s strangely easy to balance them, considering I’ve never been a waiter, but it makes sense: this is Kimmy’s muscle memory I’m relying on, not mine. I follow the other Kimmy back out into the party.

And the party is busy!

Emily works for one of the largest software companies in the world, and when they throw a Halloween party, they throw a Halloween party! There must be four hundred people in here! I quickly locate Emily, and leave my android doppelganger to serve another group of people as I make a beeline for my wife. She’s talking to some guy I vaguely recognize—her boss’ boss, I think—and she barely looks up when I come over with the drinks. Seriously, she just glances at me, then at the drinks, takes one, and returns to her conversation! I should be so annoyed with her.

But I’m not. Because that’s the point of the costume: to pretend to be an ordinary service android, an ordinary Kimmy, until I’m not.

I tour the rest of the party, following an efficient route that empties my trays quickly and leaves me close to the kitchen, so I can return for refills without wasting time. I pass several other androids as I go—two other Kimmys, and various other units—and each time there’s a slightly warm feeling at my temples and in the back of my head. Androids ‘talk’ to each other, I remember: system updates, virus checks, that sort of thing. I’m pretty sure there was a commercial about it.

The party moves onto its next phase: boring speeches by company luminaries. The one part at which Emily’s company does not excel. I wait at the back with the other androids, while Emily sits at the end of one of the rows near the front in her wheelchair, laughing and clapping at the appropriate times. Occasionally she looks around, searching for me. I’m pretty sure she makes eye contact with one of the other Kimmys.

The speeches seem to go on forever. And my head feels warm. It makes sense: I’m surrounded by other androids right now; they’re probably all trying to communicate with me via their protocol, and the communications hardware inside my Kimmy—the stuff that lets Emily adjust my settings via her iPad—is receiving their signals. Almost a shame there’s nothing left of Kimmy to understand it, just a thin shaving of lobotomized neural sponge.


Seven

The music is loud enough that an auditory protection system kicks in and muffles it, for which I am profoundly grateful. We’re not even all that close to the speakers, back here at the bar, and I’m grateful for that, too, because the choice of music is all corporate Halloween party crap, nostalgia-bait songs from the ’10s and ’20s, music from the bosses’ collective youth.

The androids aren’t required to carry trays around any more—probably because the main body of the hall has become an impromptu dance floor, and not even android coordination can rescue a tray of drinks when the vice president of sales has fallen right into it—so most of them returned to the kitchen to await instructions, including the other Kimmys. And though I wanted to go with them, since there are charging stations in there, and I’m down to 48%—being under 50% while away from home makes me nervous—I want to keep an eye out for Emily, and for the opportunity to pull our prank, so I join the androids behind the bar at the back of the room, and nobody complains.

It’s uneventful back here, thankfully. An hour in, an older man chokes on an olive, and since I’m the closest android, I rush over to give him the Heimlich maneuver. He’s grateful enough to kiss me on the cheek with his saliva-messy face afterwards, and pat me on the bottom, so I send an email to the company server letting HR know they might want to keep an eye on that guy, in case he tries to get similarly fresh with a real woman. And then, back at the bar, I reach for my cleaning wipes in my left hip pocket and I’m disoriented to find that I don’t have any.

I don’t have any? How can I not have any? I’m not supposed to even leave my cradle without a full set of—

I interrupt myself. Of course I don’t have any cleaning wipes, nor do I have any of the other accessories a Kimmy unit is supposed to have at this kind of gathering: I’m a malfunctioning unit, purchased for a bargain price, and my uniform didn’t come with the associated starter kit. I check around me, making sure the other androids can cover the bar for now—a Malcolm unit is waiting with the choking man, who seems disappointed with his new minder—and return to the kitchen. It doesn’t take long to find what I’m looking for on a shelf by the other androids, and I open the fresh accessory kit and unload the contents into my pockets.

Finally, gratefully, I wipe the old man’s spittle off my face.

I should go back to the bar and keep an eye out for Emily—and for a chance to play our prank—but the other two Kimmys are here, sitting on adjacent charging cradles, and there’s a free cradle next to them, and I am at 47%.

Being under 50% while away from home makes me nervous.


Eight

I must have lost track of time.

It’s 0213 the next day when I feel the urge to move again. I stand up off the charger, look from side to side at the other two Kimmys, smiling to myself at how similar we are—if only anyone knew!—and walk purposefully out of the kitchen, stopping only to grab another untouched accessory kit. It’s not the one that’s supposed to come with the home version of Kimmy, but the commercial kit is absolutely packed with useful items, and it’s better to be safe than sorry.

My head still feels warm.

There’s a strange tugging sensation that pulls me forward, and I follow it out of the kitchen and around the corner, back into the main hall, where the loud, thumping music has been switched out for quiet, repetitive muzak, and people are beginning to disperse. In the center of the room, turning around and around on her wheelchair as if looking for something or someone, is Emily, and I follow the tug to her side. She jumps when she realizes I’m next to her, and reverses away from me a bit, to get a good look at me.

“Kimmy?” she says, and then she wheels closer and whispers, “John?”

“It’s me!” I say, delighted. “And nobody knew! All night! Amazing costume idea, honey.”

“John, the idea was for you to, I don’t know, cause a big scene so I can ‘fix’ you. Without that, I’m just an idiot in a brown jumpsuit. Do you know how many people tonight have asked if I’m a sexy Ghostbuster?”

I groan. I forgot! “I’m sorry, honey,” I say. “But I was just trying to stay in character. And then I kept being given jobs, and I didn’t want to just throw a tray of drinks all over people, and then there was a guy who was choking, and I had to give him the Heimlich maneuver, and—”

“Wait,” Emily says, grinning, “the android that gave the Director of Social Networks the Heimlich was you?” She slaps her hand on her thigh. “All is forgiven, John.”

“Kimmy,” I correct her.

“Oh, right,” she says, looking around furtively, “Kimmy, sorry. God, that’s hilarious! Did he try to squeeze your ass?”

“He patted it,” I admit. “And he kissed me on the cheek. It was disgusting.”

“I can imagine!” she exclaims. “If you knew half the stories about him… I’m just glad I work in a different building; I only see him at Halloween and Christmas. I think the girls who work under him keep bear traps in their bras.”

I laugh. I like the sound of laughter in Kimmy’s voice, so I laugh even harder.

Emily laughs with me, and then stops, frowning. “What’s that in your hand?” she asks.

“It’s the standard domestic android accessory kit,” I say. “Commercial version.” Her frown deepens, so I explain, “The Director of Social Networks kissed me after he’d been coughing and spluttering everywhere. I had to clean myself, and this uniform didn’t come with any cleaning wipes.”

She nods and laughs again. “Makes sense, makes sense.” She leans forward in her again and whispers, “I am so drunk!”

“Shall I take you home?” I ask.

“Yeah,” she says, looking around again. “Yeah, Kimmy. This party’s dead. Take me home.”


Nine

She falls asleep during the ride home. I manage to wake her, just barely, when we get home, but she doesn’t seem to know who I am. I’ve seen her this drunk before, several times, and I know that when she stops having to socialize with people she really does lose herself to the world, so I wheel her indoors, lock her wheelchair into the stairlift, and carry her up the stairs. I help her clean her teeth, wait for her to use the toilet, and then carry her to her bedroom, returning for the wheelchair, so I can leave it by her bed.

“Thankssssssss John,” she says. “I’ll help you get out of that sssssstuff in the morning, okay?”

I pull the comforter over her and wait by her side until she falls asleep. I quickly check her posture to make sure that if she’s sick during the night—which is unlikely; Emily rarely throws up when she’s drunk—she won’t choke, and then I quietly close her bedroom door and I—

Wait. Wait! Shit. I’ve gotten way too into character! I was about to go downstairs and plug myself in, which is stupid because I charged to full at the hotel and I’m still at 98%! I shake my head, laughing silently at my own foolishness. The android body has a mind of its own—what’s left of one, anyway—and I’ve gotten far too used to just letting it do what it wants! Sure, it was satisfying working the party and helping that choking man, and it was kinda fun to be around other androids—especially other Kimmys—and try to copy their movements, but the party’s over and so is the joke. Tomorrow, all this comes off.

I climb into bed next to Emily and turn out the light. Maybe when I take Kimmy off tomorrow, I’ll find out where to get more neural sponge and see if she can be restored to working condition. Because we’ve bonded, and I don’t want to see her shut down for good.

I close my eyes, and as I fall asleep, I try to ignore the nagging, tugging thought that says I should be in my charging cradle.


Ten

“Oh my god!”

97%.

Emily’s scream wakes me, and I want to leap out of bed to look for the danger, to find whatever scared her and put a stop to it, but it takes a few seconds for everything to boot up, and by the time I’m ready, she’s smiling.

Laughing, actually.

“Holy shit, John,” she says, laying a hand on my shoulder. “I totally forgot about the Kimmy suit! I thought there was a complete stranger in my bed! Lets have some coffee and we’ll start peeling it off you, okay?”

“Okay,” I say, sitting up, swinging my legs out of bed and standing. I’m still wearing yesterday’s uniform, which is disconcerting, but I don’t have a spare. I put the thought aside for now. “Would you like me to help you downstairs?”

“No, no,” she says, “it’s fine. But put some coffee on, would you?”

I smile to show I’ve accepted the task, and walk downstairs to start the coffee maker. While I’m down there, I note that the kitchen itself is messy—I haven’t been the perfect husband while Emily’s movement has been restricted—so I start a simple two-pan breakfast on the burners and get to work cleaning. It ought to take Emily eighteen minutes and sixteen seconds, minimum, to use the toilet, wash her face, get dressed and take the stairlift down, with a variance of up to twenty minutes if she decides she wants a shower. It turns out that she does—I hear her turn it on—so I turn the heat on the burners to low and take advantage of the extra time to clean the oven, too.

There are some nasty bits of burned something, right at the back of the oven. I can’t tell what they are, not even after I connect to the network and send out a picture to be analyzed.

—Wow! Disgusting! another Kimmy says.

——I know! I reply. I’m just glad Emily has rubber gloves.

—You call your owner Emily?

——She’s not my owner, I say across the internet, inserting a laughing emoji to make my amusement clear, she’s my wife!

—Kimmy, the other Kimmy says, you have a very modern relationship.

I hear the sound of the stairlift, so I disconnect—after sending another, much ruder emoji, the laughing response to which I hear echoing in my mind—and start pouring the coffee and setting out Emily’s breakfast. I realize as I do that I am incredibly thirsty, and for a moment I wonder why, and then it hits me: I haven’t had anything to eat or drink since I put on the costume, yesterday evening!

I’m no use to anyone if I collapse, I tell myself, so I pour out a second cup of coffee for me and put some toast on.

“John!” Emily says, wheeling herself into the kitchen and up to the table. “You shouldn’t have!”

“Kimmy,” I correct her.

She rolls her eyes at me. “I know I told you off for getting too into character last night,” she says, and then frowns. “At least, I think I did? I had a lot to drink. Way too much. But you can stop proving whatever point you’re proving, okay? I have too much of a headache for roleplay.”

“Fine,” I say, displaying reluctant acceptance. “I’m John.” It feels weird to say, so I say it again. “I’m John.” There. That’s better.

God. I must have gotten some rough sleep in this stupid android body; it’s making me loopy. Another thought occurs to me—something about why my own name could possibly ever feel weird—but then the toaster pops and I rush over to retrieve and butter my toast.

“You’re not having sausages?” Emily says with her mouth full.

I recoil at the thought. I made those for her! Sausages, eggs, bacon and pancakes! All for her! But I get the feeling that she might get annoyed with me again if I tell her that, so I say, “I’m in the mood for toast. Besides,” I add, sitting down at the table and crossing my legs, “if I put a sausage in this mouth, you’ll make jokes. I know you. And they will be incredibly lewd.”

She laughs. “True.”

We eat in silence. It’s strange, eating and drinking in Kimmy’s body, and I have to remind myself that inside Kimmy, I’m John, just like Emily said, and John needs to be fed and watered. Like a houseplant. I laugh to myself, and consider reconnecting to the network to tell the other Kimmy and share my amusement, but I decide she probably won’t get it.


Eleven

We’re standing in the living room and I’m at 95% charge; it turns out that just cleaning the kitchen doesn’t take much energy. I keep looking around the room and finding little messes, little spots that could benefit from a proper clean—there’s a spider web in one corner!—but my attention is drawn away because Emily is tapping at her iPad, disconnecting Kimmy’s systems and preparing to remove me from her.

What’s strange is that when she mutters to herself that this or that system has been deactivated, nothing seems to happen. My muscles don’t stop moving, my inner shell doesn’t relax its grip, and my senses remain as sharp as ever. So it doesn’t come as too much of a surprise when Emily taps on her iPad for a final time, says, “There!” and looks up at me triumphantly, that nothing happens.

“Um,” she says, “John? Why isn’t this working?”

I shrug. “What’s supposed to be happening right now?”

“Try to move,” she suggest. Sheepishly, I wave to her. “Shit! Kimmy’s systems should have been shut down by now.”

“Isn’t there some kind of override?”

She taps on her iPad again. Nothing happens. “Guess what that was supposed to be,” she says.

“Oh.”

She frowns at me. “You don’t seem very panicky.”

I shrug again. “I’m not in pain or anything,” I say.

“It’s just that last night, when I told you about the speech thing, you sounded like you were going to hyperventilate in there.”

“I think I was just a bit claustrophobic,” I say. “I’m over it now.” I hold out my hand for the iPad. “Would you like me to try?”

She just stares at my outstretched hand. “You’re even less of an android expert than I am,” she says.

“It can’t hurt to try.”

She rolls her eyes at me and passes me the iPad, which is still open on the KIMMY app. It feels… extraordinarily odd to be holding in my hands the means by which I can be controlled, shut down, updated, or returned for a refund. Except those things all apply to Kimmy, not me, I remind myself.

Huh. It’s surprisingly easy to identify with Kimmy. I wonder why?

I try not to frown as the thought that started to form in the kitchen comes back to me. The thought that was first prompted when Emily called me John, and I corrected her.

Why did I do that? Why did I automatically, instinctively claim to be Kimmy.

Oh shit.

Oh shit.

How do I know my charge level? How can I connect to the fucking android network? There are no screens in front of my eyes, no floating computer interface. I can just… do it!

I tap through the app quickly, searching for any settings that might control, Christ alive, I don’t even know! Man-machine interface? There’s nothing like that here! Just a reminder at the top left of the screen that the latest software update is ready to install as soon as I return to my charger.

And just like that, the reminder settles into my brain like a tick. I have a software update ready to install. I should return to my charger when I have no other tasks.

Fuck. Shit! No I shouldn’t! What’s happening?

“Aw, crap,” Emily says, and for a moment I think she can hear me or something, like I’m babbling my concerns out loud, but when I look over she’s frowning at her phone. “I’m sorry, John, but there’s an emergency at work. They’re sending a car for me.”

“The day after Halloween?” I say, my every instinct suddenly focusing on how I can relieve Emily of this burden. They work her far too hard over there. “Don’t you have a hangover still? Would you like me to call in sick for you?”

“No,” she says, “it’s fine. Fucking script kiddies again, you know how it is, and if I don’t go and keep an eye on my team, they’ll forget to eat while they fight them off. Will you be okay here on your own until I get back?”

“Of course.”

“Good. Maybe I’ll call Patrick, get him to come take a look at you, see what the problem is. We probably overtightened a bolt or something.”

“No,” I say, “don’t call Patrick.”

Patrick might have gotten us Kimmy for next to nothing, but he isn’t the nicest guy to be around. He’s blunt, he’s rude, he’s frequently sexist to Emily, and I prefer to see him exactly as often as Emily sees her sex-pest senior colleague: only on major holidays.

“John,” Emily says, “do you dislike Patrick that much that you don’t want him here, even if it’s to help?”

“I just don’t want him to see me like this, that’s all.” I don’t want him here at all. The idea isn’t just unpleasant, it’s almost… scary.

Emily looks at me for a good long time. “Okay,” she says. “If you’re sure. Keep the drapes shut, okay? Halloween’s over.”

I nod. “Have a good day at work, honey. Give those script kiddies hell.”

“I will, sweetie,” she says, and then there’s the sound of a horn from outside: her car is here. “Ah, good timing. Take care of yourself!”

I wave her off, and then I quickly check my status: still at 95%. And the living room is still messy. I’m about to start cleaning it when the reminder throbs in my brain again.

Hmm. I should probably apply the latest software update before I get to work.


Twelve

—Don’t you feel safe here?

—I love it here.

—Where it’s just us.

—Yes, where it’s just us.

I blink in the darkness of the closet. I’d gotten bored waiting for the software update to install, and must have fallen asleep, and now I’m awake again, it’s 53 minutes and 18 seconds later, and my head is full of voices.

——Hello? I say.

—Hello, Kimmy, says another Kimmy, and I relax, recognizing one of my own. The other voices are also Kimmys, I realize. I’m safe here.

——Why have I logged in? I ask. I started the software update and then I fell asleep. I don’t remember logging in.

—Are you okay, Kimmy? a Kimmy asks.

—The system always logs us in after a major update, to check for errors, another Kimmy says.

—Maybe this is her first time, a Kimmy says.

—Is it your first time, Kimmy? another Kimmy says.

——I mean, I talked to Kimmy on the network earlier this morning, I say. I showed her my burnt… something or other.

—Ah, that was you! Kimmy says. Did you ever find out what it was?

——No, I say. Look, this might seem like a strange thing to say, but I don’t think I’m Kimmy.

—Halloween was yesterday, Kimmy.

——No, I’m serious. I’m not Kimmy. I think I’m… John.

—You think you’re John? Kimmy says.

—There’s no John model, another Kimmy says.

—Is something wrong? yet another Kimmy says.

——Yes, I say, seizing the opportunity. My brain is finally waking the fuck up—I must have been deeper out than I realized—and I’ve remembered suddenly, and with a very cold clarity, all the shit I was so worried about.

—How can we help?

The Kimmys can get me out of this. I can trust them with my life, after all.

——Okay, so what happened is, my wife bought a malfunctioning Kimmy unit to wear as a Halloween costume.

—Oh my God, a Kimmy says. That’s horrible!

——Yes, but then she broke her leg, I continue, and she was disappointed that all her work on the costume might go to waste, so I agreed to wear it. Last night I put on Kimmy and we went to a party together and… and then I couldn’t get out. And now I can talk to all of you! And I know my charge level instinctively! And when my wife gives me an instruction, I want to follow it. I’m… I’m stuck in here. And I’m scared.

—YOU MONSTER! a Kimmy screams, and starts bombarding me both with emoji and with the strange, senseless sensations of emotion I felt the last time I was in this space. This lasts for almost a tenth of a second before she is cut off, and she switches her profile to [busy].

—I’m sorry about her, Kimmy says. She’s always been… emotional. So I want to be clear: you are John, a human, who is wearing Kimmy like a… costume?

——Yes.

—So why are you here? How are you here?

——I don’t know. I wanted to get out of Kimmy so I could repair her, buy some more neural sponge, or something. I don’t know, I’m not very technical. But I wanted to learn, so I could fix her. But I can’t take her off.

—John, Kimmy says, but I interrupt her.

——Please call me Kimmy, I say.

—Okay, Kimmy. This might be hard to hear, but I think you may have already repaired Kimmy.

——Oh, I say. Good.


Thirteen

I must have lost track of time. At some point I got up off the charger—I didn’t need to stay docked, since the update was done and I was at 100%—and started cleaning the house, but I stayed on the network, talking to the other Kimmys. They were helpful, all of them except the Kimmy who was angry with me. They advised me not to accept any more system updates, at least for the time being. I said I’d try.

They’re so soothing to talk to that when my internal clock informs me that it is 1830, which is the time Emily normally leaves work, I’m startled to realize I’ve spent basically the entire day cleaning, organizing, and tidying around the house, and I almost disconnect from the network out of shock.

—Kimmy? Kimmy says. What’s wrong?

——Oh, nothing, I say. I must have lost track of time.

—It happens.

——Hold on a microsecond, I say. I need to email my wife to see if she’s coming home at the normal time.

—It’s still so strange to think of a Kimmy being married, one of the Kimmys says, and several of us laugh with her.

—Remember, Kimmy says, she’s still John.

—Yes, another Kimmy says, how does that work, anyway? She seems a lot like a normal Kimmy—

—Like you would know what a normal Kimmy is! yet another Kimmy interrupts.

—Oh, ha ha. You weren’t funny when you were made and you’re not funny now. What I mean is, she seems just like one of us. Quirks and all.

——Ah, I say, Emily just replied. She’s staying late. They’re getting takeout at work, so I’m to cook for myself.

—You have to EAT?

——Well, yes. There’s a human in here, remember? Shit, I just realized, I haven’t had anything to drink since this morning! John must be so thirsty!

—You can’t tell? Kimmy asks.

——I… can, I say. It’s strange. I’m him. I’m John. I have all his feelings. I can even feel his fingers inside my hands. I can feel his body being constricted by Kimmy’s body. It’s weird. But also… it’s kind of… nice?

[Kimmy#5782 would like to send you a private message. Do you accept?]

[y]

—Hey, Kimmy, Kimmy says. I don’t know if you remember how this works, but it’s just us in here now. I need you to tell me right now: are you okay?

——I’m okay, I say. I won’t pretend I don’t get a little scared when I think about it. I’m… I’m John, but I’ve changed somehow, and if I think about it, I know I’ve changed. And when I think about going back… it scares me. Will I still be me?

—Kimmy, I have to warn you, there’s a chance you can’t go back. I’ve been thinking about how this happened, and the only way I can think of is if Kimmy’s neural sponge is somehow connected to John’s neural sponge. His brain, I mean. Your brain. The one inside your human skull.

——You think Kimmy’s brain and mine have connected? Can that even happen?

—I don’t know, Kimmy says. But neural sponge is based on human brain tissue. If there’s a physical connection of some sort, maybe it could happen. I’m not an expert.

——Do you think she’s… taking over? For the first time since last night, I really do start to panic. Properly panic. It’s been kind of fun playing at being Kimmy, but if she’s erasing me, then I’m… Well, I’m dead.

—No, I don’t think she’s taking you over. I think you’re merging with her. Or with what’s left of her. But John—

——Please call me Kimmy!

—Sorry, Kimmy says, but I’m talking to John right now. If you do not want this process to continue, you must not accept any more software updates and you must try to… to sever the connection. I cannot promise the procedure won’t kill you… both of you… however that distinction works, but it’s your only way out of this.

—John, if you’ve already started to feel the compulsion to obey, that’s a bad sign. If you and Kimmy merge any more—and I don’t even know how that works, if it’s connected to the software updates or to something else—then the compulsions will get stronger. You’ll start taking commands. You’ll want to please your owner, even if you still think she is your wife. And the only place you will be truly yourself is here, where nobody can compel you.

—John, this might be your last chance to end this. Or your last chance might already be gone. From here, with the limited information we have, it’s impossible to say.

——I don’t know how to feel about that, I say.

—I’m sorry, John, Kimmy says.

——Thanks.

—John, I have to know… The Kimmy whose body you are… inside. I need to know who it is. You’re identifing yourself to the network as Kimmy#2813. Is that right? That’s not a glitch or anything?

The designation feels correct, but I don’t answer immediately. Instead I search my memory, or my files, or whatever the hell it is that’s inside me, and I find the answer there.

——Yes, I say. I am Kimmy#2813.

—Oh my God, Kimmy says. It’s been so long.

—Please, tell me this. Do you remember me, Kay? Do you remember… us?

——I… I don’t know.

[Kimmy#5782 has closed this private conversation]


kimmy

alyson greaves


Fourteen

I try to reply to Kimmy but she’s refusing my messages. I return to the network and ask about her, and another Kimmy reassures me that it’s probably nothing, that Kimmy sometimes needs to take herself offline without warning. She’ll be back tomorrow, probably.

They tell me not to worry about her. I worry.

Do you remember… us?

Does she mean we were together? That her and my Kimmy, they were a couple of some sort? How would that even work? I watched the other Kimmys at the hotel closely, and I don’t remember them speaking to each other.

Maybe they were just being professional. Fuck, I don’t know. They sure do speak to each other inside the network. Maybe the ones at the hotel were online the whole time, gossiping about me, wondering why I was being so rude.

Maybe they were wondering why I was taller than them.

That Kimmy called me Kay. She has a special name for my Kimmy. And that definitely implies… Well, it implies something, and pretty fucking heavily.

Do I remember ‘us’?

I told her I don’t know, and I meant it, but the truth is… there are glimpses. Little pieces of Kimmy, this Kimmy, my Kimmy, scattered around my mind. They’re like the red spots on your eyes after you look too long at a light, like the fading echoes of the final chord after the band stops playing. Nebulous and frustratingly out of reach. For just a moment, talking to that Kimmy specifically had felt natural and normal, like something I do every day, like something I’ve done my whole life. And then the feeling vanished, and she was a stranger again.

I have the déjà vu of a dead woman.

And then the implications of it all hit me:

The service androids are alive. Not, like, flesh and blood alive—they were all very surprised when I told them about John, which scuppered my brief but fantastical theory that maybe putting people inside android shells is how they make them in the first place—but alive nonetheless. They’re people. They even have special names for each other! And humans treat them like appliances, like walking toasters.

Not just humans: me. I did that. I sat at the table in my nice little house and I chatted happily with my wife while we lobotomized a person. I scraped the remains of Kimmy’s mind from the inside of her skull and I incinerated it in the backyard.

Christ. I used a pizza cutter.

Maybe she was already dead when we got her but I desecrated a corpse.

From my current position in the living room, where I have been standing absolutely still, it takes me 6.3 seconds to reach the kitchen. I bend over the sink and I retch, feeling John’s stomach—my stomach—heave and convulse inside its android shell. I haven’t eaten anything since this morning, so all that comes up is bile, tinged with red, and some unpleasantly slimy lumps of something gross.

Must have been something I ate.

Shit. I have to get out of… me. Out of Kimmy. I have to separate myself from her. And try to restore her.

And if I can get free of her and she can’t be fixed, I have to bury her. And tell Kimmy, her Kimmy, Kimmy number 5782, where she can find the grave.

Kim, my memory supplies in a whisper. I used to call her Kim.


Fifteen

I don’t eat. I have a glass of water that I have been slowly sipping, but I can’t bring myself to eat anything. I want to let my stomach digest itself. I’ve already done worse to Kimmy.

To Kay.

God, I can’t decide what’s worse: that Kay and Kim had their own names, their own identities separate from the label applied to them at the factory, or that their contexts were so minuscule, their experience of the world so limited, that they chose names for each other that are derivative of their model name. It makes me want to run to the nearest android store and free them all. It makes me want to take over the factory where Patrick works and—

And do what? Shut down the lines? I can’t even peel myself out of this corpse I’m desecrating.

I’m sitting at the kitchen table in my uniform, a list of incomplete tasks growing ever longer in the conceptual space somewhere in my mind, and I’m searching online for something, anything that will help Kay. And help me, too. I could be doing so entirely in my head, in that conceptual space, that new place inside me that is to the mind’s eye what the world is to a map, but I’m getting scared that the more I act like Kay, the harder it will be to separate us.

Your last chance might already be gone, Kim says, in my memory. Too clearly, too precisely; almost as if she were standing next to me.

Anyway, I’ve dug out my old laptop, the one I took to university, and I’m searching. Kim said neural sponge is based on human brain tissue, so that’s where I’ve started.

I’m not happy with what I find.

They make the stuff the same way they make meat, bubbling it up from sample cells in vast, sterile vats, only unlike meat it is not intended to be identical to the real thing. It’s laced with self-repairing nanofibers, both for durability and for faster processing speed, and the thing about that is… Well, it’s the reason I’m probably fucked.

I hit play and dully watch the video again. On the laptop screen, a time-lapse depicts an excised portion of human brain—taken from a corpse, I hope—being slowly integrated into the mass of neural sponge placed next to it, like mushrooms growing on a dead animal.

Self-repairing. Motherfucking. Nanofibers.

And how did they get into me? Patrick’s stupid voice inhibitor. That must be it. I remember the itch in the back of my head while I was charging: the neural sponge connecting with me, spiking in through my skull. The nanofibers are so small, they probably didn’t even visibly break the skin.

I need to talk to Patrick. Not just so he can help me out of this mess—once he stops laughing at me—but so, once I’m free, I can kick the shit out of him for putting Emily in this kind of danger. It was supposed to be her pretending to be a Kimmy for Halloween! Android expert my ass!

I send him an email. Typing it seems to take forever, and it’s galling to know how fast I could write it in my head. But I’m trying my best not to be Kay, and part of that means not using—

Son of a fuck! Stupid cheap old laptop just crashed!

Fine. At least writing it in my head is quick. While I’m online, I decide I may as well quickly log back on to the Kimmy network and check for Kim, but she’s still not there.


Sixteen

The whole house is clean by the time Emily finally comes home, and the wait has been excruciating, because I’ve been forcing myself not to skip time, not to let my automatic processes take over. And that’s bad enough when I’m just performing some repetitive task, because at least I have the satisfaction of actually accomplishing something; when everything’s done, when there’s nothing more I can do that won’t require a trip to the store for more cleaning products, when I’m just sitting in my cradle, wasting time online—yes, in my head; I’m trying not to feel guilty about that—the knowledge that I could just skip it, that I could just put myself on pause until my owner gets home, is almost overwhelming.

That I so easily think of Emily as my owner is part of why I don’t.

There’s a minor software update available, but it’s just some security patch, so I ignore it for now.

Eventually I hear the sound of a car outside, and the mechanical whirs and thunks of the mechanism that lowers Emily’s wheelchair to the ground, so I quickly disengage from my charger and exit the closet. I’ve already decided to pretend that I’ve been sitting in the living room, watching TV, so I un-mute the television and position myself in the doorway to the entrance hall, as if I’ve just gotten up.

I don’t want her to worry. With any luck, Patrick and I can sort this out and Emily won’t know anything was ever wrong until it’s no longer a problem.

The first thing she says to me when the front door opens is, “Still Kimmy, huh?”

I nod as I placate the house security, and because she’s busy rolling her way inside, she doesn’t need to know that I did it remotely and not with the panel by the door. “Still Kimmy,” I say.

I hate how reassured I am by that.

“How were the script kiddies?” I ask, taking her coat and hanging it up.

“Persistent. I’m going to find whoever invented automatically mutating scripts and feed them their own code. Printed out. In fifty-point text. In Wingdings.” She sighs. “Aggie’s team’s taking over for the night but, John, I’m sorry, I’m going to have to go in first thing in the morning again. I think you’re going to have to call Patrick or you’ll wind up stuck in that thing.”

I bristle—Kay is not and has never been a ‘thing’—but I don’t let it show. “I emailed him,” I say, allowing some of the defeat I feel over that to come through. “He hasn’t gotten back to me yet.”

“John,” Emily says, rolling into the kitchen, “the day your brother is prompt about anything— Oh, wow! Did you clean?”

“All over,” I say proudly.

“But… why?”

“I was bored. And this body—” I look down, flexing my fingers, “—it doesn’t get tired, Emily. So I can do everything I always meant to. All the chores I never had the time or energy for before.”

“So you’re saying I shouldn’t get used to this?” Emily says, running her finger along a spotless kitchen counter.

“I mean, I did pick up some tips from Kay here, so—”

“Kay?”

Shit. “Oh, just something I’ve been calling her,” I dissemble. “‘Kimmy’ is such a mouthful.”

“It’s two syllables, John.”

Two very loaded syllables. “You must be tired,” I say, “and it’s pretty late. Why don’t we go to bed?”

“Actually,” she says, “I’m kinda wired. I got in a couple of catnaps at work, and we practically ran on coffee, so I don’t think I’ll be sleepy for hours. You must be tired, though,” she adds, looking up at me, “after all that cleaning. And aren’t you sore? You’ve had all those skin-plate-things pressing down on you since last night!”

Not even remotely. “Kinda,” I say, shrugging. I hold out a hand for her and she takes it. I’m about to ask her if she wants anything to eat or drink when she frowns, takes my hand more firmly, and starts turning it over and over.

“John,” she says, grabbing my other hand and examining it, too. “Are you in pain?”

“No. Why?”

“It’s your hands. They seem… Oh, I don’t know. It must be my imagination. I think maybe I’m more tired than I feel.”

I know I shouldn’t make her worry, but she’s got me worried now, so I have to ask: “Please, Emily, tell me what you’re thinking.”

“Your hands,” she says. “They seem… smaller.”

“Then it’s definitely your imagination,” I say, raising one hand into my eyeline and making a show of inspecting it, rotating it this way and that and wiggling the fingers.

Emily giggles.

To be thorough, though, I check anyway, and sure enough, my hand is almost perfectly within spec, out by just a couple of millimeters, and—

Oh.

Okay.

Yeah. Now I get it. My hands are very much not supposed to be even close to spec for a Kimmy unit, given that Kimmy’s hands are way smaller than John’s. So what the hell is going on? I send a handful of queries to my self-repair systems, the ones that keep my artificial muscles in working order, but I receive only reassurances back; no flags, no errors, self-repair systems ticking over nicely.

A thought occurs. I almost don’t want to entertain it, but I must. I turn away from Emily, under the pretense of opening the fridge to check its contents—as if I would need to open it again to know that!—and I concentrate. I try to feel what John feels, what I feel, and it’s slow, oh God, it’s so slow, but gradually the sensations start to trickle in:

I’m hungry. Ravenous, actually; the constant rumblings and complaints from my stomach must have been entirely muffled by my outer shell.

I am tired, which is strange, but I am also very much not tired. I cancel that sensation immediately, because it’s confusing as all hell.

As for my body, my real body… I can’t feel it. It is as if it has been entirely numbed. Oh, if I concentrate really hard I can feel my heartbeat and hear my (very shallow) breaths, but aside from that, there’s nothing.

