Life Factory Alpha

"A human, to put it simply, is the payment of half an hour's work, deposited into an exponential interest account that won't ever make enough of a return on the investment to consider them profitable."

"All Humans are created equal. You're on your own after that."

The inspector walked up to the first gate, and standing in front of the lowered and striped bar, held up the generic identification card to the front guard. The abstract holograms around and under the series of numbers that made up his public key number, birth date, and citizenships were unbroken. His current decade of life was designated by three fine vertical tally marks down one side, but only a year or two into his twenties, it was clearly a new issue. The guard shrugged, muttering about how they get all types, and leaned back to be able to reach the raising button." Where’s your car then, mate?" he asked, delaying the approval of entrance for a bit of conversation.

"She's on strike, something about disliking speed bumps." The entrant grinned, quickly ducking under the gate as soon as the aged machinery kicked in, jogging off in his baggy suit and running shoes towards the shining glass entrance of the LFA head building.

Anders O. Rivers, a proud, slightly unusual 7th ring member of the Safety Oversight Council. All of the government sponsored, led organizational constructs, and many licensed, but run by private hands looked to SOC for expertise, they were health and safety, consultants, and tech support all in one. He was considered young for the level of his position. Promotion to 5th ring practically guaranteed a healthy retirement, another promotion, and career’s end would leave one in near luxury. There had been short-lived rumors about him being groomed for a member of the first, they were quickly dispelled after he seemed never to take his work seriously, but then rekindled when the thoroughness of his reports were revealed during peer reviews. Lately the murmurs of speculation had again dropped below a whisper, but when he had picked Life Futures Associated from the inspection randomization deck of the month, it had flared up yet again. Pity someone had taken the rumors to heart enough to let out all the pneumatics from his car's shocks, and driving a model T was not on his to do list. On the plus side, he had running shoes available, so he considered he was still in the black on the jog to initial inspection.

"Greetings, sir or madam. May I inquire what your visit to The Headquarters of LFA is for?" An old, practically retro greeter droid assaulted his ears with a dynamically created voice that was long in need of tuning, or, after a consideration of cost involved, simply breaking. "Yes, you may, but as I am not a knight of the realm, nor a lady, I feel insulted by your poor attempt to classify me." He responded, puffing up his cheeks to confuse it as much as he could. Looking around the elegant entrance lobby, only half a mind paying any attention to the metal bucket of wires, making quiet ticking noises as it slowly parsed the sentence, the poor thing clearly having not even a wireless connection to an outsourced processor to speed up comprehension. "Apologies... Citizen. How may I be of assistance today? I am capable of guiding you to any public area or department, as well as application centers for departments restricted and or requiring further checks of identification credentials." After a pause, the once shined robot, now dull in carapace and mind continued. "We do not offer services for knighting, rooms for the night, or sexual surgery, if one wishes, you may fill out a suggestion form at the front desk."

Mister Rivers held out the card of his citizenship again, this time to the much more analytical eye of a machine, laughing to himself as he waited for the trans-optical eye to read, decode, and check the various hash factions embedded this way and that. "Please, Please, PLEASE direct me to the nearest person that can actually assist, then go on strike for a few more brain cells."

A few Wrrrclickings of aging parts later, it nodded, turning about to roll down deeper into the building, stopping at the first secretary that had no earpiece on or pounding out personal textmails to avoid real work. The lucky one turned out to be a Red-haired girl, listening to something on earphones, the old kind with wired that ran all the way down into a spinning self-contained hard drive, flipping though folders full of spreadsheets with unknowable meanings, at least from his point of view. "Excuse me? Hello?" He asked. When it was clear she wouldn’t respond, he reached over to yank at the wire, and she noticed just before he pulled.

She swatted at his hand. Pulling out the ear buds herself, she looked up from her skimming with an unsure expression. "You can damage them like that!” she scolded him, then looked again, the unknown persona causing the age old question. “So who are you?' asked forwardly, sitting up straighter in the seat.

"Okay then, get the ones that'll let you hear the outside world when someone talks to you. As for me, I'm your new boss!" He grinned impishly.

She blinked a few times. "What happened to... to... my old one?" she asked, looking for a name of someone, and failing.

"Not a clue, As far as I know, he or she or it is perfectly fine, and will be quite upset about me picking you up for a few days to assist my on-site inspection.” He replied, trying to calm her, peripheral vision watching the loyal bot roll off to await the next in need of assistance.

