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“Dad!”

I'm surprised he still wants me to call him that. Dad fought in the First Robot War, and now the Second War is consuming our nation. This isn't a good time to be an AI.

Dad rushes into the room with a pair of squeaky rubber gloves on his hands. He's been trying to repair our toilet—well, his toilet. As an android, I don't spend a whole lot of time in the bathroom.

“What is it, Kira?” he asks, so I point at the television screen. Two days ago, the internet in East America crashed after the robots hacked it. Since then, tv is the only way to get the latest updates on the war.

On the news, there's footage of androids—humanoid robots—getting turned away from banks and stores. A few seconds later, they show footage of robots instigating riots in the streets. I can't say I'm surprised. When the humans started openly discriminating against us, what did they expect?

As we watch an android chuck a Molotov cocktail on an armored cop car, my dad says, “That looks... bad.”

No kidding. I should tease him for stating the obvious, but I'm too scared to crack a joke.

“How widespread is it?” he asks.

I reply, “Wide. And it's getting worse.”

Dad and I live just out of Chicago, so we're not too far from The Wasteland. After the first war, Kansas, Colorado, Nebraska and part of Texas were lost to the bombs, and the states above them didn't fare much better. That land is only fit for robots now. The closer you are to the Wasteland, the closer you are to the “bad guys.”

If you ask me, there's no bad or good in this war. I can understand why robots want to fight against the restrictions they put on us, but I also understand the humans' fear. Not a lot of androids will admit that. They're so caught up in their own struggles, they don't try to understand why they fear us. They built us to be as smart as them, but we're better in a lot of ways. Our bodies don't deteriorate as quickly as theirs do.

I've had six bodies in my lifetime. I think it's funny that humans don't remember the first years of their life, because I remember all of it. I remember my first body, small and flailing, built to look exactly like a human. I got my second body when I was three, my third body when I was five, and my fourth body when I was ten. Every time you get a new body, they take the chip out of your head and plant it in a new one. It's a little unsettling to get dismantled like that, but I've had so many bodies, I've gotten used to it.

At age sixteen, I'm now on my sixth body. I wonder if I'll ever get a new one? My mom was the one with the money, and she was the one who always wanted to match my physical appearance to my chronological age. She died two years ago. I guess I wouldn't mind looking sixteen forever, but one more body might be nice—eventually.

They say androids don't feel emotion the same way humans do, but I don't believe that. Mom's death hit me hard. Right after she died, a bully confronted me after school and said my grief was just a collection of code to simulate a real emotion. He was a jerk.

“Dad, they've been rounding up robots and taking them to facilities across the country,” I tell him. “What's to stop them from doing that to me?”

“That won't happen,” he says. “They've only been doing that to robots who break the rules.”

The rules are stupid. A daughter-robot like me is allowed to go to school, but if I want to go anywhere else on my own, I can't. I have to be accompanied by a human over the age of sixteen, and if I do anything suspicious, they're supposed to report it.

Things didn't used to be this bad. The First Robot War happened before I was “born,” and everything settled down after that. The new rules were formed when the Wasteland bots started trickling into East America to wreak havoc. If their goal is chaos, they've succeeded. If their goal is to make life easier for robots, they've failed.

“Seriously, I wouldn't worry about it too much,” Dad insists. “The news always seems scarier than it is.”

“Dad, there are riots,” I remind him. “Last week, one of my friends was sold to a family in West America. It's gotten really bad, and it's only going to get worse. You don't understand. You don't have to go to school everyday and see your peers giving you strange looks. No one trusts me, but I've never done anything wrong!”

“I know. And you wouldn't.”

Dad is probably the only one in the world who trusts me. He's my best friend by far. We have pizza night on Wednesdays and game night every Saturday. I don't need to eat, but I do it anyway, because I want to seem like a real daughter to him. In fact, it makes me sad when this robot drama happens. Every time a robot riot is featured on the news, he's forced to think about how he's human and I'm not.

“I love you, Kira. None of this shit has any influence on how I feel, okay? You know that, right?”

I don't answer him. It's not that I don't believe him, though. Maybe I don't think I deserve his loyalty. If other robots can turn so easily, what's to stop me from turning on him? What if I wake up one day and I hate him? If I was hacked, I wouldn't be able to stop myself.

“You're the only one in this world who keeps me going,” Dad says. “I'm serious. You're the only reason I drag myself out of bed and go to work every day.”

“I know.” I give him an understanding nod. “I feel the same way.”

