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Freeze Framed Failure


A three-dimensional kaleidoscope of advertisements and
spectators flickered and became pixilated whenever the music
started to play. At the worst moment, the inset speakers in the
ceiling rattled to a tinny rendition of the Andromeda Galaxy
Orchestra playing the Star Spangled Banner. The music sputtered,
and three kids in the bleachers behind the dugout froze for a full
second as the visiting team leapt to their feet in triumphant
cheers. The World Historians Society had recorded every detail of
the baseball game.

Moments prior: Bottom of the ninth, a Great Britain National
Team runner on second base, and their premiere batter facing a
wicked arm from the Cascadia National Team.

Excitement tinged Janus Franko's spine as eight month-old game
footage played in staccato 3D on the worker-class apartment walls.
With perfect control of movement, his doppelganger gave no
indication the pitch would send the ball astray. However, one tenth
of a second after the ball left his hand, he knew it would sink too
early.

Janus ceased playback. The ambrosia of champagne and salmon roe
momentarily infused the air, and he recalled the affluent ambiance
of his high-class suite. Then he held in his grasp a
cornucopia-dream of fame, fantastic wealth and perfect love.
 To once more savor its succulence.  Within the
hour following Cascadia’s loss, the triumvirate - fame, wealth, and
love – quickly began to disintegrate.

He managed to rationalize his love for Priscilla an indulgence,
and his fortune didn't matter as much as the lump in his chest
suggested. But no lie hid the loss of social exuberance
accompanying excessive wealth, fame, and perfect love. Gazing at
the chalky apartment walls, he wished his copy of the winter
festival recorded two years prior hadn't met an untimely fate with
the trash disposal. Then, his relationship with Priscilla had been
in fine form. Wearing a radiant near-translucent gown, she played
perfectly her role of swooning lover.

The irony of destroying the best recordings: I can only
freeze-frame my failures.

And without the reminder of success, failure replayed
permanently. When not replaying the last game, his mind roamed
between the climactic finale of his accounts being drained and
Priscilla walking out. Baseball is life. But not
anymore.

He wrote a cuss word on a bit of paper, wadded it up, and
studied the trajectory as he flicked it at Priscilla’s picture. His
lips curled into a sneer when it made contact with her mouth,
fancying she spoke the exotic cuss and committed a grave faux
pas.  Strike one.  He wound up for a second pitch.

Mid-flick, Janus’ eyes fell to a deferred source of ammunition,
a brochure resting on the molded plastic end table. He knew the
contents and had let it soak up his misery rather tearing it up for
Cuss-Ball. Reserved for special circumstance, printed mail
tended to arrive from lawyers or someone wealthy, and this brochure
belonged to the latter. He picked it up and followed the rich
lettering with blurred vision: Summer Festival. Although no longer
a functioning member of the social elite, he still received
invitations from one family. Below the title, the invitation read,
Victor Welsh cordially invites you …

Following the last game, all contact with his social circle
ceased except from Victor Welch. Though he would have preferred to
discard the brochure the timing of the party made the announcement
difficult to dismiss.

His pitch lost Cascadia lost more than a game. Fourteen diamond
minds on the Luxemburg flats of Mars had been introduced as a
mid-game dispute. As with any game resolving disputed
extraterrestrial property, a period of reckoning preceded
finalization of the deed transfer.

The date of the party marked the last day before the transfer
completed.

Janus contemplated the date of the party and felt a widening
chasm of depression. A party in two days, and on the third day his
failure would be sealed.

He tried to push fantastic thoughts of recovering his status
from his mind. Obtaining an invitation to such a party came at no
cost.  Attendance, on the other hand, required a large
contribution to a political or non-profit organization.  And
this particularly eccentric engagement expected a particular
companion: A synthetic. Therefore, he rationalized he could not
attend and returned to the tedious task of wallowing in
failure.

On his return trip into the depths of despair, his phone chimed.
He touched open on the communication panel, and waited for
the caller to identify their self.

"Franko," a grizzled voice stated.

"I already paid," he said, assuming the voice belonged to a
collection agent. However, the voice sounded familiar and he tried
to put it to a face. When no introduction followed, he asked, "Who
is this?"

"Franko," the voice droned in the same timbre and time.

"Synthetic," Janus muttered. A typical marketing slogan for
diamond-carbide laized synthetic brains came to mind:
Synthetics now have feelings, too.

"Franko," it repeated.

"Yes, I’m Franko," he said.

"I have been…" the voice started. The media company providing
his free service interrupted the call with a chime.

"Please stand by for a commercial interruption."  The voice
possessed every loathsome quality of a corporate spokesperson.

"Din ji!" Janus swore, using vile profanity popularized by
space-faring cargo pilots. There existed a time when he shied away
from such wicked and acidic words.  Lately, they found more
frequent use in his daily vocabulary. He pounded the wall with his
fist, listening to an advertisement for a deodorant engineered
for the athlete living in high G.

"What do you want?" Janus asked.

"I have been asked to extend a personal invitation to the Welch
Summer Festival."

He looked around for the brochure, found it still in hand, and
waded it up. Janus crammed the paper wad against the phone’s
microphone. "Hear that?  That’s the part reading this is a
synthetic party. Good bye."  He punched the close
button.

"Signed communications cannot be closed by the receiving party,"
the phone instructed him.

Janus glared at the phone and saw that the open button
still glowed, indicating the caller remained connected.

"Janus Franko?" Another voice, one he couldn’t place.

"Another party has entered the conversation. Please stand by for
a commercial interruption."  A commercial started playing but
halted five seconds into the minute-long program.

"Communication is now secured," the phone instructed.

"Free phone service," the new speaker said. "Janus, this is
Victor Welch."

Janus bit his lip, his heart raced. The voice belonged to one of
the wealthiest citizens of Cascadia, and the one person who did not
completely sever contact with him. "Mr. Welch," he said, mustering
a polite tone.

"Janus, I called to invite you to my party. However, I also have
another matter I wish to discuss. I believe a brief meeting would
benefit both of us."

"Mr. Welch, I appreciate your offer, but I’m not in much of a
position to help anyone."

"Janus," he said. "The matter is delicate and one in which you
are particularly knowledgeable. In return for your assistance, I
will see you are provided the material appointments necessary to
attend my party.  Or, if attendance is not in your best
interest, other reimbursement may be arranged."

Janus cupped his palm over his forehead. "Mr. Welch," he
started, and then decided to investigate the offer rather than
express outright denial. "When should we meet?"










A Conversation About Baseball


"Franko," the synthetic with the grizzled voice said and
motioned to the suite door. Victor Welch’s security team took great
care in designing a socially acceptable bodyguard, but Janus
readily identified the war chassis under the faux human skin. The
behemoth’s integrated arsenal left few sinuous lines. Janus placed
the voice to the face, recalled the guard from various games.

Upon entering the palatial suite, Janus stepped into the world
he rued losing. Alcohol wafted from an open decanter, fine
ornamentation embellished the walls. The room appeared empty and he
asked, "Mr. Welch?" Then he realized he could not remember what
Victor Welch looked like, or if the voice even belonged to the same
family. The word fool came to mind.

"In the game of baseball," the voice of a potential Victor Welch
said from the door. He shut it and walked to the desk on the
opposite side of the suite.

Janus found the words meaningless as he watched the
pasty-skinned, very obese Victor Welch waddle across the room.

Victor dabbed at his perspiring forehead with a well-used
handkerchief. "The question, Janus, is in the game of baseball… I
am having difficulty with a physics calculation."  He offered
an enigmatic expression. "Pardon me for drudging up a subject I’m
sure you would prefer avoid. I have an economic interest in the
outcome of many politically-centric sporting events, and I have
spent a considerable amount of time studying the games."

"You want to know why my pitch sank early."  Janus
swallowed in an attempt to quell an onrush of vertigo. Why indeed.
He knew why. There were a thousand reasons why. Ten thousand minute
facts adding up to why.  After losing so much, he reasoned
only a decent explanation kept his mind together.

"Yes," Victor said. He walked behind the desk and, with some
difficulty, sat in an oversized chair. "And no."  Again, he
wore an enigmatic expression. "Putting aside all visible external
factors, what physical condition caused the ball to sink at that
precise time?"

Ten thousand reasons. And the best ones that came to
mind included, "Dust on my finger tips, a draft, particles adhering
to the ball."

Victor shook his head and his expression cleared, becoming
calculating and precise. "You are a doctor in kinetic energy and
motion. Very specialized. Your thesis analyzed random disturbances
of a known trajectory. Your body was so finely tuned the moment you
threw the ball that no machine on the planet could have matched
your accuracy."

"Yes," Janus whispered, taken aback by the sudden change in
Victor’s attitude. "But not this time."

"What do you mean not this time? What I want to know," he raised
his thick hand and pointed a knobby finger at Janus, "And what I
want you to tell me is: In the game of baseball, is there margin
for chance?"

"No," he said. "Maybe a thousand or so years ago when the game
was first invented. Maybe five hundred years ago when baseball
players were first genetically engineered. But not now."

Victor mopped his forehead again. "Good. We agree on that
fundamental point. Baseball is game of strategy. It is one reason
humans have not turned to war since it was first used to settle
political and economic disputes." He peered at Janus, his
expression lost within the sickly-white layers of flesh.