His comments in a calm tone of voice had quite an agitating effect on her. "He'll slaughter me— Why me? Why wasn't I told about this?" she asked, hands tugging at hair in confused desperation.

He sighed, putting his arms onto the desk, pulling the telephone unit towards him. "If it comes to it, I'll gladly spar to defend your honor. You’re the lucky one because you were actually doing work, and looked interruptible. As for warning, they call it a ‘surprise’ inspection for a reason. I'll break the rules a bit here, since you asked so nicely." he punched the announcement button, and closed his eyes as the main speakers kicked in, resonating his voice down the halls. "Bing Bong Bing! Breaking the rules makes you responsible, not your employer. Following the rules makes your employer look good, and not you. Thank you!"

She groaned, looking around to see who had noticed his hijacking of the Public address system, turning back to him after sure that no one had, just a few bemused looks upwards by those who had to follow the most rules, and scowls from the makers of the same. "Okay, okay, you win! Just stop this insanity before I get kicked or fired or worse!" she surrendered, her hands up in the air after closing the folder.

"Very well, lead me into your realms of sanity, where I may taste the fruits of labor, the vegetables of progress, and if I’m unlucky, the worms of corruption." he leapt up, spun around several times, ending up pointing farther down the corridor, and taking a few steps.

"Erm, this wing doesn't house anything of the care taking, except for job training,” she mumbled, trying to keep an eye on the loose suit while also picking up her various things she didn't care to leave unattended at her desk.

"And that's why I need you, my dear…" he trailed off as he spun on his toes halfway around, pointing back the way he came, turning his head to face her at a nearly painful angle. "What moniker do you happen to have branded on your pretty soul?"

She finished disassociating her possessions with the desk, and quickly walked around the desk to get him away before her co-workers began to notice the anomaly. "Emilia. Now move before I drag you off!" she wailed, grabbing his outstretched hand as she walked briskly past him, avoiding eye contact, if not tactile.

After being dragged nearly bodily back to the front hall, past the main reception with a slightly aging woman giving him funny glances, and around a corner into the other wing, she turned to face him, fire in her eyes. “Who the hells are you,  and what do I have to do to get rid of you?”

“Anders Rivers at your service, and I’ll be your stewardess for this evening. Before takeoff please observe your surroundings and take note of the nearest exit, as it may be behind—“ Gesturing in the air had left him off guard, making him almost fail to avoid the slap. “Seeing double? Don’t blame you, sometimes I think in double because I sound so plural—“ He had been ready for the second attack. If he had noticed the wall, and not tried to step backwards through it, the strike wouldn’t have connected.

Emilia turned him around, pushing a surprisingly strong hand into the small of his back, pinning him against the wall, and pulled his hair to tilt his head back. “Just as I thought. You got someone’s old cheap Braintouch implant, probably courtesy some estate auction. Did you just get it, or did some nutjob hack it for you?” She asked, rapping a knuckle down on the shiny, but scratched inch wide circle of metal.

He rolled across the wall, wincing as she stuck his head. He rubbed at the spot while responding. “You think I’d use one secondhand? You’re quite a morbid little one, aren’t you. Nothing so grotesque, It simply was built too close to the release of a newer model, so noone wanted many, and quite a few just faded into storage for parts.” He reached into an inner pocket, pulling out a common item, but one usually kept private. Anders carefully held the small, crystalline dodecahedron by a few corners, looking inside it at another polyhedron inside. The cube was shimmering like a soap bubble, and did more than most cared to think about, and most subconsciously summarized it to “Fragile, break it and you won’t be happy.” And “If stolen, bad will follow.” He was exposing the closest solid thing to a soul available.

As she looked down at the calibration cube her eyes widened, and she was shocked into speechlessness for the first time since the random man had appeared. A curious hand reached out to brush the clear casing, pulled back quickly. “Is it that pretty always? Or just after you messed yours up?” She asked, then stepping back at the rudeness of the question, he never said he had modified it, and after sharing such private beauty, she had sounded downright insulting.

He looked at her, raising an eyebrow as he watched her reaction to her own words, but not looking insulted. “I never messed this one up. Ever consider that it may be stuck in calibration mode, or someone’s using the wireless here to proxy through my whatchamacallits and pushing all the buttons at once, or some other anomaly? As for prettiness, that’s what you get for hologramattics. Don’t you have one? Come on, I showed you mine, show me yours!” he egged her on, grinning near lecherously. 