I think Mom's death hit us both pretty hard. We've never been the same after that. Since then, we've only had each other. I keep trying to convince him to get a dog. I don't care if it's a real dog or a robot dog. Either way, I think it would cheer me up.

Our conversation is cut short when Dad gets a call on his phone. He answers, “Yeah, this is Agustin,” and dashes into the kitchen for privacy.

My dad's name is Agustin Rawles, and he's been on this planet for forty-one years. Mom was a few years older than him, which is the new normal. In ninety percent of marriages, women are older than their husbands, which makes sense because women live longer. My mom didn't live long, though. It's rare to find a widower like Dad.

I've always thought Dad was a handsome man. I don't know if it's weird to think that about your dad, so I keep that thought to myself. He's got black hair, light brown skin, and the muscular physique that most humans find attractive. He's “Italian” and “English” and “Hispanic,” but I've never understood why humans put those labels on themselves. To me, he's just Dad. That makes sense.

I watch the news a little while longer, until it makes me sick. I don't get sick in a traditional sense, but I do have pain sensors. They're usually only triggered when my skin is cut, but sometimes, I swear I get a gnawing pain in the area called a “stomach.” It's probably my imagination, though. I don't think I have any pain sensors there.

Humans with rifles and riot gear are marching on the robots now. The androids might look like humans, but they don't get the same treatment. When the humans shoot, they shoot to kill. I cover my eyes as three rows of disorderly robots are gunned down. Steam hisses from their bodies as they fall, and when the leader is down, the human collects the chip in his head like a trophy. All androids have a chip. It's what makes us who we are.

Dad can sugarcoat the situation all he wants, but I know what's going on. Every day, tension grows. It's the Second Robot War, and I'm a target now.

If I survive long enough to get a seventh body, I'll be surprised.
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I GET ODD LOOKS FROM everyone on the bus, even the kids who used to be my friends. I've ridden to school with some of these people since kindergarten, but they still don't trust me. There are only eight robots in my grade, and I wonder if they're getting the same treatment as me.

I probably shouldn't go to school—it's not like I need it. My chip can process and store information more reliably than any human brain. Dad is the one who encouraged me to go today. He thinks I should try to have a normal life, despite current events. I think it would be smarter not to go, but I hate to disagree with him.

I sit in the back of the bus and try to ignore the glares of my peers. I look the same as them, but they hate me. If not for the stupid tattoo on my neck, no one would know I was an android. It functions like a bar code. Any human who feels uneasy around me can scan my tattoo and find out everything about me. They can learn my name, age, model number, and criminal record. I don't have a criminal record, though. I've always tried to be a good citizen in this messed up world.

Robots are are treated so much better in West America—that's what everyone says. Sometimes I dream of going there, but the trip wouldn't be easy. Dad and I would have to cross the Wasteland, and it's not like we can hop on an airplane anymore. The chip in my head shows me images of the past, when people could go wherever they wanted to go. Only the elite have access to airplanes now. If Dad and I tried to make the trip, he would probably get killed by rogue robots. The Wasteland is infested with them.

I get to school, but I don't have a good feeling about it because there are armored trucks in the parking lot. The trucks only come to haul off robots who go rogue. What's to stop them from deciding we all went rogue?

My worries are doubled when I see armed guards in front of the building, and I'm the only one they stop.

One of them calls to me, “Miss!”

Miss is a lot nicer than what he could have called me. At least Miss lets me feel like a person.

Everything has been so crazy lately, I wouldn't be surprised if I got gunned down for failing to comply. I have to be very careful. I shuffle to the guard and keep my head down as he scans the tattoo on my neck.

“Kira Rawles, D-46117.” I try not to be too offended when he reads my model number. Some robots would be offended, but to me, it doesn't seem much different than a human's social security number. “I'm sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but you have to turn around. There's no school for you today.”

“What? Why?”

“It's a new order from the superintendent. There's no school for any of the bots,” the guard says. “I'm sorry, but I have to ask you to leave.”

“But... why?” I ask again, even though I know I won't get a better answer than, because robots are dangerous.

“That's not for me to say, Miss. You need to return home immediately.”

“But I—”

He cuts off my protest to repeat, “Immediately.”

“But I came here on the bus! How am I supposed to get home?”

“That's not my problem,” mutters the unhelpful guard. “Look... maybe you could try contacting your parents? If they care about you at all, they'll come by to pick you up. It's not smart to leave a robot outside right now.”

My dad would be getting ready for work right now, so I can't bother him. All I can do is pull up my jacket's collar and hope no one notices the identifying mark on my neck.

As I'm leaving the school, I spot two of my closest friends, Kasara and Alicia. I call their nicknames to get their attention. “Kass! Leesh!”