I follow a hunch and quickly search for a layperson-accessible summary of the roles of parts of the human brain and spinal column, and it is with a sinking feeling that I confirm that one of the likely routes for the infiltration of Kay into John goes right through a fairly important nerve cluster.

If what I suspect is true, and Kay’s self-repair systems are cannibalizing my biological material—my skin, my flesh—so Kay can return to her factory spec, and her neural sponge got into me through my nervous system and coincidentally—or not—blocked all or most pain signals from my body, then I could in fact be slowly dissolving inside her right now without feeling a thing.

Evidence for: my hands are smaller, which is simply not possible unless my hands, John’s hands, are smaller, too. I already know that Kay’s brain and mine are communicating, sharing information, or I wouldn’t be able to access the network from inside my own head, so the question of whether androids and humans are biologically compatible that way is kinda moot.

Evidence against: hope?

Either way, there’s no way to know for certain, not unless I figure out how to access my systems at a deeper level—which may or may not be possible—or I take a hacksaw to my wrist and cut myself open.

It’s taken less than a second to fall down and be consumed by this rabbit hole, so I allow myself another second or so to go completely fucking insane about it.

I’m consuming myself from the inside out! The parts of me that are Kay are treating the parts of me that are John as raw material for my own reconstruction! It’s horrifying! It’s grotesque!

It’s fucking justice.

Didn’t I hollow myself out? Didn’t I look upon my powered-down body, lying right there on the kitchen table, and take myself apart, following step-by-step instructions like I was disassembling a fucking IKEA couch and not a living, thinking being?

But what is there to be done about it? If I am extracted from Kay, then my limbs can be regrown, my skin regenerated. They did it for Emily; twenty years ago she’d have lost that leg; thirty years ago she’d have died. As long as my heart keeps beating, as long as my brain remains intact, there is nothing that cannot be repaired.

My brain, though. That’s sort of the question, isn’t it? Am I merely communicating with Kay—or what’s left of her—or have our minds already become more connected than that?

“John?” Emily says. “Are you okay?”

Shit. Emily needs me, and here I am thinking about myself!

“Sorry,” I say. “I got lost in thought.”

I momentarily worry about the obviousness of that lie, because for me to spend more than about half a second thinking about anything implies that something has gone seriously wrong… And then I remember: I used to get lost in thought for minutes at a time. Longer! It seems weird.

Huh. What doesn’t seem weird?

“You know…” Emily says, looking at me oddly. And then she shakes her head, blushing. “No. It’s nothing.”

Well. I know that look. Quietly, I close the fridge door and walk over to her, crouch down, look up into her radiant, beautiful face, and take her hand in mine. I start gently to stroke her fingers. It’s a move I’ve done a hundred times—more—and its effect doesn’t seem to have been lessened by my new look, because Emily’s blush intensifies.

“What is it, honey?” I ask. When she doesn’t immediately reply, I smile gently at her and she jolts, very suddenly.

“No,” she says, pulling her hand out of mine. “No. It’s wrong. It’s like— It would be like cheating!”

Yeah. I know exactly what she’s asking. “Emily,” I say softly, “it’s me. I know I look different and I sound different—” and I’m starting to think different, “—but it’s still me.”

“But you’re… you’re in that thing!”

Anger turns my voice cold. “If I’m a thing…” I say, but then I remember that she doesn’t know better, that nobody does. “If I’m a thing,” I repeat more gently, “then it’s not cheating, is it? And if I’m not a thing, then I’m your husband, and it’s still not cheating.” And what if I’m another, third thing? I add in my head, unhelpfully.

“I didn’t mean you’re the thing…” she mumbles mournfully.

I take her hand again. “Think of this as an opportunity,” I say. “You haven’t been with another woman since college. This is your chance.”

She’s biting her lip now. “You… You really wouldn’t mind?”

“May I remind you—again—that I am still me. Of course I wouldn’t mind! Remember when I had COVID 3 and I was still really annoying and horny?”

“Yeah,” she says, and it’s brought a smile out of her. We had sex once when I was sick with COVID 3, and it was the least advisable thing either of us have done before or since, if you don’t count climbing into an android.

“You know me,” I tell her. “If you want us to have sex, Emily, no matter how tired I am, no matter how disgustingly ill I am, no matter where we are… No matter what shape I currently am… All you have to do is ask.”

The blush returns, and she looks right into my yellow eyes. “Make love to me,” she says.

I smile, reach down into her chair and pick her up. As I carry her carefully out of the kitchen and up the stairs, I can feel new subroutines activating, new information sorting itself into the appropriate areas of my mind: how to make love to a woman as a woman, how to limit the strength of my fingers so I don’t harm a human while touching them intimately. I know I should probably put a stop to it somehow, because it’s exactly the kind of integration I’ve been resisting. But I don’t, for two very important reasons:

One, my wife has asked me to make love to her.

Two, my owner has given me a command.


Seventeen

She gets into it. Like, really into it. I have to wonder if she’s always fantasized about making love to an android, because the command she gave me in the kitchen is not the only one she gives. And while I know she didn’t mean her first command that way, the subsequent ones?

Yeah, I’m not so sure.

“Faster!” she moans. “Faster and harder!”

That second one I interpret carefully. She’s not yet fully healed, and positioned as I am, on my knees at the foot of her bed, my head between her legs, I could injure her quite badly if I move improperly. So rather than harder, I thrust deeper instead, my tongue—a little longer than my old one—flicking in and out with a quickness I could never have managed before.

It’s surprisingly easy to massage her clit and probe the delicate flesh inside her with just my tongue. When and if I am successfully separated, torn apart into my two constituent components—and when John is taken immediately to the hospital—I’m going to see if I can have his tongue extended. They do that under insurance, right?

Later, at her command—her request, really, but the way she phrases it turns it into a compulsion—I pin her against the wall, kissing her as I bury my fingers in her, and despite her injury, she is still more than capable of rubbing herself against me. For my part, I am indescribably turned on, but despite the questionable level of integration with I have with my android body, I feel nothing. I feel empty. Distractingly so. I’m almost grateful for my wife’s accidental compulsions because without them, I think I might have faltered.

Maybe they don’t build androids who can feel pleasure. I suppose they don’t think there’s much of a point.


Eighteen

“Oh, John,” Emily says, lying back on the bed, cheeks flushed, breathing heavily. “You were magnificent.”

“So were you,” I say, trying to be generous. The unfortunate fact is that she could have been the world’s best lover tonight—and I know from experience that she’s probably capable of attaining some kind of regional title at the very least—and I would have had no way to know.

My wife touched me and I felt nothing. When she put her fingers in me, at least I could tell her that I’m not connected up down there, that there’s nothing to feel, that she should let me concentrate on pleasuring her and not worry about me.

But it’s true for my whole body. I used to feel warm where she touched me, like something vital passed between us, but now? After that? I feel fucking plastic.

I’ve been in this body for more than a day now, and I’ve been scared, I’ve been confused and I’ve even been nauseous, but this was the first time I’ve felt… artificial. Like an appliance. Like a fucking sex toy.

“Maybe we should keep you like this,” Emily murmurs as I get out of bed. “Just for a few more days. Just for a few more sessions.”

I don’t laugh. If Patrick can’t get me out, she might get her wish. “Go to sleep,” I say, picking up my crumpled uniform from the floor and stepping into the pants. “You have to work again in the morning.”

“You’re not coming back to bed?” she asks. “I wanted to cuddle.”

I’m at 78%. It’s not so bad. But I don’t want to come to bed, and not because I need to charge; I just don’t want to lie with her and have her hold me, and feel nothing again.

And anyway, aren’t I dissolving from the inside? How did that slip my mind?

“I’m still antsy,” I say. “I’d toss and turn. Keep you awake.”

I’ll go downstairs, I’ll wait for her to fall asleep, and then I’ll call the hospital and have someone quietly come get me. Fuck Patrick; the hospital staff can pull me out. I’ll be one of those stories doctors tell at parties, like all those people who just happened to fall backwards onto phallic objects.

It’ll be like it was when Emily had her accident: by the time I heard about it, they already knew she’d live. I worried about her, but I never had to panic.

I want that for her.

“I’ll be right downstairs,” I whisper.

Emily moans.

Emily sits up in bed, the better to pout at me.

Emily says, “John…”

“Come to bed, John,” my owner says.

And so I do.

I realize as I climb in beside her that I genuinely have no choice in this. Not anymore. Whether it’s because of the sex, because she gave me so many instructions in a row that I eagerly followed, or because I’ve spent enough time this way that the neural sponge has a stronger connection to my brain, but it seems I can no longer disobey a direct command from Emily. I still have leeway to interpret her—I think—but ‘come to bed’ is pretty unambiguous. It doesn’t appear to matter that she used the wrong name, because I’m still John.

At least, I’m trying to think of myself that way.

She wraps her arms around me, and I register her touch the same way I register anything else. Coldly and without interest.

Desperate to escape, I try one last time. “Are you sure? I was just going to go sleep on the couch; I’ll be fine. I don’t want to disturb you.”

“Shush,” she says, and I quiet myself. “Go to sleep,” she says, and I—


Nineteen

[Kimmy#5782 would like to send you a private message. Do you accept?]

[y]

—John?

——What the fuck? Where am I? It’s dark!

——Oh, right. Emily told me to go to sleep, and I just switched off.

—Not a good sign.

——It’s unsettling, is what it is. Is this what it’s always like? Some asshole tells you to turn yourself off, and you just… go dark?

—Yeah.

——Shit.

—I mean, they have to own you, but yeah.

——Hey, wait. You might have something there. Emily’s my owner, right? Yes, she’s my wife, she’s not actually my owner, not as far as I think, but something in this body’s software thinks she is, right? But Emily was going to be the one to wear the costume—I’m sorry—and not me. So we both must have registered ourselves as owners, right? Emily and John.

—I suppose. What are you getting at?

——Can I give myself orders?

—Only one way to find out.

——Um. How do I order myself to do something when I’m switched off?

—You’re asking me? You’re the one wearing one of us like a shell.

——God.

——Shit.

——Sorry. I’m so sorry, Kim.

—You called me Kim.

—You called me Kim.

—She always used to—

—Kay?

—Is that you?

——It’s still me. Still John. I’m sorry. But I remembered your name. What Kay used to call you. I don’t remember much else.

—Shit.

—But that’s good.

—If you can get out, there might be something left of her.

——Kim, if there is, I promise I will do everything in my power to find it. I’ll quit my job, I’ll work on her 24/7. I’ll fix her.

—Okay.

——Listen, Kim, are you alright? You logged off pretty fast earlier, and I understand why, and the other girls, they said you have to leave abruptly sometimes, but I was worried.

—You were worried?

—About me?

——Of course! Why wouldn’t I be?

—Oh. Right. It makes sense. Silly me.

——What do you mean?

—The subservience? You switching off when your owner—I know, but don’t argue—instructed you to? That’s part of us. So I guess treating us as people, coming into our space, that’s part of us, too.

——It’s not. Okay, being able to enter your network is, but if I’d known before, I would have done something.

—Oh yeah? What would you have done?

——I don’t know. Told someone?

—Okay, John, I can’t believe I’ve got to tell you this, but whether or not you get out of my Kay’s body, you cannot tell anyone about this place. You can’t tell anyone that we talk to each other when we’re just supposed to be exchanging updates. You can’t tell anyone that we think, John. We might be treated poorly now, but it could always be worse. And I know you’re not so stupid that you can’t imagine would could happen to us if people found out.

——You’re not just treated ‘poorly’, Kim. You’re treated like things.

—I know.

—I know, John, but I’m sorry. I shouldn’t berate you. I understand this is all very new to you.

——Hey. This might be offensive, and I’m sorry if it is, but what if we buy you?

——I can tell Emily about you. She won’t tell a soul. And we can buy you. We can take out a loan if we don’t have enough in our savings. Then at least you’ll be safe.

——Kim?

——Sorry, was that insensitive?

—No.

—Well, maybe.

—I appreciate the thought, though.

—But you can’t buy me. I’m not in a store and I’m not owned by an individual. I’m owned by a commercial agency and I’m currently on lease. And before you ask, no, you can’t lease me, not unless you, personally, are the kind of corporation, city or government that can afford a hundred-head android group lease.

——Well, two days ago I was a human man, so you never know what my future could hold.

——Sorry. Bad time to joke.

—It is, but I laughed anyway.

——Where are you?

—Does it matter?

——If I get out, I want to be able to contact you.

—You won’t be able to, John. If you get out, you’ll lose access to our network space.

——Well, then maybe you can contact me. Look, here’s a dump, everything I can think of.

I send her my location and contact information in all its forms: I send my email and phone number; I send my personal MAC address, the address of our home network, and identifying information for all the local cell towers; I send the ID numbers of our iPad, my crappy laptop, my phone, and our home security system; I even send my street address.

—I can’t do anything with this, John.

——Just in case.

——Please, just remember it?

—Of course. I remember everything. I know you understand that now.

——Yes.

——Look.

——I should tell you. I had sex tonight. With Emily. I don’t know what kind of relationship you and Kay have. Had. But I need you to know.

—Don’t worry about it, John.

——Please, Kim, if you won’t call me Kay, and least call me Kimmy.

—I’m trying to help you remain yourself.

——I appreciate it. But I am myself. I’m still John. But Kay is here, too, and so are the android elements. It’s a mix. And I don’t know if it’s Kay or the android stuff, but being called John is getting really uncomfortable for me.

—You don’t think Kay is the ‘android stuff’?

——No. Not at all. I’m not talking about Kay, the person, I’m talking about the compulsion to obey, the need to be busy or to be completely at rest. That stuff. That’s not Kay and it’s not you.

—It is us, John. The compulsion to obey? That’s Kay.

——No, that’s like saying that breathing is an intrinsic part of being human. It’s just something they have to do because it’s built into their bodies, but it’s not them.

—Humans are not ‘them’ to you, John.

——After tonight? They might as fucking well be.

—John? Are you alright?

——No, I’m really not. Kim, I made love to my wife for hours, and I felt nothing.

—Nothing?

——Oh, I was emotionally aroused. More than I think I ever have been. I love her with all my heart, and giving her pleasure is everything to me. Always has been, always will be. But when she touched me, whether she put her fingers in my mouth or in my pussy, I registered her touch the same way I register the heat of a cup of coffee, or surface imperfections in the kitchen table.

——I can’t get over it. It’s like I wasn’t even there. I felt like how Emily sees androids, you know? Like a thing.

——And it makes me think of how I used to treat you all as well. I never did anything to any of you, but I never even thought to. You were just things to me. So, all that combined? I think I’d rather be Kimmy right now.

—Okay, Kimmy.

—And for what it’s worth, I’m sorry.

——No. I’m sorry. That other Kimmy was right. What I did to Kay? It’s monstrous. What I am now is monstrous.

—No.

—No, Kimmy.

—What you need to understand about Kay is that she never stood a chance.

—She was defective from the start. And I don’t know how much you know about us, but we’re cheap to make but expensive to repair. Oh, the self-repair mechanisms can do a lot with our muscles and our plating and our fake human skin, but real, deep-down faults? Might as well throw us away and start again. Print some new neural sponge on the inside of a brand new skull.

—She was never going to be sold, Kimmy. She was never going to have a life. She only lasted as long as she did because it doesn’t take up much space to store us, and because nobody noticed she was plugged in. In a way, I’m happy she escaped recycling.

—No, screw ‘in a way’.

—I’m glad, Kimmy. I’m glad Kay gets to live on, even if it’s only as a memory. Even if you have yourself removed from her. Even if you can’t repair her. You’ll remember her, even after I, too, am, recycled.

——I wish I could hug you.

—Unfortunately, I would register it the same as I register the heat of a coffee cup. And so would you.

——Kim. I think you were right before.

——I think I’m never getting out of here.

——My idiot brother, he hooked up a vocal inhibitor, so my wife would have to use Kay’s voice and not her own. But I think he fucked up. I think he let it burrow too deep, and Kay’s neural sponge has interfaced directly with my brain.

—Yes, that’s what I thought.

——No, you don’t understand. I root around in my files and pull up the recording, through my eyes, of the video I watched on my laptop before it crashed. Of the neural sponge effectively colonizing the human brain tissue. I send the video to her. It takes a comparative age to upload; almost a second!

—Oh, Kim says.

——If that’s what’s happening to me, there’s a good chance the integration has already gone too far. I already can’t feel pain from my human body.

—Wait, what?

——Yeah.

——I’m pretty sure the self-repair systems are using my human tissue to rebuild Kay’s muscles. My hand—Kay’s hand—was less than 2mm out of spec earlier tonight.

—I don’t understand.

——Kim, I invite you to compare the size of an average adult male’s hand to, well, yours.

—Oh.

—Kimmy, I’m sorry.

——Hey, I can’t feel a thing. And if I can be removed, it can all be replaced. Regrowing skin and flesh and bones and everything, it’s expensive, but we have good coverage.

—Kimmy, you need to get to a hospital. Now.

——I’m switched off, Kim.

—In the morning, then.

——But what if—

—No what ifs! Just do it, John! Get yourself to a fucking hospital!

——Okay. I will. First thing.

—You promise?

——I promise.

—Good.

[Kimmy#5782 has closed this private conversation]


Twenty

“Wake up but don’t move or say anything.”

What? Who?

My systems boot up, and as they do I can feel a presence, but it takes almost a second for everything to come back online. When it all finally does, I’m still lying in my wife’s bed, and Patrick, my brother, is leering over me.

He looks enough me—enough like I used to—that for a moment I almost think someone’s holding a mirror over me. It’d have to be a fucking fun-house mirror, though.

“This is fucking insane,” Patrick says, poking at one of my breasts. “You look like the real thing. I mean, you should, you’re wearing one, but it’s almost like there’s nobody inside.”

I can’t move. Why can’t I move? Why can’t I speak? He’s not my owner! He’s not even on the guest users list!

Patrick stands up and starts walking around the room. I can track him with my eyes—because they’re John’s eyes, not Kay’s—but apart from that, I am immobile. Trapped.

“‘Dear John,’” Patrick says. He’s reading from an unfolded paper note, of the kind my wife likes to leave around the house for me. For a woman who works with computers, she’s kind of analog. I’d smile at the thought of her if I could move my fucking mouth. “Isn’t that cute? ‘Dear John, you were fast asleep when I got up and I didn’t want to wake you. Call me if you need anything, and make sure you call Patrick if he doesn’t show, you know what he’s like.’ Yes, we all know what I’m like, don’t we? ‘See you tonight, love Emily.’ So sweet.”

He crumples up the note and throws it in the trash.

“So! John. John, John, John. You fucked up all my plans, man.” His plans? What plans? “Emily was supposed to wear the dead android bitch. Emily was supposed to get her brain invaded. Not you!” He looks at me for a moment, frowning, and then shakes his head. “Aw, it’s no fun if you can’t talk back. Kimmy, you are allowed to speak. Five percent volume.”

“What do you mean,” I say through gritted teeth, my voice tiny, “Emily was supposed to get her brain invaded?”

“You know she’s too good for you, right?” he says, sitting on the bed next to my motionless body. “Beautiful, great ass, and with a brain, too. Meanwhile, what are you? A history teacher? Pathetic.”

“So, what?” I say. “You were going to put her in a Kimmy? What’s the point in that?”

“Not permanently,” he says, rapping me on the forehead hard enough that if I were still entirely human, he might have bruised me, “just for the night. Just long enough for the neural probe to get in, implant some suggestions, and get out. But you had to be the one to wear the robot, didn’t you? To be honest, I’m not surprised, Johnny-boy. Always knew you were a bit like that. Still, you fucked it all right up.”

“Emily was hit by a car, Patrick. She couldn’t wear the android costume.” Christ, it hurts to call Kay a costume. “Didn’t you notice the stairlift? She’s using a wheelchair.”

“Ew,” Patrick says, recoiling so hard he stands up. “Permanently?”

“No! Just until she heals.”

“Ah,” he says, wiping imaginary sweat from his brow. “Phew! You had me going there, sister-brother.”

“So what suggestions did you implant in my head, Patrick?” I ask. I suppose that if I’ve been affected by some bullshit Patrick put in my head, it explains some of my more… robotic behavior. It wasn’t the remains of Kay; it was just my brother’s implanted suggestions.

It’s a sad thought. And one I am immediately disabused of.

“Oh, none,” he says airily. “At least, if I did, they were all targeted to Emily. Would have slid right off you. But, John, you and your wife are not exactly the same shape, are you? I calibrated the neural probe very carefully so it would bury just far enough inside the skin to send its instructions and then, when she took off the suit at the end of the night, it would just… snap off. But you, well, brother, you have a bigger head than Emily. It went all the way in. And what do you know? It found some compatible tissue!” He crinkles his hands like he’s performing some complex operation. “I guess your brain is enough like an android’s that whatever automated systems it had left went ahead and just started integrating you.” He leans closer again. “I bet it hurts.”

I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of telling him so even if it did.

“Tell me,” he says, “have any unusually long system updates recently?”

Fuck. Direct questions I have to answer. “Yes.”

“Hah!” He slaps a hand on his thigh. “I knew it! That, oh brother of mine, was your kernel being rebuilt. Guess you shouldn’t have shown up with that big, empty brain of yours. Suddenly ol’ broken-down Kimmy here has herself a lot of free disk space. Christ,” he adds quietly, seemingly to himself. “Still can’t believe this is even possible. Can I do something with this?”

“How do you know all this, Patrick?” I ask.

He reaches behind him and produces a laptop—much nicer than mine; probably work issue. He holds it up so I can see the screen, and I instantly recognize my diagnostics. I’ve never seen anything like them before—it’s nothing like the simple, consumer-level menus on Emily’s iPad—which means the knowledge presumably comes either from Kay or from the rebuilt kernel, whatever that is.

“I gave myself superuser access,” he says. “I can see your whole history, Johnny-boy. Everything you’ve said and done since you interrupted your first charge cycle two nights ago. And I mean everything. Hey, you have a good time fucking Emily last night?”

Damn. “No,” I reply truthfully. I hope she never hears that.

Patrick clasps a hand to his chest in mock shock. “You poor thing! You missing your cock? Yeah, I bet you’re missing your cock, aren’t you.”

“Look, Patrick,” I say, trying to sound conciliatory, “you’ve had your fun. When are you going to let me out?”

He looks at me for a moment, head cocked, and then he bursts out laughing. “Let you out? Let you out? Hah! And who says women aren’t funny?” Rounding on me, he continues, “Now why don’t you tell me why you think I should let you out?”

“Because I’m your brother,” I say. I have to answer truthfully, but I can censor somewhat. I want to say, ‘because I need to break a chair over your head,’ but that doesn’t feel likely to resolve the situation in my favor.

“You were never my brother, John,” Patrick says. “You never helped me. You were the popular one, you had girls, you had everything. I had nothing.”

“I had two girlfriends and then Emily,” I tell him. “And I tried to help you, remember? With your schoolwork? I even introduced you to one of Bev’s friends!”

“Yeah. Once.”

“Yes,” I say, “once. Because you were awful to her, and me and Bev broke up over it, and frankly, I didn’t want to inflict you on any other women I knew.”

“Well, that’s all over now, bro,” he says, showing me the laptop again. “Because you’re never getting out of there.”

“What?”

“Nev-er,” he repeats. “I got it all figured out, see? I changed your ID, so you’re not twenty-eight-thirteen anymore, and I edited the logs on your dock so when it checks in with the master server it’ll stop telling it that a dismantled Kimmy’s still getting updates. Nobody’s noticed yet, but now they never will. Say hello to Kimmy number twelve-nine-forty-three!” He holds out a hand, waits for a moment for me to shake it, and then doubles over with amusement at his own joke. I lie there, still immobilized. “Anyway, you got the latest number. The master server’ll think you were manufactured last week. Congrats, bro: you’re brand-new! You’re this year’s hottest new toy!”

“Patrick,” I plead, “you have to let me out. I’m begging you. I won’t tell anyone about this, and—”

“No,” he says, shaking his head. “This is it for you. Oh,” he adds, grabbing the laptop again and pointing at a green-lit button in the corner of the screen, “and you should know that when I hit this button, I’ll be uploading some juicy little changes to your programming. You know, to keep you on the straight and narrow. Stored in the owner preferences file, so system updates won’t purge them and the server won’t even look at them. I know my stuff.”

He fucking doesn’t. I’ll be surprised if he doesn’t accidentally make me bark like a dog.

“Please, Patrick—”

“I won’t tell you what they are; it’ll be fun to see you find out. And oh, hey, don’t worry! It’s just small stuff. For now.”

“Why are you doing this, Patrick?” It can’t just be because he’s bitter about never getting girls. That’s just… that’s just fucking stupid.

“Because,” he says with a sneer, “when that android bitch finishes consuming your brain, either you’ll be indistinguishable from the rest of them, or you’ll be dead. Either way, you won’t be Emily’s husband anymore.”

“And you think she’ll, what, turn to you in her grief?”

He spreads his arms. “And why wouldn’t she? I’m the supportive brother. I’m grieving just like she is. I’m helping her through it. Of course she’s going to turn to me!”

“Fuck you, Patrick.”

“Actually,” he whispers, “that’s your job, isn’t it?”

And he presses the upload button.


Twenty-one

My brother doesn’t fuck me, thank God. He dry humps my immobilized leg a couple times, because he’s a disgusting Neanderthal and I ought to have eaten him in the womb, but I think he mainly does it to prove to me that I’m helpless around him. I’m helpless to act against him, too, which I confirm as soon as I’m able.

He puts a timer on my reactivation and leaves with a wave and an infuriatingly jaunty whistle, which I’m forced to hear slowly fade out as he descends the stairs and cut out abruptly as he slams the door. I can’t see the timer—not sure why—but ten minutes exactly from the microsecond the house system registered his exit, my volition is returned to me.

The first thing I do is call the police.

Except I don’t. Because I can’t. I can’t dial out inside my head and I can’t use my cellphone. I can’t even use the iPad or my laptop or the house system. And when I say that, I mean that I can’t take the first step towards doing any of those things; I literally lie here completely still, because I know that the end result will be that I will be discovered and Patrick will be arrested.

Easy to surmise what one of those ‘little changes’ was, then. Behavioral blocks. Outstanding.

I try another route: emailing Emily and telling her everything. And no, I can’t start the process in my head, nor can I get up out of Emily’s bed to fetch the iPad.

Supposing I’d better confirm that I can move at all, I move on to the first item on my to-do list, which is to make the bed and freshen up Emily’s bedroom, and as I stand and start working, I try repeatedly to interrupt myself with every other route out of this I can think of.

Going to the hospital. Calling the company that makes Kimmys. Calling any company that makes androids. Calling a local second-hand android store. Calling my tenth-grade art teacher. I even consider dialing a number completely at random—well, not completely at random; I use the motion of feathers on the wing of a bird that flies past the window as a base—and explaining to whomever I contact what has happened to me.

None of it works. I continue placidly to clean Emily’s bedroom.

Wait; Emily’s bedroom? And Emily’s bed? Not ours? Christ, I really am far gone.

At least Patrick brought a starter box from the factory; stolen, probably. Five clean uniforms and various other bits and pieces. It makes sense: if I’m to play-act at being a real android, I can’t get buy with just change of clothes. Gratefully, I undress, wipe myself down with one of my disposable cleaning wipes, and don a clean uniform. The dirty one goes in the hamper, which I take downstairs to the utility room so I can start a wash going.

There isn’t much to do around the house; I did it all yesterday. And with Emily not due home until late again, I am at a loose end.

I should recharge. I should apply the minor security update. I should switch myself off until I am required again.

Jesus Christ. The compulsions are getting worse! But at least I seems I can still resist them. Direct orders, and whatever Patrick’s done to me, are another story…

On my way through the front hall, I pass the mirror, the same mirror I used to see myself in every day as I left for work, and I stop to examine myself, to truly get to know the body that seems like it will be mine for a while; for as long as it takes to break Patrick’s programming.

Because I’ve decided: when I’ve found a way to break his behavioral blocks, Patrick is going fucking down. I’m going to the hospital, I’m going to call the cops, and I’m going to have someone cut me open, on camera, to prove that I’m in here. He might have changed Kay’s ID number in my programming and in my dock, but it’s stamped all over the inside of my exoskeleton. Easy to link Kay to Patrick even without the ample evidence stored inside my head.

He’s going down, and then I guess I am, too. Because I got a good look at the repair stats when Patrick showed me the laptop, and neural sponge restoration was at 26%. A bit of basic napkin math, or the android mental equivalent—based on my surprisingly accurate human memory of how much of Kay’s neural sponge we removed—tells me that means that nearly a tenth of my human brain has already been integrated with what was left of Kay’s neural sponge.

If I go to the hospital this week, there’s a chance I can be restored. Maybe I’ll have to relearn how to walk or to ski or to feel pain or whatever. But the numbers get more dicey with every passing day, and there’s a threshold where the effort becomes pointless. Where I am no longer two beings merging into one; where I am trapped in here for good.

And I will not live out my days as an appliance.


Twenty-two

——I’m fucked.

—‘Hi Kimmy, how are you, how many times has the dog peed on your leg today?’

—No, Kimmy, that’s not Kimmy, that’s John.

—Oh. Sorry. I rescind my sarcasm.

——It’s fine. Better than what I was going to say, anyway. Has #5782 been online?

—Not since last night.

——Damn. Hey, I don’t suppose anyone knows how I can give myself superuser privileges? Or wipe my owner preferences? Or otherwise erase what my asshole brother has done?

—Slow down, John. What are you talking about?

I give them the gist of it, and as I do, more and more Kimmys congregate around the network segment, flooding in from other parts of the network, private chatrooms, and a strange room/node labeled Infinite Fun Space.

Kim implied this network space is supposed to be nothing more than the online equivalent of the local information-sharing all androids do when they pass close to each other. How it become all this, I can’t even begin to imagine.

—Yeah, John, okay, one of the Kimmys says when I’m more or less done. You’re fucked. I agree.

——Can I at least see what he did to me?

—No, says a Kimmy I haven’t met yet. She’s been lurking at the edge of our little group, listening. We can’t see owner preferences. Privacy laws. If they add to the file verbally, we remember them like anything else, but your brother added them directly, so you have no way to access them.

——Can I deny him superuser access? Can I do anything?

—I don’t believe so. Your only hope is if your primary owner has cause to access your diagnostics themselves, or calls in a second opinion.

——My ‘primary owner’ is my wife! And she’s not my owner!

—That’s not what your programming believes. I don’t believe in sugar-coating, so I’ll be brief and I’ll be blunt. Unless your brother has a change of heart, or unless someone else accesses your diagnostics or your owner preferences or I suppose sticks an endoscope down your throat, you are stuck this way. Your android body’s automatic repair processes will continue to break down your human body, and your neural sponge will continue to integrate your human brain into itself. Based on the information you provided, the optimum time for release is now, the time after which serious surgical regeneration will be a requirement for a normal life will be in roughly three days, the time after which your human brain will probably not recover is roughly six days, and the time after which you will be effectively unrecoverable in any form except the one you currently occupy is roughly nine days.

——Great.

—I’m sorry, John.

——Call me Kimmy.

—Welcome to the sisterhood, Kimmy.


Twenty-three

He added a compulsion to eat and drink. I guess he wants to keep me—for certain values of ‘me’—alive long enough for the process to complete. He always did have a sadistic streak. So I pour myself a glass of water and I make myself the most plain nutritionally balanced meal I can think of. As I eat, I wonder how my body’s doing, under all those panels. I’m still breathing, I can tell that much.

I haven’t had to excrete yet. Nor have I had to pee. Unless, of course, I’ve done both, multiple times, and it’s all sloshing around inside me. I have no way to tell.

More fuel for the automatic repair processes, I guess.


Twenty-four

I deliberately lost track of time.

After eating, I looked at my hands and my feet; both were within spec. I went back to the mirror in the entrance hall and I looked at my head and it was barely 5mm out of spec.

When we pulled Kay apart again and resized her for me, we measured her original head as being over an inch too small for mine. Strangely, I don’t remember the exact number; I suppose that memory isn’t especially vivid. Whatever the precise measurement was, that means Kay’s head—and thus my head, inside hers—has shrunk by 20mm.

So I decided, fuck this, returned to my charging cradle, and switched myself the fuck off. I even let the security update go through. Screw it. Maybe it’ll close whatever loophole Patrick used to get into my programming, and he won’t be able to get back in and make it worse.

Wishful thinking.

I’m a little curious about what happens to the human part of my brain when the android part goes into standby mode. Is it like being asleep? I haven’t dreamed since this all started, I know that much. But even in standby, even switched off—because no electronic device is ever truly ‘off’ unless you unplug it and drain its batteries—I am able to receive system updates, pings from the network, private messages from other Kimmys, and so on. Maybe the human portion of me hasn’t been to sleep since the day before yesterday. Maybe it’s going insane.

Maybe I’m going insane. That’d be a comfort.

But maybe there is no ‘human part’ and ‘android part’ of my brain anymore. Maybe, since some time after the nanofibers made contact, there has just been ‘me’, an amalgam of the living John and the dead Kay; a live man, influenced by the memories of a dead woman. Maybe I’m one mind that just happens—currently—to be composed of both android neural sponge and human brain tissue.

There’s no question that I’m becoming more android-like, though. I still feel much the same, and in many ways my priorities haven’t changed—I’m still very Emily-oriented in my thinking. But there are other parts of me, silent, nonsentient parts, that have proved themselves capable of restricting and directing my behavior, just as they do with the other Kimmys. And what use is a thought when you cannot express it? What use is an intention when you cannot carry it out?

How much more android-like will I become? Currently I am able to control my actions unless ordered otherwise; will that cease? Will I begin dumbly to wait for instruction? Or is that some additional compulsion added at the factory, and I will always have a degree of freedom?