She waved her hands in front of her in stammering apologies, slowly calming down after he offers a way to remedy, hands flying to her neck, as she understood what he meant. “I- I didn’t ask you to! That might just be a duplicate or fake!” she stammered, hissing mistrust at him.

He sighed, shifting around her, lightly holding her neck as he brushed hair around to look for evidence of her own braintouch implantation, tugging at a lock of hair that was slightly discolored. “Feel this?” he asked.

She was silent for a few seconds, during which he pulled a bit harder. “Feel what?”

He gave a sigh, and dug a fingernail into the middle of the scalp. When still no response, he slowly scratched down her scalp, making her yelp only when the nail left the area of discolored hair. “Now that’s interesting, the hair is fake, I think, and the same with the scalp below it. But there’s not a trace of a scar there. How long have you had it?”

She squirmed, reaching a hand back to rub at the scratch, then poking at the numb area for a few seconds, disregarding it. “A bit more than a year, I’m just your typical sweet sixteen flunker, summer job became perma, and never retook the exams. On the other hand, I have more monies than a tiny allowance, so it’s good enough.

“So, did you skimp with a cheap operation and pocket the rest, or were they the cheapskates?” He asked, turning her back around and looking down her neck at the silver bauble around it on a short, but not choking chain.

 She held her hands up against her chest, bunched up and buttoning up the blouse in the assumption that he was trying to look down it’s front. “Um, I didn’t get a voucher or anything, they did it in house, put under anesthetic. A day later I wake up, and get this and a basic maintenance and command manual.”

He blinked, touching a finger to the bauble, attached to the chain with reinforced rings on opposite sides of the mirror-smooth sphere. “You got such a fancy controller, but a cheap job on your head. How long was calibration?”

She stood in the middle of the corridor, looking blank, finally responding when someone pushing past the pair disturbed her confused reverie. “I don’t know, it just worked right away. So I guess less than a day.”

He blinked several times, focusing down on the bauble, now rubbing it with both hands, as if inspecting it long enough would reveal answers, running through facts in his head. “Cheap hardware, expensive software. No calibration, active commands right away. That can’t be right…”

“Why not? I don’t know, maybe they gave me like this because they only had the old version of the implant left, and it had been precalibrated for me! You don’t know everything!” she raved at him, pushing his hands away, and glaring.

He pulled back, stepping away, shaking his hands up to acknowledge he had gone too far. “We need somewhere to sit down, maybe get an early lunch while I spell out a few things. Otherwise, find someone else willing to assist and go back to paper pushing.” He turned again to continue down the wing. Spotting an assistance terminal he stopped in front of it, scowling down at it. “So, are you smarter than the greeter?” he asked with a slightly malicious smile as he tapped the touch sensitive screen.

“Please define smarter.” The voice chimed, an emulation of female tones, slightly too flat for a normal voice.

He stamped his foot on the ground. “No!”

“If you mean more processing power locally, no, this station is not handled to display graphics more than simple polygon renderings. If you mean Processing power available total, yes, I have a wired connection direct to a mainframe, and ability to use it’s processors at low priority, while the Greeting and assistance droid only has a wireless connection which is currently in need of repairs.”

“What about memory?  Can you buffer questions for answering? Can you handle hypothetical questions? Do you know how every room is used for currently?” He asked in a quick stream after a deep breath.

“Much more, graphics is more complicated than servo operation. Yes. Hypothetically, yes. Yes.”

“Very good.” He grinned over his shoulder at Emilia, now caught up to him, giving quite a curious look, then took another deep breath, and faced the screen. “Hypothetically, if she were to ask, theoretically, if I were to ask, supposedly, if the greeter bot were to ask, notionally, if the leader were to ask, what would you answer to the following question: What room is down the hall to the room across the hall from the room up the hall opposite to the nearest empty unlocked room?”

There was several tense, silent seconds. Suddenly, the screen, which had been showing the logo of the headquarters, suddenly went blank. Emilia stifled a squeal of alarm. “You broke it! I’m so dead, they’ll blame—“She was cut off when the screen returned, showing a simple map, a turn, a junction, and near the end of a dead end. She stared up from the screen at him, but he was already walking off, following the map to his unusual goal. She hurried after him, hissing in his ear to avoid attention by the others in the corridor with him. “What the hell was that all about? You could have broken it!”