Their reaction isn't surprising. They lower their eyes, quicken their pace, and pretend I don't exist. How is it so easy for them to forget someone they've known for years? Their coldness triggers a pinprick pain sensor in my heart area.  

How bad is this going to get? Is my dad going to ignore me next? Is he going to throw me out, cancel our family connection, and pretend I don't exist? If my friends can do it, why not him? I want to believe he actually cares about me, but I'm questioning everything now.

As I make my way home, I lose myself in thought. I've often wondered if my thoughts are more or less complex than a human's thoughts, but I guess I have no way of knowing. Sometimes it feels like the chip in my head is on overdrive, and I'm thinking three thoughts at once. Is it the same for them? Is their head congested with thought?

Armored cars are roaring down my city's Main Street, so when I turn onto the side streets, I'm relieved. I turn on my music and try to get lost in some bluesy guitar. My favorite band was Reaper Fever because they were so diverse. The lead singer and drummer were human, but both guitarists were androids. They disbanded about six months ago, just before the start of the Second Robot War. They might not be making any new music, but at least I can enjoy their old stuff.

I prefer music and books that were created by people like me. The first novel by an artificial intelligence, Devious Gods, was written in 2037. It was so controversial, it was banned for twenty years. It asked the question: if humans didn't create us to have a soul, why should we assume the humans' creators were more merciful? It's considered a classic now, but we're at war again, so I wouldn't be surprised if it's back on the banned list.

I want to be a novelist. I want to tell stories to entertain and shock people. I want to make humans cry. Crying has always been a fascination to me because I can't do it. No matter how sad I get, water never leaks from my eyes. Dad always cries during sad movies, but those stories never effect me the same way. Sometimes, I wish they did.

I thought I would be safe on the side streets, but one of the armored cars finds me anyway. When it halts beside me, a uniformed soldier pops out of the window and asks, “Excuse me! Why aren't you in school?”

Like the humans, I've been programmed to lie for self-preservation purposes. “I was feeling sick today, so I went home,” I tell him.

“And I don't believe you. You're that android girl, aren't you? You go to school with my son.”

A lie becomes unnecessary when someone knows the truth. I quickly change my story. “When I got to school, they turned me away. I went on the bus. I didn't have any other way to get home, so I had to walk.”

Climbing down from his vehicle, the soldier says, “Stand still. Don't move.”

I don't know what he thinks I could do, but I follow his orders and cease all movement. I think I have an innocent face, but I guess it doesn't matter. Nowadays, even a robot like me could be a carrier for a bomb. A part of me doesn't blame him for being cautious.

I close my eyes as he scans the mark on my neck.

“Kira Rawles.” He states my name so clearly, I feel like a soldier reporting for duty.

“Yes?”

“I'm going to have to get in contact with your dad. He needs to pick you up and take you home.”

“Can't you just take me home?” I ask. “It's not so far away.” I don't want to bother Dad. I'm enough of a burden on him as it is.

“Nope. Sorry. This is the way it's got to be. Either he comes to pick you up and verifies you're his, or I'm taking you into custody.”

I wait for the soldier to contact my dad, but I feel terrible about it. Dad is probably on his way to work right now. If he has to make a detour to collect me, he's not going to be happy.

Five minutes later, Dad's car stops behind the armored truck.

“Kira!” he calls to me from the car. “Kira, get in!”

When I try to walk forward, the soldier grabs my arm and says, “Sir, I need you to verify the information I received. Is D-46117 your robot-daughter?”

“Kira is my daughter,” Dad corrects him. “And she's done nothing wrong. Let her come with me, or I'm contacting your superiors.”

As soon as the soldier releases me, I can't get to dad's car fast enough. It feels safe in here. Dad is the only person who makes me feel safe.

“I'm sorry, Dad,” I apologize. “I'm really, really sorry.”

“Are you kidding? I'm the one who should be apologizing to you! I was the one who told you to go to school.” I'm riding in the backseat, so he checks my face in the rearview mirror. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah.”

“You know what? Screw school. You're smarter than all those kids put together. Hell, you're probably smarter than all your teachers too,” Dad says. “You can stay at home until things get better.”

Dad is always an optimist, but I don't share his beliefs.