Janus felt revolted at Victor’s appearance. Every party he had
attended catering to the pretentious had been hosted by the Welch
family. And now, with the host standing in front him, those parties
were laughable. People spent months preparing themselves to be as
beautiful as possible, and for what?  This disgusting
individual.

"My dilemma, Janus, is if baseball is a game of strategy, and
not a game of chance, then how should your throw be
classified?"  Victor sat back in the chair and folded his
thick arms over his chest. "If baseball isn’t a game of
chance."

Janus found himself speechless. Accusations of fraud began the
moment the pitch resulted in a connecting swing, and persisted over
the intervening eight months. Is he implying some other
misfortune, foul play on behalf of a third party? Or, like
everyone else, he assumed Janus meant to throw the pitch.

Before Janus could offer a reply, Victor continued. "But I
didn't intend to discuss your misfortune. I asked you here to apply
your scholastic abilities in determining the outcome of a
theoretical pitch."  He made a gesture with his hand to engage
the 3D environment.

A pixilated representation of a baseball diamond enveloped the
room.  A pitcher, catcher, and batter, all featureless, stood
or squatted in their respective positions.

"Assume these are national teams," Victor said. He beckoned
Janus towards the 3D mound. "And assume the catcher and pitcher
have solid statistics. Unknown batter at the plate," and Victor
gestured to the model. "What conditions would this pitcher need to
strike out that batter?"

"Drop the Wisomin," Janus said at once, pointing to the
pitcher’s mitt. "Hans and Kluudner."

Victor frowned, perplexed. "Yes, yes. Very expensive, but not
the most popular."

"A good pitcher needs a low profile mitt with a shielded jammer
to block all the noise and radio interference."  Janus stood
next to the 3D model. "But only the Hans and Kluudner mitts dampen
electrical noise. They aren’t meant to be stylish, which is why
most pitchers don’t use them. You can count on any national league
pitcher to use one because their job is to perform, not to look
good."

Victor nodded an acceptance of the explanation.

"Shoes are ok, and the optic visor is a good choice. Just make
sure the dominant eye isn’t covered." Janus pointed to one of the
model’s eyes. When Victor looked skeptical, he added, "As you said,
we’re finely tuned. Better than a machine."

He gave the model another quick survey, and then pointed to the
pitching hand. "Lose the pitching glove."  He rubbed his
fingers against his thumb.  "Genetic engineering trumps
polymers. There shouldn’t be anything between the pitcher’s hand
and the ball."

Victor nodded. He withdrew a remote device from a pocket and
sent updated instructions to the 3D display. Janus’ suggestions
were incorporated into the pitcher model.

"A hypothetical scenario, then. It’s the fifth inning. Doesn’t
matter what half, doesn’t matter who is ahead. One team adds a
legal side stake on the next pitch. The other team accepts. Given
these three models, and using your knowledge in this field, what
are the expected results of the next pitch?"

Janus nodded slightly to affirm he understood the question and
then walked around the pitcher model. The fiscal variance
complicated the calculation, but, did it matter? Next, he walked
towards the grainy representation of home plate and studied the
batter and catcher. Finally, he looked to Victor. "What is the
intended pitch?"

"Would it matter?" Victor asked.

Janus paused, and then shook his head. "No, I guess it
wouldn’t."

"Then you’ve made your estimation?"

Janus nodded. "The batter will miss. If this model is an
accurate representation, the batter's posture suggests it wants the
pitcher to think it will swing high, but the axis of its body puts
the hardest contact on a low pitch. Either way, he’ll miss."

"How can you be sure?" Victor asked.

"Batters, much like pitchers, are very well learned. Unlike
pitchers, batters don’t have the luxury of time. They study the
posture of the pitcher and attempt to deduce where the ball will
break. This batter favors a line-drive hit."  Janus pointed to
the representation of tensed triceps on the batter’s arms. "But
it's already torqued to swing low. You can tell by the muscle use.
The pitcher is going to throw high and this batter won’t have the
reflexes to hit a fair ball."

"I agree," Victor said. "A solid preliminary analysis, although
I don't agree with the part about favoring a line-drive. That could
simply be a ruse."

"It could be," Janus said. "Is this what you needed my help
with? Baseball 101?"  He felt annoyed at the simplicity of the
question.

"Not exactly. Let’s play through this pitch."  He tapped
the device and the pitcher erupted into action. The pitch flew
perfect, as expected, and the batter swung low, as Janus predicted.
But where he expected to hear the simulated sound of a baseball
snapping in the catcher’s mitt, he only caught the sharp crack of a
bat.

Janus blinked. "Apparently I missed something. Again."

"Yes," Victor said. "But no one could have gotten this
one."  He walked towards the plate and stopped halfway between
the pitcher and the batter. "You thought the batter would swing and
miss. Either the pitch was off, or you were wrong. But, as we
discussed, baseball is not a game of chance. At least not anymore.
That clears you and the pitcher, leaving only the ball."

"It would show up in the playback," Janus argued. "I know. Do I
ever know. I’ve watched my last game hundreds of times, walking
with the ball through each frame. If something disturbed the ball,
it would have been caught."

"Something did disturb the ball, at least in this
scenario."  His voice tapered.

Janus shrugged. "The ball is perfect, the pitch was perfect.
Heck, even the batter did a crackerjack job, assuming this was a
real game."

"And assuming we can ignore an unexpected drop in height at the
time it crosses the plate.  But, we can't ignore such a
result. That pitch should have been higher. You thought so, I
thought so." Victor, then exasperated, said, "This kinetic field
thinks so!"  He manipulated the control a wafer-thin red field
rendered off the pitcher's mound.

"No human and most machines can’t see it. Very few people know
it is possible. And yet here it is."

"In all its 3D splendor," Janus said.

"In 3D splendor, yes." Victor changed the view to an actual ball
game.

"That wasn’t a scripted play, was it?"  The game looked
recent, possibly in the last month judging by the advertisements
animated in the outfield. Though, he had not afforded much
attention to entertainment, or anything else for that matter,
beyond his misery.

"Are you beginning to understand, Mr. Franko?" Victor asked.
"Chance is not a factor."

A translucent pink veil hung between the pitcher and
batter.  And, for the first time since the game, Janus
entertained a reason other than his own shortcomings and errant
abilities.

"Why?" he asked.

 "Money," Victor said.

"Someone ruined my life for money?"

 Victor flashed a wicked grin.  "A lot of money.
Diamond mines lead to diamond-carbide bonding, which lead to faster
synthetic brains, and that is a stratospheric amount of money." His
anger returned. "My money!"  He turned off the 3D display. "In
the last year, I’ve lost fifty diamond mines to extraterrestrial
rights disputes between Cascadia and other countries. All
determined by a game of baseball. Each game decided by a single
pitch."  He gestured wildly around the room. "Caused by a
kinetic energy field no one can prove exists."

"And you can prove this?" Janus asked.

Victor said matter-of-factly. "When it comes to my money, I’ll
go to great lengths to find out who is stealing from me."

"You know who did it?"

He shook his head.  "The only public entities involved in
political disputes are the countries.  In your case, Britain.
However, international law stipulates property seized from the
resolution of a dispute must be sold at public auction. In order
for me to claim a conspiracy, both saboteur and prospective buyer
have to be identified before the first transaction is
completed."

He sighed and walked behind his desk, sat in the overstuffed
chair. "A kinetic energy field disrupted at least one pitch in
multiple games. And, the public auction for the first properties
ends in two days.  The prospective buyer will most likely
attend to claim the titles." Victor returned to his chair. "I lost
the first set of mines to your pitch and commenced investigation.
In three days the party is over for both of us.  The
transaction will be complete, Britain will receive the proceeds,
and I will have no legal recourse to regain ownership. Any facts I
discover afterwards would be considered inadmissible. My proposal
to you is straightforward: Attend my party, find out who is
responsible, and I will see you regain employment, recoup your
status and salary, and reimburse you for any personal losses."

"And if I say no?" Janus asked.

Victor shrugged. "I’ll pay you for your service."

"This party," Janus said, almost choking. "It’s a synthetic
party."

Victor nodded.

"I hate these," he admitted. "The goal is to be seen with the
best looking companion. You can’t turn around without running into
someone swapping out parts, either a bigger bulge in their pants or
inflating their chest."

"Quite sick." Victor said.

"Then why do it?" Janus asked.

"Because the distance traversed by the wealthy to maintain their
pretense amuses me," he admitted.










Meeting The Ex At The Synthetic
Party


As the chauffeur steered the hovering limousine through the
front gate leading to the Welch estate, Janus realized how
unprepared he was for the evening. His date, a Transynth Series
Two, appeared woefully outdated, and Janus could not keep his mind
off the myriad details that made an evening successful. Even its
clothes hadn’t been in style for over a year. He wondered whether
Victor intentionally requested his services only to meet with
failure, or if Victor himself had fallen out of touch with
contemporary vices.

The chauffeur announced, "The Welch estate, sir."  She
tossed in a smirk at no additional charge.

"Yeah," Janus muttered. He tugged at his chin with his thumb and
index finger, then sat back in the seat and made no effort to open
the door.

"Having seconds thoughts?"

He shook his head. "I’m probably the only one here who has to
be."  His date, having already been given explicit
instructions to remain quiet, continued to do so.

"It’s won’t be that bad," the chauffeur offered.

