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We may be their parents but they will not be our children.

—Bryan Appleyard, Novacene, Preface


Prologue

THAT SUMMER WAS IMMORTAL. JULY WAS ESPECIALLY savage with sixty-two heat deaths in Seoul, punctuated by the spectacular fizzing breakdown of a GS-100 security android when it crumpled knees-first outside a United Korea Bank. A cleaner broomed away the remains. The head was left grinning on the pavement, chirping at passersby to warn them of today’s heat.

Then the monsoons came. Undeterred, hundreds of Red Devil fans flooded the World Cup Stadium, waving flags of their reunified nation. Their dreams vaporized after the first round. Mexico: 7, United Republic of Korea: 0. The very next day, the sky cleared. A white sun buttered a salvage yard with rust while an old bomb-disposal unit, the Grumman A-1, moved in a figure eight. It cleared the path for a young girl named Ruijie, who was dragging the body of a woman by the ankles, naked arms thrown back as if shouting hooray.

The woman might have been beautiful once. Lips pink and plush, and long blond hair, the kind that shone with each brush. She was falling apart. Her face had been shredded into confetti, held together by one bleary blue eye, while her torso was a smooth bioplastic vest, translucent as a milk carton. Ruijie had tried pressing the power button located on the nape of the woman’s neck. She’d gotten a twitch of the ankles, a froggy jolt, but nothing. The robot was dead.

Still, what exquisite legs. Ruijie planned to take them home.

She paused to check the battery level of her robowear. Two hours to go. Affixed to her legs were battery-powered titanium braces; the latest model, customized circuitry to aid her ability to walk. For she was beloved.

Close to the edge the salvage yard bloomed into silvergrass. Tufty reeds stirred from the breeze while broken war machines slept like ancient dinosaurs, abandoned from the unification war. Ahead of them lay what could be the second-deadliest robot in the yard, the SADARM-1000. When it was still active and nimble, it was a house of horrors from whose impenetrable womb wave after wave of bladed robots would emerge, whipping through the air, keen to slice and beep and blow.

Decades later, now retired, the SADARM reclined on its side like the Buddha of Miamsa, indolent in the shade. The belly had been decimated by a stray blast on a bridge, then pried open and plundered for wires, chips, anything glinty. Ruijie backed up against it, pulling the woman by the feet, but the woman’s head knocked against a piece of buried metal, and her blue eye popped out. Cursing, Ruijie chased it through the grass—the one eye!—until it slowed to a crawl at the base of the SADARM’s belly and kissed the pregnant curve.

Ruijie took a minute to crouch and a second to reach for the eye, then froze. A hornet had landed on it with a flick. It unfolded wings of black glass. Another skittered down the slope of the SADARM’s belly. More crawled out of the smelted head. Maybe under the visor, she’d find a gold blanket trembling inside the SADARM’s skull. They could be drones, the kind that slipped into your ear and slid a long thin needle into your brain, or maybe they were just wasps, sedate until they weren’t. Which was more deadly, real or not real?

The real knew no restraint.

She decided to be perfect and still. Like a robot. Except a robot wouldn’t need mechanic braces to walk. A robot would be thrown away for needing anything at all.

Back away, back away.

Then a hum stirred from deep inside the SADARM. With a tilt of their wings, the hornets buzzed back, a righteous swell of anger, but the singular hum drowned them out. Low and peaceable, it lifted and dipped, from treble to bass, land to sea, the tide rising and pounding against time, the shudder of a temple bell, the ohmmmmmm in the vibrations that snaked up her robowear and scraped the hairs on her arms.

The hornets fell silent.

Someone’s inside. Even her thought was a whisper. And it must be a magical someone to hum a nest of hornets to sleep.

RUIJIE WAS THE ONLY GRANDCHILD from both sides of her family. Her relatives in Fuzhou called her Rui-Rui and Mingzhu, and her father especially thought of her as a precious pearl.

Her symptoms first appeared in the fourth grade when her father was regaling them at dinner with Ruijie’s science fair project, “The Great Silence and Why I Think We’re Not Listening,” which took the grand prize, and her mother joked about how the table could benefit from their own great silence. Ruijie snorted shacha sauce up her nose and she reached for a glass of water. Then dropped it.

