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Chapter 1




I flexed my hand, closing it into a fist and then opening it repeatedly. I watched as the chrome digits gently gave to pressure, as real skin would. But there were no muscles--not real ones, anyway--in those fingers, nor in the black palm they pressed against.




A knock from outside the bathroom reminded me I couldn't stay here. I slipped a dark glove over my hand. Even with my hands covered like this, I could still feel the stall door under my fingers as I opened it.




Leaving the bathroom, I nodded at my new homeroom teacher. He nodded back and turned to lead me to the classroom. Starting today, I was a second-year high school student.




We arrived at the room soon enough. There were some whispers among the students as we entered, but those soon quieted. I stood awkwardly next to the teacher as he stood at the front of the room.




"As I told you yesterday, we're getting a new transfer student today." The teacher indicated me. "Would you like to introduce yourself?"




I took a deep breath. I had prepared for my self-introduction, but I wasn't ready. I hadn't been a student since elementary school. I didn't know what kids my age were like anymore. What I did know was that the sweatpants under my uniform skirt, my winter uniform blouse worn in May, and the black gloves on my hands marked me as someone strange.




"Nice to meet you, everyone." I had to breathe between each sentence to keep my composure. "My name is Hatsu Kamiya. I've been homeschooled for the past few years for medical reasons, so this is all new to me. Please forgive me if I cause trouble as I get used to being here."




A few whispers passed between the students until the teacher clapped his hands once. "Alright, Kamiya. You may take your seat. It's near the back, by the door."




I quickly took my seat, ignoring a few boys that stared at me. I put down my bag and took out my books, making sure that my sleeves didn't get pulled up.




The classes were longer than I expected them to be. It had been so long that I had forgotten how tiring it was having a full school day.




Some girls tried to ask me questions after class ended, but I gave an excuse to get away from them. Hurrying out of school to make sure no one noticed that I didn't change my shoes, I went straight home.




My mother was still at work at this hour, as usual after the accident. I went to my room and tossed my schoolbag aside. Then, I stripped to my underwear and opened a closet mirror that mom had installed recently.




The pink flesh of my face and torso stood out against the deep blue of my underwear and the dark chrome of my arms and legs. I flexed my toes, watching them wiggle in an imitation of real toes. I knelt down in a proper sitting pose, looking side-on to see what my silhouette looked like.




Standing back up, I struck a pose from an anime I saw once. Then I pointed at the mirror, observing the way my fingers moved. They acted quickly to my desires as I wiggled them. More quickly than any normal fingers would.




This was something I had done the past week or so since the surgery. I didn't really miss my old limbs, I suppose. The partial paralysis I had in them since the accident meant they were worthless anyway. After four years of needing to be fed by my mother, I was fine with an upgrade.




These new limbs were a blessing, in so many ways. My mother had to raise me on her own after the accident, and I could barely use my own hands. So being offered to be a test subject for these new limbs, with the only cost being surveys on how well they performed, was a godsend.




Sighing at my reflection in the mirror, I decided to fill out the first survey today. I put some clothes on and got to work on my computer.




By the time I was done, my mom had come home. We met in the hallway, each coming for the other.




"How was your first day of school?"




"It went well enough, I guess." I frowned. "Everyone probably thinks I'm strange, though. Because of the the pants and gloves."




My mom hesitated to respond. "Well, the teachers know why. And you don't have to hide them."




"They already look at me weird, thinking I'm just dressing strange. If they knew what was underneath..." I shook my head. "They'd make fun of me."




Not able to come up with a good response, my mom just sighed and looked away. "I'll get started on dinner. Did you start your homework yet?"




"Not yet. I started working on the feedback surveys instead." I turned toward my room. "I'll go do my homework."




She let me go, so I headed back to my room and pulled out my school books. Despite my practice in controlling my new hands at the hospital after the surgery, I almost tore a few pages as I tried to read through my assignments. I had to sharpen my pencil several times, having broken off the tip from pressing too hard.




After my schoolwork was done and I had finished eating dinner, I flopped onto my bed. It was late, but not late enough to go to sleep yet. I raised a dark metal hand in front of my face. Slowly closing it into a fist, I tried to remember what it was like to have real, healthy hands. Did it feel like this? Or did it only seem similar because I spent four years unable to properly grip anything?




I touched my face. The outer layer of the arms were insulated to keep them from feeling too hot or cold to the touch, but I still imagined my fingers feeling like cold metal against my warm cheek.




Sitting up, I turned on my TV. One of the few things I was able to do for fun in the years after the accident but before the surgery was watch movies and TV shows. Before, I'd have to have my mom set it up so that I could just press a single button with my limp hands. Now, I could do everything myself.