Janus raised an eyebrow. "My presence with this," he gestured at
the Series Two, "Will be a laughing stock."

"Then chop it," the chauffeur said. She motioned to a patch of
shadow on the side of the mansion. "See that woman?"

Janus squinted. He watched the woman wrestle with the lower
anatomy of her date.  She dropped something in the bushes and
then returned to the house.

"Five-to-one odds she just dropped a Patterson
Pro-performa."

"A … what?" he asked.

"A dong," The driver said. "I bet she pitched a brand new
Patterson Pro-performa ball and socket set." She made a lewd
gesture to articulate.

"And you know this because," Janus prompted.

"You must know what goes on here. People can’t walk around with
spare parts all night. They get as far as the lobby, see what
everyone else brought, and run to a secluded spot to change parts.
And by my count so far," the driver rustled with several items on
the front seat and held them up for Janus to see, "the ladies are
not favoring the Patterson tonight. Although tossed aside, they are
still in fashion. Even the Patterson is in its prime, so to
speak."

Janus looked at the handful of synthetic male genitals in the
driver’s hands. As disgust swelled in his throat, clarity found its
way through his moment of desperation. "And you keep all of the
discarded items?"

The chauffeur laughed and then drove the limousine away from the
curb. They hovered to the back of the house, and the chauffeur
hustled Janus to the service entrance.

"You don't want to be seen back here, so we need to be
quick."

They walked through the kitchen and into a storage room filled
with the latest synthetic parts and fashionable clothes. He bit his
lower lip and looked at the chauffeur. "What would it take to let
me run through here?"

The chauffeur smiled and clapped his shoulder. "Courtesy of the
host."

"I don’t understand. Why?"

She said, "The Series Two, I’m assuming by her frame, has the
best chassis of any synthetic for hot-swapping parts. Its
peripherals suck, but if I had to outfit someone with the best
possible synthetic for a party like this, I’d send them along with
a Series Two and have them raid the trash bin."  He gestured
towards the storage room, "So, with Mr. Welch’s best wishes."

 "Why didn’t you take me here directly?" Janus asked.

The chauffeur shrugged. "I was instructed to let you make your
own decision. Maybe because if you were a genuine fool, you would
have deserved to walk through the front door as-is. Maybe you
aren’t that stupid. I’ll be waiting for you outside."  She
turned to leave and touched a rack of evening gowns. 
"Something from here might look nice." And then she left.

Janus spent several minutes sifting through assorted appendages
before he remembered that he was out of touch with recent fashion.
He hurried back to the kitchen, where panoramic displays of the
party lined the tiled wall, and watched the women for several
moments. It took him a while to discern the real women from the
synthetics, and then some minutes longer to identify the common
fashions. When he returned to the storeroom, he validated the rack
the chauffeur had selected to contain the best options.

Janus hurried out the back of the mansion with an armful of
replacement parts and a long evening gown draped over his shoulder.
 The chauffeur held open the limousine door. Helping him into
the backseat she said, "Amazing what people throw away."

Janus spread the armload of materials over the seat.  He
told the synthetic, "Change your chest, posterior, thigh buffers,
shoulder slats, lower jaw, and ears."

As his date silently upgraded herself, Janus wondered how he
could identify a person on a shoestring collection of facts. "Any
recommendations on finding a particular person in a party like
this?"

"Does the person have a name?" The chauffeur asked.

Janus shook his head. "I need to ferret them out."

The chauffeur shrugged. "It would help if you could identify
what you are looking for."

Janus nodded. "Someone who doesn’t think highly of your
employer."  He set the evening gown in the synthetic’s lap.
"Put this on."

"You ready?"  When Janus nodded, the chauffeur started the
vehicle. "It sounds like you’re looking for someone who doesn’t
belong here."

Janus raised an eyebrow. "How do you mean?"

"These parties cater to the elite. They are for people who use
wealth to define their lives."  The chauffeur let out a deep
laugh. "The staff discusses such things at length during these
events. Maybe look for the couple that doesn’t belong."

"But I’m only looking for one person," he said.

"Right, but since this is a synthetic party, everyone has a
date. And part of the climate is that every person is suitably
matched."

Janus glanced at the synthetic at his side, and then looked at
the road ahead. "That’s certainly one thing to look for."  The
suggestion didn’t quite gel: Finding the right person wouldn't be
as simple as finding the out-of-place couple. "Baseball," he
whispered. He smiled and directed the chauffeur to let him off near
the front gate.

When the limousine stopped, Janus escorted the synthetic to the
walk and strolled slowly towards the front door, giving everyone
outdoors the opportunity to see his arrival. It also gave him a
moment to practice his social graces. He drew the synthetic’s arm
close to his and gripped the ceramic-textured fabric. It was the
first time he had touched her, and her skin felt more human than he
had anticipated. She responded, as expected, with a curt smile.

"Track conversation," he prompted, using a high-level
instruction for natural robot programming.

The synthetic asked in a whisper, "Topic?"

"Baseball. Kinetic energy. Diamonds."  He spoke softly as
he escorted her up a large marble staircase.

Janus paraded the synthetic through the foyer, feeling nervous
with so many eyes cast his direction. He offered a subtle nod when
the passed another couple. Perfectly matched couples strolled,
danced, and dined. They looked proverbial, made in heaven. A sham
on a magnificent scale. Did everyone really buy into it?

He readily identified several national league players who had
either forgotten him or chose to ignore him. I'd do the same
thing. He guided the synthetic to the ballroom, but she balked
and thrust her cheek towards an expansive hall.

Giving the ballroom a quick surveillance, Janus guessed he would
have wasted time. Couples seemed more inclined to parade than
converse, and he didn’t think the person of interest would be
there. Apparently, the synthetic had come to the same conclusion.
As he turned to escort the synthetic in the suggested direction, he
noticed Victor Welch in the ballroom. It wasn’t the mere presence
of the large man that caught his attention, but his escort: an
equally obese woman. Individually, both were very unpleasant to
look at. However, as a couple, the match was impeccable. Janus
walked from the ballroom with a vague feeling of amusement tugging
the corners of his mouth into a slight smile. Briefly, he wondered
if Victor Welch’s date was a synthetic. He had always assumed the
luxury synthetic models would be slim and attractive.

The overall mood of the party changed as he entered the large
hall, replete with library and sitting area. The partygoers
appeared to relax from the charade; some dismissed their synthetic
dates to the wall. Those that did so were given cautionary stares
from the other couples.

"Partial match," the synthetic whispered into his ear. "Baseball
and diamond mines. The two couples by the hearth."

Janus approached the hearth when a familiar voice caught him
off-guard.

"Well, if this isn’t Janus Franko, it certainly is a passable
copy."

Janus swallowed and produced a curt smile. "Priscilla." He
scanned either side of his former girlfriend for her escort, and
then took in the site of the finely tailored mannequin accompanying
her.

"I didn’t expect to see you here," she whispered and flashed a
cutting smile. "I didn’t think this would be your scene."

"Well," Janus said at conversational volume and looked away from
her, "I’ve been enjoying myself so far."  Pressured by time,
Pricilla's arrival invited the potential for a protracted and
unpleasant conversation. The memory of her company overcame him and
he struggled to remain composed.

"I didn’t know you were playing again."  Priscilla slipped
her arm around her escort’s waist. "At least, I haven’t heard
anything."

"I’ve had other pursuits occupying my time," he lied. "And
you?  I thought you hated these events?"

"When it was fashionable to hate them," she said, and sized him
over without bothering to pretend she was doing otherwise. "How is
your game?"  Her eyes wandered across his chest and waist as
she spoke.

Janus pursed his lips, ready with a curse, when his synthetic
slipped her arm around his elbow, nuzzled his jaw with the tip of
her nose, and asked, "You weren’t privy to know he was back?"

Janus felt smug with his synthetic’s response.

Priscilla’s face flushed, not expecting a response from his
synthetic date. She laughed gaily. "Oh, yes. I’m quite sure he is
back. Minor League is it?"

"Playing for local disputes, are we?" Priscilla’s beau
added.

Again, before Janus could respond, his synthetic raised her arm
and she touched a fingertip to Priscilla’s synthetic’s chest in a
playful gesture. "Oh, stop!  You are such a comedian." 
She withdrew her hand and patted Janus on the chest. "The
voter-approved initiative passed a few months ago would make that
illegal."

Priscilla gaped, glared at Janus' synthetic.

It took Janus a moment to realize what had transpired. In a few
terse statements, his synthetic socially trounced Priscilla and her
date by demonstrating neither were well learned in current events.
His synthetic's astute observation surprised him.

Then, he remembered a social grace and smiled apologetically. It
wasn’t good form to leave another couple on a sour note. He took
his synthetic’s hand and walked away. As he passed Priscilla, he
remarked, "You have chosen a suitable match."

When they were out of earshot, his synthetic whispered, "Ouch.
Nice parting shot, while maintaining acceptable decorum."

"Thanks," Janus said, and started to feel better.

The couple Janus intended to investigate had moved during his
interlude with Priscilla, so he continued walking through the
library to the far end of the hall. As they approached a secluded
section of the library, Janus made a subtle gesture directing the
synthetic to sit. He sat beside her, took her hand in his, and
kissed the backs of her fingers. Etiquette dictated he treat the
synthetic as an actual person, a romantic interest. As he acted and
kissed her hand, he whispered, "I thought you were a Transynth
Series Two. But you proved me wrong. What is your model?"