Later that week she dropped her chopsticks. They clattered to the floor, dragging the slippery noodles by the hair. Her father remarked on her clumsiness. Ruijie remembered feeling sheepish, maybe defiant, but not scared. Not yet.

The tremors grew. Her fingers refused to fist. She took advantage and flipped off the annoying kids in front of the teacher. But she couldn’t hold a pen, or type; then she couldn’t stand without wobbling. Then came the tests, between endless waits in endless hospital lobbies, the glow-in-the-dark scans, the shots drilling deeper and deeper into her spine. The doctors lobbed acronyms, like ALS, PMA, and MMA, which regrettably was not the martial arts. There were nights she couldn’t sleep because her body clutched her awake in a squeezing iron fist. These nights she’d pretend to breathe softly when her parents sneaked into her room and knelt beside her bed so they could wrap her hand in sandalwood beads and pray.

She was measured for her first set of robowear. Ivory oblong disks, serving as both sensors and motors, rested on her hips to usher her gait, like a gentle push on the swings. For the first time in weeks, Ruijie stood on her own feet. Her father said she looked “super.” Her mother took a picture and touched it with two fingers, as if the Ruijie frozen in time were more precious and real.

Prepare your hearts, the doctors told her parents, instead of her.

But Ruijie, three-time winner of the science fair, believed in the miracle of science. She believed in the trillions of tenuous threads tying the self to the rest. 物我一體. Matter and I are One. The grace of union so the swimmer flowed with the ocean, so the archer flew in the arrow, so the calligrapher bled from the brush. With this belief, she would wake, walk, and breathe with cosmic synergy, full of darkness and spinning lights, and her body, which broke down day by day, remained a solar system where all the stars would burst and burn, but until then, every quantum speck quivered bright with integrity.

RUIJIE SAW A HAND stretch out of the SADARM’s belly and pluck the eye from the dirt. When the fingers opened, slow as a lotus flower, the eye pointed toward the sky, resting on the crease of the lifeline, like the world in the palm of your hand.

A boy peeked out. He had staticky hair, wide, crusted eyes. He looked a little bit homeless.

“Is this your eye?” he said, with what little Korean she understood.

When he continued speaking, she shook her head and reached for the eye. He pulled away with a smile. This time he said in English, “Do you have something to eat?”

She rummaged her backpack and found an old ginger candy. “It’s a little spicy, but I eat it whenever I’m dizzy.”

His fingers worked fruitlessly at the wrapper. She offered to try, expecting him to shake her off, throw some of that boy bluster. He handed it over without pause. His smile grew private as she struggled. Growling, she threw it back to him. He ripped it in one go.

“Well,” he said, grinning now, “you did all the work.”

The ginger candy had melted into jelly. He popped it into his mouth and chewed on one side. “Liu Ruijie?” he said, from her name embroidered on her backpack, a clever guess pulled from the gold-threaded strokes. He placed the eye on her palm. “My name is Yoyo.”

“Is that in English?”

In one movement, he pulled himself out of the robot’s belly and landed on the dirt with a clunk. He was her height but felt smaller, listing to the right where his leg ended at the ankle. The shin was covered in shredded skyn, like the hem of his pants had gotten caught in an angry chewy machine, exposing a calf full of wires in red and blue. His stump was so white it felt fragile, more ceramic than bone.

She was staring until he took her hand. Pressing his index on her lifeline, he wrote out his name. Soft circle, then two little strokes, a cut long and swift. Repeat. In hangul, then English.

“Does it hurt?”

“My leg?” He glanced at it. “Not very.”

She peeked at his wrist, his skinny elbow. “How bionic are you?”

“One hundred percent.”

“That’s impossible,” she said, and he laughed.

He slipped past her. A leg like his should wring his muscles, each thump sending shocks up the spine. Yet Yoyo moved like he was free.

Her parents flinched at the risk of bionic surgery, but Ruijie had found the idea of it inevitable. Converting herself from oxygen, hydrogen, nitrogen, and carbon into a different chemical blend of wires, titanium, and nanofiber made the purest sense to her. She collected success stories and relayed them to her mother: the bedridden-turned-bionic woman who climbed Mount Everest; the burn victim in Germany who survived a 67 percent transition; even the sixteen-year-old boy, paralyzed from the neck down, who received a spinal implant that was only a tiny bit invasive and look at him now, point guard on the varsity basketball team.