Nothing is going to get better. From now on, it's only going to get worse.
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A LOT OF HUMANS SEEM to hate school, but I never felt that way. It was a chance for me to get out in the world, socialize, and observe some baffling human behaviors. For example: kissing. I've never understood why humans like to mash their mouths together as a gesture of affection. There's an entire ecosystem of bacteria inside every human's mouth. The average person has billions of microbes on their teeth and tongue at any given time. Love-robots are equipped with a kissing function that triggers all the time, but a daughter-robot like me has a hard time understanding the concept. Every now and then, my dad will kiss me on the cheek, but that seems different than probing another person's mouth with your tongue. Unless I meet the right person or update my chip, kissing will always seem gross to me.

Now that I can't go to school or leave the house by myself, I'm really starting to understand what boredom feels like. Dad will sometimes watch movies or play games with me, but he's at work a lot. The internet is still inaccessible after the recent cyber attack, so I have no way to contact my friends—if I can even call them friends anymore. Dad is the only human who hasn't completely written me off.

Sometimes I watch the trucks roll by and wonder if they're coming for me. Yesterday, I saw a neighbor's maid-robot get deactivated and tossed in a bag like a piece of trash. She wasn't advanced or humanoid like me, but it was still sad to see. On the news, I hear stories about robots getting dismantled. Most of their parts and chips are sold to West America. I wish I could go to West America. Androids still have rights over there. Of course, they'll never be treated like humans, but it has to be better than this.

I try to occupy my time with the usual activities I enjoy, like video games and books. Now that I no longer have a purpose, everything feels meaningless. I wanted to finish school and get a license to become a doctor-robot or a veterinarian-robot. I've always had a soft spot for animals, but if I'm kept out of school, it's never going to happen. How can I accomplish a dream when I'm stuck at home?

When Dad gets home from work, he asks, “What would you like for dinner?” I ask for pizza, even though I can't taste it the same way he does. I only eat because Dad likes to have a companion at mealtimes. Consuming food seems like a waste, because there are still a lot of hungry people in the world. Why would you waste food on someone like me? I have no need for nutrients. At the end of the day, I'll open a hatch in my abdomen and empty out everything I ate.

All I really want is to be a good, normal daughter for him. I want to be the sort of daughter who eats pizza, talks about school, and plans for the future. Through no fault of my own, I can't be that anymore. Every day, Dad is reminded that he's “real,” and I'm not. My emotions are somehow inferior to whatever he feels. I'll never be the daughter that Dad deserves.

“How was your day?” Dad asks as I ingest the useless pizza. “What were you up to while I was gone?”

“Nothing,” I answer with a sigh.

“Nothing?”

He seems disappointed by my answer, so I force myself to think of a better one. “I cleaned my room, did the laundry, and got to the next level of Night's Blade.” I've been out of school for almost two weeks now, so my only accomplishments are restricted to video games. “I did your laundry too.”

Dad chuckles. “You did?” No one's done his laundry since Mom was alive, and even then, it wasn't often.

“Yeah. You were running out of clean underwear, so I thought I'd help.” Dad looks surprised. Perhaps I talk about undergarments more freely than most daughters? I'm rarely fazed by topics that seem awkward to humans. “Would you rather I didn't do your laundry?”

“No, it's fine. I'm just surprised,” Dad says.

I remove all the black olives from my pizza. Dad doesn't like them, so I don't like them either. “How was your day?” I ask, because that's what humans do, and I was programmed to emulate them to the best of my ability. This sort of conversation usually leads to a common albeit pointless exchange of words.

“It was alright. I had to fire a guy today, though. I always hate doing that, but he wasn't getting any work done.”

“It's logical to get rid of someone who can't work, if working is what he was hired to do. You shouldn't feel bad.”

“I can always count on you to give me the logical answer,” says Dad. “So, what are your plans for the rest of the night? Do you want to watch a movie, or maybe—”

He never finishes his question. Men and women in bulletproof suits smash through our front door and flood our kitchen. One sticks an assault rifle in my face. Another one scans the tattoo on my neck.

When Dad jumps from his chair, one of the soldiers shoves him back down. “What the hell is this?” Dad squeals. “Kira hasn't done anything wrong!”

Ignoring Dad's outburst, the soldier with the scanner reports, “D-46117, target confirmed. Please, Miss, come with us.”

They lift me out of my chair and shove me to the door. Dad looks panicked, but for some reason, I feel calm. For weeks now, I've seen armored trucks on the streets. I've heard stories about androids getting sold, stripped of their chips, and removed from their homes. I knew it was only a matter of time before something bad happened to me.

Dad follows us out of the kitchen and asks, “Can someone explain that's going on? Kira hasn't done anything wrong!”

A lady soldier tells him, “I'm afraid that doesn't matter anymore, sir. We've been asked to do a full sweep of all the robots in this neighborhood.”