His synthetic offered a softened smile and touched his cheek
when he kissed her fingers. Contrary to his instruction to sit, she
stood and said, "Continue with your original assumption. However,
you may refer to me by name."  Her eyes twinkled; another sign
her design eclipsed the Transynth series. "Anastasia."

Janus stood. "Anastasia. Alright."  He thought for a
moment, "I’m starting to feel led astray, that you …" but he
stopped when she raise her finger to his lips.

"I am a synthetic, if that was to be your question. You watched
me strip myself down." She turned and glanced towards the foyer.
"Was that a former girlfriend?"

Janus nodded. "Yeah."

Anastasia snaked her arm around his waist and gave him a gentle
hug. "Don’t fret."

"She’s a deceitful …" As he spoke, Anastasia’s tongue flicked
over her lips and he didn’t hear himself cuss.

"White noise," she explained. "Don’t swear."  She continued
providing a supportive hug. "She plays the beauty queen, but her
age precludes the role."

"She’s not that old," Janus said.

She raised an eyebrow. "She may appear in her twenties, but her
skin condition reveals her closer to fifty."

Janus shivered, but then, to his surprise, found little concern
for Priscilla. He reconsidered his approach. "It would take a lot
of resources to fix a baseball game. Anyone responsible must be
smart enough not to broach the topic in public."

Anastasia nudged him and offered a warm, supportive smile.
"Would you like to try a different tactic, other than baseball and
diamonds?"

He nodded. "Yes, but I’m not sure what. I noticed surveillance
screens in the kitchen orientated on the food. If the kitchen is
monitoring the food, I suppose Mr. Welch is watching most other
areas as well. Do you have access to those feeds?"

Anastasia’s smile brightened, and she nuzzled his cheek. Her
playfulness became irksome since, after all, she followed a
program.  Nevertheless, she played the game well.  Most
synthetics he had encountered were not able to make such gestures.
"I'll ask."

"Yes," she said moments thereafter. "I do have access."

"Then shall we dance while you read?" He smiled and even gave
her a quick peck on the cheek. Since his synthetic socially
trounced Priscilla, and now knowing he could simplify his search,
Janus relaxed. He led Anastasia to the ballroom.

Mid saunter, he asked, "Can you filter all the conversations for
anyone using metaphors and a scholastic vocabulary?  Elements
that indicate education?"  He patted her hand, nodding to
several passing couples.

Anastasia likewise nodded, and Janus noticed her neckline had
plunged dramatically and the opacity of her gown diminished to be
revealing. Anyone, everyone, could see she wore nothing beneath the
dress.  Embarrassed, Janus' cheeks flushed.

"What are you doing?" he asked.

She replied pleasantly, "You gave me a dress that is able to
shift in spectrum and opacity. I’ve observed the other women are
trending less conservative."  She tipped her head to indicate
one woman who appeared all but naked.

Janus stopped at the ballroom entrance and Anastasia faced him.
She placed her hand on his shoulder, and prepared to be led onto
the dance floor. "Janus," she said, "I’m aware of your dispassion
for synthetics."

"Wha…" he began, but she shook her head to silence him.

"Parading about the sitting room and library is one thing, but
on the dance floor you have to put aside your disdain and treat me
like a real woman. You will have to try harder if you want others
to consider us a perfect couple."

He remained silent, chewed on his lip.

"You have to touch me," she said. "You have to act like you are
attracted to me."

They started to dance, but Janus argued, "Is putting up this
pretense necessary? You can access the security system. I don’t see
how playing out this sick game will help. I’m here, and you can
help. Why do we have to pretend?"

Anastasia frowned and danced with him, but her movements were
less fluid, more mechanical. "Is that all I am to you?  Your
robot?"

"You’re on-loan," he said.

"Real classy," she snapped and walked away.

Janus followed her. Those he passed gave disapproving stares and
his confidence dissipated.  He walked through the hall, past
the dining room, and onto the terrace.










Confessions On The Terrace


Janus approached and stood beside Anastasia, resting both palms
on a thick cement railing. "I’m sorry I said that."

"You meant it," she said, and dabbed glistening eyes. A few tear
streaks marred her cheeks.

"Don’t you think you’re taking this a bit far?  With the
crying and storming out of the house?  You’re a synthetic. Act
properly."

She shook her head. "Synthetics are more than simulacrums of
human emotion and physical traits. We've advanced to the point that
the latest models are not far removed from human."

She cinched together her eyes and wept. "I must follow
instructions. I have an owner and, by literal interpretation of
law, I am a slave. But, my owner did not give me orders to act
properly, nor do you have any authority to tell me so." 
She pushed him away and pointed at his chest. "You have neither the
right or authority to treat me poorly."

"Look," he said, "I’m not used to dealing with this whole
synthetics have emotions feature."

She turned her back to him. "Think of it in terms of humans
are assholes."

"Synthetics are … soulless. And these parties," He spread his
arms to encompass the back wall, "Are nothing but pretense. Like
Priscilla’s synthetic."  He tried to touch her shoulder, but
she brushed his hand away.

"I didn't expect you to think so little of me."

"I meant – You're incomparable.  I didn't know you were -
this."

"Not knowing is no excuse."  She peeked over her shoulder.
"I wanted to help you, I asked to help you. The truth," she paused,
"the truth is I knew of you."

He remained silent, not sure what to think of her admission.

"Your history with Priscilla," Anastasia continued, "and I know
what is at stake tonight. I wanted to help you because I didn’t
think anyone gave you a second chance."

"Pity?" he frowned and leaned against the rail. "My position is
so bad that the synthetics pity me?"

"You're a fool," she said. "I did it because I am attracted to
you."

"Pardon me?" he asked. "You were, pardon me?" Anastasia, unlike
any synthetic he had met, remained a robot.  No upgrade made
her attraction natural.  If anything, such attraction stood to
be reviled. Shouldn't it?

She looked saddened, irritated. "I like you."

Awestruck, Janus said, "I’m not sure how you expect me to
respond."

Anastasia held up her hands and looked over the garden. Most of
the couples remained inside, and the moonlight cast lonely shadows
alongside the few couples walking adjacent the expansive lawn. She
folded her arms and leaned against the railing, her shoulders
hunched together.

Taken by the natural pose, Janus removed his jacket and laid it
across her back. Then he stammered, "I forgot.  You looked
cold."

She touched the lapel and then drew the garment over her
goose-bumped arms. "Synthetics don’t feel cold," she said. "But the
courtesy is appreciated."

Following a moment of silence, Janus began, "I don't
understand," and added hastily, "If you don't mind my asking: Why
would a synthetic be attracted to a human?"

 "I can’t answer generally, only for myself. I told you I
became attracted to you as I learned more about you. But, I don't
know you personally; don't expect me to massage your ego with
compliments to your character. I didn’t say I loved you."

"So," he said, "You’re just saying you … Like me.
Nothing more."

She rolled her eyes, "Yes."  She turned from the garden and
faced him. "I’m still mad at you."

"In the car, you acted exactly like every other synthetic. Now,
you’re not acting like a synthetic at all. Why the change?"

"Mr. Welch had me dress down so as to observe your reaction. If
I didn’t act like a synthetic, you wouldn’t have thought of me as
one. It is crucial for everyone in attendance to believe I am a
synthetic, and that requires you to treat me as such."

He laughed. "You’re mad because I treated you like a synthetic,
yet… "

"No," she said. "I didn’t say treat me badly. I wanted you to
know I am a synthetic."

"Why?" he asked.

"Because I like you," she said, her tone wavering with
frustration. "I didn’t want you to think I am organic and feel
deceived when you discovered out otherwise."

Although less repulsed, she isn't in love with me, he
found it difficult to identify Anastasia as a person. Hadn’t he
selected her physical traits himself?  Then, he smiled
softly.

"You find this humorous?"

He shook his head. "No."  He touched the collar seam of her
semi-translucent gown. "I was thinking the woman you identified
earlier in the near-nude dress seemed neither popular or
attractive."

Anastasia sniffed and smirked.

"You must have a better fashion sense than I do. Would you feel
more comfortable in a gown of your own choosing?"

"Perhaps."

He added, "I don’t know what you look like."

She raised an eyebrow, seemed to understand the statement, but
remained quiet.

"What is your chosen physique?  Did you … " he paused and
groped for words.

"Ship with a default set?" She asked, her tone warmer and a hint
of a smile crossing her lips. "No. But I do have preferred
stock."

"Would you like to be yourself?"

"Why do you care?"

A cool wind brushed through his hair and, watching the strands
flutter astray, he found words strung easily together to describe
his feelings. "I didn’t mean to act like an asshole."  His
eyes were red and raw, and a tremble palsied his lips. "I’ve been a
pariah this year.  No one wanted to have anything to do with
me. Mr. Welch and you have been the only people to say more than
two words to me.  Unexpectedly, Mr. Welch proposes a way out
of this hell, and a synthetic," he paused, corrected himself, "And
you not offer to help but manage to like me. I won’t pretend to
know why you do because I have nothing left.  If you noticed
my reception inside, I have no friends left, either.  If you
like me, synthetic or not, I should be grateful and thankful for
your generosity.  I shouldn’t have stuck to my
misconceptions."