Bionic. Transhuman. Posthuman. The world made a promise to her: death is a problem that can be solved.

YOYO DIDN’T SWEAT. Together they dodged the sun between pockets of shade. They found little cover, just the thinning shadows cast from the towers of stacked cars, their metal husks veined a crackling orange especially around the fenders.

She led Yoyo to one of the shallow piles in the yard where trucks would swirl in on Dump Day and tilt containers full of jumbled fizzy robots. She was collecting specimens for research, she told him. Today she’d scored big, with a fully intact robotic body, but any limb would do. Mecha or organic, hirsute or hairless, for the fated day a pair of long sturdy robot legs would be hers. “I pull them apart and put them back together,” she said. “Even though I won’t be in charge of my own surgery, I want to know how my body will work.”

They dug around scrap at knee level, and she could feel gravity and heat draw the swarthy flush to her cheeks, the ripening of her armpits. For the first time she was embarrassed to sweat in front of a boy. Yoyo was bionic and almost perfect, while she oozed like a slug.

She gulped water and offered Yoyo her bottle, but he shook his head, distracted. He seemed to possess a preternatural sense for danger. He’d freeze, long before she could spot the bright orange uniforms of the scrappers who worked here, who dallied during lunch breaks and emerged late in the afternoon, angling their hard-shelled construction hats to smack chalky sunblock on their reddish napes, willing to scavenge only after the sun had started to droop. These scrappers, who knew her by sight, cursed her in Mandarin or Korean that sang like Mandarin, and she’d curse them back.

The scrappers were foul tempered but harmless, she thought. Yet she could feel Yoyo tremble against her shoulder. “It’s okay,” she said. “They won’t hurt you.”

“If they catch me, they’ll destroy me,” Yoyo said.

Which was a tad dramatic. But they made a point to hide.

They found three more legs that day. One leg was too long, one for mechas, and when she picked up the last leg, it slumped like pantyhose. Yesterday’s rain had left puddles. Yoyo found a worm drowning. The worm panicked and squirted weakly on his palm, but he watched it twist around his fingers in awe, as if it were a jewel.

“You’re like my cat,” Ruijie said when Yoyo crouched to smile at a frog that was even smaller than a cricket. “Smaug would catch everything. Frogs, mice, birds.” Her cat had the lovely habit of bringing sparrows into the house. Feathers ruffled but alive, if humiliated.

Smaug had passed away at the start of this year. On their last day together, her mother took a picture of Smaug, the black tufted head resting on Ruijie’s shoulder, then her father carried her cat into the vet’s office, and Smaug opened her eyes and looked at her.

Ruijie was still feeling her way around this darkness. Sometimes it felt like a game of hide-and-seek, and all she had to do was search very hard and find Smaug, pumpkin-eyed behind the couch.

When she looked down, she saw Yoyo had placed on her knee the ginger candy wrapper, tied into a ribbon. Comfort often budded from the inexplicable.

“When do you go home?” Yoyo said.

“My mom’s going to pick me up.” Summer school ended at three and it was already nearly five. “She thinks I’m at the school library. What about you?”

“I’ll be here.”

“Where do you live?” An inkling grew, itchy and uncomfortable. “Do you have a home? A family?”

He went still, so still, you’d think he froze.

She saw another orange shape closing in from a distance, still twenty meters away. The scrapper was whistling, a spring in his step, a lurching sway.

She tried to move but couldn’t. Her robowear had gone rigid. A light on her belt blinked red. “My battery’s dead.” She twisted her waist, took a deep breath, and tried to sound composed instead of the careless, helpless creature she was. “Yoyo, can you go get my backpack? I need my charger.”

He knelt in the mud and reached for the flap on her belt.

“What are you doing?”

He looked at her, but not in a way a child or adult would. His eyes asked for permission. When she granted it, he reached behind his neck to pull out a wire, glinting silver, as if he’d torn his own essence from his spine. He plugged the wire into her robowear; she shivered. She’d felt the shock.

The whistling drew closer. Yoyo sat down and crossed his legs so the stump rested on his knee. Her robowear charged quietly, blinking blue. A light appeared over his head. Like a firefly, it spun in a lethargic circle.

