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Life For A Life

 

Felix dropped the shirt back into the laundry basket in
disgust.



"Hero! What is going on? I wanted my new shirt for tonight and it
hasn't been washed yet."



"Good evening sir," the computer voice filled the room.



"Turn your volume down Hero, you're deafening me."



"My apologies sir, is that better?" The voice was quieter now.



"I should think so too, now what about my shirt?"



"It was raining sir."



"We have a drier."



"There is a fault sir and the repair man cannot get here until next
week."



"Why couldn't you have dried it on the airer?" Felix said
impatiently.



""Excuse me sir but when I did that last week you complained about
the condensation and told me never to do it again. I am only a
machine sir, I can only carry out your orders."



"I don't remember that," Felix snapped. "You must have
misunderstood me."



"I repeat, I am only a machine and can neither understand nor
misunderstand. Your orders are received by my databank and I carry
them out." Felix sighed and found another shirt.



The 'Home Equipment Robotic Operator' or Hero, was supposed to be
like having the perfect wife. A spotless house, meals ready on
time, laundry taken care of; all without any demands for attention,
new clothes or gifts. The only needs Hero and the four menials it
controlled couldn't take care of were personal. Felix had other
means of doing that. He had been married once, his wife Sylvia was
plain, boring and inept. Then he had met Ramona, the most exciting
woman he had ever known. He could never marry her of course, she
was a different class to him, but it was common for men like him to
take a lover from the lower levels - in fact it was expected.



The rows with Sylvia became more frequent as he spent an ever
increasing time with Ramona. She never washed his clothes properly,
his meals were always late, ruined or non-existent. So he simply
got rid of her. But a man in his position couldn't be seen to be
doing his own housework. That's when Hero had been installed.



Before leaving he went to the main console. Hero could be
controlled by voice or keyboard commands. The pale blue screen
flickered as he tapped in his requirements for his return. The
evening with Ramona was all he hoped it would be and he went home
contented and soothed. He nestled into his bed to dream of Ramona's
luscious body and enjoy the effects she'd had on him that
night.



In the morning, Felix was woken by one of the menials trying to
strip the bed while he was still in it. The smell of burning filled
his nostrils. He jumped out of bed and pulled his bathrobe on.



"Hero, what are you playing at?"



"Playing at sir?" The voice was different somehow, softer and more
feminine. "I am a machine sir, I do not play."



"I was practically hauled out of bed by the menial and I can smell
burnt toast."



"I am sorry sir, I was carrying out your orders."



"It's six thirty Hero. My orders were to wake me at seven thirty
and strip the bed at eight."



"I think there must be something wrong with my timing circuits
sir."



"Then contact the technician immediately. I will not tolerate such
incompetence, especially in a computer."



After eating what he could of the ruined breakfast, he went to the
console again. The screen was slightly purple. That, along with the
change in Hero's voice, disconcerted him a little. But he put it
down to a fault and reminded Hero through the keyboard to contact
the technician.



Felix followed his usual work routine and thought no more about
Hero's unusual behaviour. As he approached the house that evening,
the technician was just about to drive off.



"Wait! Have you found anything wrong with the computer?" He called.
The technician wound down his van window and put his head out.



"No Mr Cooper, I've given her a thorough check and she's working
perfectly."



"Her? It's a computer, not a woman."



"Usually I would agree with you Mr Cooper, but your computer is
definitely female. She - it even sings." He drove away leaving
Felix standing dumbfounded.



He entered the house to find his evening meal ready and the evening
paper folded neatly by the side of his plate; but Felix felt
uneasy.



"Welcome home sir," the voice sounded even more feminine than
before, it also sounded vaguely familiar. He went to the console,
the screen was pink.



"What is wrong Hero?"



"Nothing is wrong sir. The technician has been and he said I was
working perfectly. Such a nice young man." Felix turned in
surprise.



"How would you know, you're just a machine."



"Yes sir," the voice sounded a little sad. "Enjoy your meal
sir."



The food was passable, but not up to Hero's previous standards. The
menials pottered about clearing away as he finished, pouring him a
drink and lighting his cigarette. Felix unfolded his paper and read
it, finally turning to the obituary column as always. He scanned
the list of names: Arkwright, Asher, Bell, Boreham, Calder,
Cheviot, Cooper." He sat up quickly.