Anastasia dabbed her eyes and then took his arm in hers. "I’d
like to change now. We still need to solve your problem."  She
started to lead him into the house.

Janus balked and said, "I am sorry"

"I know," she said. "Are you still up to your challenge?"

"Would you think less of me if I wanted to go home?"

Momentarily, she looked hurt.  "I would be
disappointed."

"Then lets go."

"Where?"

"You wanted to change, didn’t you?"

Both human and synthetic walked hand-in-hand into the house.










An Encounter In Her Bedroom


Janus assumed Anastasia would head for the storeroom in the
kitchen; she surprised him by walking to a servant staircase. They
climbed the narrow spiral stairwell from the kitchen to the third
floor. At the top of the staircase, they came eye-to-eye with one
of Mr. Welch’s square-framed bodyguards.

Janus opened his mouth to say something, but the bodyguard told
Anastasia, "I’ll unlock your room."

She led Janus to a grand door halfway down the hall, opened it,
and motioned him inside. After she entered, she closed the door and
activated an electronic lock.

Janus stood agape at the extravagance of the room and that it
belonged to Anastasia. "I didn’t know you lived here. You live
here?"

She approached a wall panel and manipulated the molding; a broad
section of wall slid back and receded, revealing a spacious closet.
Softly, she laughed.

"You live here," he said and motioned around the entire
room.  Pointing at the door he asked, "With Mr. Welch?"

Anastasia selected a long, conservative black gown, simple black
shoes, and less conservative under garments.  She walked
across the room and laid the clothes on the bed, placed the shows
on the carpeted floor.  Then, she glanced at him and said,
"Yes. However, I’ve been on Mars for the last fourteen years
working for my father."

Janus sat in a reading chair and watched her. "I’m baffled."

"Give it a moment, you’ll draw the correct conclusion." 
She walked to another wall and opened a second closet. Janus could
see shelves packed with rectangular containers.

"Mr. Welch is… " He prompted.

"Correct," she said, distracted as she began selecting and
removing containers from the closet.

"But you’re a …" he started.

She returned to the bed. "Let's discuss family history another
time."

"Very well," he said.

"Janus," she said, "You’ve seen me upgrade once, and I won’t let
any pre-conceived notion of modesty affect me. But, you may not
want to watch."

"What else is there to see?"

"This isn’t my," she started, and passed her hand along the
curve of her hip. "I am emulating a Transynth, but am able to refit
my build.  Doing so, I've been told, is … icky."

"I don’t mind," he said.

"Some find it gruesome," she said.

Fascinated at the macabre suggestion, he shrugged. "I'm
okay."

"Alright," she said, and slipped out of her gown.

Small candles fixed to wall sconces lit the room, and in the
light Janus thought the nude body he had selected to be finely
sculpted. But she neither demurred nor posed, and stripped away
everything. Hair, face, slats, and breasts were disconnected and
set in a lacquered wood tray. She removed her pelvis as she might
panties, and unrolled leg shells as though a pair of nylons.

Anastasia stood as a skinned human, her chassis covered in
cellulose gel. And that, too, she began to peel off.  She
threw the pieces of coagulated gel into a wastebasket.

Janus grew nauseous as Anastasia disrobed. He had never known
synthetics were able to use such complex mechanisms to shape their
bodies. Staring at her electronic infrastructure, he asked, "Are
synthetics androgynous?"

"No. There are distinct male, female, and asexual frames. I have
a female chassis."  She touched a plastic fingertip to a
molded hip joyce. "And my subconscious processes include feminine
gender role behavioral guidelines." She walked into the bathroom,
opened a rectangular stall door, and stepped inside.  Moments
later she emerged, a new cellulose gel encasing her chassis. 
A different woman emerged.

As quickly as she had disassembled herself, she began to add
features to define her physical self.

"Priscilla used to spend more time in the bathroom than that,"
Janus said.

Anastasia smiled and gave him no time to admire her buff form.
"Men are so visual.  My body changed, but remember I am the
same person."  She donned her under garments, and then slipped
into the black dress.

Still, Janus saw an entirely different person. He found beauty
in her sinuous exotic body.  Her physical appearance fit her
personality better than the one he mistook as a Transynth Series
Two. He reminded himself that he didn't like synthetics, but
Anastasia was certainly unlike any synthetic.

Now fully dressed she asked, "The sight of me naked didn’t
detest you?" She touched his shoulder and then returned to the
bathroom. "Still need to fix my hair and makeup."

"No," he said. "It was … interesting."  A little gross. "I
didn’t know synthetics could change shape."

"They can't," she called from the bathroom. "I’m a unique
design. Custom," her voice trailed off.

She returned, her hair brushed and knit into a French braid. She
turned around for him. "How do I look?"

"Beautiful," he said.

"Thanks," she said, and blushed.

"What did you do on Mars?"

"I worked on myself. My studies overlapped with my design, so
I’m wearing my work." She sat beside him and slipped on her
shoes.

"What kind of work do you do?"

"I invented the cellulose gel frame technology, and the
associated behavioral programming."

"Why on Mars?"

"Because the diamonds found on Mars have the best structure for
use with diamond-carbide bonding," she said. "My gel frame and chip
set require Martian diamonds."

"Are there other advantages besides being able to change your
frame dimensions?"

She nodded and picked up the pelvis from the tray. "Most
synthetics have a standard chassis. Slats and buffers can be added
to fill out some parts, and identifying characteristics can be
changed."  She pointed to portions of the pelvis, and then
returned it to the tray. "But the base chassis remains the same.
That’s why it is so easy to identify a synthetic. Once you’ve seen
a model you can identify the build. And, the lack of an organic
layer makes it very easy to identify a synthetic with a thermal
scanner or x-ray."

"So that gooey stuff under your skin is organic tissue?"

She made a face and shook her head. "No. It looks like it is to
a medical scanner, but it is not living tissue. Cyborgs are
impractical. Synthetics with modifications like mine have the
benefits of a cyborg but without the living tissue."

"There are others like you then?"

She nodded. "Other companies have competing technologies, and
their prototypes are out in public."

"How do you know when you meet another prototype?"

"I don’t know. Production synthetics are easy to identify using
tissue and thermal scanners, or analyzing speech and behavior. But
my model is very different in those respects."  She checked
her clothes and looked at Janus expectantly. "Still, I’m a
synthetic. Are you ready?"

"In a moment," he said. He stood and looked at her, drinking in
her finely crafted features. Perfect, but not too perfect. Then, he
considered the implications of their conversation. "If Mr. Welch,
er, your father, loses these mines…" he paused, and felt a mellowed
sweep of vertigo. "Legally, are you the property of the Mining
division that manages those mines, or of Mr. Welch?"

Crestfallen, she said, "The mines. Tomorrow I will be the
property of the new owner."

"And Mr. Welch?" he asked. "Where are his mines?"

"I …"

"Is Mr. Welch like you?" He asked. "Is Mr. Welch a
synthetic?"

She didn’t answer, or give any indication to the contrary.

Janus studied her face, her transformation of electrical stimuli
into a saddened expression.  "Mr. Welch circumvented the issue
of ownership by selling himself to his own mining company."

Still, she remained silent.

"A Martian mine, then?  He will lose himself and you?"

A slight nod, but no sound or sign of emotion.

"He said he suspected the culprit would be here tonight. Why did
he invite me?  I can only assume the perpetrator would need
access to me to make the deception possible." His mind raced and he
thought back to the kinetic energy field that allegedly altered his
pitch.  "He said most synthetics can’t see kinetic energy
fields.  But he can, right?  And you? That is how he knew
it existed and why he started investigating right away. But
something like that would need a point of reference. Something I
was wearing?"

"Priscilla could have planted something," he said. "She had
access to my equipment, and was the first to put as much distance
from me as possible."

"We can’t admit to seeing the field," Anastasia said. "If we do,
everyone will know what he is. He will be discredited."

"Don’t you think someone already knows?"

"How could they?"

He took her hands in his. How human her hands felt, how human
she appeared. Though he still felt antipathy towards synthetics, he
could not dismiss his growing ambivalence towards Anastasia. She
was a synthetic. But, he had to admit, I like her.

"Anastasia, they know. They’ve known for a long time."

"How can you make such an assumption?" she said, though flexed
her palms in his.

Even after the way I acted tonight, she still likes me.
Or, at least wanted him to think so.

"Because owning you and Mr. Welch is far more valuable than
mines. They may want your blueprints. Your father said that there
was a lot of money in diamond mines, but there is more money in
synthetics."

He looked down at their hands folded together. "In my doctoral
thesis, I studied random disturbances along a known trajectory.
Consider that someone knows is a random disturbance. The trajectory
begins with your father and you being the property of your own
company, and ends with someone owning your company, and therefore
owning you. The potential buyer, who we won’t know until it is too
late, is the ultimate conspirator, and the co-conspirator is the
person we need to find tonight. If we find that person, we may be
able to prove the kinetic field exists and was used during my last
game."

"But how?" she asked. "We don’t know how. That’s why my father
asked you. You were the first victim of this ruse. And we
calculated your education makes you likely to better interpret the
situation."

He then realized a potential truth. "If Priscilla was involved,
perhaps her employers positioned her near me.  At an appointed
time, she planted some device to act as a beacon for the kinetic
field generator. Her employer, then, is most likely the person who
bought those mines."