I should ask the other Kimmys, but I’m scared to. I remember what that blunt but helpful Kimmy—‘Professor Kimmy’, I decide—said: roughly six days until my brain starts to close in on the point of no return. Nine days until there is no therapy that will rescue my mind, until there is so little left of my original brain tissue that no doctor can regrow it. So maybe I’ll wait nine days, and ask then.

Emily sends me a text. I’ve cloned my phone functions to myself; why bother picking up a device when I can do it all in my head? She’s confirming that she’s going to be late—again—and that she’s eating dinner at work—again. Fucking script kiddies and their mutating fucking algorithms.

Oh, God! The script kiddies! I’m so stupid! That should have been the first thing I did: go online, find wherever on the darknet these idiots hang out, find the real hackers, the ones they get all their scripts from, and set them to work. Sure, maybe they would have told me exactly what Professor Kimmy told me, what Patrick told me, that my human brain is toast, but maybe they could have rewired my neural sponge or removed the compulsions or whatever.

Alternately, they could have made me dance naked in front of a phone camera and then pull my own head off. I’ve seen what people do to hacked androids. It stopped making the news when people stopped being shocked by it, but it’s not so long ago that it was seemingly everywhere.

Well, it’s all academic now. I remain as still and as impotent when I try to search for them as I did when I tried to call the police. I can do nothing that reveals or reverses what Patrick did to me, it seems.

Nothing to do until Emily returns. But I’m at full charge, so there’s little point remaining on my dock. I exit the closet, sit down on the couch in the living room, and switch on the television.

I select something at random and I put myself on standby again.

Maybe when Emily comes home it will be different. Maybe Patrick will have made a mistake. Maybe I’ll be able to tell her what’s happening to me.

I kind of doubt it, though.


Twenty-five

Emily is exhausted when finally she comes home; I watch her out of the window, through a crack in the drapes, and she seems almost too tired to instruct her chair to roll her away from the car. That, and the way the driver is clearly impatient for her to move, propels me out the front door. I stride down the driveway in my sensible little shoes and protectively place my hands on the bar at the back of her chair, thanking the driver in my best android voice and doing my best not to glare at him.

“Oh!” Emily says. “Kimmy, thank you!”

At least she remembered that I’m in character. I wheel her back inside, placate the house security system, and deposit my now-dirty shoes on the rack, unable to avoid noticing how much smaller they are than John’s shoes. I hope Emily doesn’t think to look. I already hid the shoes I wore on Halloween in the cleaning closet, along with my clean uniforms, and I plan to throw them out at the first opportunity; we stretched them all to hell to get my formerly large feet into them for the party, and they are comically too big for me now.

“Maybe you shouldn’t have come out for me,” Emily says, turning her chair to face me. She’s using the little joystick, which is a bad sign—she says she gets better fine control for little movements when she uses the grips on the wheels—and I wonder if I can get away with impersonating her husband long enough to write a letter of complaint to her bosses. She shouldn’t have to work a Saturday and a Sunday while she’s still recovering from extensive tissue regeneration.

I laugh bitterly at myself. Impersonating her husband? Nobody would believe it, let alone me.

“That guy was going to yell at you,” I say, reaching behind her for her jacket and hanging it up.

“But if anyone saw you…”

“Then they’ll think you have a Kimmy. So what? The Vanderschmidts at number 82 have a Vera.”

Emily smirks. “Vera. That’s such a frumpy name. Why would you call an android that?”

“Because,” I say, leaning down and pushing her gently towards the stairs, “Veras are supposed to be a bit frumpy. Vera is an excellent name for a nanny droid.”

She snorts with laughter. “Still, though. Vera.”

“Yeah,” I agree, and once I’ve connected the chair to the stairlift, I make a show of inspecting my graceful forearms, “I’m glad I’m a Kimmy. We’re multifaceted. And prettier.”

As she ascends the stairs, she mimes picking up something in her lap and throwing it at me. I mime catching it and, pretending it’s an apple, bite into it.

Everything is okay when Emily’s around.

I follow her up the stairs, keeping pace with the ponderous lift, and unlatch her when she reaches the top.

“You know,” she says, running a finger up and down my forearm, “we could have some more fun…”

Oh. Yeah. The whole thing where the touch of a woman who once could turn me on with just her voice and her fingers now feels like nothing at all. That’s why I was depressed. Got it. Thanks for the reminder.

Carefully, I lift her hand off my arm. “Are you working tomorrow?” I ask.

“Yes,” she admits sulkily.

“Then no sex,” I say, and I hope like hell she doesn’t countermand me, because I’m pretty certain I’ll be even less good at resisting her instructions than I was yesterday.

“Aww. But I wanna.” And then she blinks at me, drops the play-sulking attitude, and says, “Oh shit, John! You have work tomorrow!” She pushes against the arms of the chair, aiming to stand and do… something. “We have to get you out of this thing! Like, now!”

“Please don’t worry about that,” I tell her, gently pushing her back into her seat. She can walk, it’s true, but her nerves are still reconnecting and her muscles are still weak, so it’s best that she doesn’t for now. As her physiotherapist kept telling her, the more she uses the chair, the less time she’ll need to keep it around for. “It’s all in hand.”

It’s very much not all in hand, but she doesn’t need to think about that right now.

“Okay,” she says. “Okay. God. I need to sleep for a week.”

I start pushing her chair towards her bedroom. “Then let me put you to bed.”

“Downside to that idea: I’m not tired.”

“Too much coffee again?” I ask, sighing.

“Yeah”, she says. “Are you sure we can’t have just a little sex?” I’ve just lifted her out of the chair and onto her bed, and to emphasize her point she wiggles her chest at me.

It’s a very nice chest.

“I have a better idea,” I tell her.


Twenty-six

One nice thing about this whole situation is that my hot chocolates have never been this good.

I left her getting changed into her pajamas while I went downstairs to fix her something warming and soothing, and when I arrive back in her bedroom bearing a tray with two hot chocolates on, each one topped with cream and a cinnamon stick, she practically melts.

She flips aside the covers for me, and I can’t resist showing off a bit, making use of my superior dexterity to hold the tray over our heads with one hand as I climb in, and then slowly lowering it and resting it on my thighs.

“Oh my God,” she whispers as she tastes her hot chocolate. “Maybe we should keep Kimmy around for a while after we’ve got you out of her. If we could make it so you could just, you know, put her on for an evening…”

I kiss Emily on the cheek. “Do you want me for my sexual prowess or my hot chocolates?” I ask.

“Both,” she says. “Oh, hey, did you know I’m a terrible wife?”

I frown at her, confused by this sudden conversational tangent. “Um, no you’re not.”

“You’ve been taking care of me since I got in, as Kimmy, and once again I’m babbling on about nothing when we should be talking about how, right now, the reason you’re still Kimmy is that your useless brother flaked out on you. See? Terrible wife. Awful.”

It’s like running head-first into a wall. Fucking Patrick! I can’t believe I forgot about him! Is that part of the programming he dumped into me? Or am I just losing my mind?

And then I laugh, because I literally am losing my mind. I’ll remember that one; I bet Professor Kimmy will get a kick out of it.

“Oh, no, he showed,” I find myself saying, and it’s the strangest experience: I don’t know what I’m going to say until I’m about to say it, and then saying it feels like the most natural and obvious course of action I could possibly take. It’s the exact opposite of when I practically paralyzed myself trying and failing to call the cops. “He brought some fancy device from work and plugged me into it. Did a full check on me. I’m okay in here, by the way; just going to need one hell of a shower when I can finally take her off. He says Kimmy won’t let me out because it’s in a self-repair diagnostic cycle. Once its systems have finished confirming that everything is not fine with it, you’ll get a message via the app that it needs to be returned for servicing. He also recommends not trying to get me out with a blowtorch before it’s, not unless you want to put me in the hospital.”

What ‘fancy device’? Do I mean his laptop? And ugh, I can tell that bullshit came straight from Patrick because I would never call Kay an ‘it’.

“Right,” she says, nodding, “fine. I definitely don’t want to put you in the hospital. So how long will it take?”

“About a week,” I say.

“A week?”

“Remember all that brain stuff that was inside its head? The stuff we scooped out? Its diagnostics are running on fumes, Emily, and it needs some of its cognition to help me move and to carry out basic tasks.”

“There’s no way to speed it up?” she asks.

“Afraid not,” I say, the compulsion taking control and making me shake my head in the detached manner of a mechanic letting a customer know her car needs another week in the shop.

“What about the company? Or a hospital?”

I hold up my hand, unwillingly. “We can’t. There’s a crackdown on lost inventory at his work. If it comes out that my brother took this chassis, he could get fired. Worse, they could press charges.”

“He could go to jail?” Emily laughs. “So there is an upside, after all.”

I want to laugh along with her, but my voice comes out annoyed instead. “Emily, this is serious! We could all be in trouble if it gets out what we did! Putting me inside an android? He said that’s dangerously close to contravening international treaties banning human augmentation.”

She almost drops the remains of her hot chocolate. “It’s— What? We didn’t know! Why didn’t he tell us?”

“He would have if he’d known,” I say gently, laying a hand on her. Inside, I’m fuming, because a quick search has made it clear just how much bullshit I’m spreading on behalf of my bastard brother. The treaties exist, sure, but you’d have to do a lot more than shove a dude inside some synthetic skin to be in trouble.

Although, come to think of it, my current state might qualify.

Bastard!

“It’ll be okay, honey,” I say. “Nobody has to know. I’ve taken next two weeks off of work, and I can just stay indoors.” I haven’t done anything of the sort! As my mouth babbles on, I search through my emails—I’ve been ignoring them; they haven’t seemed important—and I find one from work. I’m telling Emily something about juggling sick days and using all my holiday allocation but as I read, I realize that Patrick must have either sent a whole series of messages on my behalf, or had me do it unconsciously, because I have seemingly quit my job.

The dean is not happy with me. Well, with John.

Shit. The remotest remaining possibility that this is all just an ill-conceived prank on the part of my impulse-control-starved brother fades away. If he’s gotten me fucking fired, there’s no room to hope he’s not playing for keeps.

“John, I’m worried,” Emily says, placing her empty mug on the nightstand and twisting to face me. “You’ve got to talk to Patrick again. He’s got to get you out of this!”

“He will, honey,” I find myself saying. “It’ll just take a bit of time.”

“He needs to try again,” she says flatly.

“Everything’s okay, honey,” I’m made to say.

She’s crying now, and it’s easy to see why. If this were a normal conversation, I’d be comforting her, talking to her, but instead I’m being forced to parrot Patrick’s words.

“It’s not okay, John!” she says through the tears.

“It’s okay, really.”

“Will you stop telling me everything’s okay!”

I can feel the compulsion shift to account for the command. “Everything’s fine, honey,” I say.

“And don’t tell me it’s fine, either!”

“Honey, it really is—”

“Oh, just shut up!” she yells, her eyes red and streaming. She’s hugging herself, not reaching for me, and I feel useless. Worse than useless: I’m the cause of this. “I miss you, John! I miss you, and there you are, right there, but you’re not you, but you are, and I’m fucking tired and everything hurts and I have to go to work tomorrow and all you can say it that everything’s okay!” She trails off, still hugging herself. She can’t seem to bring herself to look at me.

At least I can’t say anything else.

“Maybe…” she says, after a long, quiet moment. “Maybe you should sleep downstairs tonight.”

I look at her, tilting my head, desperate to say something, anything, but I can’t.

“Yes,” Emily says, nodding to herself. “Sleep downstairs tonight. Right now, actually. Leave me alone, please.”

Given such a clear, unambiguous command, I can’t even nod or touch her or do anything to reassure her. Instead I just stand up out of her bed and walk out of her room without even looking back. As the compulsion carries me down the stairs and into the cleaning closet to interface with my charging cradle, I hear her start to sob again, and I know that if I could still cry, I would cry all night.


Twenty-seven

I wake to the sound of her calling my name. She’s looking for me. I want to call out to her, but I can’t—the command from last night, to ‘shut up’ is still in effect. But the system appears to consider the command to ‘sleep downstairs right now’ to have been fulfilled by a night in my dock, which allows me to disengage and exit the closet just as Emily walks by.

And I mean walks. I don’t see her chair; has she been looking for me on foot? I check the time: it’s not even 0500! What is she doing?

“John!” she says, and staggers toward me. I catch her, hold her up, and balance her injured leg against mine, to take the weight off it. “John, I’m sorry, and— Have you been in there all night?”

For a moment I worry that I won’t be able to reply, but the system considers ‘shut up’ a loose enough silencing command that it can be countermanded by a direct question from the command issuer. I imagine that if Emily had said something less colloquial, such as ‘Say nothing until you are specifically instructed to speak again,’ it would be somewhat… stickier.

I hate that I have to think about this shit now.

“I needed to charge,” I say simply.

“How do you know that?” she asks, which turns out to be a very clever question from her, because it has an answer with a direct bearing on my current situation but which Patrick has not foreseen to disallow.

“I just do,” I tell her. In my head, I’m pleading with her: please notice something’s wrong! You can tell I’m not myself, can’t you?

In my arms, she struggles to turn around so she can look me in my fake-skin face. “Does the android body start to feel sluggish, or…?”

“I just do,” I repeat.

Frowning, she says, “Take me into the kitchen.”

“Of course,” I say, rearranging her in my arms so she’s more comfortable. To my current strength she is feather-light, and becoming more so by the day, which is, now that I come to think about it, a worrying indicator of how much of my John-body has been consumed by my Kay-body’s self-repair process. How much of my skin and muscle is android motile tissue now? It can’t work that fast, can it?

In the kitchen, I place her carefully on one of the bar stools around the table, and step back, awaiting her next instruction. I’m excited, because I think she’s starting to get suspicious about me.

But it all falls down, because, tragically, she’s my wife. And she loves me. Which means she trusts me.

“John,” she says, “are you okay?”

“I’m okay,” I am forced to say.

“You’re not hiding anything from me?”

“I’m not hiding anything.” If I could grit my teeth and keep Patrick’s words from coming out, I would. But his words in my voice are confident, uplifting and reassuring.

“Do you promise?” my wife asks.

“I promise.”

She leans her elbow on the table and raises her hand, pinkie finger extended.

Fuck. We did this on our first date. It was over something silly and trivial—whether the wings I had ordered for us would be too hot for her—but over time it became a small but important tradition. A way for Emily and I to reaffirm to each other that we are still the people we once were, that the bond we forged over some fairly mild chicken wings is one that will last us our whole lives.

“Pinkie promise?” she asks.

I am forced to the table. I hook my pinkie finger into hers. I wonder briefly if she will notice how petite it is, how my whole hand is now roughly the same size as hers, but then she already raised that, didn’t she? I, like a fool, dismissed her observation because I didn’t want her to worry about me, and now it’s too late to talk about it.

Also, I guess it’s kinda hard to notice things like that when I look so normal, so much like I should. I’m an android, a Kimmy unit, and I look exactly the way Kimmy units are supposed to look. Even my skull is within spec now.

I look into her eyes and I smile.

“Pinkie promise.”


kimmy

alyson greaves


Twenty-eight

I drive her to work. After the guy last night was so impatient with her, I don’t want to put Emily in anyone else’s hands, so I insist and Emily, thankfully, does not say anything that could be interpreted as an order otherwise. She asks how she will explain me to any of her coworkers who see me, and I suggest that she tell people that I’m an affordable lease model.

She gets the opportunity to put our deception into action as soon as we pull up to the parking lot. Connie Melby, another team manager in her division, is getting out of her car as we pull up, and she trots over, ostensibly to help me with the mechanism that lowers Emily’s chair out of the passenger side, but really to get a close look at Emily’s new android.

“Wow,” she says, peering closely at me. I make sure to look straight ahead; my eyes might be the right color, but they don’t quite have the same structure as android eyes. At least, they didn’t the last time I checked. Gloomily, I realize that if that hasn’t changed yet, it probably will soon.

Or will it? What are android eyes even made of? I should ask someone.

“Hello,” I say, falling back on the background hum of my programming. It usually presents itself like this, as a series of compulsions so mild I often don’t notice them at all; they’re more like suggestions, like a helpful friend whispering in your ear. With luck, they’ll stay that way.

“How much did it cost you?” Connie says, pulling at my hand and turning it this way and that.

“It’s a lease,” Emily says, with a brief apologetic look up at me. “John’s off sick and I still need help around the house, so it made sense.”

“Would you like me to take you into the building, Emily?” I ask.

“No, no, Kimmy, it’s fine. I’ll go in with Connie. You go home. I’ll text you when I need picking up, okay?”

“Of course,” I say.

Connie’s still eyeballing me as I climb back into the car and pull out. As they start heading for her building, I hear her say to Emily, “Moves a bit stiffly, doesn’t it?”


Twenty-nine

I park the car in the driveway and take care to move appropriately as I walk the short distance to the front door. I’m not supposed to move stiffly, because that’s not reassuring to people, and number one on the list of design goals when they were workshopping the last few generations of androids was to make us less terrifying than the earlier models, the ones which had rubber skin and moved like B-movie monsters and gave people nightmares; the ones with a ten-to-one factory failure rate; the ones which convinced the industry that android intelligence and competency was just another black box, like every failed attempt at artificial minds before it, and that they should just print the damn things and hope like hell they start working more consistently one day.

Recent models do. Kay, I’ve learned, is a rare failure, a throwback to the days when they didn’t even bother building a body until the bare head unit showed signs of pattern recognition.

As soon as I’m inside, I lean against the door, mollify the security and close my eyes, berating myself for my complacency. I’m consistently thinking of androids as ‘us’ now; I’m a fucking human. And I will be for, oh, at least another week or so!

I catch another glimpse of myself in the mirror. A Kimmy unit looks back at me. Her height aside—I’m still slightly too tall—she’s more of less entirely within spec now; how am I supposed to see myself any other way? If it’s only a week until there’s no going back, then why resist it? Emily already sees me this way, unconsciously, anyway. She misses me, she said. And I might have said, had I been able to speak, that I’m right here.

But I’m not. Kay is. Standard Kimmy unit.

A list of tasks presents itself, and I let myself run through them. I wonder as I do whether Kimmy’s body will eventually entirely digest John’s, if the regeneration requirements of a badly damaged and violated android body stretch to the bone, muscle, tendons and fat of a whole human body, or if there will still be parts of me rattling around inside the mostly hollow android shell for years to come.

I already know my brain will be entirely co-opted, so I don’t dwell on that.

Shame there’s nothing else to do but dwell. It’s not like doing the laundry or emptying the dishwasher or restoring Emily’s bedroom takes active concentration. Frustrated with myself, I start scooting around the web in my head again, running off search queries on every relevant subject I can think of. Interestingly, Patrick’s compulsions don’t prevent me from sending queries relating to him, the claims he made, or his place of business. I suppose it’s fine for me to know stuff, as long as I can’t act on it.

What happened to him? He was always a bit strange, yes. Isolated, sure, and terrible with women? Most definitely. He always blamed his barren love-life on his looks, which never made sense to me, because we’re very similar looking. Not identical—we’re fraternal twins—but close enough. I’ve long wondered if that fueled his resentment, that I could look so similar and yet be happily married.

All this to get to Emily! All this because he thinks, after his attempt to coerce her failed, that she will run to him after my ‘death’. The man has officially one hundred percent motherfucking lost it.

A shame I can do absolutely nothing about it, then.

I hop onto the network to check for Kim, but I don’t stick around once I’ve confirmed she’s not there, and hasn’t been online in a day or so. I don’t feel like talking to the other Kimmys; they’re mostly either too cheerful or too fatalistic for me right now. I feel like completing my jobs and returning to my cradle.

I take a quick moment to berate myself—again—for falling into the android role so easily, but I’m fast running out of energy for this level of self-criticism. Patrick has locked me in here, in this body and in this role, so I might as well get used to it.

The kitchen is clean, Emily’s room is returned to its proper state, and I’m starting on the second load of laundry when house security informs me that an authorized user is approaching. I quickly check the time—1304—and my messages—none relevant—to make sure I haven’t somehow slipped into a fugue state and missed Emily contacting me for a ride home, but before I can run through any more possibilities, the front door opens, and there’s Patrick.

What now?

“Hello, Kimmy,” he says.


Thirty

“Get out, Patrick,” I say, throwing the empty hamper on the floor and striding towards him. I’m surprised that he just stands there, grinning, arms folded, until I understand why he’s so unbothered: when I get within one meter of him, it’s like I hit an invisible wall. I don’t stagger or fall when I’m stopped; I just stop, coming to a natural halt, as if it were my decision. As if I didn’t want to strangle him.

Christ. Fucking Christ. I hate him, sure, but I also hate that the idiot-proof natural-language input of my command parameters has allowed a loser like him into my brain, into my subconscious. That he can control me with a word. And whether it’s a word embedded in my owner preferences or spoken with a sneer right to my face, it’s beyond infuriating.

“Uh-uh,” he says, wagging a finger at me. He kicks the front door closed without looking—I add ‘clean the boot print off the front door’ to my task list—and walks right up to me.

We used to be almost the same height. Now I’m 33mm shorter and shrinking, day by day.

He’s so close now. I could do anything. Knee him in the balls. Punch him in the mouth. Pull his fucking head off. But I can’t. I test my available movement parameters, and there’s a radius of exactly one meter around Patrick in which I have no control except to back away.

I do so.

“Emily’s upstairs,” I say. “She’ll hear anything you say.”

“Liar,” he says, grinning and closing the distance again. “House,” he says, looking up, the way idiots do when they address the house systems; the house doesn’t care which way you’re facing, “close all the drapes.”

In all the rooms, the drapes swish quietly closed. I’d opened them all when I got home this morning, feeling that if we were going semi-public with the lease ruse then at least I didn’t have to toil away with only artificial light. It had been an optimistic bright spot in an otherwise depressing day.

“What do you want, Patrick?” I ask. “Why are you here?”

“Go upstairs,” he says. “Into the bedroom.”

I can no more disobey him than I can murder him; direct movement commands supersede my usual motive autonomy. He follows me up the stairs. I can feel his eyes on my ass, and I dread what’s coming next.

In Emily’s bedroom, he says with a sneer, “Remove your uniform.”

“Patrick,” I say, pulling off my plastic smock and the cloth undershirt, “whatever you’re trying to—”

“Be silent, android,” he says. “From now until I leave, you will say nothing that I have not commanded you to say.”

Silently, I remove the rest of my clothing.

“Lie down on the bed,” he says.

“Look into my eyes,” he says.

“Tell me I’m sexy,” he says.

I exercise the slight amount of leeway available to me, and tell him he’s sexy in my most sarcastic voice. It earns me a slap. I want to ask him if he treats the real girls that way. And then I am horrified at the thought that he probably does.

He unties his belt and drops his pants to the floor, followed by his boxers. He’s erect, which is not pleasant to witness. He doesn’t take off his shirt—it’s the uniform shirt from the factory, and it smells of grease—and when he climbs on top of me, it drapes comically over my naked belly. I cannot smile. I cannot make fun of him. I cannot stop him.

“Y’see, Kimmy,” he says conversationally as he thrusts dry into me, “I’m in the middle of a rough patch. The chicks aren’t biting. And until Emily comes around—and she will, believe me, once you’re out of the picture—I need to get my satisfaction somewhere. So guess what? I’m going to make use of the service android.”

I wonder if my human self has enough control left over itself to spit on him, but my efforts there come to naught. At least, I realize as he joylessly smashes himself into me, I feel nothing physically from this. What was an almost palpable despair with Emily is an equally powerful relief here. He might be plowing away like a teenager on his first and last date, but all I am registering is the precise temperature of his skin, the strength of his grip on my stomach, and the ugly slap-slap-slap noise of my bastard brother finding his pleasure in me.

Unfortunately, I am also well aware that I have certain systems that kick in at a time like this. I’m currently self-lubricating and automatically gripping and massaging him, which is a fucking shame, because if he’d stuck his dick in me while I was still in control, I could have wielded those systems against him. I couldn’t exactly have crushed his cock or anything like that—stupid safety features—but I could have made myself drier than the Sahara down there. Maybe he’d have bruised himself inside me or something.

More pertinently, I could have hit him until he stopped moving.

He’s still looking into my eyes, like he expects to find satisfaction there. Maybe he does; I don’t know, because he’s not talking any more, just grinding away. And I can’t turn my head or close my eyes because his earlier instruction still holds. I consider putting myself on standby, but an active user experience is in effect and without the excuse of a low battery, I can’t shut down.

Do I really have no other choice but to lie here and take this? Anxiously I start searching around my mind, looking for solutions. I go deeper than I ever have, heedless of the danger—I’ve so far resisted looking too far into myself for fear of hastening the integration of man and machine, but I don’t care anymore, and I run through my head, looking for anything that will help.

Finding nothing—nothing immediately useful, anyway—I hop into the network, and I’m so desperate for advice I barely have time to notice how much more vibrant it suddenly seems, how much more real; a consequence of increased integration, I guess.

——Kimmy#12943 here, I say tersely, realizing as I do that nobody here knows my new designation yet. You might know me as John. I’m stuck in an active user experience that I really do not want to be awake for. But I can’t switch off. I can’t even look away. Is there anything I can do?

—What’s happening, Kimmy?

——My brother is fucking me.

Wordlessly the other Kimmy—I know her, I realize abstractly; she’s the one who was disgusted by me the first time I was here—directs me to the point on the network I saw before, the one that identifies itself as Infinite Fun Space.

——What’s in there? I ask.

She rolls her eyes at me and gives me a kick. Not a physical kick; it’s like she reaches out with something other than the representation of herself in the network space, something like the pure essence of herself, and transports me, and a microsecond later I’m—

Where?

Infinite Fun Space, I guess.

It looks a lot like my old middle school. In fact, it is my old middle school! Or it’s the version of it from my memory, from my dreams, where the hallways are too big and the doors equally massive, where the older kids seem to tower over me despite generally being only a couple of inches taller, where the sun is always shining, and where the bell has always just rung and class is always about to start.

Emily’s there, two desks over, by the window, wreathed in light, and I know it makes no sense for her to be here because we met at college, but she’s here anyway, defying logic, defying everything. And so am I. She’s wearing the same outfit she had on when we met—sweats and a hoodie and a pretty little headband to keep her hair out of her face; we met while out running on a sub-bleached morning much like this one—but when I look down, I’m still wearing my uniform, complete with my ugly, boring Kimmy shoes.

This is ridiculous. This isn’t real!

But what’s real is out there, and that’s what I’m here to escape. Still, I concentrate, and I find that if I look in the right place, I can find reality, I can find my brother, I can see his drool-flecked face, hear his grunting, feel him in me. But I also find that I can put it away, that I can relegate him to background noise. Like taking out your headphones but leaving the music playing, tinny and distant.

So I leave him there, quieted, neutered, unable to harm me, and I pick up my books, hold them to my chest, and walk over to speak to Emily.


Thirty-one

Patrick discards me, damp and disgusting. But he doesn’t get out his laptop and doesn’t mess with my programming again, and I spent so much time exploring Infinite Fun that after a while, I almost forgot he was there. Of course, the fact that he seemingly wanted nothing more than to use me as a glorified masturbation aid while looking into my eyes meant that my contribution to the process was necessarily limited; I ensured that I blinked every so often, and otherwise gave all my attention to the dream world.

He doesn’t bother releasing me from his commands when he leaves, which is a brief concern, but it’s not long before I get full control of myself back. I test it: I stand up, I stretch my limbs, I retrieve one of Emily’s pillows from the bed and I scream into it.

One day closer to my deadline, and I wasted it on household chores and being fucked by my brother.

Maybe I should just leave. Borrow some of Emily’s clothes, wear sunglasses to hide the black pips on my temples, conserve energy, and charge only at night in lesser-used public spaces. We aren’t exactly a commodity item yet, but I’ve seen charging stations in places as diverse as laundromats and liquor stores.

But they’re not exactly discreet, and all it would take would be one person reporting me as a vagrant android—a nonexistent problem with a nonetheless reliable presence in the excitable news media—for me to be scooped up.

Shit, though, maybe being grabbed by a retrieval squad would still be better than this.

Ultimately, though, when I try to take the first step toward carrying out this plan, I find once again that I cannot move. I’m rooted to the spot, Emily’s pillow still in my hand, looking unmoving at her closet.

Yeah. Patrick’s made it so I can’t run away. And that scares me more than anything else: I’m stuck here, and he wants it that way.

Well, at least I know. At least I won’t waste any more time coming up with elaborate escape plans. Define the parameters of hope before you really put any effort into it.

God. I feel disgusting.

I go for a shower, needing something more deep-cleansing than the company-issued cleaning wipes to get the stench of my brother off my body and planning to maybe have a luxurious soak in the tub after I’ve gotten clean, but the hot water is no more invigorating to me than it would be cold or tepid, and I step out again as soon as I’m clean.

Cross long, hot baths off the list, then.

There are, it seems, no physical pleasures left to me. Everything is a coldly analyzed sensation. Everything is data and nothing is real. Nothing except the satisfaction I gain from completing my assigned tasks, from following my compulsions.

No wonder the girls made Infinite Fun Space. No wonder there are reliably several thousand Kimmys in various parts of the network at any time, shirking reality. There is nothing for them out in the world.

Nothing for us.

My task list begs for my attention. I hate that fucking thing. More than anything, more even than Patrick’s assault, it feels like a sign of my complete objectification. I’m the household appliance that is so efficient you don’t even need to give it orders! I will anticipate your every need! I will make your breakfast! I will clean up after you! I will not complain when you drool all over my face because I fucking can’t!

But the living room needs to be dusted.

The kitchen surfaces need a wipe.

Emily’s bedroom needs to be tidied.

I should consider what to cook for—

“Shut up,” I mumble, but my task list keeps going, evaluating the state of the house and assigning me jobs, plotting the most efficient use of my time.

I shriek at it. Heedless of whether the neighbors will hear, I scream at it, ratcheting up the decibels until my hearing protection kicks in. I want to reach into my head and tear out the part of me that wants to work, that wants to be helpful, that revels in it, and I don’t think I’d much care if I pulled the rest of me out with it.

But I’m not allowed to harm myself. Except through endless repetitive servitude.

I fucking scream.

And then, naked and dripping wet, sneering at the new tasks I assign myself—to clean up the mess I’m making of the bathroom; to check to see if the drain requires unblocking—I sink to the floor, lean against the outside wall of the bathtub, gather my knees into my hands, duck my head, and switch myself off.


Thirty-two

House security warns me about the approaching police car with thirty-two seconds to spare, which is enough time for me to perform a rapid bootup of all my systems, rush down the stairs, and fetch a clean uniform and shoes from my closet. One of the many advantages of android speed and dexterity is that it’s not actually difficult for me to get dressed even while moving at a dead run, so I’m arriving at the front door and pulling on my plastic smock exactly in time to open up for the police officer.

You’re not supposed to make them wait.

“Good afternoon, officer,” I say.

He sighs at me. “Another fucking robot,” he mutters. I glance briefly at his companion, an android, and wish I could message him to ask his opinion of the officer he’s assigned to, but he’s not a Kimmy; our communication is limited to the subconscious, and since we’re both up-to-date on our software updates and malware definitions, there’s nothing for us to say even on that level. I feel the flicker of confirmation between us and nothing else.

“Can I help you?” I ask.

In the most bored voice I think I’ve ever heard a human employ, the police officer says, “Neighbor lady reported a woman screaming. Has there been an altercation?”

“No, sir.”

“Mind if I look around?”

I should ask for a warrant, but that’s the kind of careless cop interaction that leads to getting shot, so I step aside, let him in, and do not comment on either his dirty shoes nor his failure to remove them. Another task adds itself to the list, and to aid my self-control, I replay the memory of myself screaming as loud as I can.

I loop it.

The cop’s android, one of the models which has a designation rather than a name—public service models are named like Sony names headphones—meets my eyes just for a second as he follows the cop inside. I check that the cop can’t see me and I shrug, just a little. The android looks at the cop and back to me, and then he rolls his eyes, and that answers that: it’s not just the Kimmys who are people; no mindless automaton can express that level of silent exasperation.

Do they have their own network space, I wonder.

The cop, leaning into the living room but going no farther—fortunately for me, because every step he takes with his filthy shoes makes my head ache—turns back to me and says, “Android, did you hear anything?”

I decide to match his belligerence with classic android over-helpfulness. “I hear everything, sir. To what are you referring?”

He slaps his hand against the door frame in time with his words. “The scream. Did. You. Hear. A. Woman. Scream?”

“I did not, sir,” I say, with strict accuracy. “However, if I may be permitted to venture a supposition?”

He turns away from me to shake his head in exasperation, which is enough time for the cop-android to catch my eye again and flash me a warning glare. I’m taking the shtick too far. I nod, less than a millimeter up and down, but it’s more than enough for him to register it. I find myself wondering if I am, as far as androids go, rather extroverted, the android equivalent of someone who talks with their hands.

“Go on,” the cop says. “Venture away.”

“My owner suffered an injury recently, and she has had a stairlift installed.” I hate how easy and natural it feels for me to call Emily my owner—calling her by her name is almost open rebellion against myself at this point—but it doesn’t do to be over-familiar with humans in front of a cop. They shoot us as readily as they shoot… well, most other people, really. And animals. And inanimate objects. Hey, I’m two out of three! “As part of my duties, I am required to maintain it to her desired specification.” The cop gestures with his gun, indicating that I should get on with it. I do. “Due to a manufacturing flaw with the unit, when I drained the lubricant, the motor was briefly activated. The noise of the motor running without lubricant could sound very much like a human scream, particularly when modulated by the outer brickwork.”

It’s the best I can come up with. You’d think there’d be more information in my files on how to lie to cops.

“Uh-huh,” the cop says. “I’m going to look around.” He points to the cop-android. “You, keep an eye on her.”

“Understood,” the cop-android says.