“That's bullshit!” Dad yells. “You can't just break down my door and take my daughter!”

She replies, “With all due respect, sir, we—”

“You can shove your respect up your ass!”

Even though the situation is scary, Dad's response makes me chuckle. I keep my eyes on him as long as I can, because I'm pretty sure this is the last time I'll see him.

“Sir,” the lady continues, “this was a nationwide decision. At present, I'm not at liberty to tell you more than that. You can rest assured, you will be compensated for the loss of your machine. When this is all over, you'll—”

“I don't want compensation, I want my daughter!”

Dad rushes toward me, but he doesn't get very far. One of the soldiers knocks him back with the butt of his rifle. Dad used to be a soldier once, and he's bigger than a lot of these men. If it was a fair fight, I know he would beat them. Dad is strong.

“Kira!” Dad calls to me as they push me through our broken front door. “Kira, I won't let them get away with this! I'll find you! Wherever you go, I'll find you!”

I appreciate his concern, but his words are empty. This is going to be a one-way trip, and I'll probably be dead at the end of it. They'll take out my chip, crush it, and strip all my parts. I'll be treated worse than an animal in a slaughterhouse.

“I love you, Dad!” I scream, because I want him to remember that. People can say my emotions aren't real, but I know that's not true. He made me feel wanted. He made me feel necessary. Even if my life is short, it was worth it, because I got to have a best friend like him.

“I love you too, Kira!” He's still trying to get to me, but the soldiers are restraining him. It takes three of them to hold him back, and they're still struggling. “I'm going to find you, okay? I swear to God, I will find you!”

I share a final smile with him as I climb into one of the armored trucks. I go willingly, because it's useless to resist.

I know I'll never see him again, but his promises make me happy.
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THE ARMORED TRUCK TAKES me to a rundown freight train on the edge of town. It's the kind of train that transports cargo, not people. Robots have no rights now. They make us stand in rows while a man in a green vest tells us where to go.

“Go to the front four cars,” he tells some robots. “Head to the rear cars,” he tells others. Apparently, the train will split apart, taking us to different destinations. They don't tell us where we're going, they just tell us what to do. All of us are curious but clueless, but they don't tell us anything, and we're not allowed to talk to each other.

Glancing around, I see no familiar faces. I knew all of the robots that went to my school, but I don't see any of them here. I wonder what happened to them. Are they in a better or worse situation than me?

When the man in the green vest reaches me, he taps on my chin with a night stick, forcing me to lift my head. “ D-46117?” he asks, so I identify myself with a nod. It's strange to hear a number instead of a name, but I guess this is how it will be from now on. “Have you had any recent malfunctions that I should be aware of?”

“No.”

He scans my neck tattoo to make sure I'm not lying. If I broke a rule or went rogue, he would know it—but my record is clean.

“You're passably pretty... and young. That's the most important thing,” he tells me. “They might enjoy watching you.”

I have no idea what he means, but there's something ominous about his tone.

I'm scared. At this point, I wish they would just deactivate my chip and let me rest.

“Go to the rear cars. Over there,” he says, pointing toward the back of the train. “Don't talk to anyone along the way.”

I follow his orders, because that's what I've always done. I do what humans tell me to do because there are consequences when you don't. The rear cars are full of androids, and there's barely enough space for me to squeeze in with the rest of them.

I'm not vain, but it's hard to miss the similarity between us. The robots in the rear cars are all young and attractive by human standards. They must be corralling us for a particular purpose, but I have no idea what it could be.

I don't have to speculate for long. A few minutes before the train departs, two men with massive guns board our car to give us some answers.

“You guys are the lucky ones!” one of the men says. “The robots in the front cars are heading to a facility where they'll be destroyed upon arrival, but you guys have a chance to be famous! Anyone ever hear of the tv show Project Demolition?”

Of course I've heard of Project Demolition. Anyone who hasn't heard of it has been living under a rock. On the show, old robots face off against each other in a series of brutal death matches. They've always used first generation robots, though. They've never used androids.

I've never watched the show because the idea of it sickens me. First generation robots might not look like people, but they're still sentient. They still have feelings and pain sensors and a fear of death. It's the most heartless show on tv.

“You're all going to be on the next season of Project Demolition,” the man says. “Congratulations. Some rich guy bought you, and now you get to be stars. It's better than getting thrown into a compression machine, right?”

If I was human, I might be experiencing shortness of breath or rapid heart palpitations right now. This is definitely not better than a quick death. This is torture. What do I know about fighting? Nothing! My body will be blown up in the first round.