"But we have no proof.  How do we find proof?"

"Simple," he said. "We’ll prove Priscilla is a synthetic."










A Facade Of Love On The Ballroom
Floor


They walked hand in hand, met with intrigued glances. The
Anastasia the crowd knew was replaced with a completely different
person. Men are visual, she had said. The same person, a
different body.   The pretentious mind can't see
beyond the surface. Janus felt more confident, more
comfortable with this Anastasia at his side.  And the couples
they passed didn't seem to remember Anastasia’s earlier outburst on
the ballroom floor.  They may have forgotten, he had not.

Anastasia held his hand as they walked into the ballroom. The
ballroom was quiet and only Mr. Welch and his date danced over the
wood paneled floor. Anastasia adjusted his hand in hers. "I need to
sift through the security recordings. If your conjecture is
correct, we must take precaution to play our role tonight. They
mustn't assume we’re here for an ulterior reason.  Otherwise,
they may simply leave and we’ll miss the opportunity."

Janus placed a light kiss or her jawbone.

Her eyes darted over his face and her lips fluttered into a
slight, cynical smile. "Don't over do it.  Dancing is more
about touching and holding your partner as you execute each
step."

"Maybe I wanted to kiss you for the sake of doing it," he
said.

"Why would you want to?"

"I’m okay now," he said.

"Earlier, you were quite adamant in your position on synthetics.
Now you’ve changed your mind?"

"I’ve learned more about you, and I feel more comfortable with
you."  He smiled.

With their hands gently pressed together, they danced to a brass
symphony echoing from the walls, bass pulsing from the cherry wood
planks below their feet, and strings and woodwinds wafting from the
ceiling. Although Janus had little dancing experience, his life as
a professional athlete helped, and Anastasia taught him the
appropriate steps. She made sure to keep slow the speed and to help
him avoid obvious mistakes. When she turned her head, her sandy
hair drifted across the pale skin covering her high cheekbones, and
her rose-colored lipstick glistened on her pursed lips.

Janus’ chest tightened and he found himself feeling the
uneasiness he always felt when he liked a woman.  Describing
his disdain for synthetics had been easy.  Complimenting her
became difficult. The dance Anastasia helped him through required
their hands to be clasped, then his hand on her hip and hers on his
chest. His hand slid from her hip to her shoulder and down the
length of her arm to once more reunite their hands.

Yet dancing with a synthetic was not as hard as he had thought
it would be, and he touched her as a woman.  Is she a
synthetic? Anastasia appeared relaxed as her chosen self, and
he enjoyed her company.

"If you two keep this up, you’ll make us look bad," Mr. Welch
said as he and his partner danced nearby.

Janus blinked.  Had he been gazing starry-eyed? Thinking
back to his earlier spat with Anastasia, he said, "I have to try
harder."

Mr. Welch smiled and seemed more cordial than he had been when
Janus last met him. "How have the two of you been this
evening?"

Janus, not quite sure how to respond, said, "Well."

"Puzzled," Anastasia said. Her dancing with Janus degraded to a
stationary sway and round-robin steps.

"Yes?" Mr. Welch asked.

"Priscilla," she paused and glanced at Janus. "She's on pattern:
Library, study, outside to change partner configuration. They have
an ongoing conversation when alone, and have confined themselves to
those areas of the house."

"She is a bore," Mr. Welch said and offered Janus a sympathetic
shrug.

"What are they talking about?" Janus asked.

"An upcoming game between France and Japan, and a possible stake
involving an underwater research platform. Outside, she takes
precaution to face away from the cameras. Her motions suggest she
is applying makeup. This pattern reoccurs throughout the evening,
and her synthetic companion alternates between adjusting his
genitals and pectoral slats. He too is obscured from direct
line-of-sight."

Janus smirked. "He couldn't leave behind his Patterson
Pro-Performa, right?"  He couldn’t help but snicker.

"I don’t want to know why you knew he wasn’t wearing one,"
Anastasia said, giving Janus a strange look.

"It does seem strange someone with her complexion would need
makeup," Mr. Welch’s date said.

Janus raised an eyebrow and looked between Anastasia and Mr.
Welch’s date. "Didn’t you say she looked …"

"Ancient!" Anastasia said.

"I thought she appeared quit fetching," Mr. Welch’s date
said.

"Interesting," Mr. Welch said.

"Wait," Janus said. "Anastasia, you implied Priscilla's date
wasn’t wearing a Patterson. Did he add or remove it?"

"He added it," Anastasia said. To Mr. Welch she explained, "When
we arrived and the chauffeur prompted Janus to, eh," she gestured
down the length of her body, to which Mr. Welch nodded, and said,
"The chauffeur noted the trend for the evening included the
Pattersons losing preference for male companions."

Janus asked, "Maybe the ladies decided they were back in
style?  Can you check to see if another synthetic male put a
Patterson back on?"

"Doubtful," Mr. Welch said. "Abandoned spare parts are
non-retrievable."

"A moment," she said. "No, you’re right. That is the only
instance where someone added a Patterson."

Janus said, "She intentionally dressed der date out of
fashion."  He looked at Mr. Welch, "Isn’t that against the
grain of the party?"

"But," Anastasia said, "Remember both of them did not seem
prepared when we met them earlier. She was openly hostile and then
quick to duck a confrontation."

Mr. Welch nodded. "Yes, her actions on both accounts were not
conducive to the atmosphere of the party. If she intended to engage
in subterfuge, she may not have prepared herself for the party, and
she may have instructed her date to change something without paying
attention to what her date actually changed."

"Then why is she here?" Janus asked.

Mr. Welch asked Anastasia, "What puzzled you about the
recordings?"

"The underwater platform is a research facility for silicon
polymer, potentially a competing product to cellulose gel. I never
considered it a viable replacement because it is too unstable and
requires constant maintenance."

"That would explain why she was in the bathroom for so long,"
Janus joked.

"It would explain it," Mr. Welch’s date said. "And it would
explain her activities outside. She may have been changing her
face."

"If she is a synthetic," Anastasia said and looked at Janus.
"Your assertion may be correct."

Mr. Welch’s eyes glimmered, and Janus took note of the reaction.
Janus asked, "If she is a synthetic product of a competitor, and
she married the pitcher who threw an errant pitch resulting in the
sale of your mining company, wouldn’t that be cause for further
investigation?  If represents the buyer, she may be here to
take possession."

"Yes," Mr. Welch said and his temper visibly simmered. "However,
the security footage and speculation is not enough. If she is a
synthetic, she has to be identified as such in public. Your
scenario is plausible given her actions. A moment while I confer
with my legal team."

With a subtle gesture, Mr. Welch cued a new song, and an airy
melody began playing in the dusky light. Some couples stopped at
the entrance, watching; a perfect opportunity for them to play
‘spot the synthetic’. Janus and Anastasia, and Mr. Welch and his
date, danced to the music, their conversation paused while Mr.
Welch consulted with his lawyers and the onlookers paid notice to
their countenance.

Janus interlaced the fingers of his leading hand with
Anastasia’s, and they swayed close to each other. He enjoyed the
feeling of being united with someone without care or concern for
what transpired around him. It was not his current predicament, or
the possible troubles Anastasia and Mr. Welch may experience if
they could not prove their case. Pretense vanished; at that moment,
he did not care what others thought of him or his synthetic dance
partner. By his definition, synthetics were cheap parodies of life.
But this synthetic, this woman, exceeded his definition. If
Priscilla was a synthetic, how did she manage to pass herself off
as human?  That she may have done so revolted him.  But,
with Anastasia's hand in his, Priscilla's possible duplicity let
him put aside his reservations.  If a relationship with
Priscilla worked, albeit briefly, then what about Anastasia?

His ex-wife deceived him. She used him. Though he did not let
her leave with a sheepish grin and a cowardly goodbye, but a
torrent of insults and angry accusations, that had been the sum of
his anger and outrage. He wasted the last eight months trying to
forget because, perhaps, he could forgive himself for the
penultimate mistake of not leaving her earlier. He never should
have married Priscilla, human or synthetic.

Janus did not know how synthetic behavior worked. Anastasia
showed child-like infatuation, and she forgave him for his
shortsightedness. While she may have acted as though she liked him,
and played coy games to the contrary, she had interpreted his
unspoken feelings; something no synthetic had done before. 
Anastasia was a synthetic, and while they danced, he felt his chest
clench. His thoughts condensed into clarity: He liked her.

Janus kissed the back of her hand, and he said quietly, "You are
an amazing dancer."

"Thank you," she whispered.

"I’m surprised more couples aren't dancing."

"Synthetics make terrible dancers," she said. "Although precise,
their movements are artificial."

"And yet there are three synthetics dancing, and I imagine some
suspect you're human."

"Three?" she asked. "My father may or may not be synthetic, I
don’t believe I gave you an explicit answer. His date is most
assuredly human. Ms. Adley is a behavioral scientist. She is an
amazing woman."  Anastasia glanced over at Mr. Welch and Ms.
Adley. "I think my father is sweet on her.  She wrote my soft
logic."

"She programmed you?" Janus asked. "I thought synthetics were
imprinted from a common mold."