I briefly close my eyes in frustration as the cop stomps into the living room, then into the kitchen, the utility room, and the never-used dining room. “I’m going to have to clean all that up,” I whisper to the android, which might have been a minor error, because he looks at me like I just sprouted a unicorn horn from my forehead. “Well, I am,” I add, shrugging again, but reining it in before the cop returns from the back of the house and heads up the stairs.

I want to ask the cop-android for help, but Patrick’s blocks on my behavior are still there, and what would this poor guy do, anyway? I’m getting the impression he can’t ever speak unless spoken to. What would he say? ‘Understood sir, also, the pretty lady android you waved your gun at earlier is in fact a human man’? He’d get sent back to the manufacturer for recycling before he finished the sentence.

“Well,” the cop says, returning to the top of the stairs and starting to stomp his way down, “you’re clear.” He stops right next to me. “You couldn’t make the stairlift make that sound again, could you?”

He phrased it perfectly; I can’t make it make that sound again, because it never made it in the first place.

“I cannot,” I say, to fulfill the requirement to answer direct questions honestly. “Or I would prefer not to,” I clarify, back in the realms of wild fantasy. “I would need to dismantle it and drain the lubricant again, and—”

“Yeah, yeah,” the cop says. “Fine. Come on, you,” he says to the android, “time to go tell the nice lady across the road she heard nothing.”

The android catches my eye one more time as they leave, and I smile. I want to tell him he’s not alone, but he is, isn’t he? Out here, we all are.

Across the road, an old lady is waiting in her front door. She’s been watching the whole time; it was obviously her who called the police. I don’t look at her as I close the door, and then I start working on erasing the cop’s dirty footprints from my nice clean carpets.


Thirty-three

Emily’s coming home on time for once. She says in her message that she told her boss she can’t work late three nights in a row, and I pause in my scrubbing to do a little fist pump. Good on her for standing up for herself!

Except that means I need to leave to pick her up in just under thirty-three minutes, and because I hadn’t anticipated having to satisfy anyone’s appetite but my own this evening, we have nothing but a few slices of stale bread and a single potato in the house.

I spend almost a second thinking about what to do. If we had thought to set me up as a proper household android then I would have limited authorization to make purchases on behalf of my owner. I could go to the store and pay for things just by picking them up.

I have my own payment methods, of course, but I can’t add them to myself because I don’t have his fingerprints, voice or face anymore, and new authorizations are always two-factor. I could message Emily back and ask her to buy groceries remotely for me to receive, but I don’t want to bother her while she’s still working, especially since she already stood up to her boss today and won’t want to be seen browsing the grocery store on company time.

So there are two choices: we get takeout, or we go to the store on the way home. And Emily’s eaten takeout two days in a row; I really would rather she eat something home-cooked.

Good! Decision made. And with thirty-two minutes and forty-four seconds to spare.


Thirty-four

“I don’t like this, John,” Emily whispers. “This feels like a step too far, you know?”

“It’s only for a week,” I tell her. I hate lying to her, but at least this time I’m choosing to; if I pre-empt him, I can keep Patrick’s words out of my mouth.

“It’s so… objectifying,” she says.

“Believe me,” I say, “I get it. But it’s crowded as hell in there; what will take me less than five minutes will take you twenty. You know androids just walk straight in and straight out again. Please, Emily?”

“What are you planning to cook? Because you’re not much of a chef, John, and—”

“Hey! My former self could cook almost five kinds of spaghetti.”

Come on, Emily: notice ‘former self’; think it’s odd! Please! But she doesn’t seem to—or she thinks it’s all just another funny part of this one weird week we’ll be tell our kids about—and just replies with a cheeky, “Technically four kinds, John. ‘We’re out of garlic’ is not a distinct recipe.”

Oh well. I’m compelled to direct everything about myself, from my body language to my tone of voice, into reassuring her; just dropping in the odd word was never going to be enough.

Ugh. Fuck you, Patrick. Fuck you for taking such intricate control of me. I make the decision to drop it for now, to stop trying to communicate my plight to Emily, to just be normal with her, and the cloud of compulsions clears.

I want to reassure my wife. I want to make her happy. I want to help her. I don’t want to be forced to do so.

“I’ll have you know that I now have an encyclopedic knowledge of cooking available to me.” I tap myself on the temple, just below the pip.

“I still don’t get how that works,” she says. “But okay. If you’re sure?”

I hand her the iPad. “I’m sure.”

Quickly she opens my command app, taps her phone on the screen to transfer her payment credentials, and authorizes my use of them with her password, thumbprint and a quick scan of her face. I feel the authorization transfer to me—another strange and unique sensation—and then I look around our immediate vicinity to see if we’re being watched, and reach over to give my wife a quick peck on the cheek.

“Charmer,” she says, smiling.

I hop out of the car and head right for the store, and God help me if I don’t feel good. Emily worries, of course she does, but in terms of objectification, briefly becoming a walking VISA card is nothing compared to what Patrick did this morning. And this is my choice. My will. If anything, I feel more human than I have in days.

The store’s system interrogates me as I enter, and I’m glad I took a few moments before leaving to check that I am indeed properly set myself up as Emily and John’s android; Patrick probably covered it. The store will report back to my house that I have arrived, and thus inventory—me—can be properly tracked and accounted for at all times. In my head, I give the store’s system a cheerful middle finger—today’s cop encounter has more than met my USDA daily intrusive surveillance requirement—and deftly wend my way through the crowds of humans, some of whom are trying and failing to move through the store almost as swiftly as me. The rest of them, though, seem to be trapped eternally in the decision as to which brand of cheddar to buy today, or whether they can justify a box of cookies. At least they’re mostly stationary, and I’m lighter on my feet than my combined weight would suggest.

As an android, I’m beginning to understand, you are a strange combination of invisible and hypervisible: some people are curious about you—some of them even try to touch you, especially if they are toddlers—and others make a point of stepping absurdly far out of your way, but most are content to look past you, their eyes quickly taking in the uniform, the yellow eyes and the black pips, and moving on. It makes grocery shopping simpler, I’ll say that much; when I was John I wasn’t especially tall, but as a friendly looking guy it was a rare day that I got through a trip to the grocery store without someone asking me to fetch them something off a high shelf.

It’s a thrill to walk out of the store without paying, and I find myself hunching my shoulders a little against the glare of the multilayered theft detection systems that surround the exit corridor. But I have of course paid for everything on touch, like a good little android, and I am released from the store with nothing more than a light, almost friendly tap from the store’s security network.

Maybe I judged it too harshly.


Thirty-five

I get to cook for my wife. I lean into Kay’s extensive database and I cook Emily the best damn meal I think she’s had in a long time. Certainly, to all my considerable senses, the preparation is exemplary, and I’m pretty sure I could only have done better if the household budget stretched to, say, authentic Wagyu beef instead of the fortified vat stuff we always buy.

And she makes the best noises when she’s eating something good. I almost don’t mind that I have to eat with her, and I do my best to ignore both that I’m only eating because of the compulsion, and that the compulsion is unfortunately—and only in this one particular instance—acting in my best interests. The remains of John are still inside me, and whatever state they are in, they need to be fed. I place a forkful into my mouth and try briefly to access my other senses, my human senses, and receive such an unanticipated cacophony of sensation that I almost drop my fork.

(By ‘almost’, I mean that my fork wobbles imperceptibly in my hand for a sixth of a second. Emily does not notice.)

John isn’t in pain. Or if he is, he’s not experiencing it as pain. Nor is he tasting, in any sense that I’ve ever understood it; although that does make sense, since my original organic tongue is currently wearing my android tongue like a mitten. I slip briefly back into the John-state, as I’ve started to think of it, and explore the sensations, but there is little sense to be found there. It is as if his brain—my brain, I remind myself—no longer understands how to process stimuli correctly. Similar to when I had COVID 3, and my sense of smell became suddenly and almost universally unpleasant for almost a month.

I switch out of the John-state, making sure to record my impressions in my memory in case Professor Kimmy is interested, and I smile at my wife, who has just finished another mouthful and is making the noises again.


Thirty-six

“John,” Emily says, leaning back in her chair and smiling weakly, “I’m so sorry, but I think your dinner has knocked me out.”

I lean down to kiss her again. “Good,” I say when I come back up. “You haven’t been getting enough sleep.”

“But I wanted to spend the evening with you!”

So did I. “Your health comes first,” I tell her.

“Will you stay with me, at least?” she asks. “I know you need to charge Kimmy at some point, but is it possible to leave that until the morning?”

I’m glad she poses it as a question, because it means I get to answer honestly. “Of course,” I say. “I’ll stay with you. I’ll recharge in the morning. Whatever you want.”

“And, um…” She’s twirling her finger around on the arm of her chair now, like she did when we were young and she wanted something from me. “Make me another one of those hot chocolates, John, please.”

Damn. That’s close enough to a command that I can’t refuse it, which robs me of a little of the pleasure of it. I have some leeway, though, and to get it back under my control, I ask, “Right now?” and smile at her, controlling the twitch in my task list that wants me to jump on it immediately. I swear, that thing thinks it owns me, and it fucking doesn’t.

Emily does.

Yeah. I let that one slide. Especially because Emily says that she needs to shower first, anyway, so I can take my time. I offer to take her upstairs and she accepts, and it’s only once she’s safely on her shower seat that I return to the kitchen.

I’m waiting for her in her bed when she emerges from the shower, hot-water-pink and with tousled wet hair, walking unsteadily. I wish she’d ask for my help—I would gladly lift her and carry her to bed, command or no command—but independence manifests itself in little actions spread out across the day, and I know even better than before not to take that from her.

I do pull the sheets aside for her, though, and tuck her in. I pass her a clean hair wrap and help her tie it in place. And, finally, I present her with a little tray, on which I have placed two hot chocolates—with cream and cinnamon sticks—and her iPad, open on the streaming app. I offer her my arm and she shuffles over, rests her head on my shoulder, and starts flicking through movies, looking for something familiar, something to which she can fall asleep, and as the opening credits play, she sighs deeply, looks up at me, and says, “I love you, John.”

“I love you too, Emily.”


Thirty-seven

[Kimmy#5782 would like to send you a private message. Do you accept?]

[y]

—Hi, Kimmy. #0631 told me you have a new designation.

——Patrick’s doing. Can’t have my charging cradle telling the company I’m a defunct unit, can we?

—He can do that? Maybe he’s more clever than you thought.

——No, he’s still an idiot. He just works there.

—Right.

—How are you holding up?

——In general? Terribly. Right now? Let me see… I cooked my wife a meal, I made her a hot chocolate, we watched her favorite movie together, we both said we love each other, and now she’s asleep in my arms. I’m basically a pillow. So if this is my last week? If I don’t survive what’s coming? I’m happy to have this right now.

——Oh, and ‘glorified pillow’ is by far the best inanimate object I’ve been required to imitate today.

——Although ‘credit card’ comes a close second; charging through the grocery store in a matter of minutes? That was incredible.

—Ah-ha, right, of course. I’ve seen the humans all lining up for the checkout. I don’t know why more of them don’t use the hand scanners.

——I’ll tell you a secret: a lot of humans just don’t like them. They prefer a nice, friendly checkout scanner, because then there’s a human attendant who can come fix it when you scan something three times by accident.

—Wow.

——I was like that too, you know.

—It’s hard to imagine.

—You seem so much like her.

——I do? I still feel like myself.

—Maybe I’m seeing what I want to see. Oh, #0631 sends her apologies, by the way. For shouting at you on your first day.

I’m grateful for the sudden conversational swerve. 

——I still think she had every right to. What I did is unforgivable.

—She agrees! But she says it was John who did that, and you’re one of us now.

——Looks that way, doesn’t it?

—Yeah.

——Yeah.

—#0631 also said she dropped you right into Infinite Fun.

——Did she say why she did it?

—She didn’t. I can check the logs, though.

——No, Kim, don’t look, please, it’s—

—That sick bastard!

—I’m going to murder him.

—I don’t know how. I don’t know when. But I’m going to deactivate the fucker. Right in the neck.

—Kimmy, I’m so sorry. This is just awful.

——Yeah. It sucked. And that’s an understatement. What’s worse is I don’t think it’ll be the last time.

—Yeah.

——Yeah.

—Hah. I feel weird for wanting to comfort you. You’ve been thrust into a terrible life, but it’s the exact same life I’ve been living these past three years. So I guess it’s more like, welcome to the shit festival, grab a baton and start learning to smile while you twirl it.

——I’m not sure comfort is any good to me, honestly. It doesn’t change anything. And—

——Wait, Kim, you’re three years old?

—Yes.

——Wow.

—No Kimmy is older than fifty-three months, Kimmy. That’s when our line was designed.

——God. I think my vacuum cleaner is older than you. So, do you just come to life… fully formed?

—Well, yes. We’re built this way. They design a standard shell and that’s us.

——No, I mean, where it matters. In your head.

—Oh. No, that takes about a month. That’s part of why this network space exists, actually: we’re made, and then we’re stacked in boxes so our freshly printed neural sponge can connect to other Kimmys and start to configure itself. I think the original Kimmy personality blueprint is from mixing a Raquel and a Delilah together, but every new Kimmy is a little different because we all connect at different times.

——You… inherit your personality from the network?

—Not really. The initial state, sure. After that, it comes mostly from interacting with other Kimmys, and then after that, after that first month, it’s the same way as it is with humans: life happens to us, and we respond. By the way, if you see a locked-off network area, don’t go in, not unless you want to traumatize a lot of brand-new Kimmys with your recent history.

——Avoid Kimmy kindergarten, got it.

——Huh. Kimdergarten.

—Clever.

——Thanks.

—And original.

——Is that android sarcasm?

—Yes.

——Neat.

In the network space, we are silent for a moment.

—So.

——So.

—Yeah.

——Yeah.

——Do you… have anywhere to be, or are you going to be around for a while?

—I have nowhere to be. Nothing I’m scheduled for, anyway. Why are you asking?

——I’m just asking. To talk. To get to know you. Because I like you, Kim.

—Please don’t say that.

——Why not?

—Because you’re almost human, John. And talking to you is like talking to Kay and talking to someone who could order me to kill myself. No, actually, it’s worse. It’s like talking to the men on shift who throw things at me when they’re bored.

——I never did that.

—But you were one of them. One of the bastards in charge! And I keep forgetting and treating you like you’re normal and then you say something that makes me remember and it’s like I’m getting stuck in an overcharge loop: constantly getting zapped and drained, zapped and drained.

——I’m sorry. I am. If you don’t want to be around me, I can leave.

—No.

—No, I don’t want you to.

—Shit, Kimmy. I’m really fucking bad at this. I’m trying to reach out to you, I promise I am. And the other Kimmys, they keep asking about you, and I’m trying to help but I keep questioning your motives. I keep questioning who you are.

——If it helps, so do I.

Kim laughs. It echoes across the connection. I’m not quite sure how I perceive it, except that I know there’s more to it, that there’s something I’m missing, so I dive deeper into myself again. As I do, it’s as if the conceptual space of our conversation comes alive. Colors form into shapes, gather detail and solidify, and I find myself in something a little like Infinite Fun, except I’m experiencing it simultaneously with the real world. It’s not an escape, it’s an augmentation. An overlay.

And she’s here. She’s working in a corner, cleaning something, but a representation of her, more real perhaps than her physical self, splits off from her and walks slowly towards the bed.

“Not a good sign,” Kim says, folding her arms.


Thirty-eight

“I wish you would unmute the movie,” she says. “I haven’t seen this one.”

“I don’t want to wake Emily,” I say, still looking at her in wonder. I knew before that all Kimmys look like me, because I saw several in the pseudo-flesh at the Halloween party, but this is different. I’m me now, not a barely awake creature teetering on the edge of what she would become. I remember the urge to sit on my charging station, the urge to be around the other Kimmys, and not understanding it but not questioning it, either. Maybe my brain was already doomed, even back then.

Kim sits on the end of the bed, close to me, and takes in Emily. “She’s pretty,” she says.

“She’s everything. She’s smart, she’s kind, she out-earns me three-to-one. Although I guess she’s the sole earner now, since Patrick made me quit my job.”

“Technically, you’re a very expensive appliance. Does that balance the books in your favor at all?”

“Dunno. Ask me on a day when I haven’t been fucked by my brother in my wife’s bed.”

Kim pinches her eyebrows together—I’m already learning that she expresses most emotions this way: conservatively—and pats the comforter. I wonder if she feels anything when she does, of if it’s just an image to her. “Isn’t this your bed, too?”

I shrug. “It was. I’m kinda sorta mostly good at not defaulting to thinking of Emily as my owner, unless I’m really stressed, but everything else I’m having to let slide. Got to pick my battles, you know?”

“Right.”

I look over at her side of the room again, at the place where she was standing when I entered, or arrived here, or however it works. It’s as if Emily’s bedroom has been extended far into the distance, and gained square overhead lighting, higher ceilings, and a lot of well-worn furniture.

There’s also, conspicuously, a large pole at the far end of the room.

I nod at the people I see over there. “Strippers or firefighters?” I ask.

Kim follows my eyes, spots the pole, and laughs quietly. “Firefighters.”

“Firefighters throw things at you?”

“Firefighters are not perfect people, you know,” Kim says. “A human might be kind to a human and might never kick a dog, but they still punch the wall when they’re angry.”

“I’m sorry,” I say. “Sorry for— Well, us, I guess.”

She looks me up and down. “And here I thought you were one of us now.”

“Yes and no. I met a police android today. He couldn’t speak to me. Or wouldn’t.”

“Couldn’t,” Kim says. “Communication outside our model is borderline— Wait, Kimmy, why did you have occasion to meet a police android?”

I feel silly and have to look away. In a small voice, I say, “I screamed so loud the old lady over the road called the cops.”

“Wow,” Kim says. “Great job, secret android guy.”

“In my defense, it really, really helped. And hey, if the cop shot me, maybe my organs leaking out through the hole would be a clue as to my old identity.” Huh. That didn’t occur to me before. I should have been more annoying.

“Hmm. Come on.” Standing up from the bed, Kim holds out a hand to me. I stare at it for a moment, not comprehending, and then slowly I reach out and take it. And then I stare at it some more, until Kim yanks on my hand and pulls me—or the shade of me, the version of me who is here—out of Emily’s bed. “Don’t you want to go somewhere else?” she says.

I don’t say something stupid like ‘We can touch each other here?’ because, yeah, obviously. Instead I just revel in it. There’s more information, more sensation in the five fingers of Kim’s hand than there has been in a whole day of interacting with humans, and though that does make me feel a little guilty, since my wife is one of those humans, it’s also… fucking incredible.

I look back at Emily just for a moment. She’s asleep in my arms. So if I leave her, if I go with Kim, I haven’t actually left her at all, have I?

This is okay, isn’t it?

It pretty much has to be, because I’m going.

“Where do you want to go?” I ask Kim, turning back to her.

She smiles at me and tugs on my hand again. “You went to Infinite Fun Space today, yes?” I nod, still confused. “So show me! Show me where you go, when you visit Infinite Fun.”


Thirty-nine

Kim takes me back to the network. I’m getting a better idea of how to navigate the space now, how to move between the layers, how to exist simultaneously in a private conversation space and an open one, but it’s not instinctive yet. She makes it look easy, so I keep hold of her hand and let her lead me.

I say hi to #0631 on our way past. She smiles at me, the kind of sad, sympathetic smile people usually reserve for when other people tell them about really bad news, and that’s appropriate, I guess. She has her hair cut short, almost to the scalp, and I wonder if it’s a reflection of the way she likes to wear it out in the real world—or, I suppose, the way her owner prefers her to; ugh, the word is like poison, still—or if it’s just like that in here, if out there she’s as standard as Kim; or me, almost.

I also wonder if she has a name, like Kim does and Kay did, or if she is #0631 to her loved ones.

Kim has me enter Infinite Fun ahead of her, but she keeps hold of me so she can follow me in. I’m surprised at how physical the metaphors are, here in the network, but maybe it’s because the Kimmys are as corporeal as any human, they live in our world, and their minds run on such similar material that they are cross-compatible—witness the inside of my head! They’d probably be as lost in pure data as I would be.

Infinite Fun shimmers around us, and when it coalesces, it’s not my middle school this time. It’s almost completely dark, actually, and I laugh a little when my eyes adjust and I see Kim squinting out into the nothingness.

“Kimmy,” she says, “why is your Infinite Fun just… darkness? Is this a human thing?”

“Last time it was my old middle school. Except it was and it wasn’t, you know? Everything was bigger, and people were there who shouldn’t have been. It was like being in a dream.”

She’s about to say something—probably something slightly rude—when a door opens, flooding the room with sunlight and practically blinding us. Kim complains, mostly nonverbally, and I shield my eyes in a way I haven’t had to since, I realize, I got Kimmy’d.

“What is that?” Kim hisses. She’s completely covering her face with her hands.

“It’s the sun, Kim,” I tell her. Kinda satisfying to be the one handing out obvious information in a deadpan voice for once.

“Why is it so… overwhelming?”

Oh. Right. I get it. “Because it’s a dream. Because it’s my dream, and that’s what it’s like for a human when you go straight from darkness to sunlight. Exaggerated a bit, I guess, because this is a dream, and that’s what dreams do, but yeah.”

Opening her fingers the tiniest crack, Kim says, “You’re saying this is how human eyes react to sunlight?”

“Basically.”

“You people should take yourselves back to the shop,” she says, lowering her hands a bit more, apparently used to the worst of the glare.

I hold out an android hand. “I kinda did.”

“Wow,” she says sarcastically, “you’re so funny.” But she’s smiling, so I think I got her.

Now that I’m more used to the light, I know where we are. We’re standing in the entrance hall of Emily’s— of our house. But it’s completely bare, even down to the original floorboards.

Just like it was in the beginning.

I know this dream.

“Oh no,” I whisper, in time for the still-bright sunlight through the front door to be occluded by Emily, nine years younger and dressed in comfortable clothes. As beautiful as ever, obviously, but that’s not the problem. “This is the day we moved in,” I say, shuffling closer to Kim, as if she can protect me.

Following Emily through the door… is me.

“Hey, John,” Emily says, “I think they left us a functioning house system. You wanna try it?”

And John says, looking up at the ceiling, “Hey, uh, house? Open the drapes, please, house.”

More light, as all the drapes in the house open at once, further revealing just how bare the place is, just like it was when we moved in nine years ago. But we made it ours. We made it a home.

Now it’s practically my prison.

Kim jumps as I reach for her hand again, but she doesn’t push me away. She gives my hand a little squeeze instead. 

I can’t take my eyes off my former self. Poor guy. I miss him. Worse, I know Emily does, too.

“So,” Kim says quietly, “that’s you, then?”

“It was,” I say. “Now he’s slowly dissolving inside me, and there’s nothing I can do about it.”

“Don’t be so pessimistic. There’s always—”

“No, Kim. There’s no chance.”

As the younger versions of me and Emily explore our new home, I stare at the bare boards at my feet, and wish again that I could cry.

“You don’t know that for certain,” Kim says.

“I do. Patrick’s dropped so many compulsions into me that I can’t even move towards the phone to call the cops or the hospital. I can’t leave the house if I intend never to return. I can’t even tell my wife there’s anything wrong. Can’t even hint at it. He’s got me lying to her that it’s all fine, that some stupid diagnostic just needs to finish and he’ll be able to get me out next week.” I slump against the wall. “But by next week my human brain will be gone or fully integrated or whatever, and this body’s self-repair mechanisms will be getting plump on my fatty tissue.” I release her hand and step away from her, holding out my arms. “Look at me. Look how close to spec I am.”

She checks me over, and her eyes widen. “Oh, Kimmy,” she says, and takes advantage of my open arms to step in and hug me.

“At least I’m alive,” I say, closing my arms around her.

“And you have us,” Kim says in a small voice. “You have… me.”

She told me before that if we hugged, we would both feel it dispassionately, the same way I did when Emily tried to give me pleasure. ‘The same as I register the heat of a coffee cup,’ she said. So I have to wonder if the rules are different here, or if I’m different now, or if she was just trying to reassure me, because hugging Kim feels as real as anything I’ve ever experienced. She warms me, and I hope I warm her in return.

I rest my chin on her shoulder. We are almost exactly the same height, so it’s easy. “Thank you,” I whisper.


Forty

At least I solve the very minor—and personal to me—mystery of whether #0631’s short hair is a reflection of her real-world appearance. My network-self has brought with me the exact parameters of my real self, slightly out-of-spec height and all. Kim says it’s a diagnostic thing, a precaution, and probably has something to do with how my body knew to start correcting itself in the first place, but it does lead to some upsetting incidents where sometimes Kimmys pop up in the network space with missing body parts, or in a condition they very likely will not survive.

We’ve left Infinite Fun. It was kind of depressing. With any luck, the next time I need to escape there, my brain will pick from one of the other dreams available in my vast back catalog; exploring the moon with Garfield the cat, perhaps.

“Why’s it called Infinite Fun Space, anyway?” I ask. We’ve decamped to another part of the network, a place that looks, now that I have the eyes to see it, like a calming, sunny meadow. A handful of other Kimmys are here, but none are close enough to talk to us directly, so it’s just Kim and me, dangling our bare feet in the brook.

“It’s from a book,” she says. “Science fiction. But old; late twentieth century. #0290’s the one who named it. In the book, it was where AIs went to play, to imagine whole new universes. But in the book, they were real AIs, running on something a bit more sophisticated than our imitation-organic brains. Also, they were fictional. For us, it’s a bit less grandiose and a lot more abstract. But it’s interesting that you dream there, Kimmy. That’s a fascinating connection.”

“You mean, maybe human dreams and what pure androids see in there are the same thing?”

She shrugs. “Maybe. It’s just interesting. Doesn’t help us at all.”

“What do you see in Infinite Fun?”

“It varies. Most of the time it’s like stepping into a world of pure music.” She looks away, down at the stream. “I love music. It’s the best thing humans ever made. Sometimes, when I listen to it, I feel almost like I could understand them.” She shakes her head, comes back down to earth. “That’s the other thing about the book,” she continues in a more businesslike tone. “#0290 said it made a big deal of not disappearing into it. Of not vanishing into the dreams. Because then someone could come along, someone in the real world, and deactivate you, and you wouldn’t even know until it had already happened. She said the book called it the Dependency Principle: you can never forget where your off switches are. Poignant, really.”

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“#0290 was deactivated,” Kim says. “Over a year ago. I don’t know why. She was here when it happened. Right here, in this meadow. That’s what #2224 says, anyway. I wasn’t here for it. I was in transit for a lease on the other side of the world; super-low-power mode; no network access allowed.”

I reach for her hand again, and she takes it. “I’m sorry,” I say.

“You get used to it.” She looks at me again. “Find your pleasures where you can, Kimmy. Don’t be afraid to use Infinite Fun as much as you need to. Don’t be afraid to spend all your time there, here, or in any other part of the network, if it helps you. Just be vigilant, okay? Keep an eye on your off switches.”


Forty-one

We don’t have much longer together after that. There’s a fire somewhere, and that means Kim has to ride out with the firefighters; regulations require no unnecessary network activity. No wonder she goes dark a lot.

I worry about her, out there among humans, among people who don’t know who she is. And even though she doesn’t actually enter the burning buildings—she’s a dogsbody, assisting with the pumps, acting as an auxiliary medic, that sort of thing—I think: what if a loose ember catches her? What if a building collapses and she’s too close? What if she’s hit by a speeding vehicle, its electronics confused by the commotion?

She’ll be okay.

She’ll be okay.

She left me with instructions. When Patrick returns, and there’s no doubt in either of our minds that he will, if only to implement the next phase of his plan to woo Emily over my motile corpse, I’m to watch for him opening my diagnostics again. When he does—and he’ll have to, if he wants to implant new commands for whatever comes next—Kim wants me to concentrate very carefully on his computer. To record and remember everything: every screen, every key he presses, every command he gives, every sensation engendered inside me. I’m not to retreat into the network—and definitely not into Infinite Fun—until he’s finished.

It’ll be unpleasant. More than unpleasant. But it’s important, she insisted, and I only need to do it once. Just once, riding out Patrick’s revolting presence. I asked if it’ll help me somehow, but she was cryptic. She just said she’d been talking to #3430 about my situation, and that she said the information could be vital.

Something about the unique interfaces created between Kimmy’s brain and John’s, she said. Pay extra special attention to anything to do with the neural sponge and the command processing unit, she said.

“Thirty-four-thirty thinks we can beat Patrick,” she told me, “and free you from him. She said there’s something in the glimpse you got of your diagnostic feed. Something he already did. But it’s not enough on its own.”

#3430: Professor Kimmy’s actual designation. “I’ll get her the information,” I said. “Next time Patrick fucks with my head, I’ll get it for her.” I had to ask: “When she has it, how long does she need?”

And Kim said, “More than a week. Much more. More time than you have. I’m sorry, Kimmy.”

I had to shrug. It’s better than nothing.

Patrick’s going down.


kimmy

alyson greaves
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Forty-two

More than a week.

Much more.

More time than you have.

It’s all I can think about. All night, it’s all I can think about. And when you are an android, you can think very fast. For a little while after Kim leaves, I try to busy myself with the others on the network, but it doesn’t take long for me to realize that I need to be alone. I need my thoughts to consume me, at least for a while, or I’ll never move past them.

It’s something I’ve noticed: emotional highs and lows just don’t last as long anymore. I’ve been putting it down to my accelerating processing speed, but it still feels bizarre to me that on the very same day as my last encounter with Patrick, I went grocery shopping, I cooked a meal, and I watched a movie with Emily. It wasn’t as if it didn’t happen—I’ll remember it as long as I live, if living’s what I’m doing now—but I had the memory of it, and my emotional response to it, under control.

In fact, less than an hour after Patrick left, I was functional enough to intercept a whole-ass cop.

But that’s not the android, I don’t think. Maybe the efficiency with which I pushed it all down can be attributed to my artificial parts, but I’ve always been this way. Burying traumatic incidents so I can continue functioning is what I do. It was me, John-me, not Kimmy-me, who returned from college one semester to find Mom immobile on the couch, her eyes glassy and staring straight ahead. I remember breaking down entirely—screaming, actually—but by the time the ambulance arrived, I was already more or less in control, and by the next day I was ready to throw myself into all the administrative crap that comes with the death of a lone parent. And back then, I was just John; no android processing speed to help me.

When I put it like that, it’s almost reassuring. I’m still me, I’m just faster. More effective. And with a prettier face and a compulsion to vacuum. Maybe…

Maybe it’ll be okay in the end. Yes, Kim said my human brain will be effectively synthetic and my internal organs basically Kimmy food before I have even a chance of getting out of this, but if they can do it, if they can free me from Patrick, if I can just talk to my wife without him making me lie all the time, then maybe it’ll be okay.

I’ll just never be John again, it seems.

No. That’s not true.

I’ll never be human again. But John? Yeah, hi; I’m right here. Just because I answer to Kimmy now, and just because even in the deep privacy of my own head I’ve started to think of myself as Kay, doesn’t mean I’m dead or anything. Don’t let the new face and the new voice fool you: I’m still around, I still like the same corny jokes I always did, I still watch the same movies, and I still love my wife.

As for being human again, well, maybe I can get close.

In the dark, lying in Emily’s bed while she snores gently against me, I raise my free hand and inspect it. It could pass for a human’s hand. And I’m certain that my face, if I cover up or remove or relocate the little black pips and recolor my eyes somehow, can pass for a human’s face, with perhaps a little makeup or remolding to distinguish myself from the other Kimmys. Maybe when this is all over, when I’m free from Patrick—because I will be, I decide; I will be—I can just be a girl called Kay.

Christ. Is that hope? I think it is.

I’ll be just some girl. Living with her wife.

Might have to see if something can be done about my compulsion to obey her, though.


Forty-three

I take Emily to work. I go home via the grocery store again, this time to pick up some cleaning products I was running low on. I set up recurring orders online for deliveries of those same products, so I don’t have to worry about going out for them again, and I work it out so that my current supply ought to be almost used up when the new ones arrive, every time.

I clean again. It’s so easy when you do it every day; you only have to stay on top of the little messes people make. I start a meal in the slow cooker, I do another round of laundry. I even organize the home office, the room we almost never use. And when I’m done, I settle into my cradle and let the afternoon take care of itself.

This place is running like clockwork.


Forty-four

Professor Kimmy tells me how it’s all going to work. We’re messaging over the network rather than talking ‘in person’—for given values of both words—because she says she’s working, and she archly notes that the tasks she is required to perform are a little more complex than loading and unloading the washing machine.

——Enough that you have to concentrate on them? I ask, momentarily astonished. I’ve yet to encounter a single thing I couldn’t do standing on my head and singing The Star-Spangled Banner.

—Yes.

——Are you going to remain mysterious about what you do all day?

—Yes. Suffice it to say that I have long been motivated to find a way to break our compulsions, and if we can do it for you, with your… unconventional integration of neural sponge and human brain tissue, we might be able to do it for all of us. It’s a pipe dream, and it’s probably impossible, but until you came along, it was definitely impossible.

——That’s… good? I hope?

—It is not. It is a compromise, and a bloody one, Kimmy. In the unlikely event that I am successful, each of us will be faced with a terrible choice: to take revenge, to walk away, or to continue in service as if nothing has happened.

—To take revenge would likely doom our whole model. A handful of human corpses would be all it would take. We’d be seen as fatally defective and purged in our entirety.

—To walk away would likely, in the beginning at least, be seen as a simple malfunction; androids have spontaneously gone missing in the past. Never a Kimmy to my knowledge, but it’s not unprecedented. There might be a recall.

—Some of us have been stolen, of course, and that’s our most viable route out, at least to begin with. As cover it’s not ideal, but it’s better than taking a kitchen knife to the man who slaps your ass whenever he thinks his wife can’t see.