I ended up settling on a late-night comedy anime that was probably meant for male otaku. It wasn't a great show, but it distracted me from thinking about my new limbs. When it was time to sleep, I turned off the TV and stripped down to my underwear. Without even bothering with trying to put on pajamas, I fell into my bed and shut my eyes.




------------------




The hot shower helped to wake me up for school after having had uncomfortable dreams that quickly faded from memory. My cybernetics were water-safe, of course. No one would consider them safe to permanently implant if they could short out from the rain.




While washing my short hair and cleaning off my body, I ended up staring at my arms. The way the soap and water interacted with them was still new to me, who had been bathed by my mother for so many years and had the time to see how water slides off flesh. The soapy water left a sheen on the chrome finish, like the paint on a freshly cleaned car.




Thinking about cars reminded me of the accident. I shook away the thought and went back to rinsing myself off. I finished up and dried myself with a towel, not happy with how my arms and legs seemed to shine even after being dried.




My mom had to leave early for work that morning, so I had to make my own lunch. I checked my phone to see how many calories the doctor recommended. Because my cybernetics drew energy from my body, I had to eat more in order to keep them charged. When I was finished packing my lunch, I thought that it looked like enough to feed two athletes.




I finished packing and hurried to school. While walking down the street, I realized that I was almost at jogging speed without even trying. After passing a few people on the streets, I forced myself to slow down a bit so that I wouldn't look strange.




Arriving early, I sat in my seat and waited for homeroom to begin. Only a few people were here already, since there was another five to ten minutes before classes started. All the other students were taking their time in the hallways, talking to their friends. I looked down at my gloved hands and clenched them.




"Hey, new kid." A female voice said from beside me. I looked up to see one of my classmates. She had a pretty face and long hair that she currently had in a ponytail. "Kamiya, right?"




"That's right." I was hesitant to say more. I wasn't sure I wanted to be part of this conversation.




"I'll bet you already got this question yesterday, but why the gloves and pants? Are you cold? Or maybe have burn scars or something?"




"...'Or something', I guess."




Despite the vague answer, or maybe because of it, the girl chuckled. "I'm Inori Hirano. I sit right here, next to you." She pointed at her desk. "Want to talk during lunch?"




I wasn't sure I did, but I also didn't want to come off as antisocial. I feared what people would think of my cyberlimbs, not friendship. "Okay."




"Cool!" Hirano smiled at me. I smiled back, though my smile felt weak.




The teacher arrived a moment later, and everyone started getting to their seats. I took out my books, getting prepared for another school day.








Chapter 2


Lunch period became a source of dread for me as the day went on. What would I tell Hirano if she insisted on knowing why I was dressed so strangely? Would she still act friendly to me after that?


Whether I was ready or not, the time came and Hirano spun on her seat so she could look at me. She also had a packed lunch, so she was able to lay the box on her lap without turning her desk around. She started talking as she opened her lunch, not even waiting to see if I was listening.


"So, you said you were homeschooled before this, right Kamiya?" She looked up at me with a natural smile. "Why did you end up transferring to school now?"


I held in a sigh as I got my lunch out. "Getting tutors was expensive, and my mom worked too much to spend a lot of time teaching me. So it was better to come to school, now that I can."


"You weren't able to come to school before? Why not?"


Hirano's innocent curiosity made me feel awkward. I wasn't hiding my arms and legs just to tell the first person who asked about them. "I had some... medical problems. I don't like to think too much about it..."


"Is that why you're all covered up?"


I nodded, bringing some food to my mouth. I kept an eye on my sleeves, hoping they wouldn't slip down.


It took Hirano a few moments to come up with something else to say. Then she smiled at me. "So, what do you do for fun?"


"I watch stuff on TV, mostly..."


"Hmm... Oh, do you watch--"


From there, the rest of the lunch period was spent talking about different TV shows. Apparently, she was a fan of an anime called Caged, which was on air about six or seven years ago. She was also interested in a series about superheroes that was based on a franchise from America. She spent so much time gushing about those shows that I didn't need to add much to the conversation. I was fine with that, though. It meant she was less likely to turn the conversation back on me and my huge lunch.


She was telling me about a superhero that built all his own gadgets when the bell rang and classes started again. I felt almost relieved. I wasn't used to interacting with others, and I wasn't sure if I came off as friendly or not. At least with class all I had to do was listen and take notes.