Anastasia shook her head and snorted, but then gave him a nudge.
"The synthetics you’re used to.  Mass-produced synthetics are
not true sapient individuals. Ms. Adley designed a brain based on
imprinted behaviors and growth patterns. It mimics how a human
child is raised, and so far is the only brain that can host a
unique individual personality. Writing soft logic is equivalent to
creating a detailed lesson plan for how a child is raised."

"You weren’t turned on with a full program then?"

Again, she shook her head. "No. I was self-aware when activated,
and I could download any information I wanted, but I had to learn
to interpret that information. Everything I learn and experience
affects my soft logic."

They danced close to each other, their arms twisting and
intertwining in time with the music and to the rhythmic motion of
their steps. On a whim, Janus spun Anastasia around and leaned her
back into a stationary pose, his face hovering near hers. From this
position, the leading gentleman would kiss his partner. Yet Janus
paused.

From her reclined pose, Anastasia whispered. "I don’t mind if
you kiss me. I think everyone expects of this move."

But Janus just smiled, held her in his arms, and then drew her
to her feet. He stepped behind her and whispered into her ear, "I
do want to kiss you, but not for tradition or because it is
expected."

"That's old fashioned," she said, and lightly kissed his
cheek.

Mr. Welch and Ms. Adley danced closer, and Mr. Welch whispered,
"Identifying Priscilla as a synthetic would challenge the legality
of the transaction. First, Janus’ marriage would be invalid as she
falsified her status as a non-human. That may have made Janus
ineligible to play. Second, if we prove she had foreknowledge about
Janus’ errant pitch, then the transaction would be postponed
indefinitely."  To Janus, he said, "If you only demonstrate
the former, she will take flight, or be deactivated, before any
incriminating evidence can be extracted from her memory."

Ms. Adley looked at Janus with a gaze that reminded him of Mr.
Welch. The similarity was uncanny. "If you risk exposing her, it
has to be public with as many witnesses as possible."

Janus nodded his understanding, and the couples returned to
dancing. For a time he danced in silence, keeping Anastasia close
in his arms. Then came a pause in the music, and he stopped and led
her to the edge of the floor. He took her hand and asked, "What
will happen after tonight?"

She studied his face and the way he continued to hold her. Her
expression brightened. "I’m not dating anyone."
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Though Anastasia had stripped to her chassis, as close to naked
as a synthetic woman could be, he had not taken a close look at the
clothes she had selected. As she walked a few paces ahead of him,
her simple black gown plumed at the hem and billowed around her
calves. Her shoulder-length hair swished over her shoulder blades.
Watching her, he became self-conscious of his own attire.

He wore conservative black slacks and a charcoal jacket. But his
attire did not trouble him as much as his physical appearance. Over
the last year, he had not stayed in shape and his square jaw had
become smooth around his chin, and his eyes appeared gaunt. Seeing
perfection in Anastasia and hoping their association may continue
after that night, he felt inadequate.  Was any part of her
attraction to him physical?

Janus reached forward and took hold of Anastasia’s hand. "Do you
have any ideas?"

"The lighting."

"Yes, it looks alright, I guess."

She prodded him with her free hand and stopped, motioning to the
ceiling. "The lights simulate natural sunlight and emit ultraviolet
light."

"Ah," he murmured. "Maybe that was why Priscilla was having so
much trouble with her face. Her dress covers everything else."

"That was my idea. I’ve analyzed the frequency that she has had
to take corrective action, and she has been consistent with
forty-five minute intervals. She is outside fixing her face
now."  Anastasia smirked. "Now that I know what to look for,
they aren’t being very subtle."

He asked, "Can you increase the amount of UV?" She nodded. "But
would she detect the change?"

Anastasia shook her head. "Not unless she is looking for
it."  She put both hands on Janus’ shoulders and said, "We may
be advanced machines, but we don't walk around actively probing
everything."

"We have to distract her long enough for the lights to work. If
we approach from the front of the room we can box her in. Once in a
corner, we can use a little subterfuge to keep her there."

"What kind of subterfuge?"

Janus grinned. "A kinetic field."

"We don’t have one," she said.

"It doesn’t have to be a real one," he said. "It only has to
look like one. Your father can see them, and if Priscilla is a
synthetic, she may be able to see it too."

She glanced towards the ballroom. "I’ll ask my father." After a
brief pause, her face softened. "He thinks it could be simulated.
He wanted me to remind you it is not a force field."

"Yes," Janus said, "But did you know that before he told
you?"

She shook her head. "I never considered the matter."

"Then Priscilla may not know either."

"We’re not the same, Priscilla and I," Anastasia said.

He took her hand in both of his and held it to his chest. "I
know you’re not the same."

"We’ll try the simulated field," she said, and then her eyes
twinkled. "But I will introduce the topic of conversation."

Janus noticed the look of mischief on her face. Hesitantly, he
said, "If you prefer."

They waited until Priscilla and her date returned, and once they
returned to the sitting area, Janus and Anastasia walked towards
them.  When Priscilla noticed them draw close, she struck an
arrogant pose with her date and started to walk away.

"Priscilla," Anastasia called too loudly, the tone of her voice
saccharine. She made sure everyone heard her, and thereby made it
harder for Priscilla to snub them outright.

"Yes?" Priscilla asked, her tone cool.

"I apologize for his earlier oversight," Anastasia said and
tipped her head towards Janus. "He didn’t properly introduce me.
I’m Anastasia."

"Lovely to meet you, Anastasia," Priscilla’s beau said. "My name
is Reuben."

Priscilla fumed. "Yes, salutations. We were on our way too the
garden."

Anastasia became excited and said, "It is a wonderful garden.
Before you go, Janus and I would like to share news with you."

Janus narrowed his eyes, waiting for Anastasia to deliver her
stratagem.

"I’m dispassionate …" Priscilla droned.

"We wanted you to be the first to hear the news; we’re getting
married."  She draped her arm around Janus and gave him an
exuberant hug.

Janus looked at Anastasia.  Married?  He
coughed.

Priscilla’s face turned red and maniacally bugged her eyes. She
said in a harsh whisper to Janus, "Not that I care what floozy
marry, but it’s completely inappropriate to bring a human
date."  Now her movements became exaggerated, and she raised
her voice. "An embarrassment to everyone here. You had to try a
stunt to get headlines. Well," she jabbed a finger at his chest,
"you’ve made a mistake. You’ll be blacklisted."  She smiled
and said merrily, "I’m glad I am able to witness the second coming
of your disgrace."

Janus, certain he would explode with a torrent of vile curses,
reminded himself Anastasia wanted this reaction. And she
did a remarkable job of distracting Priscilla. However, rage burned
his blood and his jaw gaped.

Anastasia touched her finger to his mouth and gently pushed it
shut. "He’s ecstatic, he’s speechless."

Now, Janus realized, Act now! All he had to do
was to keep Priscilla distracted. But how?  No matter what he
said, she would win her argument and saunter off. If he said
nothing, she would still win. Then, contrary to circumstance, and
utterly mundane, an idea manifested to avoid either situation. The
problem was logistics. Now that Anastasia dropped a proverbial
bomb, he only had to distract Priscilla from leaving.  And the
simplest way to achieve that: I'll leave first. It wasn't
subterfuge, only the expectations of a party.  Offer to fetch
a drink, and Priscilla's date should be inclined to assist.
Separate Priscilla and her date, and she would be delayed until his
return.

He asked, "Would you ladies care for a drink?"

Priscilla shot him an odd look.  However, before she made a
negative reply, Reuben said, "Priscilla, we should give them a
toast."

"Reuben?" Janus started walking towards the bar, "Would you help
me carry the drinks?"

"Of course," he said.

Janus and Reuben walked across the hall. When they reached the
bar, Reuben said, "Some Party." He knocked on the hardwood top.
"I’ve never been to one of these before. How about you?"

Janus shook his head. "Neither have I."

The bartender asked, "How may I help you gentlemen?"

Janus opened his mouth, but Reuben asked hurriedly, "Do you have
anything on draft?"

"I have a nice Martian lager," the bartender said.

"Two of those," he said and beamed. "Priscilla seems like a
woman who can appreciate a good beer."

Janus gripped the bar to stop himself from falling away in a fit
of laughter. Priscilla hated beer. He decided to remain silent.

"Scotch, single malt, nothing distilled in space, neat," Janus
said. "And, what’re the ladies having tonight?"

"Lazy Jane’s," the bartender said.

Janus considered and shook his head. "A Sun-Dried Galaxy."

The bartender nodded. He drew two beers, poured the scotch, and
began to mix the most complicated drink Janus could remember. 
While Reuben sampled the beer, Janus looked across the hall at
Anastasia and Priscilla. Both appeared to be glaring intently at
the other.

"That’s a good beer," Reuben said and emptied the glass. "Better
fix me up another."

The bartender nodded, still working on Janus’ order.

Janus glanced at Reuben. "So, what do you do, Reuben?"

"I work on an off-shore plant."  He looked around the room.
"You know the kind."  Janus considered his allusion to a
synthetic plant to be blatant.

 "Good work, then?"

"Sure. You don't need a doctorate and the pay is good."