"Cooper!" He repeated out loud. "Sylvia, devoted wife of Felix. One
year today. 22.10.2074. Hero, do you know anything about this?"



"About what sir?"



"This obituary for my wife."



"You don't have a wife sir," the computer said in a bitter tone.
Felix decided not to pursue the matter. How could Hero know about
Sylvia? She was already dead when he installed the computer and no
memory of her had been programmed into the databank. He rang the
newspaper.

"It was sent by email sir," the girl at the other end sounded
efficient. The outgoing address was unknown and the entry had been
paid for by credit card. "I can't reveal the card number sir,
that's confidential." Felix slammed the 'phone down and loosened
his tie. Was it his imagination, or was the room getting
warmer?



"Hero have you turned the heating up?"



"No sir," he opened the window breathing deeply as the cool breeze
swept over his face. He thought back to the night of Sylvia's
death. The police had questioned him closely. He explained how he
had come back from work to find his home ransacked and his wife
battered to death. Several valuable items were missing. Eventually
they had seemed satisfied with his story and he began to relax. No
one discovered how he had returned earlier than he had claimed.
Sylvia had sold his priceless crystal collection out of spite. In
the ensuing row, he had killed her. Up to now he thought he'd got
away with it. Maybe he had been wrong.



A strange sound emitted from Hero's speakers. It sounded remarkably
like humming.



"Hero!"



"Sir?"



"Nothing."



"Will you be going out tonight sir?"



"No, I have an early start tomorrow. I'm going to bed."



After a restless night Felix woke with an uneasy feeling in the pit
of his stomach. He could hear the humming again. He went to the
console, the screen was still pink. The menials stood idle in their
allotted place and there was no sign of breakfast.



"Hero!" Felix shouted.



"Good morning Felix," a cold chill clutched his heart. Now he knew
why the voice had sounded familiar, it was Sylvia's. "Is something
wrong?"



"Where is breakfast?" he said quietly, staring at the pink screen.
It suddenly occurred to him that pink had been Sylvia's favourite
colour.



"You didn't tell me what to prepare Felix," the voice was
reproachful. "After all, I'm only a machine." Felix hurriedly
dressed and went to work. He couldn't concentrate.

"Who do I tell?" He thought. "They would all think I was mad." But
he had to do something. "Ramona, she'll understand." He reached for
the telephone.



Ramona was waiting for him in the usual place. She knew immediately
that something was wrong. Felix told her about Hero, omitting to
mention Sylvia of course.



"I don't understand it," he swilled the brandy around in the glass.
"How can a computer begin to behave like a human being?"



"It is frightening," she agreed. "Why don't you just switch it
off?" Felix stared at her in amazement. Why hadn't he thought of
that? "You're far too clever darling," she gazed adoringly at him.
"Clever people don't think of the simple explanations." After
showing Ramona his appreciation, he crept from her bed as she
slept. The house was in darkness as he let himself in. He went
straight to the console. The screen was a violent red.



"You are late Felix!" Sylvia's voice boomed out at him. He reeled
backwards clutching his ears.



"Turn your sound down Hero," a strange laughing echoed around the
room.



"You've been with that slut Ramona again, haven't you?" She
screeched.



"Hero please!" Felix curled up into a ball, he had to switch the
thing off.



"Stop calling me Hero, you know damned well my name is Sylvia."
Felix began to crawl towards the main switch. As he came within
reach, he pushed it upwards.



"Thank God!" He turned around. One of the menials stood over him.
To his horror it bent forwards and began to lift him up. "This
can't be happening, I switched the computer off," he cried.
Dreadful laughter filled the room, Felix clasped his hands to his
ears and felt a sticky sensation as blood trickled out of them. He
could still see the pulsating red screen as the menial dropped him
to the floor. He lay paralysed with fear as the other three
surrounded him, one with a hammer in its hand.

"How - why?" He screamed.



The last sound he heard before the blackness engulfed him, was
Sylvia's voice.



"A life for a life Felix. A life for a life!"
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