I thought the rest of the day was going to go well until I realized that today had P.E. class. When everyone else started grabbing their gym bags, I felt my heart start to pound in my chest as I sat frozen in my seat. Hirano waved a hand in front of me as if I had spaced out. "Heeey, Kamiya. Gym class is next period, so we should get to the locker room."


Forcing myself to react, I turned to Hirano. "Who is the gym teacher for our class? Do you know where they'll be?"


"Um... It's Miss Arakawa, I think? I just call her 'instructor' most of the time." Hirano rubbed her chin. "She's probably already out on the field."


"Thanks." I said as I stood up. I grabbed my gym bag, but I prayed that Miss Arakawa would let me sit out or use my class uniform. If I switched to my gym uniform, there'd be no way to hide my limbs...


Finding the teacher already out on the school field, as Hirano expected, I approached her slowly. She looked relatively young, but certainly not a new teacher. Her appraising eyes had clearly seen several classes come and go, and her voice had the authority of someone used to giving orders.


"You're the transfer student? Where are your gym clothes?" She asked, looking me over.


"Umm, Miss Arakawa, right?"


"That's correct."


I fiddled with my hands, making sure not to pull too much on my gloves. "Is it alright if I participate without changing...?"


She considered me for a moment. "Kamiya, right?" I nodded. She sighed. "I don't see the purpose of hiding your condition, but if you must, then go ahead and wear that."


"Thank you!" I said with relief. I hurried over to the sidelines and dropped my gym bag there, where a few others were already sitting as the rest of the class got prepared for P.E.


Hirano joined me, giving me an amused look when she saw that I was still wearing my class uniform instead of gym clothes. "Are you sure that's okay?"


"The teacher said I could do it..."


She shrugged, deciding to drop the topic. A few moments later, Miss Arakawa blew a whistle and had everyone group up at the track on the edge of the school field.


"Two laps!" She called out, pointing which direction to run. "You don't have to run, but I don't want to see anyone just walking."


This was the first trial of what was going to be a painful class. I had to somehow jog without obviously outpacing everyone else, even though I could probably finish the two laps before anyone else if I tried. Miss Arakawa blew the whistle for us to go, and I slowly started to jog.


Hirano didn't seem to be out of shape, but she quickly fell behind me. Even with my best efforts to keep from showing off, I ended up passing all but the most athletic students in the class. Adjusting my speed, I managed to take a bit longer to finish my second lap compared to the first one.


A few of the students who had tried too hard were winded, but I barely felt like I had walked at all. Hirano seemed to finish with exactly half the class before and after her and with plenty of energy remaining. I guess she knew her body well. It made me a little jealous that she knew exactly what she was capable of.


After warming up, Miss Arakawa started dividing us into teams for volleyball. My face felt cold when I realized that there was little chance of me being able to hide my enhanced arms in a sport like that. Either I focused on keeping my sleeves down and got everyone upset at me for not participating, or I focused on not overdoing it and hoped no one caught a glimpse of the chrome.


Hirano was on a different team, but she came over to me as things were getting set up and tapped my shoulder. "Are you okay, Kamiya? You look pale..."


"I... don't really want to play volleyball." It wasn't a lie. But I couldn't really say the reason, either. And it's not like another sport would be better. If we played football, I might accidentally kick someone's knee in. If we did track all day, I'd have to decide how to fake my results. I couldn't think of a sport that wouldn't be a pain to do.


"It'll be over in thirty minutes or so. Hang in there." She said, trying to sound reassuring. She flashed a smile before going to join her team.


Today the class was split into four teams; two of boys and two of girls. Two matches would be going simultaneously, boys versus girls. The girl who was going to serve first for my team looked over at me as she played with the ball. "You remember how to play, Kamiya?"


"I think so, yeah..." It was back in elementary school, but I remembered some of the basics.


The girl nodded and got ready to serve. Miss Arakawa blew the whistle to start both games, and it began.


The entire time, I prayed that I wouldn't have to do very much. If I could make it thirty minutes without a problem, it would be over. But what about the next gym class? Could I keep this up for two whole years? Would my luck last that long?


A lucky hit from one of the boys sent the ball into my part of the court. Shaking with worry, I fumbled the ball. Since I didn't get a good hit on it, there was nothing strange about the result. But my team was still upset about the point against us.


A few more hits came my way, and I hit them as gently as I could. I noticed that the other girls stood a bit closer to me than usual to try to catch the ball after my wimpy hits. I couldn't blame them. The boys weren't trying very hard, so we could be winning if not for me.


One of the boys put a hand over his mouth and faked a yawn. "Kamiya's kind of a wimp, huh? What a boring match."


"We keeping you from your nap?" One of the girls quipped in response
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