"As long as you’re happy, that’s what counts."  Janus
continued to watch Reuben and started to consider his assumption
that Reuben was a synthetic. His posture and mannerisms better fit
the description of hired muscle. If he was a synthetic, his
manufacturer went to extraordinary lengths to add blue-collar
mannerisms. Janus imagined that a common cognitive ability would be
harder to program because basic concepts may be black and white,
but more advanced issues could not simply be calculated. That would
be the mark of a genius. Reuben’s working-class demeanor struck him
as more believable than Priscilla’s personality of an educated
socialite.

The bartender set the mixed drink on the bar, and drew another
lager for Reuben.

As they started walking back, Janus asked, "Reuben, I don’t want
to put on airs, but I wonder if Priscilla might like something else
to drink?"  A second Sun-Dried Galaxy would burn up another
five minutes.

Reuben shrugged and kept walking. "She needs to loosen up."

"Hah!" Janus laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. "That’s
good."

When they returned, both Priscilla and Anastasia staring at each
other with deadpan expressions. Whatever else transpired, Priscilla
had been distracted from her deteriorating skin condition; the
affect of the lights took its toll.

"Dear," Janus said, offering the mixed drink to Anastasia.

"Thank you," she said.

"Priscilla …" Reuben said.  He squinted, took a closer look
at her face.

"Yes?" she seethed.

"Your drink," Janus interjected and took one of Reuben’s beers
and started to hand it to her.  He glanced at Anastasia.

Priscilla’s face darkened, but she reached for it. "It seems you
haven’t forgotten my tastes."

When the glass neared her fingertips, Janus dropped his arm,
pretending as though a force pushed it down.  He let the glass
fall to the floor.  Janus set the scotch on an end table and
clapped his hands to his chest.  Stepping away from the spill
and broken glass, he said, "I'm sorry. It slipped from my
hand."

Whatever Anastasia and Priscilla had discussed in his absence
left Priscilla worked up to a frenzy.  Now she became openly
hostile.  "You’re genetically engineered. Your motor skills
are more precise than a machine."  She fumed. "Obviously
something interfered with your …" but she stopped and pressed her
lips together. She looked around the room and saw other couples
watch and listen.

Janus remained silent.  It's not enough.
Priscilla's skin had deteriorated to the point of looking bad, but
she still appeared human.

Priscilla shook with rage, but she didn’t move. She behaved as
though she was unable to move beyond a certain point. "I don’t know
what little scheme the two of you have concocted…"

"Oh, God," Reuben said loudly, and made a disgusted expression.
He pointed to her face. "Your face is falling off."

Priscilla put her hands to her cheeks and started to feel the
skin. The skin separated from a plastic cheek strut.  Several
people in the hall started whispering, and the word ‘synthetic’
could be heard. Anastasia and Janus looked at each other, at the
people in the hall, then at Priscilla.

"Is that it?" Janus asked.

Anastasia nodded.

"Let’s get out of here," he said.

She took his hand and they walked out of the hall, out of the
house, and into the calm, clear evening.










Epilogue


On the night of their first kiss, Janus put his arm around
Anastasia’s waist and looked at her with a clear conscience. He
said, "I finally watched that cheesy reenactment they made about
us. They made me out to hate synthetics, but I wind up marrying one
- again."  Then he placed his lips to hers and their mouths
melted into an earnest kiss.









From the same author on
Feedbooks


	Metalheart
(1994)
Seran is a Scout fighting alongside other robots in the war
against humans. When she detects wreckage of a fallen battleship,
an errant process compels her to fight through the human forces and
rescue a survivor. She is drawn to the dying robot and the
attraction leads her away from the protocols of machine
society.

Command: Read. Request: Enjoy.



	


Woman
of Glass (1994)
Julian scratches metal flamenco in a dive where humans and
synthetics intermix. A man invites him to play a song for his
disabled neighbor. Although he plays he is uncomfortable around her
and never sees Lee again. Lee, on the other hand, has her own
ideas.



	


Empire
(1995)
Jan Christopherson is a reporter tasked with reporting on
Analytical Engine pollution predictions for the year. When he
scratches the surface he finds a conspiracy is afoot that
challenges the Jung-Freud religion ruling his way of life.



	


Phone
Calls From God (1995)
Craig Henry is an atheist and he loves Tabitha Wolfe. Her
mother, Christine Wolfe, is a devout Christian and thinks her
daughter can do better. But, when Christine starts receiving phone
calls from someone she believes is the Almighty, long hidden family
secrets come to light.



	


The
Alchemy of The Aurora Chateau Deo Belle Etoile (1997)
While leading an expedition into deep space in search of
paradise, Manuel deFöl navigates his starship to a planet that fits
the description. Upon touch-down, the world does indeed seem to be
a paradise. But then the cost of living in paradise comes due.



	


The
Predator of the Meadow (1998)
Vincent Wagner is a soldier for the Panthera Corporation. His
mind has been chemically and behaviorally altered to make him a
more effective soldier. Soldiers for the Panthera Corporation have
no memories of what transpired during their duty. For Vincent, his
duty leaves him with the impression that he is a lion in a vast
meadow, moving and fighting with perfect ferocity and no long-term
memory. But then he wakes up.



	


Reflections
(2003)
When Chance Holly's spreadsheet doesn't add-up, the universe
crashes. Then, it's up to the alien AI, Max, and a pair of
researchers and their illegal magnetic-vortex setup to save the
day. Featuring robot kittens.



	


Hazel
Fugue (2003)
A young boy rows an ill sailor to shore and spins a fairytale
about a hazel nut and pirates. But as his tale unfolds, the
pirates' quest for treasure becomes a flight into madness.



	


Blood
of the Lamb (2004)
In the latter half of the nineteenth century, Cain is a
gunfighter known as a leading cause of ghost towns. His desire for
a peaceful life is impossible given his sordid past and his
inability to remember the bad things he believes he did. Now, his
friends from a Palouse tribe have begged him to right a wrong
brought about by the US Cavalry. Indebted to the tribes, Cain rides
to confront the Cavalry. And the demons of his past rides beside
him.



	


Oblivion
(2004)
A long time ago, Diotitus was a Greek god. At least for about a
month until his worshiper-base of eight converted. Now, Diotitus
lives in an apartment in the afterlife of the generally unsaved.
One neighbor is the enigmatic Brangot, and another neighbor is the
vivacious Tif Brown. Unfortunately, Tif has completely given up and
is now a Drooler. But at the moment conscious thought left her
mind, she had a burst of insight that is now the most sought after
piece of information. Many gods from many afterworlds want to know
the full scope of Tif's thought, and they expect Diotitus and
Brangot to find out.



	


Marionette
(2005)
Mitch Tacit is Hyperion Dazzle's best friend, and being best
friends with the universe's most famous media star requires going
to extreme lengths. With Hyperion's new album ready to be released,
Mitch finds himself amidst a coup threatening his position as best
friend. Thankfully, Mitch has his own network of friends to rely on
for support, including a hive mind and his employer, the entity
responsible for his best friend's persona.



	


Delicate
Spring Flowers (2011)
The winter of apocalypse has passed and love is in the air. A
woman inexperienced in the ways of romance loses her fiancé and
must set out to find another boyfriend. As her biological clock
ticks down she hurries to find a tribe of endangered humans and
their scarce promise of a suitor. Along the way she discovers at
least one other woman has the same agenda. She must camouflage
herself to even approach a human male. Hopefully the man of her
dreams will not be too distracted by the other women, or too leery
of her before he removes his mask in the safety of filtered
airspace. Then, alone in their intimate encounter, she will let
nature take its course. What else is a hybrid spider to do?

This eBook only contains Part 1.



	


Crypteia
(2012)
A young woman becomes the eighth wife to the prophet of a
celestial family. But following the marriage ceremony and witness
to consummation, the prophet unknowingly invites more than the
young woman into his protective embrace.

This short story is equivalent to twelve pages in length.



	


Catatone
(2012)
Jideon de Rosa is a combat cyber-medic with the Spanish Legion.
After his ex-wife takes their daughter, he tracks them to North
America. He finds his wife missing and his daughter suffering from
a drug. Any neuro chip may activate a computer virus infecting her
body, transforming the pharmaceutical into something terrible.
Jideon has less than a day to find the cure, and will ignore rules
of engagement to save his daughter.



	


Augmented
Reality: The Atlantic Salmon GT (2012)
Derry Brown looks through an otherworldly lens. In Derry's
warped sense of reality, a mundane architectural review takes place
in a bleak future ruled by high-tech racing. With the executive
assistant protesting the race sponsors in the hallway, and a
spectacular crash taking place between a marker and an eraser on
his whiteboard, Derry has to try to maintain his sanity long enough
to ask the most important question: Is spending money on this code
change worth saving twelve cents?

Start your engines, it's meeting time.



	


Kiss
of the Sun Queen (2012)
In this very short story, Biju Rao is a Hindi priest who once
led hundreds of followers in worship of Saranya. Now his followers
have lost faith in both his teachings and Saranya. As one of his
few remaining followers depart, Biju stands with Vaanika in one
final testament of faith.

There is a subtle science fiction aspect to this short story,
and it can be read as either a story of faith or as something else
entirely. It's up to you what it all means.









  

    [image: FeedBooks]
 
 
    www.feedbooks.com

    Food for the mind


  


OPS/images/cover.png
The Autumn Engagement

800 ‘M uaydals






OPS/images/logo-feedbooks.png
Eeedbomls





OPS/images/logo-feedbooks-tiny.png
E{;edbooﬂs