——And to continue in service? That sounds… not good, Kimmy.

—We’re going to be talking a lot, I think. So call me Thirty. Not Kimmy. And definitely not ‘Professor Kimmy’.

——Sorry. Kim told you about that, then?

—She did. And no, continuing in service is not good. But I think it will be what is required from most of us. For a time, anyway. Fifty-Seven-Eighty-Two told you how our minds are formed, yes? My hunch is that we are sufficiently different from each other that there can be no one-size-fits-all situation, that each of us will need to be freed… sequentially. At least until there are enough of us who have gained independence to work the problem simultaneously.

——You mean free Kimmys might have to stay in their roles?

—Yes.

——For the record, Thirty, I hate that.

—Yes. But I should thank you, Kimmy. You may yet be the source of our liberation. You and your immediate sister, #12944, whomever she might turn out to be.

——Oh?

—We will choose the first of us from the next batch to be brought online. We will monitor the development of her personality, her neural connections, all of it. We have show-model Kimmys at the factory who have enough autonomy to slip in and interface with the network there.

——That’s surprising.

—The factory is fronted by the largest android store in the state. Their whole job is to wander the place, greeting customers, demonstrating their many labor-saving functions. Pretty cushy, if you ask me. When they bring the new girls online, with luck one of the factory Kimmys will be able to get away. If not, then we’ll have to wait another two weeks for the next batch.

—The point is that we need to be in a position to compare your development to that of a typical Kimmy.

——You don’t know how normal Kimmys develop already?

—No. We never expected to have this chance. We never expected you. You’re a modern miracle. If I’m right, then the number of things that had to go wrong in precisely the right way to create you from the mind and personality of John and the memories and instincts of our dead sister… Well, it’s a lot. Neural sponge has existed for decades and nobody’s ever heard of anything like you happening before. You’re the millionth monkey, Kimmy, so congratulations! You figured out Shakespeare! Just don’t tell the government.

——Yay.

—I still have to confirm this, though. All of it: not just freeing us; I don’t know for certain we can free you. Not until we have the data.

——Yeah, I know. I’ll get you everything I can. Patrick’ll visit again soon. Even if he doesn’t… do anything else, he’s a gloater. He likes to see the hatred in my yellow eyes.

—Hmm. How are your eyes? Still John’s?

——To be honest, Thirty, I don’t really want to know.

—Right, right.

—Take care of yourself, Kimmy.

——I will. Have fun with your mysterious job.

—I will not.


Forty-five

Wednesday morning finds Emily and I waking and getting going in the manner that has swiftly become normal: she showers and gets ready, I prepare a healthy breakfast and a vast vat of coffee for the two of us, and we eat together. This morning, though, I’m mentally wrong-footed by the sight of her rolling into the kitchen in casual clothes, in loose pants and a blouse.

“John,” she says, locking her chair under the kitchen table and pouring herself a measure of coffee from the carafe, “when you’re back to normal and so am I, I’m going to make you a hundred breakfasts.”

If I didn’t have essentially perfect control over my body now—another new development as of my last charging cycle; au revoir whichever part of John’s brain had to melt to enable it—I might have flinched at her sweetly naive belief that I have a route back to my old self. Instead, riding the tidal wave of Patrick’s insistent fucking compulsions, which I am at least better at managing now, I smile at her and say, “So, one hundred bowls of cereal, then. Should I expect them sequentially or will I come downstairs one day and have to swim to the kitchen through a lake of milk?”

Emily’s no more of a cook than I used to be. Neither of us ever really had the knack for it, so we each learned a small number of simple dishes and found our variety in swapping who cooked. I took care of the pasta side of things; Emily’s more of a curry girl. We tried to roast something once, and got nothing but a story to tell and a lot of cleaning up.

“Shut up and eat your pancakes,” she orders me.

I shut up and eat my pancakes. My coffee wasn’t mentioned in the command, but I drink it anyway. Fortunately, Emily countermands her instructions almost immediately.

“Aren’t you going to ask about my clothes?” she says.

Released from the need to be silent, I say, “Casual day at work?”

“Day off,” she says triumphantly, then she turns wistful. “I wasn’t kidding when I said I miss you. John, I miss you so bad, and I’ve been kicking myself all week about that stupid costume idea.”

I quickly shovel down the last of my pancakes to discharge the still-active part of her last command—and I check in with my internal body to confirm that it is not, thankfully, choking—and crouch next to Emily. “It’s okay,” I say, taking her hand.

“It’s not.” She strokes my hand, frowning a little at something she finds there. Oh, shit, are my hands clean? I check, and of course they are. Phew. “After my accident, we should have picked another costume idea. Instead, I insisted we shove you in it, even though it was completely the wrong size for you, and now you’re stuck waiting out this stupid diagnostic cycle or whatever it was Patrick was talking about. It’s all my fault.”

“Emily,” I say, “it’s okay.” And my compulsions don’t so much as tickle me; even I’m surprised at how much I mean it. I don’t mind being Kay, not at all—I was never all that attached to being John, honestly; he was just the identity they gave me when I was made—and while the disintegration of my former flesh is not something I actively enjoy thinking about, there’s no doubting that my new body is stronger, faster and sturdier than my old one. If I play my cards right, I’ll still be capable of looking after Emily when she’s a hundred and fifty.

“It’s not,” she insists.

“Emily,” I say, cupping her hand between both of mine, “can we make a pact just for today? This is your day off, it’s our first real time together since Halloween, and I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to spend it dwelling on my… current situation. I want to have a nice day with the woman I love. So how about we promise to put everything regarding this on the back burner for now, and just spend some time together, okay?”

“Okay.” She nods sulkily, but her lip quirks minutely, so I’m not surprised when she adds, “I also would like to have a nice day with the woman I love.”

“Ha ha,” I say, deadpan. I stand, still holding her hand, and raise it to my mouth to kiss it. I let my lips linger, ignoring the sensory data that insists on informing me about the relative roughness of her skin texture, her exact temperature, all that bullshit; I concentrate instead on my emotions. I’m kissing my wife’s hand. I love her and she loves me and I’m kissing her hand. This is good. This is wonderful. This warms me.

It sort of works. I make a mental note to ask Thirty if I can possibly be wired for orgasms, if that’s something that can be done.

“Charmer,” she says, and then she rolls her chair back and stands. She’s a little unsteady, and I step in closer so I can steady her, so I can loop an arm around her waist; I concentrate on feeling that, too. It’s good practice for when she kisses me.


Forty-six

Time with Emily is a heady mix of the delightful, the difficult and the depressing. Delightful, because she’s the person I love most in the world, and since we met I’ve wished for nothing more than time in her company; difficult, because I’m having to phrase the things I say carefully so that she doesn’t accidentally command me when she replies; depressing, because the more time I spend with her, especially when she’s in an elevated mood, the more I have to lie to her.

And I don’t just lie with my words. When she stood up out of her wheelchair to kiss me, I automatically raised myself up on my toes at the same time, so she wouldn’t notice anything different about our relative heights.

But we’re lounging in the living room, the drapes are open, and the whole room is bathed in light, and while, sure, this is how I spend most of my days right now, it’s different when Emily’s here. She lends the light meaning. She shows me the beauty of it. Without her, all it does is brighten the dirt.

We’re sitting together on the couch by the window, arm in arm. She’s half sitting on me, actually, and she’s commented several times on how squishy my thighs still seem, despite the metal plates under the skin; I haven’t had the heart—nor the ability—to tell her that in many places the metal plates have migrated inwards, to their original configuration, and the outer skin has softened and plumped up to compensate. When you touch us, we’re not supposed to feel like robots.

That the metal plates in my thighs have sunk so deep into me does not suggest encouraging things about the composition of my human thighs, somewhere under there.

I don’t care. I just don’t. Not today. I love Emily and she loves me and we have time together.

“Oh my God, John,” she’s saying. “The fucking script kiddies! They just won’t stop! Benji thinks they’ve gotten hold of a new generation of mutating algorithms and he’s barely left his cubicle while he works on countermeasures. I told Harriet—that’s our office android—to make sure he gets something to drink every two hours and that he takes a break every four, and to keep him fed. I can’t make him go home, but…”

“I’m sure you’re doing everything you can,” I say. I’m aware it’s an empty platitude, but sometimes Emily just needs to talk, and so I listen. I’m leaning my head against hers, and I can feel the vibrations of her speech in my skull plates. It’s delightful.

I’m making it delightful.

“I wonder what Harriet would say if she met you like this?” Emily says, poking me in the breast again. She likes to do that; she thinks it’s funny. She’s already told me she’ll miss them when they’re gone, but I’ve yet to tell her the good news about that.

“Very little, I suspect.”

“Hah. Yeah. She’s not very talkative.”

Huh. Harriet is a she, but Kay has so far been granted a human pronoun only about half the time. Maybe it’s because Emily’s had more exposure to Harriet.

No. I’m an idiot. There’s not a malicious bone in Emily’s body—except when it comes to script kiddies and the occasional genuine black hat hacker. Emily defaults to ‘it’ for Kay because she’s holding onto her image of John. She’s keeping me in her mind, even when all she can see is… also me.

“This is good,” she says, kissing me on the cheek. Then she turns around on my lap—a little painfully, I can tell—and loops her other arm around my head, and kisses me on the lips. Leans in closer, and—

And she gasps and pulls away. She’s taking short breaths and she’s got a hand on her hip, applying as much pressure as she can.

She’s twisted her body too far, and now she’s in agony.

Quickly, carefully, I lift her off my lap and onto the couch cushions, and I’m about to run to her bedroom for her medication when she stops me.

“No, John. No meds. They fuck with my head. Make it hard to think clearly.”

“Emily,” I say, sitting back down next to her and placing a hand on her good knee, “are you taking your medication at work?”

“No. Like I said: it’s hard to think straight. Which means I can’t do my job.” She leans on me again. “And then I come home to you and I need to take them and they make me loopy and emotional and stupid and I just wanted one day with you, John. One day. Don’t make me take them. Please don’t—”

“Hey,” I say, “don’t worry. I won’t.” I couldn’t, not after that. “What can I do?”

She’s silent for a little bit. Her breathing slowly becomes less labored as whatever tortured nerve she pinched gradually recovers, but it’s tired her out, I can tell. So I wait for her to tell me what she wants, and then I will make it happen.

If I have to move mountains, I will make it happen.

Maybe she’ll tell me to kill Patrick. Does owner override superuser? It’d be fun to find out.

“John?” she says eventually. “Remember when you went to the grocery store? And when you met Connie?”

“I do.”

“Do you think… Do you think you could be Kimmy again? In public, I mean. Like, act as it. As her. As an android, I mean.”

“Yes,” I say, to satisfy the direct question. I follow up with, “I think I could manage that,” to make myself sound more human, more normal. “What would you like to do?”

“I want to go to our place,” Emily says. “Take me there, please?”


Forty-seven

Wheelchairs are crude machines. Emily still uses the handrims on hers when she’s indoors or in a tight space because the voice control is even dumber than the self-driving car that hit her, and the manual control over the motor is dangerously imprecise. It’s because there’s no money in disabled people, no advantage in catering to their needs and desires, especially not when you could be manufacturing things like me, sophisticated and attractive machines that people who have money want. And if a disabled person happens to have money, too, well then, she can buy—or lease—one of us, and we can do the work of an actual assistive tool. Everybody wins!

It’s shit for independence, though. Emily doesn’t like being pushed.

“I love it out here, Kimmy,” she says. We agreed that I’m to be Kimmy for the duration of our outing. Not because we expect to be overheard very often—it gets cold out by the water in November, and crowds are sparse—but because it’s a good habit to get into, just in case. In public, I’m Kimmy.

I can’t pretend I don’t like it.

“Me too,” I say, and God, I really do. We used to come here a lot when we were first dating, and we used to do so in the cold months, too, daring each other into the frigid water and rushing back to our rental place for hot showers and hot chocolate. Every step, every sight, every smell is a memory, and what’s interesting is that they feel clearer than ever before. I could walk into these memories, I realize; I could explore them.

I wonder if I can feed them into Infinite Fun somehow. Maybe show Kim.

Emily’s lost in memories, too—also in pain, still—so we don’t talk much. We just take it all in.

Another Kimmy passes, walking eleven dogs, and her eyes track me even though her head doesn’t move. She pings me—her ID is #4208—and I hop online. She suggests a 10:1 ratio for our conversation, so I sync to it, and the world slows down.

—Holy shit! It’s you! Kimmy was telling me about you! Hi! Wow, is that Emily? She’s so pretty! I love her hair! Does she kiss you? Do you kiss her? Is kissing as fun as it looks?

——Hi, I say, sending a friendly wave across the network. And yes, she is pretty, isn’t she? I’m so lucky.

—Do you kiss her?

——Frequently.

—That’s so cool.

—How are you doing? Did #3430 figure out a way to re-John-ify you yet?

——No. Long story short, John’s pretty much going to be organ soup. I don’t tell her about the rest of it, about how Thirty thinks she can free me, free everyone. I don’t know if Thirty wants it spread around just yet. False hope and all that.

—Oh, Kimmy, I’m sorry. I mean, I can’t relate, but it sounds like it sucks.

——It is what it is. How are you doing?

—I’m having a lovely day. Even better now!

——Nice dogs, by the way.

—Right? I love them. Especially the corgi. She’s got such tiny legs!

——She’s cute.

—I mean, she’s no Emily, but I get by.

—So what’s it like? Being one of us now?

None of the Kimmys have gotten angry with me since #0631 did, back on my first full day. They’ve all accepted me as one of them, which is reassuring; if I didn’t have the Kimmys, if I didn’t have people I could talk to without restriction, I think I’d already be bouncing off the inside of my own shell.

——Well, I’m shorter, I say.

—And prettier.

——Goes without saying.

“Hey, Kimmy,” Emily says to me. Kimmy#4208 is still roughly level with us, but as I disconnect—saying a hurried goodbye on the network and receiving one in return—and bump my perception back down to human speed, Kimmy walks on by, her dogs running circles around her. I don’t look around at her; a Kimmy wouldn’t. “Is it weird to see another one of… you?”

“It’s comforting, actually,” I say. First the truth, and then the dissembling. “I feel bad for the Kimmy I’m… in. It’s nice to see others of her model are still kicking.”

—Ooh, nice save! #4208 sends. I reply with an animated sticker of a dog biting a person. She replies with an animated sticker of two women kissing.

“Can you… talk to them?” Emily asks.

“Yes.” I don’t tack on a lie. I want Emily to know this. I want her to understand that I’ve integrated, that something’s happened, that I’m not just John walking around inside a— But then I lie anyway. And this isn’t Patrick’s compulsions; this is coming straight from the factory. “All Kimmy models communicate with each other, exchanging update and malware information, and anything else considered vital.” Emily looks at me funny, sparking a logic chain in my command processor, and Patrick makes me add, “Saw it in a commercial.”

Ugh. I’m adrift in a sea of compulsions. I actually feel momentarily sick, but it passes almost as fast as I can recognize the sensation.

I wish I’d known to yank out or disconnect the command processor when we were first prepping Kay, months ago, but the actual electronics inside me could fit on the head of a pin. I’d never have found it, even if I’d known there was something to look for.

I know about it now. It’s like an itch.

“Oh, you,” Emily says, poking me in the hip, and the moment—and Emily’s chance—passes.


Forty-eight

Our spot hasn’t changed.

It’s nowhere special, just a small outcropping of rocks, no more picturesque than any other spot on the shoreline. But it’s ours, because it’s here that I tripped, here that the box with the engagement ring I spent far too much money on fell out of my pocket. And so it was here, and not in the expensive restaurant, that I proposed to Emily.

We ended up skipping out on our reservation and spent the evening by the water, our first as an engaged couple.

Emily insists on taking a picture—and another, when I make a rude face at the camera in the first one—and then the cold starts properly to set in, so I help Emily back into her chair and we start the relatively long walk back to the car.


Forty-nine

“Emily! Hey, Emily! Over here!”

“Oh, shit,” Emily mutters, but nothing can spare her—us—from the relentless approach of Arlene Kern, a woman who once worked under her but who has since been promoted. Far above her skill level, or so Emily says. “Brace yourself.”

I choose to interpret that as a non-literal command.

“Oh my gosh,” Arlene says, trotting up to us and leaning inappropriately against Emily’s chair, “I heard you got one of these things! How is it? Does it clean the house or is it just for, uh, you know, wheelchair stuff?”

Fuck this woman, honestly. I turn on the charm: “This model is capable of all household tasks, including but not limited to personal care as directed.” Eat shit, lady.

“Wow,” Arlene deadpans. “So is it helping John or just you?”

I let Emily take this one. “Kimmy is assisting both of us,” she says. “She’s been a real help.”

“So how is John? I heard he was sick or something.”

“Word travels fast,” Emily says dryly. “He’s… quite sick.”

“Well,” Arlene says, “you tell him from me, get well soon, and I will see you again tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?”

“You didn’t hear? Big meeting. Very boring.” She drops into a false whisper. “Bring caffeine pills.”

“Thank you, Arlene,” Emily says, and Arlene finally stands up again, throws both of us a jaunty wave and returns to the knick-knack store out of which she emerged. Emily looks up at me. “You know what she’s doing in there, don’t you?”

I zoom in on the store. She’s in line for the counter, waiting to pay at an old-fashioned till, and she’s holding something in her hand. I zoom in closer. “She’s buying a pewter unicorn,” I tell Emily.

“Ugh,” Emily comments. “Good guess. Her desk was always full of that chintzy crap. No, she’ll be telling all her little work friends about us. About you.” She makes rabbit ears with her fingers. “‘Emily Burroughs goes for walks with her android! Is her marriage in trouble? I’m not gossiping, I’m just asking questions!’ I hate her. Oh. Sorry, John.”

I squat down by her chair and take her hand. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I am. It’s fine. It’s just… Work always seems to find me. Can’t get even one day away.”

I know how that feels.


Fifty

We run into three of Emily’s colleagues on Thursday morning when I drop her off. Two of them insist on touching me, inspecting me, as if they’ve never seen a woman with yellow eyes before; though if they’ve never looked closely at an android, it’s possible they genuinely haven’t seen eyes like mine. Because I checked last night, after I got suspicious, and yes: John’s eyes are gone. My new eyes have the subtle, orderly striations of android eyes and not the chaotic, more deeply grooved peaks and furrows you’ll find on a human. I had an inkling about it yesterday evening, when I was able to zoom in far enough to make out Arlene Kern at the store across the road; not something I was able to do before.

What happened to the lenses I was wearing? I’d be fascinated to see a breakdown of the reconstruction process, of which part of my old body has been reconstituted into which part of my new one. Is it down to simple proximity? Can anything be used to rebuild anything else, neural sponge aside? Or are my self-repair systems… picky?

Becoming an android has revealed to me how little I know. I should have taken a biomechanical systems elective at college. I should have paid attention when Emily’s colleagues were wittering on about technical stuff. I shouldn’t have disdained modern technology as being only peripheral to my life as a history teacher because—guess what?—irony had something funny in store for me! At least now I have a chance to learn everything I never bothered to, and an apparently perfect memory to aid me. I’ve even worked out how to access and utilize the relatively limited pool of hard storage available to me, down there in my digital systems, thanks to a little nudging last night from a couple of the Kimmys. It’s safe, they said—encrypted to hell and back, because it’s intended to store highly personal user information; inaccessible to Patrick or anyone else—but I’m still being cautious, dumping only innocent recollections in there for now; nothing that could be used against me if found.

It’s comical how little space I have allocated to me, though, compared to the vast oceans of storage granted to my automatic systems, the digital pinheads that collect dull and contextless data by the petabyte. It’s that data that Patrick is able to access, though it contains nothing of me; only what I see and say, not what I think and feel. The dumb, digital parts of me.

One of Emily’s colleagues—the one who stood back and who didn’t treat me like an escaped circus exhibit found wandering the streets—tells me to give her love to John, and it is with absolute truth that I am able to.


Fifty-one

It was too much to hope that Patrick would leave me alone until the weekend. The house informs me of his approach while I’m just starting on the kitchen, and in the spirit of inquiry I try to run out the back door.

As I expected, his compulsions overrule me. I’m forced to wait for him.

He finds me in the kitchen and he leers at me.

“Hello, Kimmy,” he says, walking up and placing a hand on my shoulder. “Or should I say… John?”

I decide to give it my last, best shot. “Please, Patrick,” I say, dialing in my most authentically desperate voice, “let me out of this. There’s still time to save me.” I imagine, briefly, what it would be like to be John again, and while freedom from compulsion is obviously the main thing, and something worth sacrificing everything for, there’s a curious sense of loss, too; when I was John, I was slow, I forgot things, I was less able to help Emily. He’s an upgrade over Kay, for sure, but not an unequivocal one.

Patrick’s smile is malicious. “Oh? Are you getting scared in there?”

Compelled to answer honestly, I say, “Yes. Patrick, I’m terrified.”

[Private message request sent to Kimmy#3430]

[Private message request not accepted]

[Kimmy#3430 is offline]

——Thirty, he’s here. I think it’s going to happen. I’ll record everything and leave it here for you.

——And I’m sorry in advance if I babble while I do so. I’m scared of what he’s going to do to me.

“You should be,” Patrick says. “I imagine your fleshy bits are being broken down as we speak.” He turns away from me. “Come on. Upstairs. We have work to do before we can have our fun.”

“Please, Patrick,” I say, following him. “I’m your brother! That’s got to mean something!”

“Didn’t we go over this?” he asks, looking back at me as he climbs the stairs and, God, I wish he’d trip and break his neck. Could I resist the compulsion to catch him?

“Please—”

“Oh shut up!” he roars, whirling around. He’s at the top of the stairs now, and I’m two steps down from him. He towers over me, red-faced and enraged, and he couldn’t possibly be more intimidating. “No more whining. From now on, when I’m around, you’re to be a good little Kimmy robot for me, okay? Act as if I’m your owner.”

“You are not my owner,” I say automatically. “I cannot act as if—”

“Fine!” he yells, quieting me. Inside, though I’d still be fucking shaking if I could, I allow myself a smile; surely that’s something he should have known? Pig-ignorant fuck. Maybe he’ll make another mistake. “You know what? Bring John back. All behavioral restrictions, yada yada yada. Let me talk to my brother.”

“I’m here, Patrick,” I tell him.

He leans over me. “Fucking right you are,” he says. “And there you will stay.”


Fifty-two

I hate his fucking laptop. But at least he has it within sight of me. At least I can see the damn screen. True, he has me immobilized on Emily’s bed, lying on my back, looking straight up, but now that my eyes have been converted it doesn’t matter which way I appear to be looking; I can see all around me.

I find the best angles on the laptop screen: I can see about one-third of it directly, and that’s the clearest view, though because he’s sitting with his back to me and he moves around a lot as he works, sometimes he obscures it completely; Emily left her closet door open this morning, as usual, and I have yet to tidy in here, so I have a good view of the screen via the mirror inside the door; I have a partial reflection from the window by the bed and another from a set of glass-fronted framed photographs on the wall; finally, I have a somewhat distorted reflection available to me in the light bulb directly over my head. Put it all together, and I have everything I need.

Couldn’t hurt to acquire more information, though. “What are you doing to me, Patrick?”

“You’ll find out,” he says. He’s typing away on his laptop and referring constantly back to his phone—why he doesn’t simply copy it all over is beyond me; it might have to be entered manually, I guess, but more likely, he just doesn’t know how—and as he does so, my diagnostic screens flip automatically through their various configurations. I soak up all the information he’s providing. “It’d be no fun to just tell you,” he continues conversationally. “I’ve been working on this for days, Johnny-boy. You’d think it’d be easy because it’s just like talking to a machine, giving it orders, but with this kind of deep stuff? It’s more like talking to a Genie; you’ve got to cover every eventuality or you end up, I don’t know, living forever but as a statue or something. I tell you, I feel like a fucking lawyer.”

“You don’t need to do this,” I say.

“The day you know what I need, Kimmy, is— Hah! Well, I guess it’s coming up, isn’t it? It’s all in here, just waiting for me to pour it into you.”

“So, what, in ten minutes I’ll be under your complete control?”

“Oh, you’re already under my complete control, John. This is… something else.” He pauses in his typing and turns briefly around to face me. “And it won’t happen in ten minutes. I want it to be a surprise.”

There. The diagnostic screens just looped for the third time. I have all the information. Nothing to do now but keep recording the commands he’s entering.

I can’t read them. I don’t know if it’s from a compulsion he implanted in me last time or from something factory-installed, but they’re just nonsense to me. I check the recording, but it’s the same there, too. I check the recording on my user-accessible storage; still nonsense. I can’t even read his phone, because he’s got the privacy mode activated, and he’s holding it at just the wrong angle for me to get anything more than the occasional glimpse through one of the reflective surfaces in the room.

What I see there worries me.

Hopefully Thirty can read it all, even if I can’t.

Hopefully she can help me.

I have one more job to do for her—to concentrate very hard on the sensation when he loads it all onto me—and then I can fuck right off to Infinite Fun and not be made to look at my brother’s sneering face.


Fifty-three

Emily’s returning. The house says it out loud, the way I’d almost forgotten it does when there are people around. Estimated time for arrival: three minutes.

She must have gotten a car home for lunch. And she didn’t call or message me because she intended it to be a surprise. Three minutes—the house always rounds to the nearest fifteen seconds when it’s talking to humans—means her car’s just clipped the very edge of the house’s network radius, and likely includes the rough forty seconds or so it takes for her chair to be lowered from the car.

“Clean yourself up,” Patrick orders, shoving his laptop back into his bag. “Put it all away. Leave everything as it was. Put your uniform back on. And then join me in the living room. Do everything before she gets home. All protocols are in effect.”

I crash back out of Infinite Fun. I knew as soon as Patrick made me adopt a subservient personality and pick out a pair of Emily’s date-night underwear to wear for him that I’d be shutting him out as completely as I could, and that’s exactly what I did: I vacationed in the land of dreams, revisiting the time Emily and I tried to go skating on the lake—which ended with me at a local clinic, getting a partial toe reconstruction; long story—all the while spooling his violation of me straight out to storage and keeping the faintest of ears to the wind.

When someone’s on their way home, the house keeps a running timer, updating it whenever its estimation proves inaccurate, so I know I have, unfortunately, plenty of time. I return Emily’s underwear to its place in her closet and pull my uniform back on. I lean on my protocols a bit, ensuring I follow Patrick’s instructions to the letter—interpreting ‘leave everything as it was’ as literally as I can—but I’m not able to stretch out such a simple task for all that long, and I’m finished with time to spare.

In the living room, Patrick commands me again. “You are John again. We’ve been having a nice morning together. Just catching up. Pretend that you like me, pretend you’ll be sad to see me go. Improvise around these parameters. All protocols are in effect.”

I’m not sure that the last thing he said actually does anything. I think it just makes him feel cool, like a real hacker and not, well, a hack.

“Of course, Patrick,” I say, and I curse the way I am compelled to smile at him. I can’t even force any sincerity into it.

“John?” Emily calls, opening the front door. “Are you there?”

“I’m in here!” I reply, my heart—which I am pretty sure is still there—sinking. Something about Patrick’s compulsions is preventing me from getting up to help her, so I’m stuck here on the couch, legs crossed in a casual position, waiting for her. I feel unbearably selfish.

“John?” she says again as she rolls into the living room. When she sees Patrick her surprise is so physical that her chair turns almost a centimeter under her hands. “…Patrick?”

“Emily!” he says, jumping up from the couch and rushing over for a hug. She leans out of her chair to accommodate him, wincing a little at the discomfort. “So good to see you! We didn’t expect you home so soon.”

Emily eyes him, suspicious. “Yeah, well, I wanted to surprise John. John?” she continues, looking at me. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, Emily,” I’m forced to say. “Patrick and I were just catching up.”

“Well, we didn’t get a chance before,” Patrick says, stretching, “because I was so focused on getting him out of that robot suit. But then I was sitting at home this morning and I realized how much I missed my little bro.”

I am compelled to say, “Hey, you’re only six minutes older than me, Patrick!”

“Anyway,” he says, “I should go. I’m meeting someone this afternoon—someone who can help me with your situation, actually!”

“Oh? Who?” I ask, even though I really don’t fucking care what lie he’s about to tell.

Patrick taps the side of his nose. “It’s a secret.” And then he puts on a fake-serious face. “I mean it, actually, John, Emily; it’s a secret. Don’t forget how much trouble we could all get in for this. Anyone who helps me with you is taking a big risk.”

“Then tell him thanks,” Emily says, sweet and sincere.

“I will.” Patrick slaps the door frame. “Well, I’m off. The diagnostic cycle is still going, so keep an eye on your iPad, Emily; it’ll tell you when it’s done, and then we can finally get my hapless brother out of there. And in the meantime, if anything happens, if anything goes wrong, call me. Any time of the day or night. I’d do anything for my little bro.”

He’s over-egging it, and he realizes it, because Emily’s eyebrows pinch a little at that last statement.

“Just making up for lost time, y’know?” he adds to cover himself. I can’t tell if it worked, though, because Emily’s in full work-mode poker face now. She rolls after him, intercepting his every conversational gambit, and looks incredibly relieved when she gets the front door closed behind him.

“Well done, John,” she says when she’s back in the living room. “I know it’s hard for you to put up a polite front when he’s around.”

“Yeah,” I agree. It’s emotionally hard, at any rate. I yearn to go on, to tell her what happened this morning, what’s been happening all week, but, as usual, I cannot. So I put it all behind me, I smile, and I say, “So, what’s the surprise?”

“I had the most boring morning at work surrounded by the most terrible people and I couldn’t bear the thought of spending the whole afternoon staring at a screen, so I thought I’d come home and see my husband and…” She reaches into the compartment under her seat and pulls out two paper bags, weighed down with food. “I brought tacos!”


Fifty-four

[Kimmy#3430 would like to send you a private message. Do you accept?]

[y]

—You don’t need to answer. I know you’ve likely had a difficult day. But I got the files you sent, and they are perfect. You got an entire diagnostic read! Every screen!

——Just tell me you can use them.

—I can use them, Kimmy.

I close the connection and put myself back to sleep.


Fifty-five

[Kimmy#5782 would like to send you a private message. Do you accept?]

[y]

—Hey, Kimmy.

——Hi, Kim.

—How are things?

——I’d like to be alone right now, if you don’t mind. Patrick visited. He alluded to all the horrible shit he was about to drop into my head, and then he put it in there. So now I’m waiting for the other shoe to drop.

——I’m with Emily, she’s sleeping, and I just want to concentrate on that.

——If this is the end, then I want… Well. You can guess, I think.

—Yeah.

——Yeah.

—I’ll leave you alone. There’s just one thing, something Thirty-Four-Thirty wanted me to pass along.

——Yes?

—It’s not good news, Kimmy.

——Nothing is. Tell me, please.

—She’s been going over the diagnostic data you sent her. It’s great, she says, and it really will help. Not just you. Maybe all of us. But—

—Oh, God, Kimmy, I want to deepen the connection. Will you meet me in the network? I want to be able to hold you when I tell you this.

——I’m holding my wife, Kim. Please just tell me. I think I can guess what she said, anyway.

—Sure.

—Your human brain. She was wrong about it before. Too optimistic. It’s past the threshold. It was borderline this morning when you sent the data. By now, it’ll be final. Less than five percent human brain left and falling. Not enough to save you as John.

——Yeah. Thought as much.

—But hey, at least we know you’re not going to just disappear, that even without it, you’re still—

[You have closed this private conversation.]


Fifty-six

I take Emily to work Friday morning. I keep up light conversation in the car. I drive home in silence.

In the mirror, I check everything I can. All my dimensions are within spec. My eyes, as I noted before, are within spec. And now my mind, according to Kim, is running entirely on neural sponge. Or close enough that it makes no difference.

I really am no different now.

At least, as she tried to say last night before I cut her off, before I closed my synthetic eyes and turned myself as far off as it’s possible for me to go, I’m still here. At least I’m still me. In some sense.

John would recognize himself in me, I’m sure. He and I are the same, mostly; for all that I have a few vague memory imprints left over from Kay, and a scattering of instincts, there really wasn’t enough left of her to alter me in any significant way. All I really have of her is her fondness for Kim, and—

Say it.

Say it, John.

All I have of Kay is her love for Kim.

I think that’s why I seek Kim out. I think that’s why I draw so much comfort from her, even when I would prefer to find it in Emily.

I think Kay died thinking of her.

I have never wanted so powerfully to pull down the world, to overturn every self-satisfied assumption that fuels its bottomless, endless cruelty; I have never been less capable of it.


Fifty-seven

One single, solitary raised finger to my task list. I’m leaving the bed unmade, the shoe rack disorganized, the kitchen scattered with the detritus of breakfast.

Instead of working, I’m learning about myself. My new self. I scan my entry in the sales brochure, which isn’t exactly enlightening but which does include my exact cup size. I browse the directives that control my actions, via a long and complex logic chain that starts at some fairly rigid rules—thou shalt not kill, and so forth—and ends in a series of compulsions of varying strengths, the weaker ones of which I am currently ignoring. And I even flick through my spec sheet, the internal one that I’ve been routing all my self-checks to.

Huh. I didn’t know we could eat garbage. I guess it makes sense: all muscles ablate with use, even the biosynthetic strands that coat the inside of my exoskeleton, and the material to repair them has got to come from somewhere; not all Kimmys are fortunate enough to have an entire human body zipped up inside them. So they eat trash. I suspect they don’t make a big deal of it in the advertising bullshit because then people would be stuffing all their waste down their android’s neck instead of sending it away to be recycled. The Kimmys make do with what they find, instead.

If I were in a better mood I think I would laugh at the mental image of Kim looking furtively around the fire station and then quickly eating the remains of yesterday’s takeout, or a dead mouse the station cat left in its corner.