She studied the whorl on his head. His hair curled wet around his ears from the humidity, and she tried to imagine the inside of his skull. If there were gears buzzing like a hornet’s nest, or if, beneath his staticky hair and thick layer of skyn, his mind was a river that wound silent and silver.

As the whistling grew faint, Yoyo hummed along. He caught her stare and grinned.

“Wish I could whistle,” he said.

Can you charge anywhere? she asked and he said yes.

Are you powered by the sun? she asked and he said yes.

Her battery was fully charged, but she didn’t want to go home. She wanted to lie beside Yoyo in the silvergrass and search for the stars that shine no matter how shy. She’d tell him how her parents had met during a month of study abroad and kissed in front of Amsterdam’s floating houses, how she used to be an ice-skater and swimmer and placed first in butterfly, the most difficult of the forms. When she erred on the side of self-pity, she talked about her future, how she was going to study astronomy and graduate summa cum laude from her mother’s alma mater and become the first bionic astronaut who wouldn’t even have to breathe in space. She was willing to wait for Yoyo to open up to her, like the lotus that rose from the mud. They could whisper secrets that flowed only when the sky was watching you.

“Will you live forever?”

He said, “Yes.”


PART I


1. Lost Soul

DETECTIVE CHO JUN OF ROBOT CRIMES ANSWERED THE PHONE with a sly, proud emphasis on detective. The caller said it was an emergency: last night her child never came home.

“Sorry,” Jun said, “just to clarify—child? Or robot?”

He leaned on his elbow and cranked up his hearing. The people in his office were shouting at each other. Someone had been stealing lunches from the break room. It was the ferocious first of August and the AC was dead. Over the weekend, someone else had grabbed a ladder and vandalized one of the flags—South Korea and United Korea left beautiful and whole, only the North Korean flag torn down the middle.

Jun searched for his tablet, but his desk was collateral damage, so he grabbed a pen and scribbled on his palm the description of the missing robot child, name and address, all the while leaking sympathetic noises for the caller.

“Another lost soul?” said Sgt. Son, who was wearing a puffy neck pillow, poised for his power nap.

“Very lost.” Jun looped his tie around his neck and tried to remember the direction of the knot. “Can I go pay the owner a sincerity visit?”

“You’re not leaving me here.”

Earlier that morning, Jun had parked their patrol car in the slim shade of a tree that had skirted capriciously to the left, leaving it white-hot, the insides smothered in leather. He tossed his jacket in the back seat, cranked up the fan, and ahhed at the blast of AC.

“You don’t even sweat,” Sgt. Son said.

“Still pretty fucking bliss, Sergeant.”

Driving through Itaewon from their precinct in Yongsan was slow but smooth if only Jun left the car on autopilot. Which he didn’t. He could feel the locked-jaw anxiety from Sgt. Son, as Jun shouldered the car into the tightest, twistiest road to avoid the main traffic. Every corner bulged with storefronts and every crossroad was a potential jump scare from a motorcycle. In the last two decades since the Unification War, twenty or so years ago, Itaewon, with its hanok-styled bars and subterranean clubs, had become an area run by robots. At the end of the road, a plasticky PS-19 whistled and waved for traffic control, stoppering the flow of cars. “That was still green,” Sgt. Son groused at the red light. “Why fire the whole department if all these mechas do is the macarena?”

“I was going to apply for Traffic,” Jun said.

Two years ago, he’d quit riot police after he knocked down a seventy-year-old North Korean protester. He put in his application for Traffic, feeling resigned enough to don the blinding neon vest and shrill at drivers too rageful to let their cars drive themselves. Then the roaring whisper—Traffic was doomed, automating itself so quickly that cops were handing their vests to the brand-spanking-new PS-19 androids, like stripping your clothes to cover up the nakedness of a store mannequin.

Robot Crimes wasn’t Jun’s second or third choice, but it promised to be low commitment. He’d get to work from Yongsan, close to Itaewon, which had good food and great vibes, and by virtue of proximity, he’d also have a real shot at applying for Major Crimes, where detectives solved the big, weighty cases headlined by North Korean gangs.

Not that Jun cared one lick about joining Major Crimes. His lack of ambition was his favorite trait.

Past Itaewon, the traffic punctured open. As they slid into the Hannam neighborhood, the genteel, prim older sister to Itaewon, the type of robot shifted from mecha and controlling to placid and humanoid, pushing strollers, walking lavender designer dogs. Jun put the car on autopilot and tried to decrypt the smear on his palm; he’d forgotten how easily ink rolled off his skyn.