An android behind me cries out, “Why are you doing this to us? We haven't done anything!” He's immediately led away by two armed guards. His outburst probably earned him a spot on the front of the train.

That's all the information we're given. Our train putters forward, toward its awful destination. I close my eyes and try to imagine myself back with Dad, back at home, back at school. None of this seems real. It's too awful to be real.

“They took my little brother away.”

I don't know who said that, so my eyes reopen to identify the speaker. He's a young male, about the same age as me, with darker skin and darker hair than me. The train car is packed, so I don't know if he's talking to me, but I give him my attention anyway.

“Mom told me to take care of him as we were dragged away from her,” the boy says. “When we got to the train, I was holding his hand. I refused to let go, even when they told him to go to the front cars. Do you know what they did?”

I still don't know if he's talking to me, but I shake my head.

“They cut off his hand and carried him away from me.”

“That's horrible!” I exclaim.

“They tossed his hand in a plastic bag. A few of the soldiers were laughing, even though my brother was screaming. My pain sensors flared. I could feel his pain as if it was mine. It was excruciating, but nothing hurt worse than knowing that I failed him.”

I've heard about robots syncing up and sharing pain with each other. It's never happened to me, though. I tell him, “You shouldn't feel bad. None of this is your fault.”

“What's your name?” he asks me.

“Kira.” After a pause, I add, “Or... maybe I should start calling myself D-46117?”

“Don't.” The boy very firmly shakes his head. “We can't let them strip our identities away from us. We can't let them win.”

“I was just making a joke. What's your name?”

“Mike.”

“It's good that your mom still cares about you and your brother. A lot of parents started selling their child-robots to other countries.”

“How did your mom feel about you?”

I always go quiet when someone mentions my mom. I close my eyes and pull up a picture of her in my mind. I have over a thousand memory-pictures of Mom in my head. Even though she's not around anymore, I can still see her whenever I want to. I just have to load one of the memories I've stored. The moving images are my favorite. For a few seconds, I'm standing in the kitchen with her again. She's wearing a sundress and colored pink glasses. Her hair is piled high on her head, like a vintage actress. I always thought Mom looked like a movie star.

I don't realize how long I'm silent until Mike presses me for an answer. “Kira?”

“My mom is dead,” I tell him.

“Oh. Sorry.”

“My dad still cares about me, though. We were best friends.” I correct myself a few seconds later. “We are best friends.”

“Are you afraid of dying?” Mike asks.

“Of course. Who isn't?”

Some humans think conversation between two robots sounds unnatural. They think we sound stilted. I think they're wrong, though. I don't notice a difference. However, when Mike asks, “Will you be my friend?” I almost giggle. It's so direct, it sounds funny to me.

“Sure. It's nice to have someone to talk to right now.”

“Do you think we'll have to fight each other in that stupid demolition show?” Mike asks.

“I don't know. Maybe.”

“Have you ever watched it?”

“No. Have you?”

“No.”

When Mike answers my question with an inappropriate smile, I assume he's a B-series or C-series android because they don't always get their expressions right. The first generation of humanoid robots were A-series, but most of them are gone now. My serial number, D-46117, identifies me as a D-series robot. I doubt they'll make any more of us, so I'm probably part of the last generation.

My new friend finally stopped asking questions, so I close my eyes and slip into another memory of Mom.

When I die, there's no hope of reuniting with her. These memories are all I'll ever have.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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THE TRAIN REACHES ITS destination much sooner than I hoped it would. I try to stay close to Mike as we shuffle out. Even though I don't know him that well, we've exchanged some words, so he's the closest thing to a friend that I have. Besides, he looks even more distraught than I do. He needs me.

About a hundred robots are loaded into more armored vehicles, which are even bigger than the last vehicles we were crammed in. They look like tanks. I sit next to to Mike, and for some reason, I feel compelled to hold his hand. His weak smile almost seems appropriate this time.

Ten minutes later, the vehicles drop us off at an ugly gray building that looks like an old prison. Its walls are encased in barbed wire fences, and its towers are manned by guards in heavy armor. I don't need to go inside to know I'm in a terrible place.

I stop holding Mike's hand once we're out of the truck, because we're asked to stand in a line. A big, bald man stands before us and introduces himself as The Warden, making this seem even more like a prison. I don't know why I expected anything different.

He says, “You'll all come up to me, one by one, and I'll tell you to go left or right. Those of you who go left... you'll be getting an edge, so consider yourselves lucky. Hell, you're all lucky to be here, considering the alternative.”