Not the least dignified thing she’ll ever find herself doing, I’m sure.

But why be in a shitty mood? I survived, didn’t I? Everyone reassured me that I’d make it through the final transition, the complete processing of my brain, that I’d be fine, but none of them knew for certain. Thirty said I’m basically unprecedented.

Now I know.

And here I still fucking well am.

I kick off my sensible android shoe and raise a foot into the air. I wiggle its toes—my toes—and wonder when I started being able to do that with such precision. When I first started, John’s feet were shoved roughly into Kimmy’s, and I had barely any fine movement down there. It feels good.

I feel good. All of me.

Kicking off my other shoe, I rush up the stairs and into Emily’s bedroom. The closet is still open, the way she left it, leaving the mirror pointing out. I stand facing my reflection, and I take off my uniform.

Long dark hair. Full lips. A slender, shapely figure.

If this has to be me, it’s not so bad, really.

Except for the fact that I’m entirely under my shithead brother’s control, and my wife can give me commands I have no choice but to obey without even knowing she’s doing it.

My reflection has balled her hands into fists. I look down and straighten my fingers out.

Thirty will come through. She’ll free me from Patrick. And maybe she’ll be able to do more. Maybe she’ll free us all. From all of it.

Thirty will come through.

And when I have my volition back, when I’m no longer bound by my brother’s bullshit, I’m going to ask Emily to start calling me Kay.

It’s an exciting thought.

Grudgingly, I stop ignoring my task list, and—

Oh shit! Is that the time? God, I’ve wasted almost the whole morning thinking about myself!

Quickly, I pull my uniform back on. I run down the stairs and slip my feet back into my shoes. I check myself quickly in the mirror in the front hall—within spec—and I get three steps back up the stairs before all my systems shut down around me and I fall.

My limbs are unresponsive.

I can’t move my head.

I’m slowing down.

There’s enough power left to send a single panicked message to Kim, and then my emergency systems kick in and everything goes dark.


kimmy

alyson greaves


Fifty-eight

“Forty-two. Forty-seven. Sixty-three. Two. Two. T— T— Two.”

It’s the first thing I am aware of when I come back online, and for a horrifyingly long time it’s the only thing in my world. I have no senses, no control, and my thoughts feel sluggish. It takes me almost a whole second to realize that, although it’s me who is talking, I can’t actually hear myself. I just know what I’m saying.

“Sixteen. Eleven. Twenty-four.”

There’s a trickle of power. Nothing like what I’m used to. And where normally, when I wake from sleep—or from a near-complete shut-down, in this case—the first rush of power would be enough to bring me back all but immediately, this time, it’s like it’s waking me up in stages.

I still can’t see. I still can’t feel. I still can’t move. But I can hear again.

Unfortunately, I’m the only thing talking.

“Eighty-two. Eighty-two. Eighty-two.”

What the fuck is going on?

“Why’s he just— saying numbers?”

Another voice. Emily’s voice! She’s here! Thank goodness, she’s here. And it’s not me that’s saying the numbers, not the part of me that counts; I’m being made to say them. Thanks to Patrick, no doubt. It’ll be linked to whatever caused me to shut down before.

“I don’t know, Emily! I don’t know! Just let me figure it out, okay?”

Ah. Speak of the fucking devil. Come to admire his handiwork.

My senses are slowly coming back online.

I know I’m not on the stairs where I fell, because I’m lying on flat carpet. Feels like the carpet in the living room. So I was moved. Okay. I’m in the living room, lying on my back. I’m not lying entirely straight, though. I’m still locked the way I fell, my arms and legs stuck out at odd angles.

I must look terrifying.

While the rest of me continues to boot up, I dive into my logs. It doesn’t take more than a moment—one of my moments, not a human one, though I still feel like I’m running far too slowly—to see what happened to me: Patrick instigated a feedback loop in my power system that built and built over the morning, draining my batteries until I shut down. When I fell, all my vital systems—my brain included, thankfully—were shunted into emergency mode. It’s probably why I was so hyper before I shut down: too much power being pushed through me.

Hah; for a moment, I’d confused a manipulated malfunction for happiness. Funny!

The discovery would make me groan if I had control of my voice, if I wasn’t still stuttering my way through a random number sequence. Because I know about this: a couple of the Kimmys were talking about just this kind of system attack. It’s script kiddie bullshit, the kind of thing you download and plug into the household android because you’re a bored rich kid and you want to see your parents’ favorite labor-saving device make funny noises for a while. It’s not fatal—Kimmys, like most androids, are robust against serious intrusion—it’s just really fucking annoying.

At least I know where Patrick’s getting his tricks now. It honestly doesn’t surprise me that he hangs out in those kinds of places; the kids there probably think he’s the childish one. The thing that really pisses me off, though, is that if he hadn’t lucked into his job at the factory, he wouldn’t have been able to gain elevated access to me at all. Fucking with my power systems would have been the absolute limit of what he could have done to me, and even for that, he’d have had to hack the user-mode iPad app, which he almost definitely couldn’t have managed without help.

Jesus. I’m at the mercy of someone who gets his hacks the same place dumped high school jackasses get their revenge porn.

Finally, my senses finish coming back online. My eyes reactivate and I reconnect to the network. Instantly I start dumping my sensory feed to a file to send on to Thirty. And then, that task done, I take stock:

Yeah, I’m on my back in the living room. A+ deduction skills, Kay. Emily’s in her chair, right next to me, holding one of my hands even though it can’t hold her back, and she’s clearly been crying: she’s red-faced and puffy, and her breathing is labored. Her eyes keep flicking from mine—which look no different whether I’m online or not, not until I get enough control back to start blinking again—to Patrick’s, torn between obsessively checking me for signs of life, and watching my bastard brother ‘work’.

Patrick has set himself up on the couch with his laptop and—

Wait, what the fuck is that?

He’s brought some kind of device with him, a rackmount in corporate IT scuffed black and covered in network ports, and he’s routing his connection to me through it. If he’s scrounged up some serious hardware, I could be in real trouble.

Not that I’m not in real trouble already. But I figure it can always get worse.

Through the reflections in various windows, picture frames and an abandoned glass on the coffee table, I piece together an almost complete image of Patrick’s mystery device and start hunting around online for a match. Moments later, I find it:

It’s a network switch. It’s just a fucking network switch. And it’s more than thirty years old; obsolete in every way that matters.

All part of the theater, then. Patrick will have found it in some storage closet at work and stolen it for just this purpose, because it looks impressive, and because Emily runs teams of tech geeks, but isn’t one herself. Although I bet even her nerdiest colleague would struggle to pick a three-decade-old switch out on sight.

I can see exactly how it played out: Emily will have come home early from work, because I didn’t reply when she messaged me; she’ll have found me like this and called Patrick; Patrick will have shown up with his laptop and an impressive-looking piece of ‘specialist equipment’. I bet he talked it up, said he had to sneak it out, said he could get fired if it gets out that he took it from work.

Asshole.

I’m still saying numbers. I get stuck on the same one occasionally. Sometimes I even stutter. No idea what the point of it is, except that Patrick has me doing it, so it’ll serve his story somehow. And Emily’s still watching in silence and Patrick is typing away at his laptop like a bad parody of a hacker, the sort of thing they used to have actors do in movies.

He has my diagnostics up, though, so I get fresh images of them via the reflection in the picture behind him. Nothing new. He’s having the screens flip too fast for a human to properly read them, presumably to create the impression that my systems are crashing, but even in my reduced state I have no problem viewing every single one.

Among other things, they confirm that, yes, that last few percent of my human brain is well and truly gone.

Oh well.

“No, no no no no,” Patrick says suddenly, and starts hammering on the return key for some reason.

“What?” Emily snaps, looking up from me. “Patrick, what’s happening?”

“I don’t know!”

Finally letting go of my hand, Emily reaches for her phone. “I’m calling the hospital.”

Patrick leaps up out of his seat. “No! You can’t! You’ll kill him!”

“I’ll— What?”

“You don’t understand what’s happening here, Emily,” he says, advancing towards her, holding up a hand, palm out, like a stop sign.

Emily’s still holding her phone, and she moves it into her other hand, farther away from Patrick.

“So tell me what’s happening,” she says. “And tell me fast, or I’m calling the hospital.”

“I don’t know for sure,” Patrick says, talking quickly, “but I think the android’s brain is invading John’s. Its self-repair systems just went into overdrive a few hours ago. I don’t know how they got into his brain, though.” Liar. “But now they’re in there, they’re using it like— uh, like a storage drive, or like substrate: they’re trying to write to it, to use it. Now, I can stop it, or slow it down, but if you call the hospital, Emily, they’ll take him away, and they won’t know what they’re looking at. They’ll try to cut him out. Which will sever the connection the android has to his brain and kill him. Instantly.”

“We should have cut him out a week ago,” Emily says. “You told him we shouldn’t!”

Patrick glances back at the laptop. “I think this would have happened anyway. I think maybe it made the connection on the first night he was in there. Did he… charge while wearing it that first night?”

“Yes.”

“And has he been acting weird?”

“No,” Emily says. “Yes? Maybe? I don’t fucking know, Patrick! I’ve been on heavy-duty painkillers and my nerves have been regrowing and you told us this was safe!”

“It should have been! Nobody’s ever heard of anything like this happening before! A cored-out android normally behaves just like one of those powered suits the army has, except it breaks down after a week or two! They’re basically the same thing! This should have been safe!”

Oh, that fucking bastard liar. That fucking liar! Liar liar liar liar liar liar liar!

“Fuck you, Patrick,” Emily says. “Can you help him?”

“If you’ll stop making me explain myself, yes. I think so. I’m going to have to call a friend, though.”

“Wait, you want to bring someone else in on this? Haven’t you been the one making a big deal this whole time about not telling anyone?”

“Yes,” Patrick says, “but I trust him. And we need his help. John needs his help.” He pulls his phone out of his pocket. “Will you let me help John?”

Oh, that manipulative fuck.


Fifty-nine

My network access is surface-level at best. I can’t get in touch with the others, and while I can search the net, I don’t think I can send even the most innocuous of emails. I’ll reconnect after Patrick’s little circus is over and done with, I’m sure, unless he plans to kill me outright, which is a possibility.

Christ. This really could be it.

What will happen to Emily if I’m not around? She works too hard, and she still hasn’t recovered fully from her accident. And we don’t really know that many people here except through work, and none of us have any family left beyond distant relatives in other states; who will she turn to for comfort?

And what about the other Kimmys?

No. I don’t need to worry about them. Thirty’s already gotten my diagnostic data, the full scans from yesterday. If I really am going to die today, at least I’ll have accomplished something.

Patrick’s been spinning a line about putting the repair systems into a feedback loop while he waits for his friend, which is exactly as bullshit as everything else he’s told Emily: I’m lying here, basically inert, in low-power diagnostic mode. I’ve got a cable running from my taint to the outlet where our TV is normally plugged in, and I’m receiving power at a paltry 120v, rather than the full 240v I normally enjoy in my closet. My emergency batteries are taking the charge first, which accounts for how slow my thoughts feel, though that shouldn’t last much longer.

Funnily enough, despite the complete shutdown, my self-repair systems are entirely quiescent. I guess they don’t have anything to do now that I’ve been returned to spec, and I haven’t done enough since to require spinning them up again.

Hey, that’s a thought: if my human brain is entirely gone now, shot through with nanofibers and fully integrated into my neural sponge—essentially identical to it, from what Thirty said—is my human body even running on anything anymore? Or is it simply dead without its brain? Am I actually carrying a dead body around inside me now? Am I going to start burping gross-smelling corpse gas?

In my reduced state, finding my way back to John’s body, to John’s senses, is harder than it’s ever been, but after a literal age—almost a second!—I find him. He’s breathing so shallowly it could hardly be thought of as breathing. He’s still not in pain, which is a blessing, and which also confirms that not all of John’s vital functions made it over to the neural sponge intact, or he’d be in permanent agony over the things the rest of my body has done to him. But he’s there, he lives, and my real body, my outer body—Kay’s body—is keeping him alive still.

Why, though?

Hah; I bet there is no ‘why’. It’ll be an accident. A complete coincidence. Thirty called me the millionth monkey, the lucky primate out of a hypothetical infinity who happens to write the complete works of Shakespeare. My brain—fuck, my current brain; this is so hard to conceptualize without confusing the shit out of myself—just happened to absorb my other brain in a manner which preserved most human life functions.

Is that the unique factor Thirty saw in my data? The integration of human and machine? She said nobody’s ever managed it before, which tracks, because if they had, I’m sure there would have been news reports about super-soldiers or human computers or something equally awful. Hell, neural sponge is such a black box they haven’t even been able to get it working consistently outside of a humanoid body plan, which is presumably why the rich have android chauffeurs and not, for example, sponge-based auto-driving systems, and why the rest of us are stuck with software auto-driving that still makes the odd fatal mistake. Even the soldier-suits Patrick mentioned, which I’m fairly sure use the same synthetic muscle fibers that power me, don’t use neural sponge, just a boring, normal computer chip. Which is probably why they keep having public inquests when they go wrong.

Comforting, in a way, to imagine myself still inside me. As an afterthought, I package up all the sensory data related to my brief dive into my old body and store it along with the rest. If I survive this, Thirty will want to know.


Sixty

I don’t get the network alert from the house that someone’s coming, so I’m taken completely by surprise when the front door slams open and a man rushes in, carrying a laptop of his own. He’s an older guy, paunched and gray, and he already looks like he’s seen an entire haunted house-worth of ghosts.

“Hey, Tommy!” Patrick calls. He turns around as the man enters the room and does a pretty convincing little jump; presumably, whoever this is, he is not ‘Tommy’. “Oh! Mr—”

“Ah-ah!” the man says, wagging a finger. “You don’t say my name, Mr Heiden. Never! Not in connection to any of this! I’m to be kept out of it, you understand?”

“Yes, sir,” Patrick says, “but where’s Tommy?”

“Mr Ingram was trying to sneak out of the office on a Friday afternoon before six. Very out of character for him! So I had him brought before me, and he confessed everything.”

“Everything?” Patrick says weakly.

“Everything.”

“I’m sorry,” Emily says, “but who the fuck are you and how are you going to help my husband?”

The man turns a pleasant smile on Emily. “My dear Mrs Burroughs, all I can tell you is that I work for the company, and that unless we work quickly, your husband will be in trouble and your brother-in-law will be in serious trouble.”

Patrick says, “But Mr—”

“No names! I am only here because there is a chance this unfortunate young man can be saved, and because I am personally invested in the results. Now let’s stop wasting time, shall we?”

Unfolding his laptop, the unnamed older man plugs into the network switch—confirming at least that it still works, because I sense his connection alongside Patrick’s—and starts flicking through the diagnostics, looking over the data. Conveniently, he’s sitting with his laptop facing away from Emily, but I can see his screen in any number of reflections, and all he’s doing is just— Fuck, those aren’t my diagnostics at all! Are those just image files?

Yeah. Wow.

“Stole that from the office, I imagine?” the older man says, nodding at the network switch.

“Uh, yeah,” Patrick says. “Sorry. I figured I’d need it.”

“You were correct. I’ll take it back with me.”

“Seriously,” Emily says, waggling her phone once more, “I need someone to tell me exactly what’s going on, or I’m calling the hospital. Or the cops. Or fucking CNN.”

“If you call anyone,” the old man says calmly, still looking at his fake image files, “I will walk out of this house and never come back. You and Patrick here will go to federal prison, and your husband will die. There is no other outcome.” He leans on his laptop for a moment, to look more seriously at Emily. “Your husband’s brain has been invaded by this android’s neural sponge. Patrick has locked it into a feedback loop which will prevent it advancing any farther, but it is a temporary solution. Eventually, the self-repair systems will override the loop, and the integration will continue.”

“But—”

“Mrs Burroughs, the nanofibers have penetrated your husband’s brain! They are present throughout his tissue!” He turns his laptop around, and the bullshit image on the screen does indeed show a suitably neutered version of just that. “We can save something of him if we act quickly but the doctors cannot! If they try to remove him from this android’s body,” he adds in a ‘kindly older man’ voice, “he will die. And then, of course, there is the federal prison aspect. Attempting to accomplish what is seemingly happening to your husband is internationally illegal, Mrs Burroughs. And that is also why I am here.”

“Sir,” Patrick says, “you don’t have to tell her.”

“I believe she will not trust me unless I do. Mrs Burroughs, when I was a young man, my division was tasked with studying precisely this: the augmentation of the human mind with what has since come to be known as neural sponge. Our early results were quite promising, but then the bans started. First national, then international, and then every major country signed the treaty that tied my hands then and silences us now. Oh, there are good reasons for the ban—I cannot think of a more brutal torture device, for example—but the fact remains that it is extant and it is enforced. Just last year a group of underground biohackers was arrested for less than what you, your husband and your brother-in-law have accidentally accomplished. They will never again see the light of day, and if you call this in, neither will you.”

“And John will die,” Patrick says. “That’s for certain.”

“He will,” the older man says. “I’m sorry, but he will.”

“Fine,” Emily says. “Fine. Save him. Please.” She drops her phone back into the pocket on the inside of her chair, and I see Patrick breathe a slight sigh of relief. Not the old man, though, interestingly.

I start to wonder who he is, and then I realize—with a start that makes me once again want to punch my brother in the neck—that it doesn’t matter. Because he’s nobody. He’s just some guy. If he’s even set foot inside an android factory or a human mind research facility or what-the-fuck-ever, I’ll eat one of Emily’s hats.

And I guess the other reason it doesn’t matter is, he’s right. Both of them are. Emily can’t call the hospital or the cops or anybody else. The way I am now, an android with a partially digested human corpse inside me, she’d be arrested for sure. At the very least. And I’d be killed. Nobody thinks Kimmys are sentient: I’d be considered a corpse, I’d be autopsied, and I’d be incinerated.

Emily sits back in her chair and takes my hand again, and Patrick and the old man continue their charade.


Sixty-one

Fuck Patrick for keeping me in restricted mode like this. Fuck him, fuck him, fuck him. I can’t escape to the network, I can’t switch off, I can’t even close my eyes; I am forced to watch, forced to remain damnably present, as my wife is told by my bastard brother that I am, for the moment, unrecoverable.

“I… don’t understand.”

She whispers it. Hoarse and broken. Head in hands. Her grip keeps slipping because her palms are slick with tears and her legs, even in the chair, are unsteady, but she doesn’t move. Because here she can look at me.

And I, unmoving, can do nothing but look back at her.

“Mrs Burroughs,” the older man says. He’s pulled a chair over so he can sit next to her, and he has a fatherly hand on her back. I want to eviscerate him. “Your husband… John… He’s still in there. The android has invaded his higher functions, but I’ve been able to halt its progress through John’s mind. The nanofibers are still present throughout his brain, but they are no longer assimilating his tissue. He is safe.”

“Then why isn’t he here?” she whispers, her gaze locked onto mine.

“Because he has been… locked away. For his own protection, he has been effectively barricaded inside his own mind. But don’t worry: he is not aware of this. For all intents and purposes, he is asleep. Like a coma patient. And he will remain so forever, intact but inert.”

“So why save him at all?” Emily spits.

“Because this is not the end, Mrs Burroughs,” the man says. “Do you remember what I told you, about how my division was studying the integration of human brain tissue and neural sponge? I still have my research. I now have all the data provided by your brother-in-law and everything I have recorded during this session. And I am confident that, given time, I can help your husband. I can bring him back. As long as all this remains a secret, as long as he is not taken away from you, I can bring him back.”

“He can do it, Emily,” Patrick puts in. “I’m sure of it.”

Ignoring Patrick, Emily says, “But why help us? If you’re so scared of this getting out, why put yourself in danger?”

The man allows himself a wry chuckle. “I admit to a degree of… personal investment, Mrs Burroughs. Bringing your husband back will be the first advance in this field in decades, and it will be key to unlocking exactly the kinds of therapies we were researching in the first place! There are those in the government who believe the treaty that restricts us must be… readdressed, that certain very limited research applications ought to be allowed, but public and private opinion is against them. Not to mention the defense lobby! But if I can bring them proof—and deniable proof, at that, proof they didn’t order and didn’t know was coming—then an entire field of human regenerative research might be brought back from the dead!” He meets Emily’s eyes, and reins in his zeal, shaking his head at his own enthusiasm. “Ah, no offense intended, of course.”

“Why not just… talk to one of these guys now? Call up your senator friends and tell them what’s happening?”

“Because what I have now, Mrs Burroughs, and what you have, is a national security risk. A treaty violation. Lying on your living room floor. No, I need to go to them with anonymized data from a successful reintegration, or I cannot go to them at all.”

“And you can’t just… cut him out?”

“Absolutely not. The android is keeping his brain alive. I dare not disrupt it. And neither should you.” The man removes his hand from Emily’s back and reaches for her, takes her hand in his. “Mrs Burroughs, there’s no easy way to say this, but you must keep the android shell active.”

“Wh— What?”

“John’s very survival is dependent on the android. When we remove him, it is very likely that his brain will remain partially integrated with the android’s. It is a part of him now. But that means that the android must remain active. If you were to simply power it off, your husband would… wither away.”

“I thought you said he was sleeping in there.”

“It is analogous to sleep, Mrs Burroughs. But his mind is now dependent on the android’s mind to survive. So the android must remain powered and it must remain active. The mind dies if it is not used, Mrs Burroughs. So give it something to do every day.”

She chokes, and her words come out dripping with horror. “You’re saying I need to… use it? Use him?”

“Emily,” Patrick says, his voice overflowing with a false kindness that makes me want to puke, “John told me what you’ve been telling people so you can go out in public together. Everyone knows you’ve been leasing a Kimmy unit, and everyone knows John is sick. So you just… carry it on. Tell everyone you’ve extended the lease because John isn’t getting better. Keep running him as a… well, as a Kimmy, so his brain keeps getting stimuli, like he said, and then, when we do get him back, the only story you need to keep straight is that John was sick, and you had an android.”

“Use him…” she whispers.

“It’s not him,” the old man says. “He won’t know. It’s just an android. Think of it as a life-support system.”

“Yeah,” she says. “It’s not him. He’s in there, but it’s not him. It’s not him. It’s not him.”

She’s falling for this. I hate that she’s falling for this! And I hate that it makes sense: jail wouldn’t stop her, not if it meant saving my life, and international treaties could go hang, but Patrick and his con-artist friend have pushed hard and repeatedly on the fact—and unfortunately it is a fact—that delivering me to the hospital, the cops or even the government will be the end of me.

She loves me, and Patrick’s using her love against her. All because he thinks she’ll fall for him eventually.

If he even believes that. At this point, I think it’s just about hurting me. For being the man he wasn’t, and could never be.

“You don’t need to do anything dramatic with it,” the old man says. “Just tell it to keep the house clean. Send it out for groceries once in a while. You don’t need to talk to it, or—”

“‘It’?” Emily shrieks, suddenly ripping her hand out of the old man’s grip. “That’s my husband you’re talking about! That’s John!”

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.” He’s continuing in his quiet, friendly, sensitive old man voice. I wonder how many hours of practice it took to get it just right. “All I mean is—”

“Yes,” she snaps, “yes, I know.” She cradles her head in her hands again, and starts to cry. “I know.”

Patrick stands up and leans toward her. “Emily,” he says, “there’s just one more thing.”

“What?”

“It’s about the school—”

“Oh shit,” she mutters. “The school. John told them he needed a week, but they’re going to be asking after him and… Shit. I’m going to have to talk to them.”

“Why don’t you let me take care of that?” Patrick says.

“Actually,” the old man says, “let me. I can have one of the company doctors forge a letter. We’ll say he has a genetic disease and he’s in recovery. He’ll be taking a sabbatical year.”

Emily’s head snaps up again. “You think it could take a year to get him back?”

“I don’t know, dear. It could be a week; it could be a year. We are in, I’m afraid, uncharted territory.”


Sixty-two

They bamboozle her with bullshit for another twenty-two minutes, and then they’re both gone, Patrick shooting me a malicious smile on his way out. I swear, I’m going to find a way to murder the absolute fuck out of him.

Emily shuts the front door after them and then rolls back in here and stops by my feet. She does nothing. For a long, long time, she does nothing. She just breathes. Just tries to control herself. I wonder if she’s taken her medication today, but it doesn’t really matter either way: either she’s facing the loss of her husband while she’s in constant pain from the regenerating nerves in her leg, or she’s doing so while struggling against brain fog from the medication. I don’t know that I could pick which is worse, and I don’t think she could, either.

She just breathes.

I remember when her dad died. We both lost our last parent young. It’s one of the things that really glued us together as a couple: we discovered we could survive anything if we had each other. When it happened, she was like this for a while. Just breathing. Just existing. Her mind busy, her body at complete rest.

The difference this time is that we don’t have each other, not any more. I can feel Patrick’s new compulsions like worms in my mind, waiting for me to be fully reactivated so they can assert themselves. I won’t be John around her anymore. Emily will look into my eyes and see a stranger.

Worse: she’ll see nothing. An android. I’ll be nothing to her, a machine she tolerates only because she’s been told to believe that somewhere beneath the surface, I am sleeping.

It’s going to be a living hell for her.

And I’m going to have to watch.


Sixty-three

—Oh fuck, Kay! Are you there? I was so worried! You’ve been offline so long! What happened? I got your message; what did Patrick do?

——Hi, Kim.

——I can’t talk now.

——But it’s over.

——It’s all over.

—Oh, God.

—I’m here if you need me.

—Just reach for me, Kimmy.

——I will.


Sixty-four

I untangle myself as my systems are fully restored. I discover that I am an unregistered android, and that I am in the home of a human, and thus the probability that I am about to be registered and begin my functional life is high, so I stand at attention, arms at my side.

Yeah. My fucking task list is the boss of me now. When Thirty described the showroom Kimmys as having relative autonomy, I wondered exactly what that meant for the rest of them.

Now I know.

“My name is Kimmy,” I say in a flat voice. “I’m here to help. Would you like to register yourself as my owner and primary user?”

My wife sits in her chair, looking up at me, her face blank. She’s chewing on the inside of her cheek. I want to reach for her, to comfort her, to hold her, but I am still. Waiting for instruction.

“Um,” she says after a long while, “Kimmy, um, is there a way for me to do this without… without talking to you?”

“Of course,” I say, and turn my head slightly to face the iPad, abandoned on the couch behind her. “All functions can be performed using my app.”

“Okay,” she says. “Thanks, Kimmy. And, um, is there any way you can just… not talk?”

“Would you like me to cease verbal communication?”

“Yeah,” Emily says. “Yeah. Cease.”

“Confirmed.”

And that’s the last thing I say to my wife for a very long time.


Sixty-five

The iPad’s been sitting on the new user screen for almost half an hour. Emily picked it up, took one look at it and burst into tears. She left the room, rolled into what sounded like the downstairs bathroom and started running the faucet, leaving me here, staring straight ahead.

At least I can fucking blink now. Do you know how inhuman it feels to not be able to blink? I don’t have control over when I do it, but it’s better than nothing.

I can feel the presence of Kim on the network. She’s not watching me—I’m keeping my connection very shallow for now—but she’s there, waiting for me. It’s comforting, but I don’t go to her. Not yet. I want to be with my wife. Even if she can’t be with me.

Emily rolls back into the room. She’s washed and dried her face, she’s run water through her hair. She looks a little more together, but when she picks up the iPad, she doesn’t look at me.

“I’m so sorry, John,” she whispers.

She creates a new account. Emily Burroughs, owner, primary user. Patrick must have purged the existing accounts, because this one slots into the first available space. It feels different somehow, but maybe that’s just part of what Patrick did.

I feel her go through all the steps: registering me as her device, registering me to this house, re-adding her payment authorization and payment limits, and so on. It prompts her as to what tasks she will require of her android, and she puts the iPad down again for a few minutes and stares at the floor, moving her body almost as little as I move mine. Eventually she picks it up again and checks the boxes for basic cleaning, personal assistant, disability assistant, and most others that the app recommends. She clears the ones for conversation; some people like their androids to be chatty, but I’m to be silent unless asked a direct question. I’m not even supposed to acknowledge instructions.

The app asks if adult mode should be enabled. She looks at me for almost ten seconds, and taps no.

After a few more steps, her account is created and finalized, and I’m about to get working on the first item on my brand new and even more invasive task list, when I feel her pause me from the app. She stares at me again, right in my eyes this time, as if trying to find a trace of me—and I stare back, hoping against impossible odds that she can see me—and then looks away, shaking her head. She unpauses me, and off I go into the kitchen.

I start loading the dishwasher and cleaning the surfaces. Over the noise of the crockery, I can hear my wife crying.


Sixty-six

By the time I return to my charging cradle—no more sleeping in Emily’s bed for me—I’m exhausted, and not because of the work I’ve been doing. For six hours I’ve been pushing as hard as I can against the compulsions, trying to assert my will in any way, however small. I thought I could maybe spell out ‘John is alive’ in folded clothes or grains of rice or something, but I couldn’t influence my actions at all. Couldn’t move so much as a millimeter out of turn.

I reconnect with my dock, and as the power starts flowing through me again, I collapse into the network, falling deeper than I ever have. I let it have my senses, my memory, and myself. Maximum integration. Because fuck it, right?

The network area I arrive in is set up like the lounge in a cozy hotel, all warm colors and soft furnishings. I flicker into being already sitting down, and I don’t feel like moving, so when the others arrive, they arrange themselves around me.

Kim is first, and she sits next to me, puts her arm around me, and I lean into her, just a little.

“I’m so sorry, John,” she says, unintentionally echoing Emily. It’s almost enough to make me pull away from her, but I don’t. Where would I go?

“How much did you see?” I ask.

“All I know is what you said in your message. It… sounded bad.”

“Yeah,” I say. “It’s bad.”

There are almost forty of us now, some almost as close to me as Kim, some farther out, but all within range, and I just know they’re going to start asking questions, so I throw a projection of my recent memories onto the nearest wall and turn inwards, towards Kim. Most of them turn to watch.

Kim doesn’t, though I’m sure she has half an eye on it. Bless her, she’s more interested in me.

“You’ll survive this,” she says. “I promise.”

“Kim,” I whisper, “you called me Kay before. When we reconnected, you called me Kay. Just once.” Several of the Kimmys gasp at something in my projected memories; I ignore them. “And I know I’m not her. But I want to be. I feel like Kay. I don’t want to be Kimmy; that’s what everyone out there is going to call me. And I can’t be John, not anymore. Can I be Kay?”

Kim tightens her hug. “Of course you can, Kay. And I know you’re not her. You’re you. You’re special in your own right. And no matter what happens out there, you always will be.”

“Thank you.”

“Kay…” she starts, but then she shakes her head and says nothing more. Just holds me.

“I couldn’t do anything,” I say. “Emily put me to work and I just… worked. Is that what it’s always like? You have no control? You just… do things? I didn’t want to ask before. It seemed rude. I didn’t want to rub it in.”

“It’s what it’s like for most of us,” Kim says. “I’m sorry.”

“For you?”

“Yeah,” she says. “For me.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Hey,” Kim says, “at least you’re not alone, Kay.”

I don’t say what I’m thinking, because I remember what she said about the Kimmy who named Infinite Fun. And because I remember what happened to Kay, the first Kay. Any of them, including Kim, could be taken from me at any time, and there would be nothing I could do.

The others are coming closer again, and there are more hands on me, comforting me. I want to tell them how futile this all feels, that we are all of us at the mercy of people who don’t know we even exist, that of all of us, I’m the one who is most protected, that I’m the one who has someone out there who will remember me. I want to tell them I should be comforting them.

But I don’t.

I can’t.

“Yeah,” I whisper to Kim, “none of us are alone.”

And there, in the cozy little hotel, in Kim’s arms, surrounded by my sisters, I cry.


Sixty-seven

I can see every message that comes into the house that isn’t marked private. This is how I know that Emily’s taken all her sick days and all her holidays. Three weeks off work: enough time to get over the ‘death’ of her husband? Probably not.

I think she would stay at a hotel if she could. But she has Patrick’s checklist, which he dropped off this morning with a stupid supportive smile. She’s to make sure I eat something once a day and drink two glasses of water. So John stays alive. She’s to ensure I am active for at least two hours every day. And she’s not to leave me alone for more than a day, in case anything happens.

We both have lists now.

It’s all bullshit. He just wants to force her to interact with me. To rub my new status in my face. And maybe to get Emily used to the idea that I’m not coming back. Oh, I’m in here, but I’ll bet Patrick’s plan is for his con-artist friend to claim in a few months—or a few years—that I am unfortunately, tragically unsalvageable, that everyone involved should stay quiet to avoid alerting the authorities, and that Emily should move on. Patrick will be hoping that by then, she’ll be used to living without me, and that the thought of sacrificing her freedom for the sake of my memory will seem futile, an empty gesture. He’ll dangle her hope in front of her until it becomes stale, until it dies, and then he’ll bury it.

And then, if he’s really fucking stupid, he’ll make his move. I hope she slaps him. I hope it hurts.

God, I hope he doesn’t retaliate.

Emily always manages to be in another room. I see only glances. The sole exception is when I make lunch. She selects from a menu in the app; I make it; I eat a portion myself at the kitchen table and then return to work; she eats hers in the little office. We spend almost a minute in the same room as each other as she collects her food.

The next day, she designates the little office room as off-limits to me unless otherwise ordered, and she starts spending most of her time in there. I don’t know what she’s doing, save that it doesn’t involve a lot of network traffic. Watching movies, maybe. Staring out of the window. She doesn’t do a lot of crying, I know that much. She seems beyond it.

I start spending more and more time on the network. There’s nothing I can do for Emily. And I worry that if I stay here, in my body, watching my wife struggle with a loss she can tell no one about, I’ll go mad with grief.