He continued walking, not looking over at her, except briefly as he turned a corner. “Oh please, the day speech breaks one of those, you’ll have my aunt the siren in here. Worst would have happened would be a loop that would have been dropped, just ignored my question. I just layered it like that so the logs would cut off, so only we get the answer. They limit the layers of question like that so cheeky bastards like me don’t go around asking ‘what is the wrong answer to this question?’ and ‘Are you going to answer this question with a negative answer?’ Well, we still do, but this way it only logs the answer as a paradox loop, not some way that eats up the rest of the data storage. Lazy programmer means you layer a question like that, and anyone watching the logs won’t know what you asked, or what it answered. Best-case scenario, they shrug and mutter about bugs, worst, groundless paranoid suspicion.”

“What’s the point of that?” she asked exasperatedly as he stopped by the designated door, opened it and walked in.

“Maybe I don’t like being spied on. Maybe computers disturb me. Maybe I just like pushing limits.” He shrugged as he looked around the room, old office, abandoned now with a wall of boxes, and a bare desk with three chairs around it. “Not much to look at, but it’s good.” 

After hesitating, she stepped in, staying within the arc of the door. “Good? Good for what, you freak?” she asked, suspicious, but a quirked eyebrow indicating curiousity.

He dropped his case on the table, opened it, and removed from it a thick envelope, opening it to pull out a short stack of currency, each of the thick, durable plastic bills catching the harsh light from the bulb above, and scattering it into rainbows, the top one shining golden, with a stylized atom of gold in the main center spot. Each was a uniquely hologram embedded premium certificate for gold, a single one worth several months of work for her entry-level job.  He shook the dozen or so sheets in front of her, then dropped them onto the desk, the pile sliding apart, the value and beauty holding her attention. “For three things. Lend me one thing, tell me one thing, and listen to one thing. After that, you can take that and walk out if you desire.”

She looked back and forth between Anders and the shining worth of so much potential money. A small house, all the cash up front. Or a car to replace the used heap she had to put up with. Heck, living cheap enough could let her survive on just the interest alone, give her time to find something she wanted to do! She looked at him again, reappraising him gradually. Not strange, eccentric, that’s what they called these kinds of people. “Lend you what? My body? Or just all my blood?” She asked sarcastically, looking for the catch.

“Oh no, not that, just this!” he pointed at the bauble, sitting down behind the desk, carefully spreading out the gold certificates to maximize the effect on her. “Disconnect it from yourself, pass it over here and sit down. Get suspicious at all, and feel free to grab those and vanish, deal?”

Emilia hesitated, slowly pulling a seat closer to her, and sat down, unlatching the chain from behind her neck, and holding it up. “Okay, I guess…” She calmed herself down, breathing deeply and thinking slow thoughts, rather than the usual method of just asking for calm and waiting for dopamine to kick in. “Safe mode. Shutdown; reserve reconnection for password.” She closed her eyes, feeling the light trickle of current, unconsciously dependant on the charge, the safe mode’s unflavored unmanaged better than nothing, would sustain her more than long enough to recover the controller, or use one of those shiny bills to get a replacement. She touched at the numb spot on her head, feeling the unnatural hair. Maybe even get this replaced, she considered, putting the necklace on the desk, and pulling back as he reached for it. After he took it, she reached out for one of the bills, rubbing it like a worry stone, wondering what would be next. “So, what do you want to know, you rich weirdo?”

He apparently ignored the question, examining the sphere, and after examining closely, slowly squeezing with his palms, the diameter between the two rings connected to the chain, slowly distorting, then splitting with the ugly sound of glue giving way. “There we go, take a look at what makes you tick!” he smiled, holding up a cube similar to his own, a multitude of tiny springs acting like shocks to two plates holding it suspended between them. Pulling off the plates, he carefully put the gem of a computer down, and removed a device from his case, setting up on the desk between them.

She leaned forward, looking at first the cube, the same soap-bubble like appearance as the other she had seen that day. Turning attention  to the newcomer, the stainless steel that made  the crescent, held up by a circular base with several tiny lights. Without those, it clearly resembled a stand for a globe, missing the chief element.