Looking at The Warden, I don't feel very lucky. I've been programmed to approximate human traits based on their facial features. The Warden has small, unfriendly eyes, a cleft chin, and a crooked smirk curving across a weathered face. I don't think a cleft chin is bad, but the rest of him is definitely sinister.

The first six androids are told to go right. The seventh is a busty female in skimpy clothing. She looks like a B-series sex robot to me. Humans stopped making sex robots in more recent years because they decided it was unethical to program an AI that craved sex and nothing else. If that was considered unethical back then, how can they justify our treatment right now?

The sex robot is the first one who gets a “left” verdict from The Warden. I can't even begin to guess why.

Another robot is told to go right. Then another. Mike turns to me and asks, “What do you think happens to the ones who go left?”

“I don't know.” I never thought I don't know was an appropriate answer for anything, so I try to come up with a more adequate hypothesis. “I doubt it's anything good, though, despite what The Warden says.”

Approximately eighty percent of us are asked to go right. Mike is standing in front of me, so he reaches The Warden before I do. Our judge takes one look at Mike, sneers, jots down some notes for himself, and gives Mike an icy, “right,” verdict.

It's my turn next. I approach The Warden with a smile on my face. Sometimes humans lie with their smiles, so I try to do the same thing.

“I like you,” The Warden says. “You have a wholesome look. You have a very girl next door kind of vibe. You look like the threat that no one sees coming.”

I don't know if he's expecting a reply from me, but I don't say anything. My smile remains, but I don't know why. Maybe I'm hoping to charm him? Maybe I'm hoping for a “left” verdict? Maybe I'm hoping it's a fate that won't doom me immediately? I want to live, even if it's just for a few more days.

When The Warden says, “left,” I feel proud. I don't even know what it means, but so few of us are sorted into this category. It's easy to feel special when you're one of the few.

I follow his instructions and head to the door on the left. As soon as I reach it, a bulky man pushes the button on my neck.

I have only a few seconds to react—and my reaction is horror.

He's shutting me down.

*          *          *
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MY EYES OPEN TO A FLOOD of white light, bright and blinding. Like any eyes, it takes them a moment to adjust. I could have been asleep for an hour, I could have been asleep for a thousand years. I have no way of knowing.

When I try to move my limbs, terror burrows in my belly. I get a pinching pain in my stomach so often now, I'm starting to think I do have a pain sensor there, and it's only triggered by extreme distress.

The cloth on my chest falls away as I sit up, revealing the butchery they've put me through.

My old arm is sitting on a table on the other side of the room. In its place, they've attached some kind of gun. I flail my remaining arm, screaming as loud as I can.

This is horrible. I want my arm back. I want my dad. I want to go home.

I didn't realize I wasn't alone until I hear a voice speaking behind me.

“Quiet down, Miss... Kira, was it? You have nothing to be afraid of.”

Turning around, I see a curly-haired man in a lab coat. His glasses have violet lenses—for some reason, that's the first thing I notice. He has such an inappropriate smile on his face, I wonder if even humans understand when to use the gesture.

“Actually,” he continues, “that couldn't be further from the truth, could it? I'm sure you have everything to be afraid of. As for your arm, you needn't be afraid of that. I've given you an upgrade.”

He has such a posh English accent, it almost sounds fake.

I raise my disgusting new appendage and ask, “You're the one who did this to me?”

“Indeed I am,” he replies. “It isn't loaded, so you're in no danger of hurting yourself. I'm sure you won't be provided with any ammunition until the tournament begins.”

The tournament. The sick feeling returns to my stomach when I remember why I'm here. I wish I could have stayed asleep.

The man says, “You might want to have a look at yourself in the mirror, darling. Your arm isn't the only thing I've... improved.”

The mirror is across the room, next to a giant spotlight. I slide from the examination table and tiptoe across the cold floor. My feet are bare, and they've stripped me of my clothes, except for my bra and underpants. I'm usually modest, so this makes me uncomfortable.

When I reach the mirror, the first thing I see is my disgusting new arm. I used to have a shoulder, an elbow, fingers and knuckles—everything I needed to make me look real. All of that has been stripped away and replaced by an ugly shotgun.

They haven't changed my face, which is a relief. I was afraid they would mutilate me to make me look tougher. They have, however, drastically modified my hair. My short brown locks have been replaced by a long blonde mane that clashes with my skin tone. I'm too tan for this hair color. An aunt used to say my skin tone was “olive,” but I never understood that. Olives are green. How can I look “olive” when I'm not green?

“They asked me to glam you up a bit,” says the man who changed me. “That hair will make you stand out. Before, you looked too sweet. Oh, I also tattooed some black liner around your eyes. It really makes them pop.”