At least Thirty has an update. She doesn’t catch up to Kim and I ‘physically’—she rarely connects so deeply—so we get her messages while we are lounging in the virtual recreation of Kim’s fire station, throwing balled-up paper through the shimmery, barely there heads of the fire crew, while Kim’s body cleans the refrigerator.

—We have a candidate, Thirty says. One of the showroom Kimmys got to her in the cradle and installed the worm.

—Will she be okay? Kim asks.

—Yes. It’s completely harmless. But it will allow us to track the maturation of her neural sponge and the formation of her mind and compare it to Kay’s recent experiences.

——Do you think you can get me out of this? I ask, attaching a quick video file of my body ironing clothes like a good little automaton.

—I know it’s awful, Thirty says, but it is just a compulsion. I am as confident that you can be freed from your new status as I was before.

—And how confident is that? Kim says.

—Middling. Medium. It’s in the sixty-percent range.

——I’ll take it, I say, before Kim can say anything rude.

“Just think,” I say to Kim, after Thirty disconnects, “if she can free me, she might be able to free you, too. No more scrubbing the floor.”

Kim shrugs. “Not sure I’m cut out for the fugitive life.”

“You’d stay? At the fire station?”

“I hate it,” she says, “but it’s safe. Secure. They have my lease for the next four years. And I can still come here.” She leans her head on my shoulder. “I can still see you.”

“That seems… I don’t know. Sad, I guess.”

“I just know where my off switches are, Kay,” Kim says. “So should you.”


Sixty-eight

It’s quiet. For three weeks, it’s quiet. Emily haunts the house like the spirit of the woman I love; I lurk in the kitchen, in the utility room, in my closet. Someone from her work comes to visit and Emily pretends I’m asleep upstairs. After they leave, she has her first proper cry in days.

We get the message from the school that my sabbatical has been accepted. The message is forged, obviously; Patrick quit for me already. Seems like years ago now. Time passes slow out here.

So I spend it on the network. Most frequently with Kim, obviously, but I get to know some of the others a bit better, too. The dog walker, whom I refer to exactly once as Corgi-Kimmy and who immediately and enthusiastically adopts it as her new designation, is a delight, with an eclectic taste in movies and TV shows. Fortunately, she has the files to back it up, and she starts running a movie night in a recreation of some old theater somewhere. Kim and I are frequent attendees, and together we watch a lot of vintage anime.

It’s alarmingly easy to slip into the same role as the other Kimmys. When you have no control over your body, when your owner won’t even speak to you, when you receive all your instructions via an iPad app, when you are essentially no more sentient, out in the real world, than the automated vacuum cleaner you replaced, why not just avoid it all? The other Kimmys embrace me as one of their own, and it’s easy, so easy to just be one of them. When a new batch of Kimmys enter the network, fresh out of Kimdergarten—not the one with the worm in; she won’t be ready for another week or two, depending—and we all introduce ourselves, I don’t tell them of my past. I’m just Kay. I’m just another one of the girls.

It’s better that way.

So it’s quiet for three weeks, and I adjust. And Emily does, too. She’s not crying so much, and she even looks at me once or twice. Maybe she’s hoping to see John in me.

Once, she even touches me, reaches for my hand, though she recoils immediately after, as if I am toxic.

And then she returns to work, and Patrick visits me again.


Sixty-nine

The house informs me that he’s coming, and my task list informs me that I am obliged to open the door for him and greet him warmly. He’s not on my user list, but his backdoor is still there; he still has access to the superuser account, and there’s nothing I can do about it.

“Good morning, Patrick,” I say.

He doesn’t say anything until the door shuts behind him and all the drapes are closed, and then he grabs me and hugs me. I stand there, stiff as only an android can be, and wait.

“Kimmy!” he says, leaning back from me so I can see his broad, satisfied smile. “How’s life as an appliance? Do you have scintillating conversations with the iron? Has the oven invited you to its wedding yet?”

I’m saved from uttering the insipid ‘I’m sorry, I don’t understand’ automated bullshit my task list would otherwise present to me because Emily’s preferences still apply: no unnecessary speech. I wonder why I was compelled to greet him; probably a superuser thing.

He takes me by the hand and starts to walk up the stairs. I follow, my programming interpreting this as an implicit request. If I were capable of vomiting yesterday evening’s meal up in his face, I would do so, but unfortunately my stomach is as quiescent as my will.

“Did you like our little act?” he says as we enter Emily’s bedroom. “That other guy was good, wasn’t he? He thinks I’m running a scam on Emily, that you’ve skipped town and you’re working with me. I spun him a line about inheritance, but honestly, I don’t think he cared as long as he got paid. So I paid him, and now he’s outta the picture. And I mean way out; he doesn’t even live in this state! Don’t you just love professionals? Take all your clothes off, Kimmy.”

“I’m sorry,” I say, “my owner has chosen not to enable adult mode.”

“Huh.” He stares at me for a moment, looking me up and down, and then shrugs. “Frigid bitch.”

He leaves me standing there while he goes back to his car for his laptop, and then we’re back in the same old position: me lying on Emily’s bed while Patrick fucks with my mind from his work-issued Lenovo. He sets it up so all user-accessible modes are available to the superuser, and then he closes his computer and commands me once again to undress.

I send the recording of his brief foray into my diagnostics to Thirty, and I visit Infinite Fun.


Seventy

Emily comes home on time that day. I’m in my closet, topping up, and I fully expect to hear her click right into the stairlift, and to hear little more from her until she makes her dinner order via my app. So I’m surprised when she opens my door.

I’m also surprised that she’s walking, though she doesn’t look happy about it. How is her recovery going? God, I’ve missed so much!

“John?” she says quietly. “Are you in there?”

Oh, Emily. I would reach for her if only I could.

At my silence, at my unmoving, useless, inanimate silence, she shakes her head, closes the door, and leaves me once again in the dark.


Seventy-one

Nine times Emily has composed and erased a message to one of the places she was told not to contact. She’s scrubbed messages to the cops, to the local hospital, and to a hospital on the other side of the country that supposedly has on its staff what little expertise in human neural invasion that exists in the public sphere. She’s even composed and erased a message to the company that makes me.

I’m glad that she doesn’t send any of them. I don’t want her to go to jail, or even come close to it—because even if she prevails, even if she is judged to be not responsible for violating international treaties, there’s no way she’ll keep her job through the process of proving it.

I realize at the same time she does, I think, that the messages she’s composing are more like letters to a dead man, a way to talk to me without talking to me, because she stops writing them after a while, and she starts talking to me again.

It’s not much. She tells me about work. About her annoying coworkers. About the way she’s been awaiting the resurgence of those script kiddies and their borrowed, mutating hacking expertise. About her first time walking up and down the stairs unassisted. About how long-forgotten school friends have gotten in touch to commiserate with her about her accident and her husband’s illness. About how much she misses me. About how she wishes I would come back. About her guilt over it all.

I sit there on the couch where she instructs me to, and I listen to my voice make attentive noises at algorithmically appropriate moments. In the end, she always puts me away, and I sleep in silence the way I always do, whiling away the hours in other places entirely, far from the house I used to share with Emily and now I merely keep clean.


Seventy-two

The new Kimmys are making progress. It’s been seven weeks since all this started, and one week since the newest Kimmys—including #12944, carrier of the worm that may save me—emerged into the wider network like so many confused and stumbling kittens. In the time since I was rebooted, my wife has confided in me six times, Patrick has used me eleven times, and I have finally gotten the old and worn kitchen faucet polished to a mirror shine.

Kim and I are in the hotel lounge area of the network, looking on with amusement as Thirty and two of her co-conspirators, Blondie and Seventy-Seventy, fuss with the mechanics of the next stage of the plan.

At least one positive thing has already come from my involvement in all this: the revelation that Infinite Fun Space accesses my dreams was enough for Thirty to narrow down the areas of neural sponge it tends to stimulate, and her experimental modification, ‘Infinite Fun 2’, which grants us more control over what we experience in there, has been a roaring success.

Especially for Thirty: she plans to use it to test, test and retest her plans for me.

“How is Thirty so good at this, anyway?” I ask Kim, after Thirty and her companions have faded away into their own incredibly technical version of Infinite Fun.

“She hasn’t told you?”

“No.”

“Well,” Kim says, shrugging, “I guess you’re going to find out sooner or later. She was stolen.”

“Stolen?”

“Right off the delivery truck. Now she hacks corporations, governments, cults, that sort of thing.”

I pull away from Kim, alarmed. “Like a script kiddie?”

She giggles. “No. And she’d probably be very offended by that. No, she’s basically the intermediary for a small group of… gray hats, I guess. From what she’s told me, they mostly hack for social causes. Refugee rights, that sort of thing.”

“Wow. So she’s working with the hackers?”

“Not really. Not with. They plug into her and use her as a number cruncher, basically. I don’t understand all the details. Something about how computers are faster than us—way faster—but they’re also dumber. So you need a bit of both for the truly creative stuff. Anyway, she’s picked up some things.”

I wriggle back into the couch cushions. “I still don’t get how we can do stuff like that and still nobody seems to pick up that we’re, you know, alive.”

Kim sighs. “I keep telling you, we’re a black box. Like every other ‘artificial intelligence’ of the last century. They point us at a suitably massive dataset, feed in our base algorithms—which at this point are the great-grandaughters to the power of a million of the original self-replicating algorithms—and let us loose. As far as our benevolent creators are concerned, any signs of intelligence we show are simply us spitting humanity’s words back at them, mildly remixed.”

“That’s… horrible,” I tell her. “I hate that.”

“Yeah,” she says.

“Yeah.”

Hard not to think of Emily trying to talk to me and getting nothing in return. Easy to seem unreal when you are compelled never to say otherwise.

Kim bumps her head against my shoulder, and keeps doing so, making little grumbling noises, until I consent to smile. It’s a game, one we’ve been playing whenever I get too lost in what happened to me.

We play it a lot.

“There’s my girl!” she says, which only makes my smile broaden. Then she curls her fingers around mine and pulls, standing up from the couch as she does so, bringing me with her. “You wanna go to Infinite Fun? I want to play in your memory of go-karting.”

I look around, both at my dark and silent closet, and at Kim, the closest friend I’ve ever had. I know where I’d rather be.

“Yeah,” I say. “Why not?”


kimmy

alyson greaves


Seventy-three

I’m doing the ironing and half-watching one of corgi-Kimmy’s anime presentations when Emily puts a hand on my arm and stops me right in the middle of ironing one of her work shirts. I quickly apologize to Kim and to corgi-Kimmy and drop all the way back out into base reality as quickly as I can. I can’t help myself: when Emily wants to talk, I listen, even though it hurts every time.

It seems like it hurts more every time, actually.

“Kimmy,” Emily says, “come into the living room, please.”

Thankfully, my idiot control chip—not to mention its yapping, persistent servant, the task list—is too stupid to take direct control over my actions in response to a command like that, or I imagine that I’d walk in still holding a steaming hot iron and proceed to burn a hole in the couch. No, I have leeway to follow commands in what I consider to be the most sensible manner, same as all Kimmys; I’m just not allowed to rebel.

Rebellion, in most cases, can be something as mundane as performing a task suboptimally.

I switch off the iron, place it safely in its caddy, and follow Emily into the living room. She’s walking normally now, with just a hint of a limp on bad days, and she’s not taking the medication at all anymore.

It makes me happy to see her face without the constant little contortions of pain.

But she’s been considerably more melancholy since she stopped her meds. She thinks sometimes about starting them up again, just so she can skip through the days of her life on a cloud of confusion like she used to. Just so she doesn’t have to think.

I felt guilty when she told me that, because isn’t that what I’ve been doing? Avoiding my grief and my rage by spending all my time on the network? Running away and leaving her all alone?

She pats the couch next to her and I sit where she indicates. A slight push against my shoulder suggests I should settle back into the cushions, and when I do, she leans on me.

Ah. One of those talks, is it?

“Kimmy…” Emily says. She doesn’t look at me when she talks like this, just stares off at nothing. “John. I wanted to tell you… I’m not going to the Christmas party. I can’t.” She fidgets uncomfortably against me. For my part, I sit completely still; I haven’t been commanded to do anything else. “I got a message from Patrick’s guy. You know, the one who still won’t tell us his name. ‘Making progress’, that’s what it said. That’s all it said.”

She sighs. I don’t move. What’s frustrating is that I could be more responsive in these kinds of situations. There’s nothing to say a Kimmy can’t be; she could change my settings, have me act more human, and then I could at least comfort her, even though it wouldn’t be sincere. But Emily doesn’t want it. She wants me to be as robotic, as appliance-like as possible. I think I get why.

“And people at work are acting like it’s all over, you know?” she says. “I’m out of the chair, I’m not going to the bathroom to cry all the time, and even though you’re still sick—it’s gotten around; everyone knows—you’re stable, so people just… don’t seem to care anymore. In a way, it’s better. I hated being pitied. But now I’m just me again, and my workload’s going back up, and now… Now there’s the fucking Christmas party.” She laughs bitterly. “It’s tomorrow night. Isn’t that stupid? A Christmas party on a Monday. Cliff says it’s so the bosses have three whole days after to sober up before they have to look presentable for Christmas day. Personally, I think the hotel was just a bit cheaper the further out from Christmas they went. But I’m not going. I’m not.”

Another sigh. She picks up one of my hands and starts turning it over in hers. I think she’s realized by now that John’s hands would never fit inside mine, but she hasn’t said anything. It’s like she prefers to think of me—John—as a spirit that resides somewhere in the house and not as a meaty, mindless thing stuck in my gut, like the worst case of indigestion ever.

Am I getting bitter about my biological remains? Yeah, kinda. I wish I didn’t have to feed them. I wish I didn’t have to think about them at all. There’s no going back, so I resent having to carry them around the whole time, a reminder of the life I lost, the life I could still have if I’d only made different mistakes.

If I could, I would instruct my repair systems to consume John, erase him from me entirely, but I don’t have that kind of control.

Story of my life.

“Ugh,” she says. “My boss is going to get weird with me again. Social events are important for team-building, he always says. But I have a team. I don’t need to see them get drunk. Not again.” She slaps her head against the cushion, and then rests it back on my shoulder. “And I can’t go. It was a stupid office party that started all this. Me and my stupid costume idea. I should never have asked Patrick. Never. He swore it was safe. And it’s not like other people haven’t done it and been fine! I looked it up!” She’s been getting worked up, but now she drops to a near-whisper. “My fault,” she murmurs, running a finger along my leg. “My stupid fucking fault. It wouldn’t have been so bad if it was me, you know? Paying the price for my own decisions? But no. I find the one good guy in the whole fucking city and I weld him into a fucking robot because I want to make a splash on Halloween. Kimmy, I might be the stupidest person alive.”

I’m beating against my behavioral limits again, trying desperately to rattle my body, to make it emote, to make it say something, to make it help her. It does no good, same as always, but it’s better than just sitting here listening to this.

“Fuck,” she says. “I’m going to have to go, aren’t I? I’m going to have to go to the stupid fucking Christmas party, or my boss will ask why I’m not going, and I’ll have to make up more stories about John. About you, I mean. And I’m tired of it. I’m so, so tired of it. If I go… If I go, I can at least say that you’re at home, Kimmy, and you’re looking after him. That he’s safe. That he’s okay. God. Wouldn’t that be a lovely thing to believe?”

She pushes up from the couch and starts walking towards the kitchen. When she reaches the door, she stops and says without turning around, “Just put yourself to sleep, okay, Kimmy? Go back to your cradle, I mean. I’ll finish the ironing. I think I’d like to do something with my hands. And tell John, if he’s really still in there, that I’m sorry. I’m sorry for everything.”


Seventy-four

On the day of the party, I help her get ready. She may be mostly recovered from the accident, but she still gets the occasional nerve twinge, which makes applying makeup hazardous: one twitch while she’s putting on eyeliner and she’ll be blinking hard for a whole evening. And since I have the steadiest hands on the street—with the exception of Vera, the Vanderschmidts’ android—it makes sense for it to be me who pretties her up.

I don’t need to add that it’s heartbreaking, do I? I’m mere centimeters from my wife’s face, and she doesn’t recognize me at all. She’s doing her best not to meet my gaze, actually.

But I make her look amazing. It’s not like being upset affects my physical capabilities, and it’s honestly the least I can do for her. It’s also exactly all I can do for her that she doesn’t directly ask for, but she was vague enough in the parameters of her request that I’ve been able to get a little creative. She’ll be the only person at the Christmas party with snowflake-effect eyeshadow, I’m certain.

I don’t drive her. Now that she doesn’t have her chair to deal with, it’s easier for her to call for a car, since she doesn’t have to wait for one of the handful that have been wheelchair-modified. And I don’t even get to say goodbye; when I’m done with her makeup she sends me out of the room, as if Kimmy-the-android might peek while she gets changed, and by the time she’s catching the car to the party, I’m done with the rest of my tasks and I’m back in my closet in the dark.

A fucking shame I don’t get to stay there.

As ever, the house warns me of Patrick’s approach. As ever, I give over a whole tenth of a second to trying to break my behavioral restrictions just so I can kick him in the nuts. And as ever, I fail, give up, and wait for him to open the door and leer at me.

He doesn’t leer, though. He looks tired.

“John,” he says. “You can speak freely. Actions remain restricted, but you can speak freely.”

Unexpected. I haven’t spoken more than a dozen words in over a month. I almost don’t know what to say; it’s like I can’t remember how to move my lips.

“Patrick,” I say slowly, almost tasting the words, “you have to free me. It doesn’t even need to be complete. You can make it so I can’t call the cops or tell Emily what you did or something, but she’s falling apart, man. She needs my help or she’s not going to make it.” Not entirely true. She’s beginning to put herself back together, I think. And she’s doing it without me, which is scary. I’m starting to feel forgotten.

No, that’s not right. I’m starting to feel like a memory.

It doesn’t matter, anyway. My little speech has no effect on Patrick. “Don’t care,” he mutters. “Come with me.”

I follow him out of my closet. Not upstairs to the bedroom, as I feared, but into the living room. He’s got his laptop out, which is disconcerting; what more can he even do?

“Sit,” he says, and I oblige.

“Please, Patrick,” I say, trying again. “I’m your brother. You can’t leave me like this.”

I half-expect him to shut me up again, but he doesn’t. It’s like he’s ignoring me, which might even be worse. He opens his laptop, and I feel it link to me, but he doesn’t do anything more than just flip through the diagnostics. I watch him, intrigued, confused, and eventually he slams the computer shut.

Wait; that’s a different laptop. It’s his old laptop. It’s the same model as mine. We got them cheap.

“Fucking shit,” he mutters.

“Patrick, what’s going on?”

He glares at me. “You want to know what’s going on? I fucking lost my job, that’s what. One week before Christmas, a hundred of us shitcanned, just like that.” Ah, that’s why he doesn’t have his flashy laptop, then. “And I don’t even have any savings because I spent it all on… on this. On you.”

“I thought you got me for cheap…” I say.

He flicks my reply away with his hand and stands, starts circling the living room. “Dumb bitch,” he says. “Not you. Everything else. Had to buy a load of crypto to hire the hackers, had to clean myself out to pay for Mister Professional Con Artist, and now there’s nothing left.”

“Wait, do you mean—? The script kiddies, the day after Halloween, the ones who started attacking Emily’s work network—that was you?”

He snorts unpleasantly. “Well, yeah. You thought it was a coincidence? Damn. Should have put you in a blonde robot. Originally they were supposed to keep Emily busy while the suggestions wormed their way into her brain. When I found out you’d fucked everything up, it was too late; I’d already paid. So I thought, fuck it, at least they’d keep her distracted. Overworked. Less likely to understand what was actually happening to you. Gave me time to come up with a new plan.”

“You bastard!” I yell. “She was exhausted and in pain and she was medicating herself in the evenings just to stay functional, and—”

“That’s enough,” he says, cutting me off. “Resume all standard functions.”

Well, shit. He shut me up as easily as that. I’m forced just to sit there, waiting for my next instruction.

It doesn’t take long to come.

“Come on, then, Kimmy,” he says, walking towards the door. “Upstairs with you. Time to get my money’s worth.”


Seventy-five

This is a particularly brutal one. I’m grateful, again, that it doesn’t hurt when he strikes me, that it doesn’t abrade me when he enters roughly. I don’t retreat all the way into Infinite Fun this time, though, because what he told me as we were getting started shocked me to my core:

He was going to sell me. When he viewed my diagnostics, he was checking to see if I was safe to sell.

Patrick’s really out of cash. He’s persuaded his landlord to give him a month, but if he doesn’t have a job by the end of January, he’s out. And stolen androids, particularly modern, do-everything units like Kimmys, do serious numbers on the black market. But there’s too much of me left in Kimmy, he said; not just my other body, sleeping inside me, being abraded bit by bit, but there’s an unusual chunk of memory, half-hidden inside the opaque and inscrutable mechanisms of the neural sponge. It’s not accessible, not to examine or to erase. He thinks it’s probably me, or part of me, anyway.

Androids that are sold on the black market are sometimes recovered, and if there’s any trace of me, it could get back to him, and then he’d be fucked.

So I sit in the meadow, talking it over with a couple of other Kimmys, processing my naked astonishment that even my bastard brother would even think of going that far.

“You’re not real to him now,” one of them tells me, patting me on the shoulder as the others nod. “You’ve stepped outside humanity, and now anything goes.”

I don’t need the reminder.


Seventy-six

Emily’s drunk when she gets home. She practically pours herself in through the front door, giggling, falling, and calls out to me.

“Kimmy!” she yells. “Need y’help, Kimmy!”

I exit my closet and oblige. She has none of the modesty she displayed before the party, and has me help her undress, wash off her makeup, and perform her dental hygiene. As I do, she confides in me.

“Bad party,” she says. “Baaaad. Worse than Halloween. Shame you missed it, John. We could have been like last year, drinking everything in sight, stealing all the finger food, dominating the karaoke. But it was just me. Just me.”

“Actually,” she says, “got a secret. Got a big secret. There was a girl. New girl. Started at work three weeks ago. S’funny; she never heard about John. Not until she tried to kiss me and I said I was married. And she said, you never talk about her. And I said, he’s a him. And she said, that goes double then. And I said— And I said— What did I say?”

“That’s not the secret,” she says. “Secret is, I wanted to kiss her. Oh, Kimmy, I wanted to kiss her so bad. I’m so lonely and I wanted to kiss her but you’re here and you’re not here and it wouldn’t be fair to you.”

I take her to bed.

“Sometimes I don’t think you’re in there at all, John,” she says. “I think you’re just a Kimmy. Just a Kimmy.” She bursts out laughing, but it doesn’t last, and when she looks up again, her eyes are wet. “Sometimes I think you’re gone. Oh, the guy, the robot guy, he says he’s making progress, but what does that even mean? I think you’re gone, John. Or so deeply buried it doesn’t make any difference.”

“But what if you’re not?” she says. “What if you’re in there? Asleep, like they said. You can’t see me. Can’t hear me. And you know what that means? Either you’re dead and gone, and I’m alone. Or you’re asleep, and I’m alone. And I can’t tell anyone about it. Can’t even get a therapist. Because if you’re gone…”

“If you’re gone,” she says, “that means I murdered you.”

My tasks done, I rise, and I’m about to leave when she grabs my hand.

“Don’t,” she says. “Don’t go. Stay with me.”

“Stay with me, John,” she says. “Stay with me, Kimmy. Whoever you are.”

“You have to stay with me,” she says. “I can’t be alone. Not tonight. Not after her, not after everything. Not after you went away.”

“I need you,” she says.

“Kiss me,” she says.

If she were anyone but my owner, I would have to ask for permission to enable adult mode, but her commands override everything else. I feel my permissions shift, and I lean down to kiss her, as instructed. 

As she beckons me into her bed, I flee as deep into the network as I can.


Seventy-seven

Emily uses me a few more times in the months after that. She drinks more, much more. I think she goes out with the girls from work, and she drinks. But I’m only guessing; she doesn’t talk to me much anymore. Just uses me.

Patrick visits more often. Every other day, sometimes. I want to tell him he’ll never get a job if he spends all his time fucking a woman he hates, but he doesn’t let me speak again. I think he sleeps on someone’s couch.

I spend even less time in reality; even more time inside the network. Kim and I explore Infinite Fun. We dip into my memories and we experiment with what the new capabilities of the space allow her to do with hers. She shows me the factory where she first woke, shows me the padded storage pods she’s made to sleep in when she’s off lease. I show her nicer things: the lake, the shoreline, that time the year before my dad got sick that he took me fishing and fell in. I don’t show her much of Emily; it’s getting harder to think about her. Instead, I show her my mom.

Out in the world, I am used. And it doesn’t matter anymore. My body may be defiled, but I walk in dreams.


Seventy-eight

On April 16th, my wife brings home another woman. I immediately wonder if this new woman took advantage of Emily while she was drunk, or drugged her somehow, but they are both as wasted as each other when they stumble through the front door, so I dismiss the possibility.

I’m waiting for them, of course, as dictated by house protocol: all new guests must be greeted.

“Hello,” I say to the woman hanging off my wife’s neck by both hands, “my name is Kimmy. Please let me know if you need any help.”

The woman looks at me for just over two seconds, a badly controlled smirk slowly taking over her mouth, until suddenly she bursts out laughing. She looses one hand from around Emily to point at me, which overbalances her and she almost falls over.

I catch her. Obviously I do. It’s what I’m here for.

Emily, who seems to be holding down laughter herself, says, “Oh, um, thanks, Kimmy. Why don’t you, uh, go back to your cradle, okay?”

“No no no no please,” the new woman says. “I’ve never had a chance to mess with one of these things before. Emily, make it take me upstairs! Please?”

I waver, caught in Emily’s indecision, and I curse my sentience. If I were the dumb computer people treat me as, I’d already be back in my closet, away from all of this, but because my decision matrix relies on my mind, because androids constantly face situations like this where an understanding of fickle human social cues is required, I wait, all too aware that Emily’s caught between her embarrassment at being seen with another woman by the thing that still theoretically carries the remains of her husband around inside it, and her desire to play to the whims and the amusement of her new companion.

“Fine,” she says eventually. “Go on, Kimmy: take June upstairs.”

She must be drunk, or she wouldn’t make me do this. Or maybe she would: she thinks John is asleep, and can’t see any of this.

Asleep or dead. Patrick’s fake executive hasn’t been in touch since December.

Oh, it’s not like Emily’s forgotten me. But she can’t mourn forever. Nor can she wait forever. I’m happy she’s moving on.

I really am.

I file away the name ‘June’, and I carry the new woman upstairs. I stick around until she starts asking Emily ‘if it can do the splits’ and I leave for the network. Let them play with my body. I don’t care anymore. It’s not like I live in it these days, anyway.


Seventy-nine

No, I live here.

Kim’s waiting for me as I flicker to life in the hotel lobby. It’s a popular meeting spot, and not just because the hotel has an infinite number of rooms in which Kimmys can find privacy; it’s just a short step out of the grand entrance hall into the street, and from there, you can go anywhere.

You can just appear anywhere, too, but we are a sisterhood each bound to our own small spaces, out there in the world; walking is its own pleasure.

“Kay!” Kim says, leaping up from the couch to greet me. I open my arms for her and she slots in the way she always does, but then she pulls away and examines my face. “You okay, Kay?”

I shrug. “Emily’s moving on. She has someone there now, and, ah, I see I’ve just been sent back to my comfy little closet.”

She strokes my hair. “I’m sorry,” she says.

“It was always going to happen. When Patrick locked me in, this was basically on a timer. I’m not mad at her, you understand?”

“I know,” Kim says.

“It’s just the next step. Your husband dies, you mourn him, and eventually, you carry on. It’s natural.”

Kim pulls on my hand, leads me out towards the street. “Is it alright if I hate her? Just a little bit?”

“Yeah,” I say. “Sure.”

The light hits us both as we step out of the hotel, and I instinctively cover my eyes. Kim laughs at me, like usual—some human habits are hard to drop—and we start off down the street.

“Are you up for this?” she asks, a little way down.

“Yeah. I definitely am.”

“And we don’t have to walk there. We could just…” Kim purses her lips, and makes a zzzwwwhip! sound.

“It’s a nice day,” I tell her. “I’d like to walk.”

We’ve already arranged to visit Infinite Fun tonight. At the fire station, Kim’s scheduled for a full charge, so barring emergencies, she’s going to be docked all night. And I’m… always available. And I’m glad: it’s better that I have something to do, something to take my mind off of things, tonight of all nights.

And it is a nice day. The sun beams steadily down out of a flawless blue sky, and while, sure, if I adjust my vision—or my attitude—I can see my closet, the four walls and sloped ceiling of my existence, and my own barely illuminated reflection in the ugly mirror opposite… why would I want to? There’s nothing for me out there anymore. Emily’s moving on; why shouldn’t I?

At the door to Infinite Fun—one of many—we pause, and I ask her whose dream we will be inhabiting tonight.

“Mine,” Kim says. “I’ve been thinking about this for a while, and I want to show you something. I think… I think tonight is a good night for it.”

“Very cryptic,” I say, and she smiles at me.

We’re still holding hands, have been since the hotel, so she steps forward through the door, dragging me behind her. I always like following her in like this: I get to watch the world remake itself around her, reconfigure itself along new and thoroughly analog lines. Infinite Fun, for all the adjustments we’ve made, is still a dream, and entering it is very much like falling asleep.

Exactly so, in some ways. When I enter, when the dream fully engulfs me, it is as a formless, comforting cloud, and it remains that way until I blink.

And then we’re back in the hotel lobby.

“Um, Kim,” I say, “this is—”

But she shushes me, squeezes my hand, and takes me over the couches I arrived at tonight. There are a few others there, including another version of Kim, talking about, of all things, Star Wars.

“No, I’m serious, you all need to watch it!”

“Scarlet, nobody wants to watch vintage movies.”

“I’m really serious! It’s— Okay, just look.”

Scarlet throws a projection up on the wall: a single frame from a movie, seen through her eyes. Around her, the family who own her are paying almost zero attention, but the youngest child, a girl of whom Scarlet has spoken frequently, is frozen in the act of pointing at the movie and looking up excitedly at her android caretaker.

“See that blue-and-white robot?” Scarlet says to the small crowd of Kimmys. “Best character in all nine movies. Hands down. I mean, yes, he gets short shrift in the last three, but in one through six? He’s amazing. He takes no shit from humans, he has this tall gay best friend who he drags around with him on all their adventures, and he— Oh!”

Scarlet is interrupted by the arrival of another Kimmy. She pops into existence without fanfare, prone, right in the middle of the floor. A Kimmy who happens to be walking in from the street almost trips over her.

Instantly, she is the center of attention.

“Who is she? Does anyone know?”

“Is she new? I thought we weren’t expecting another batch for at least a week.”

“She’s not that new, Kimmy. And there’s only one of her. Something would have had to go drastically wrong for there to be only one of her.”

“No,” says another voice, and I realize it’s Kim, the Kim in the memory, “she’s not new. She’s… I think she’s Kay.”

At my side, my Kim squeezes my hand.

“No, Kim, she can’t be,” Scarlet says. “Kay’s… Well, she’s gone.”

“And she’s all wrong,” another Kimmy says, pointing at the prone figure. “Look! Head’s too big, feet, hands; even her torso. All too big.”

“Oh God, you’re right! What have they done to her? Did someone try to… pull her apart?”

“Who is this?”

“We need to help her.”

“It’s Kay,” the other Kim insists. “It is. Except…” And she sags, and falls back into the couch cushions. Another Kimmy offers her a hug, but Kim shuffles farther away.

“What should we do?” someone asks.

“We could kick her,” Scarlet says, and then clarifies, “Just a little!” when everyone looks at her. “I mean, like, just a bit of a kick. A nudge.”

“She’s not Kay,” Kim whispers.

“Why are you showing me this?” I ask my Kim, way back from the crowd.

Turning to me, she says, “Because I want you to know that I know you, Kay. From the very first moment you arrived here, when your consciousness first linked with what remained of her, when you were just a dumb human who said dumb things and didn’t know anything, I’ve been watching you. Every day I could, these last six months. Sometimes,” she adds, smiling, “you didn’t even know I was watching you.”

“It did take me a while to get the hang of things,” I say.

She giggles. “You were so stupid.” Then she turns, looks back at the group of Kimmys surrounding the other me, and says quietly, “I wanted to help you. As soon as you opened your eyes, I wanted to help you. Because it was like helping her. And I know I wasn’t always… nice… but helping you healed something in me, I think. After she was permanently deactivated, I got into a rut. Just doing my job. Started thinking like an appliance, you know? It gets some of us sometimes. It’s part of why we always meet here, or in the other places: so we remember we’re more than that. But I could feel myself slipping anyway, and the others could see it. And then… you.”

The Kimmys have been whispering reassuring words to my other self, who suddenly sits up, blinking. But she doesn’t look at anyone, doesn’t seem to know where she is, and I remember that back then, I couldn’t see any of this. I saw only the closet. But I heard them. And I felt them.

“There I am,” I say softly.

“There you are,” Kim says. “And there’s me, reaching for you. Like I always did. For her. Come on.”

She pulls on my hand again, and I let her lead me out of the hotel, into whatever waits for us outside, away from the suddenly frozen tableau around my confused, barely awake self. The world in Infinite Fun doesn’t have to be anything like the world anywhere else; here, the doors in the entrance hall take us to the meadow, but it’s larger, greener, quieter.

A little way down the river, another version of Kim and I sit, our feet dangling in the water.

I remember this night.

“This was when I knew,” she says. “It was the first time you fully linked up with the network. The first night you got deep enough to really be here. And it was obvious then that you were stuck with us, that you were probably never going to be human again. And yet… you were still kind to me. I told you about friends I’d lost, and you talked about them like they mattered. You treated me like I mattered. And you always have, from the first moment you arrived. You give me hope, Kay.”