Their missing robot was a companion model, designed to look ten years old. The child version of the Sakura, the popular “girl next door” from Imagine Friends. “Her name’s Eli,” Jun said. “For Elisha.”

“Fancy English name.”

Jun admitted he’d seen her a couple weeks ago at the police station.

“What’d she do?”

“Robbed a store. Kidding. She got lost, of course.”

Jun had found her alone on the bench outside the office. A baseball cap was pulled low over her sweet, forgettable face, which her owner hadn’t bothered to customize. “A thirty-nine-year-old man dropped me off,” she told Jun. “I’m glad I was not stolen.”

Jun had ransacked his desk for a compatible charger and eventually found one in the evidence room, an eroded skein of wire. Eli plugged herself in with a little squeal and it fairly broke his heart. Her battery had to hit 30 percent before she could remember her address.

“Already janky,” Sgt. Son said.

“Just old. She’s a second-gen Sakura. I bet they’re not even sold online anymore. They were never popular.”

“Isn’t the Sakura the face,” Sgt. Son said, gesturing at his own, “you know, for the company?”

“This version was too clumsy. Imagine Friends tried to spin it as cute.”

“‘Cute?’”

“Like a real kid. Tripping, bumping into furniture, then they were breaking plates, making a mess. Owners got sick of it.”

They took the leisurely drive around the well-wooded park of the apartment complex where Eli’s owner lived. “Fancy Hannam apartment,” Sgt. Son said.

The aesthetic mimicked traditional Korean, a nostalgic mock-up of Joseon architecture. Pine waterwheel attached to an artfully sun-bleached pavilion. Jeju statues of artificial volcanic rock, so porous they looked like foam. Jun could hear the shrill of cicadas through the sealed car window. Ridiculously cheerful. Feast for magpies.

He and Eli had strolled through this park the last time he took her home. He got judgy looks from women for being in plain clothes, holding hands with a girl-child robot—the Sakura face, too much of a giveaway—and his vibe hadn’t screamed “fatherly” as much as “embarrassing uncle.” When he tried to shake off Eli’s hand, her fingers tightened, like a steel trap. The grip loosened only when they reached the apartment building where her owner lived. The thirteenth floor, ominous now, but the older apartments were likelier to strike off the number four as unlucky. Jun had watched Eli prance up; as the wind lifted, her shirt billowed, a gauzy white curtain, and he’d seen the tremendous scarring on her back.

Once Jun had strategically parked under a tree with a generous shadow, Sgt. Son asked the question that must have been troubling him all along.

“Is the owner a man?”

The last owner to call them had reported a burglary and tried to file an insurance claim for his robot, who was deemed damaged beyond repair. She was murdered, he said. He was misinformed. Ink washed off biosilicon skyn with a brisk hand-wring, but the texture often preserved fingerprints like yeasty dough, and the ones wrapped around his robot’s throat had matched his own.

But Jun had never met Eli’s owner. He didn’t even go inside the building. He could have, but what could he do if the owner had turned out to be another sicko? Call Child Protective Services? For robots? That would route him to his own number. Why risk entering this beautifully tended apartment, one of the most expensive properties in not only Hannam but the greater Gangbuk area, all of Seoul, and South Korea, and might as well include the North, and risk running into his younger sister, whom he had been avoiding for the last five years?

Like most things, Jun put off answering this and went inside.

———

ELI’S OWNER WAS AN imperious woman with a cotton cloud of hair who hid long and sinewy limbs under a dress of handwoven hemp. “We spoke over the phone?” Jun said, but her gaze slipped past his face, like rain off the windshield, landing instead on Sgt. Son in his grim-dark jacket, the ironed trousers that bared his sandaled feet. Prone to sweat rash, Sgt. Son avoided socks in the summer.

She asked if they were truly police in a tone that suggested she’d rather send this dish back to the kitchen. Sgt. Son assured her that they were from Robot Crimes and, fanning his face, he suggested they talk inside. His face scrunched delicately when they entered. No AC. In the living room, a small electric fan was aimed at a wooden Virgin Mary who prayed from the coffee table. The TV flickered mutely.