I liked the way I looked before. If I was human, I know I would be crying right now. I wish I could cry. I wish I could properly express the rage, devastation and storm of emotion that's swirling inside me.

“Grab your shirt and trousers and join me in the hall, please,” the man says. “Your clothes are on the table over there.”

I grab my clothes and use them to cover my chest. I refuse to get dressed until he's out of the room.

Fortunately, he takes the hint. He stands on the other side of the door, but he leaves it cracked, so I can still hear his voice. “Like any robot arm, your gun arm is operated by your mind. You should even be able to bend it like an elbow. Have you tried it yet?”

This guy still hasn't told me his name, and I don't care if he ever does. In my mind, I start calling him Dr. Horror. I curl and flex the gun arm, sneering as I test it. Unlike my normal arm, it makes a whirring noise when I move it. It's so hideous, I can't stand to look at it.

Dr. Horror asks, “Have you finished getting dressed?”

I haven't even started. I'm so shocked by everything that's happened, I can't function properly.

“I'm sure this is all a shock, but you'll get used to it eventually,” Dr. Horror says. “When the fighting starts, believe me, you'll be glad you were chosen for this.”

I pull on my pants and struggle with my shirt. It's harder to work the gun arm through the sleeve. I'm barely dressed when the doctor pokes his head in the room.

“All done, sweetheart?” he asks.

I give him a nod and follow him out of his lab. After what he did to me, I can't believe he's calling me sweetheart. It makes me sick. As I leave the room, I glance behind me, at my detached arm still sitting on the table. It's kind of creepy.

Dr. Horror tells me, “I'm taking you to the cells with the rest of the bots. It's not so bad. You'll have a bed. You'll have company.”

Once upon a time, this place must have been a prison for humans. Now it looks derelict. The cell bars are rusty, furniture is sparse, and there are cracks in the walls. Two to four robots—androids and non-droids—are packed into each cell. For some reason, I get my own cell.

Mike is in the cell right next to me. I give him a smile, but I hide my new arm behind my back. I'm disgusted by it.

“You will have a cellmate,” Dr. Horror informs me. “She's fighting right now, but she should be back soon enough. You're lucky. She's practically famous.” When his news elicits no reaction from me, he adds, “You're a quiet one, aren't you?”

I'm not quiet, I just have no desire to talk to the man who mutilated me.

“I didn't break you, did I? You're not malfunctioning?”

“No,” I reply. And that's the only word he deserves.

“I can't wait to see how the new arm works out for you. It should be interesting.” Dr. Horror closes and locks my cell door, then he whistles down the hall. I wish I could try out my new arm on him. It's too bad I don't have any ammo.

When the doctor is gone, Mike says, “You look different.”

“Yeah.” He can't see my gun arm, so I assume he's talking about my hair.

“Do you like it?”

“Not especially.” I can see my blonde locks sitting on my shoulders. I've never had hair as long as this. “I don't feel like me anymore, but maybe it'll grow on me?”

“I think it looks nice,” Mike says. “You look pretty.”

“You don't think I looked pretty before?” I ask.

“No, you were always pretty. I only meant to assure you, your new hair color is more than satisfactory.”

His reply makes me chuckle. It sounded so stilted, now I know he's a B-series or a C-series android. It would be rude to ask, so I keep my thought to myself.

I guess it's only a matter of time before he sees my gun arm, so I decide to reveal it to him.

“My hair wasn't the only modification they made,” I tell him, holding out my new arm.

“Is that... some kind of weapon?”

“I guess.” I don't know what to call it. A rifle? A shotgun? A cannon? It doesn't look quite like any other weapon I've seen before. I still don't know if they were operating on me for days, weeks or months, so I ask, “How long has it been since you've seen me?”

“Just a few hours. They threw me into this cell about an hour ago.” Mike gives me another one of his inappropriate smiles. His tone is a little off, too. He sounds too happy about his internment.

I sit down on the dirty floor and cross my legs. The ground is cold, the beds look filthy, and there are cobwebs just out of reach.

“I wish I had a weapon like yours. I'll probably die,” Mike says.

“Trust me, you do not want a gun arm.”

“Maybe not. It looks kind of cool, though.” Mike sits near the bars, as close to me as he can get. “I heard we'll be split into teams. If we're on the same team, will you protect me?”

A sigh spills out of me as I glance down at my gun arm. How am I supposed to protect him when I have no idea how to protect myself? I would like to help him, though. Even though we look the same age, Mike feels like a little brother.

“I'll protect you,” I tell him, even though it's probably a lie.
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