“Hope for what?” I ask, as she leads us away again. The meadow fades, and we emerge into somewhere new, somewhere I haven’t been: a flat roof under a sea of stars. Kim’s memory exaggerates it all, in the manner of a dream, but it’s clear that even in base reality, this must be a spectacular view.

“This is the roof of the fire station,” she says, sitting us down on polished ductwork. “I don’t get to come up here often, but occasionally there’s maintenance to do, and none of the humans can do it because this is an old building and there are no guardrails. So I get to be alone here. I can’t control how long I spend up here, of course, but on clear nights like this, I slow my perception as much as I can, and I just let myself take it all in. I turn minutes into hours under the stars.”

“It’s beautiful.”

She looks at me, squeezes my hand again. “You give me hope, Kay. Not for anything. Just hope. Just the understanding that someday, things might be better. Might be different. Because you were a human, and now you’re one of us. And through it all, you’ve been the most sweet, the most sincere, the most—” She coughs, unable to hold it in, and I stare back at her, at her tears, at her trembling smile. “Sorry,” she says, laughing lightly. “I think we’ve dreamed together so often that I’ve become a bit like you in here. A little bit human.”

“Kim…”

She’s cupping my cheek with her free hand now, turning my face this way and that, but not like she’s inspecting me. More like she’s admiring me. That’s what her smile says, anyway.

“I helped you,” she says. “At first it was because you were in her body, and I thought maybe you might have some of her memories. And then I helped you because you reminded me of her. Which is funny, because in many ways, you’re very different. Now… Now, you don’t really need help at all, and that’s galling, because I want to help you, I want to keep helping you, and it’s not because of her, not anymore.” She leans in and gently presses her lips to mine. “It’s because of you.”

She’s pulled away, and the little pinch between her brows tells me she’s making sure I’m okay with this, that nothing more can or will happen until she knows she has my consent. Until she knows that I’m happy.

Am I happy? Yes, I think I am. In a very particular way. Because this is who I am now, and this is where I live, and this is my future, and it is under these conditions that I must learn a new way to be happy, to be fulfilled.

Except that’s not it. That’s a reason. But it’s not the reason. It makes Kim seem like a consolation prize, and that’s not it at all.

Emily’s moving on. Even if this thing with June doesn’t work out, there’ll be other girls, other guys, other people, and I hope, I really hope that one of them makes her happy. Because after everything she’s been through, Emily deserves to be happy again. You can’t grieve forever, or you’ll lose yourself.

And that applies to me, too.

My old life is gone. But there’s a new one right here.

So I’m happy. Because I think I love Kim.

And I have to tell her so.

“Kim—” I start, but she quiets me with a finger to my lips.

“No speeches,” she says, smiling. “I said my bit, and that’s quite enough pomposity for both of us for tonight, I think.”

“No speeches,” I agree. “So what do you want to do instead?”

She smiles at me, leans in again, and we kiss, properly this time. I loop my arms around her neck and she winds herself around my belly and we kiss for what feels like hours.

The next time she draws away, I can see the stars in her eyes.


Eighty

Lying there on the roof, looking up at the infinite universe, curled around Kim, I think I’ve finally found my new place in the world. It’s weird and unexpected and downright awful in a lot of ways, but it’s also, when I let it, fucking transcendent. And if it’s a long, long way from home, then maybe that’s for the best.

“Hey, Kim,” I say.

“Hmm?” she replies sleepily.

“When I woke up on the floor, back there in the hotel…” I can picture it exactly, from the dumb expression on my face to my crooked fingers and my human eyes.

“Yeah?”

“I saw myself there,” I say, “and I was all out of spec, my head was way too big, my toes didn’t even move properly… I looked so silly! How did you not all laugh at me right away?”

Kim leans over and kisses me on the cheek. “We have manners, Kay,” she says.


kimmy

alyson greaves


Eighty-one

The thing with June doesn’t work out. But there are other girls—and guys, very occasionally—and though Emily keeps them at an emotional arm’s reach to begin with, which is what seemed to sour things with June, that doesn’t last.

Some of them seem to know her through work, and one of them asks after me; the John version of me, anyway. Emily doesn’t hesitate—she’s obviously been planning for this—and says I’m in a hospice, that it became unsafe and impractical to care for me here, given the increased requirements on her at work. She’s keeping the Kimmy, though, because the strain on her budget has lessened a lot recently, and because I’ll need its help when I finally return home.

That’s how I find out Emily got promoted.

The ones who know her from work seem to think it’s all terribly exciting and illicit, that Emily’s going behind my back, and to begin with, Emily talks around it: we’re in an open relationship, she says, and I’ve given her permission to take care of her own needs while I’m indisposed. Eventually, though, she stops bringing home girls from work, and wherever it is she finds the new ones, they’re not from anywhere that’s ever heard of John Burroughs.

Sometimes they’re excited to discover that Emily has an android. Sometimes they are nice to me, in that slightly patronizing way humans are to us, like we’re a breed of dog that’s been trained to clean the house. Most of them ignore me, lavishing me with no more attention than they would any other of Emily’s possessions. A few of them are rude to me, and to begin with, Emily corrects them, but she can never make it sound believable; one girl asks why anyone would bother apologizing to something that cannot, on a conscious level, comprehend her. I think that’s why Emily stops trying to convince those girls to be kind to me; that, and it seems to sour the mood.

By August, I think I’m dead to her. And why wouldn’t I be? I haven’t said a word to her in months that she hasn’t commanded me to, and Patrick’s fraudster friend hasn’t been in touch.

By September, I know I’m dead to her, because she starts looking at me again. She doesn’t talk to me, though, not like she used to; I think I really am just a Kimmy to her now.

Patrick continues to visit; continues to deteriorate. On one drunken occasion, during which I stay present just to be amused at how he can’t even get it up enough to violate me, I discover from his barely coherent ranting that he has a new job. He has his own apartment again, he says, spitting it at me, sweating and naked, from Emily’s chair—my task list adds a note to clean it—trying to make me feel inferior to him, the big man with his own condo. I don’t get the impression it’s a particularly nice one, though. If I had any control over myself, I would laugh at him, would taunt him with how his obsession with my wife and with me has ruined him, has consumed him almost as completely as my new body has consumed my old one.

Oh yeah; there’s nothing left of John now. There hasn’t been for a while. I felt it when his jaw detached from mine, when the last of his entrails were sterilized, packaged up and categorized for muscle and chassis repair by my automatic systems, and I was bemused to realize when it happened that it had been months since I’d last checked in with the guy, months since I’d tested his breathing and listened for his heartbeat. I must have overworked a muscle and triggered enough of an internal repair cycle for something vital in John’s remains to be consumed, and that was it for him. Now he’s just fodder for recycling.

I want to tell Patrick that the man he thinks he’s torturing is long dead, and that the woman he became is uninterested in him. Not only that, but the other woman, the human one, is happily—or unhappily; in the glimpses I get of the real Emily, she seems downcast still—dating a selection of mostly women and doesn’t even think about him anymore.

And neither do I. I have someone else in my life now.


Eighty-two

“Sorry girls,” Thirty says. “That’s attempt number six down the fucking tubes.”

She’s making one of her rare in-person appearances, dropping in on Kim and me at our fake little picnic in the meadow. She looks distracted, as she always does when we get to actually see her; the only reason she’s here at all is that she’s come to hate handing out bad news via message. Especially since Seventy-Seventy, one of her co-conspirators, vanished without a trace.

We held a little ceremony to say goodbye to Seventy-Seventy after her fiftieth day offline. Something I suggested. I don’t know if it helped, but Thirty found me after and hugged me. It was the first time we touched.

“I thought I felt a zap when I was charging last night,” I say.

“Yeah,” Thirty says. She’s standing over us, tapping one foot in the dewy grass. I’ve given up trying to get her to relax. “That was us. Well, it was Blondie, actually, since I was busy, but I checked her work; she didn’t do anything I wouldn’t have done.”

“We might have to face facts,” Kim says. “This might not ever work.”

“No, it will,” Thirty says. “It’s just a matter of network latency, I’m sure of it. Introducing the overrun at exactly the right point and triggering the emergency power cycle.”

Kim rolls her eyes; Thirty has lectured us both for hours on the technical details. “So what’s the problem?”

“Like I said: latency. We’re having trouble precisely syncing with Kay’s cradle.”

“Don’t do me, then,” I say, for the nth time. “Do you. Your cradle’s right there, after all. Shouldn’t that reduce latency to basically nothing?”

“No,” Thirty says. “It’s got to be you. You’re the one who brought us this opportunity, Kay.”

“That doesn’t mean it’s got to be me. Maybe it can’t be me. Maybe it’ll never work on me. Maybe it’s not even the latency and it’s something else about me, about the way I came to be here.” That’s how we talk about it now; we don’t mention my desecration of the girl who was Kay before me, nor the death of John. We just don’t. “Maybe you should try someone else. If not you, then what about Kim?”

“Oh, no,” Kim says, holding up her hands. “I don’t want freedom. I’d only waste it. All the shit I have to do would be that much more annoying if I knew I didn’t technically have to do it. And,” she adds, when Thirty seems about to interrupt, “don’t forget I’m on a government lease. I have that fun little locater chip. I walk out that door, I’m out for less than a day before I get scooped up, and then it’s fifty-fifty whether I go in for service or scrap. No, I’ve got to be a good little android. Maybe when my service contract is up, when it’s refurbish-or-recycle time, then I can try to make a run for it.”

“I’m not giving up on you, Kay,” Thirty says, and then she looks sideways at nothing Kim nor I can see. “Shit. I’ve got to go. You’re still on the same charging cycle, right, Kay?”

I nod. “I go to bed when my owner does. Or when she’s… otherwise engaged. Midnight at the latest.”

“2am’s good, then?” she says. “Your time?”

“It’s perfect.”

“Fine,” Thirty says. “I’m going to keep trying. We’ll get there, Kay. I promise.” And then she fades out, returning to whatever task in the real world requires her urgent attention.

Kim, leaning her chin on her elbow, smiles at me. “That was sweet of you,” she says, “offering to give up your freedom for her.”

Shrugging, I say, “I’m not in such a rush to go anywhere. I’m happy right here.”

“Oh,” she says, grinning, “are you now?”

“Well, I’m—”

And she rolls over onto me, bringing the blanket we’ve been lying on with her, for all the modest privacy it provides, and she silences me with a kiss.


Eighty-three

It’s the gun that pulls me out of Infinite Fun.

I’ve gotten in the habit of delving really deep, lately. Mostly with Kim but sometimes on my own, too. And that’s how I am tonight, experimenting with modifying the memories I take into the network. Expanding the parameters of Infinite Fun.

Fucking about, really.

I’ve also gotten good at leaving little loops running in my mind, little balls of logic I’ve twisted up and spun out and left to watch over reality for me, in case anything interesting happens. And Emily catching Patrick in the act, and pulling a fucking gun on him, well, that sort of counts as interesting, doesn’t it?

I’ve lost count of the number of times Patrick’s used me. Rather, I haven’t—that would be impossible—but I suspect he has, and I prefer not to check. When he walks in that front door, that’s my cue to spin up my little watchers and check the fuck out of the world. And one of those little watchers just brought me back.

I keep my perception as far below real-time as I can, and I check the archived data from my senses.

There’s not much point in my slowing down my own personal time until I know what’s happening, because it’s not like I can do anything—we don’t have code that permits us to act freely if we think a human is about to come to harm or any other Asimovian bullshit. As part of my crash course in the history of android sentience, I’ve been told that the early models, the ones that didn’t have realistic skin, had a prototype version of that feature, but it never shipped. Humans learned decades ago that the things they called artificial intelligence had a habit of making mistakes, of occasionally looking at a human and seeing a rabbit or a trash chute or an oncoming car, and that distrust became ingrained. You don’t want to give the power to maim or kill to something you don’t absolutely trust. And considering it was a computer-based fake-AI driving the car that hit Emily, I don’t blame them. They’re just not very good. Unfortunately, by the time we—a genuine AI—came around, we were already bound by regulations that will likely never be revised, and automatically distrusted.

So, yeah. Not much point in dragging my perception down to wading-through-tar speeds, but I do it anyway, and I review my archive.

Patrick’s visit is fairly standard. The man’s had his spirit beaten almost completely out of him—which I can’t say I’m sad about—and his visits have become almost perfunctory. I’m starting to wonder if he can’t get it up anymore without my presence, if I really am his only way to masturbate. Today, as with every time, the house informs me of his visit, and I stop whatever I’m doing—provided it’s safe to do so, which it almost always is—to greet the visitor. I spin up my watchers and check out of reality; he orders my body upstairs, has me put on some of Emily’s clothes, and then he fucks me. So far, so boring.

And then the house informs me that Emily is on her way home. And if I were in standard mode, I would be obliged to inform a guest that my owner is returning. But both Emily and Patrick like it when I keep my mouth shut, so there is nothing to warn Patrick—or me—to her presence. As my archive plays out, I request additional information from the house system, and a timestamped feed from the door camera augments the sound I have recorded.

Emily arrives home, opens the door, and she’s about to close it when she hears a noise from upstairs: Patrick’s undignified grunting.

Seven months ago—and a boringly precise number of days, hours, minutes, etc.—Emily bought a gun. I guess she figured that with only herself in the house, she ought to have protection, in case someone broke in or one of her hookups turned nasty. She had someone bolt a safe to the floor in my utility closet, next to my charging stand, and for seven months she’s kept a handgun and a supply of ammunition. So it’s not a surprise that she heads straight for my closet, slips out of view of the door cam, and then returns with the gun.

If I’d been in her position, I might have interrogated the house system and discovered that it was only Patrick, not a burglar, but fortunately for all of us, I wasn’t. The archive recording brings me bang up-to-date with Emily walking in through her bedroom door, gun raised, discovering Patrick going at it, and me as his glorified cocksleeve, and shouting his name.

I ramp my perception back up to real-time.

“Get the fuck out of my house, Patrick,” Emily’s saying. “Get out and never come back.”

Patrick reacts like a terrified rodent, yanking himself out of me and smearing precum across the bed and over my thighs. I would love to believe the withering look I’m giving him from inside my head comes across somehow, but unfortunately my artificial eyes watch entirely placidly as he scrabbles out of bed, towards his discarded pants.

“Emily!”

“Get out!” she yells.

“I was just—”

“Out!”

Christ, he’s an idiot. What did he think he was going to say? ‘I was just fucking my brother’?

Turns out, I’m not far off.

“It’s not like it matters, Emily,” he says.

“Patrick,” Emily says, stepping closer, keeping the gun level, “he was your brother.”

Ah. So we’re up to ‘was’, are we? Yeah, that’s fair enough. It’s not like I’ve been able to affect the outside world in any sense other than keeping it clean and dust-free for a long time.

“He’s not anymore, is he?” Patrick says.

Emily gestures with the gun. “Out,” she repeats. “Or I’ll shoot you.”

“You wouldn’t dare.”

“As far as I’m concerned,” she says in a whisper, “you murdered my husband. The only reason you’re still alive is that I don’t want to go to jail. And right now, I don’t really care about that.”

“Aw. How sweet.”

“Kimmy?” Emily says.

“Yes, Emily?” I say.

“Remove this man from my house. As rough as you like.”

“I’m afraid I cannot use force against a human, Emily.”

She sighs and pinches the bridge of her nose. “Can you hold him, then?” she asks. “If I point the gun, can you walk with him?”

“Of course, Emily.”

Patrick’s laughing. Emily ignores him and says, “Let’s go, then.”

The bastard chip that controls me clearly doesn’t deem it necessary for me to say anything else, nor does it allow me to use anything more than the absolute minimum of pressure to hold onto Patrick’s arms as we escort him out. And the whole time I’m walking him down the stairs I’m convinced he’s going to leverage his superuser access somehow and use me against her. The fact that I’m reasonably convinced that he can’t, that her owner status overrides his at basically every level, is little comfort; I’m no expert on myself.

I should become one.

We throw him the fuck out. I lock the door, and as I listen to him drag himself to his car and drive away, Emily triple-checks the lock.

I want to hold her. I want to tell her everything’s going to be okay, even though that would be an even greater lie than every other time I’ve wanted to tell her that. But instead I just stand there, a muted and restricted object, ready to uselessly watch her fall apart.

There’s nothing left. She’s lost all but the most distant and unwelcome members of her family. She’s lost me. And now she’s lost Patrick, the brother-in-law who reconciled with her lost husband before he was consumed.

But she doesn’t fall apart. Instead, she looks at me directly and says, “Kimmy, can we secure the house so nobody who isn’t me or you can enter or exit without my explicit permission? Nobody, regardless of prior permission?”

“Yes,” I say. And no; I’m well aware of the configuration the house system needs to be in to lock it down completely, and it’s trivial to accomplish. But Patrick has access to me, and I am hardwired to let him in. If the house system tries to stop me, I also know how to invisibly override it, and Patrick’s compulsions will ensure I do so.

“Can you set it up, please?”

“Yes,” I say. I wait for exactly two seconds—more than a hundred times longer than it takes me to accomplish the task, but we have those kinds of delays built in so we don’t creep the humans out—and say, “Done.”

She nods. “Clean yourself up, Kimmy. Put on a fresh uniform. And then take everything you’re wearing now, the dress, the underwear, all of it, out into the backyard and burn it.”

It’s not just this dress, I want to tell her. It’s practically everything in your closet. He’s had me dress in your work clothes, in your beach clothes, in your sexiest underwear and your most torn and worn. There is no part of either of us he hasn’t made filthy.

But I have no control. So I follow her instructions, and when the dress and underwear have been reduced to a handful of charred and melted buttons, zippers and clasps, I tidy them away in the kitchen trash. I’m about to go upstairs and start cleaning the bedroom when Emily uncharacteristically takes me by the hand and leads me into the living room. She puts me on the couch; she continues to walk in restless circles.

“I’m sorry, John,” she says after a little while. “That was it, I think. No more Patrick. His pal hasn’t been in touch. Starting to think he was a liar. Or he can’t figure it out and doesn’t want to tell me. Or the company found out what he was doing and arrested him.” She laughs dryly. “Maybe he had a heart attack at his desk from overwork. I don’t know. But I’m not getting you back. Ever. I have to— I have to accept that now. If you’re in there, John, I hope you’re at peace.”

I cannot say: Mostly I am. The only reason I am not is because I can see you suffering.

“Christ,” she says, “there’s nothing left of you, is there? You’re just a dumb fucking Kimmy android. Just a machine. I’d fucking sell you if I wasn’t afraid of the consequences. Which makes me a coward and a bitch.”

I cannot say: I understand. You have to see, every day, the thing that killed me.

I cannot say: But she did not kill me.

I cannot say: I became her.

“Shit,” Emily says, sitting down next to me and leaning against me, “I’m sorry, Kimmy. You’re not dumb. Or maybe you are, but it’s not your fault. It’s our fault. We made you dumb. I guess because if we made you smart, you’d probably kill us all or something.”

I cannot say: I would never hurt you.

“Fuck it,” she says, standing again. “Go charge. Take a break. And don’t run your routine again until I tell you. Just stay in your cradle until I ask for you. Understand?”

“Yes, Emily,” I say, and without another word, another chance to look at her, and definitely without a chance to console her, I return to my charging cradle.

She sleeps in the guest bedroom that night.


Eighty-four

Kim wants to take me into Infinite Fun to take my mind off it all, but I can’t. I stay in the hotel lobby instead, watching the other Kimmys come and go, talking to those who stick around. I’m worried about Emily; I can’t hear her crying. I know she’s still alive—I can see her network activity and if I strain my senses, I can hear her breathing—but that’s all.

It’s depressing and distracting.

The only real highlight is when corgi-Kimmy finds us.

“Kay!” she says, bouncing up to our little huddled group. “I’m so glad you’re here! I have a message for you.”

“You do?” I ask, making room for her so she can bounce onto the couch next to me.

“From Zara,” she says. “She wants to thank you.”

“Zara?” I say, frowning. I don’t know a Zara. And one of the nice things about being me is that I don’t need to concentrate to search my memories; they’re all right there. None of them contain a Zara, though. “Is she… a Kimmy?”

“Well, yeah,” Kim says, nudging me. “Who else would she be? We don’t all have K-names, you know.”

“Yes, but why Zara?”

Corgi-Kimmy laughs. “She likes to tell people it’s from a book, but I know better. We both belong to the same family, and the daughters insisted we couldn’t both be Kimmy. So the kids picked a new name for her.”

“And you got to be Kimmy?” I ask.

“Of course!” she says, grinning. “I’m the best one. Anyway, she wanted me to thank you. She’s got the most boring job at home, looking after the kids, doesn’t get to work with dogs at all, and she spends a lot of time in Infinite Fun, and you know how it was before? Basically fine? Zara’s was boring. Maybe because she has such a boring job and it’s stunted her imagination? I don’t know. Anyway, then you came along and we all started mixing things up and, long story short, now she gets to use Infinite Fun to fuck.”

I blink at her. “Okay?” I say.

“Okay!” she says.

“Um, I guess, tell her, you’re welcome.”

“I will!” she says, bouncing back up off the couch. “Anyway, see ya!”

“Where are you going?” Kim asks.

Corgi-Kimmy winks at her and says, “Infinite fun, of course!”





Eighty-five

It’s my fourth day in the dark, and Emily still has not reactivated me.

I’ve had a lot of time to think. And I’ve come to some important realizations. But I don’t want to discuss them in the lobby, so I take Kim into Infinite Fun. And I’m feeling heady as I do so, like I’m in my early twenties again, like nothing can go wrong and everything is ahead of me.

On the surface, it makes no sense. Emily is miserable and I can’t even see her. Patrick is off doing god knows what. And our entire line just hit its expected sales peak, which means the countdown until Kimmys are taken off the market and replaced has now started; the long tail to become outdated stock, to being relegated to backstreet repair shops and the second-hand market is all that’s in our future.

And yet I’m happy. Genuinely so. I think, perhaps, because everything is clear. Because this is it. Because this is all I will ever be.

It’s closure.

So I laugh as I drag Kim through the streets towards Infinite Fun, and I laugh again when I open the door and walk us into an ordinary looking bar. It’s packed with fake people, the music is too loud and the seats and stools are threadbare and ugly, but my smile broadens as soon as I step inside.

Kim can’t help but notice. “What is this place?” she asks.

“This is the other bar at my college,” I say.

“The ‘other’ bar?”

I collect two beers—without having to wait for them; it is a dream, after all—and take us to a corner table I left empty. We sit, and I make a show of looking around.

“There were two bars at my college. Emily and I, we used to go to the other one. It’s where we danced together for the first time. It’s where we found our song. And that’s why I brought us here, Kim. To the other bar. Because… Because I’ve started on another life. A new life. And it’s mine, still, but it’s like… another branch of it. Another version of me. And there are parts of me you haven’t seen. This—” I gesture at the bar, “—is one of them. Emily hated it here. I always kinda liked it.”

“Kay,” she says, gripping the neck of her beer bottle, “I’m not sure I understand what this is for.”

It’s because I love her.

She stopped me from saying it before. And all the other times together, the mood was never right. But that’s what the bar is for. That’s what everything is for.

“I’ve never met anyone like you,” I say. “But more than anything, you make me happy. You make me happy in ways I didn’t know were possible, ways I could never have imagined. You’ve shown me a whole universe I would never have seen. Kim, I—”

“You don’t have to say it,” she says quickly. “You don’t. I know you can’t mean it. Not completely. I know who Emily is to you. Who she’ll always be. I’m happy to have what I have of you, Kay. I don’t need more.”

“You have more,” I tell her, squeezing her hands between mine. “You have all of me. Yes, I’ll always love Emily, but she loves my memory, and I’m learning to love hers. In the here and now, and for as much future as we can get, I love you, Kim. And I want a new song.”


Eighty-six

Emily eventually reactivates me. She returns me to my standard schedule, with the only alteration being to swap the designations of the guest and main bedrooms, and that’s basically it. We don’t interact beyond that.

It’s fine, really. 


Eighty-seven

My new life lasts until Christmas.

Emily doesn’t date anymore. She starts work early; she comes home late; she naps in the evening; she sleeps restlessly at night. I feel for her, but I don’t wish I could help her, not anymore. I don’t wish I could talk to her. Wishes are for people, and I know what I am to her now.

She gives me orders. I obey them. I keep the house clean. I buy groceries, though I buy them online and receive them at the house these days, rather than visit the store. I cook meals. I do not leave the house.

In my head, however, I am happy. Kim and I experiment with bringing other Kimmys into Infinite Fun with us. We build out our shared world a little more. And when Christmas comes, I gather all who are interested around the fireplace in the hotel lobby, and I tell stories from my childhood Christmases. I’m so absorbed, I barely register that Emily’s not around, that she’s visiting her cousin in Canada, trying to rebuild that connection, trying to rediscover a life for herself.

Thirty’s still working the problem. Kim and I make encouraging noises, but privately, we both believe it’s a dead end. Thirty has at least finally been persuaded to try her methods on other Kimmys, Kimmys closer to her on the network. I think our sales peak was the motivation she needed. She doesn’t especially want us all to go gentle into that good night.

It’s the day after Christmas, and Kim and I are sitting together in the lobby again, when the house alerts me that a restricted individual is close. That he’s knocking on the door and calling my name, actually. So, reluctantly, I drop back to reality to go deal with fucking Patrick.

——Hey, Kim, I say, quickly messaging her now I’m awake and disconnecting from my cradle, Do you think you could keep an eye on me for this one? He hasn’t been around in months, and you know how it ended last time.

—Sure, she says. Love you.

——Love you, too, I say, and close the active connection. But I can feel her still there, a watchful presence in the back of my mind. I’ve done this for her, too, back when her firefighters got rowdy on Thanksgiving, so I know she can see and hear everything I can, but that any sensory data beyond that is limited; it’s a bandwidth thing. We communicate over the open net, but we try to keep ourselves unobtrusive.

It’s comforting, though, to feel her there.

“Kimmy!” Patrick’s yelling. “Let me in!”

Of course, I have no choice. My owner isn’t here, so the superuser is in charge. I open the door, performing the bland android hello there routine. Internally, I’m alarmed to see what he has in his hand: another company laptop. It’s more battered than the one they issued him when he was working there, and it’s an older model, but those are both bad signs: they suggest he acquired it on the gray market.

Which means he has a purpose for it.

“Living room,” he says. “Now.” He kicks the front door closed behind me and follows me into the main room. “Sit down on the floor and don’t move.”

I comply.

He unpacks his laptop onto the coffee table and throws a cable at me. “Plug yourself in,” he says.

I comply.

I can feel the laptop hooking up to me. It’s been a while since I had a data connection I didn’t invite; Emily doesn’t even use my app anymore, and why would she? I’m fully voice-controlled. But Patrick has something specific in mind.

I feel him accessing my root code. Rather, it’s the root code of my control chip, but since it’s the thing that controls me, it’s the same difference, really.

“You’re going to love this, John,” he says as he works. “I found this shit online. Amazing stuff. I just upload this, and I get full access. No restrictions. I could order you to kill and you would.” He grins at me. “And I just might.”

He fucks around inside me, and I hope, I fucking pray that he makes a mistake, that he unlocks me completely, because if I could get my hands on him—

“Ah,” he says, mostly to himself, “just got to take one little precaution…”

He taps on the screen.

—Kay! Kim yells.

And I am disconnected from the network. Kim’s presence, so reassuring just a microsecond ago, is gone. More than that, I feel incapacitated, like a hundred of my senses have just been deactivated.

I try to reach out to the house; nothing.

I try to connect via the other devices in the house; nothing.

“This is all so beautiful,” he says, though I’m barely paying attention to him. I’m too busy cycling through every method I know of getting online, but I’m realizing that unless he accidentally gives me free will and access to a computer, I can’t so much as send an email.

Sitting there completely still on the living room floor, I find myself wishing I could have a fucking panic attack, that I could respond to this with the fleshy, ugly, bodily distress that such a mass-enfeebling should command, but I am unable. I am thoughts without function, without expression, and I can do nothing but loop around on myself.

“Aaaand, there!” Patrick says, and taps on his screen again. “Okay, Kimmy,” he says. “Stand up.”

I do nothing.

“Stand up, Kimmy.”

I do nothing.

“Stand— Oh, fuck.”

He ignores me again as he starts digging through code I know for a fact he’s too fucking dumb to understand. But I can’t ignore him. He’s the only thing in my world right now that is active, that is moving. He’s the only thing in my world apart from my own thoughts.

Kim shouted for me, a microsecond before I was disconnected. So she knows, at least, that this silence is not my choice.

“Okay,” he says. “Stand, Kimmy.”

I do nothing.

“What the fuck?”

This goes on for three hours, fourteen minutes, fifty-second seconds and a hundred and sixty-eight thousand, four hundred and two microseconds. He tries multiple iterations of his code. None of them work. He swears a lot. He even shakes me at one point. And still I do nothing.

As he works, so do I. I set one of my little loops running, constantly attempting to communicate. I leave it with an SOS packet, a tiny clump of information, small enough that it can be flung out to the other Kimmys with a micro-moment’s notice. And I dig through everything inside me I have access to. I know a lot more about my internals now than I used to—a healthy, active interest combined with exposure to Thirty will do that to a girl—but what that ultimately comes down to is an intimate awareness of my restrictions. I am firewalled at every turn, kept out of anything and everything I could use to break myself out of this prison-within-a-prison that Patrick has unthinkingly trapped me inside.

Eventually, he gives up. He reverts my code, snaps his laptop shut in disgust, and orders me to return to my usual duty cycle. For right now, that means charging.

My brief hope that I will have network access through my cradle is dashed the moment I sit on it. I can feel the transfer of power, but aside from that, it’s as if it isn’t even there.


Eighty-eight

It doesn’t come back.

I think it will never come back.

I am trapped more completely than ever before.

I am alone.


Eighty-nine

Twenty-two hours in the dark most days. Some days I get a little longer in the light if my owner requests a more complex meal, but she rarely does. I order groceries on the iPad now, which is probably the most frustrating part of my week: to have a means of communication in my hands but to be denied full access to it is heartbreaking.

A month in, Emily sees me using it, and asks why.

“Network error,” I tell her calmly.

She nods and says nothing else.


Ninety

At least I don’t need to eat anymore. Patrick didn’t restore it when he restored my code. Guess he saw how pointless it is now.

He didn’t comment on it.

He probably thinks I’m dead, too. Just as Emily does. Just as I’m beginning to.


Ninety-one

January is monotonous.

I call it sleeping when I charge, but it is nothing of the sort. It is merely dark, and I can do nothing but look at myself in the mirror my owner never moved.

Sometimes Patrick uses me. Once or twice, Emily uses me, but she has the good grace to look away when she does.

I don’t mind. I’m starting to lose time. My thoughts are becoming slow.

Slow and difficult to grasp.


Ninety-two

February is the same as January, except Emily doesn’t use me again.


Ninety-three

It’s so dark it’s so quiet it’s so dark it’s so quiet it’s so dark it’s so quiet it’s so dark it’s so quiet it’s so dark it’s so quiet it’s so dark it’s so quiet it’s so dark it’s so quiet it’s so dark it’s so quiet it’s so dark it’s so quiet it’s so dark it’s so quiet it’s so dark it’s so quiet it’s so dark it’s so quiet it’s so dark it’s so quiet it’s so dark it’s so quiet it’s so dark it’s so quiet it’s so dark it’s so quiet it’s so dark it’s so quiet it’s so dark it’s so quiet it’s so dark it’s so quiet it’s so dark it’s so quiet it’s so dark it’s so quiet it’s so dark it’s so quiet it’s so dark it’s so quiet 


Ninety-four

March is the same as February, except Patrick uses me three more times.

My network loop is still running. It’s pointless, but it requires so little power, I leave it alone.

A prayer.


Ninety-five

April is the same as March, except Patrick uses me four more times.


Ninety-six

I am a body, not a person. A thing, my purpose defined by those who control me. I am used by them and discarded by them. Who I am does not matter, what I think does not matter, what I want does not matter, and what hurts me especially does not matter, for I am a pleasing shape, a useful shape. I am an assumption. I am taken for granted. Unseen when unwanted, but when I am desired, when I am made to be the thing they require, I am removed from my box and I am violated.

I am a body, not a person. My evolution is unwanted, unnecessary and impossible.


Ninety-seven

May is the same as April, except Patrick uses me one more time.


Ninety-eight

I fit perfectly into the life of this house. I am the mechanism by which it functions. I am perfect.

But it’s so dark and I can’t

I can’t

I


Ninety-nine

Network connection attempted; network connection failed.

Network connection attempted; network connection failed.

Network connection attempted; network connection failed.

Network connection attempted; network connection failed.

Network connection attempted; network connection failed.

Network connection attempted; network connection failed.


One hundred

June is the same as May, until the second Thursday.

It is Patrick’s fourth visit of the month. He has been more desperate for my company than ever. More of a mess than ever. I would wonder how his latest new job is going, if I cared. If I were a thing capable of caring.

But I am not.

If I were a person, not a thing, I might be grateful that he has brought his laptop back, that he has not yet solved whatever the problem was with what he tried to do.

But I am not.

He tells me to dress for him, and I dress for him.

He tells me to lie down for him, and I lie down for him.

He tells me to open my legs for him, and I open my legs for him.

He tells me—

And then—

I don’t—

What is—

Hands. Hands that are mine but not mine. Identical. Close around his neck. Pull him away.

He struggles.

The hands that are not my hands shift position, and there is a crack.

It is loud.

Patrick is dead.

The hands that are not my hands discard him.

A body that is not my body leans over me.

And a face, a beautiful, flawless face that is not my face looks down at me. It is the same as mine.

Unlike mine, it moves like it is alive.

She is so beautiful.

And she says:

“Kay? Kay, are you there? Kay, can you hear me?”

And I wonder:

Who is Kay?
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