Jun heard the clink of glass, Kim Sunduk in the kitchen. Some minor signs of chaos: the bathrobe puddled on the floor, the pair of umbrellas lying crumpled like drowned crows. The rest was an immaculate home. Calligraphy draped the walls, rippling in holographic paints and gems. Behind the dining table was a wall-sized canvas of a jade and ice mountain, and in the corner he recognized the hanja for Kim Sunduk’s name, her austere, elegant signature. Of course Eli’s owner would be an artist. A collector would never buy a failed android model, but an artist would. An artist would try to make it their own.

“She’s North Korean,” Sgt. Son said, plucking from the wall a framed news article. In the cropped picture, Kim Sunduk smiled thinly beside a snow-haired man.

Jun shrugged; North Koreans could be rich and famous too. “The man beside her, that’s Kanemoto Masaaki. Founder of Imagine Friends.”

Kanemoto, the article said, had diligently collected the artist Kim Sunduk’s White Tiger series on Mount Baekdu—North Korea’s most mystical mountain, and deadliest—once exhibited in the likes of the Guggenheim and the White Cube. Now the entire series was being displayed in Imagine Friends’ Seoul headquarters, after Kanemoto’s passing.

Sgt. Son placed the framed article back on the wall, leaving it slightly crooked. “If she’s friends with a tech billionaire, why keep a janky old robot?”

They quieted down when Kim Sunduk returned from the kitchen empty-handed. She turned off the TV and they sat around the coffee table. Jun felt tempted to pick up the Virgin Mary and feel around the folds of her robes, in case she was a covert lighter.

“It helps to walk us through the day,” Sgt. Son said, pulling out a handkerchief to dab around his neck.

Eli had disappeared last night on Tuesday, July 31. She was wearing an oversized tee of Einstein (with the tongue) and jean shorts, muddy tennis shoes. A black baseball cap with the slogan TOO COOL FOR SCHOOL.

“You sent your robot out around seven?” Sgt. Son said.

“Seven thirty.”

“For cigarettes?”

“For cigarettes. I called the 7-Eleven last night. They didn’t see her come in.”

“Convenience stores let kiddie robots buy cigarettes?” Sgt. Son said, turning to Jun, but Kim Sunduk continued in her toneless affect:

“This 7-Eleven is attached to our apartment complex. Eli knows the robots who work there and they know her. They know me.”

“What’s her last GPS signal? Did you try Find My Robot?”

“Her GPS doesn’t work. I took her to the Imagine Friends store, but their updates no longer apply to her. They said”—here she laughed, quiet and mocking—“they said I should take advantage of the trade-in program.”

Heaving a sigh, Sgt. Son slumped into the sofa. He asked her to consider this: The heat was brutal, the worst in years. They had to push back the World Cup semifinals. What about the poor bank robot that broke down last week? What if, maybe, Eli collapsed in the middle of the street and it was garbage that picked her up?

The silence stretched long enough for Jun to eye the kitchen, the bathroom, escape.

“I said I don’t want a new robot,” Kim Sunduk said.

“You’ll learn to love the next one,” Sgt. Son said, not unkindly.

“I don’t think you understand,” she said slowly. “Do you think I took Eli in because I wanted a child? I have a child. An ungrateful son who’d sooner leave me in the mountains if the nursing homes were full. Eli isn’t a replacement. Eli is—”

She looked at Jun, suddenly lost. “Eli is special.”

Jun asked if he could use the bathroom, which Sgt. Son would take as permission to snoop. He had to be efficient. Sgt. Son was willing to invest on a missing robot no more than forty-eight hours (thirty-six with the heat). They had been burned one too many times. While Jun searched the kitchen, Sgt. Son would now be cajoling Kim Sunduk, trying to dim her expectations. It’s not like we’re bad at our job, Jun thought as he opened the cabinets, finding plastic cups of pastel elephants and giraffes. Within the year, Officer Kim had quit to take over his father’s sauna business, and Detective Kim, the only woman on their floor, was headhunted by Sex Crimes, and now they were a two-man show.

Jun heard Sgt. Son ask, “Do you have any water?” and he slipped out of the kitchen. He spotted something lying flat and secretive on the dining table, covered with the kind of cloth that ought to be folded into a swan. He pulled away the cloth.

Chrysanthemums spilled red instead of funeral white across shoulder blades, garlanding the horns of a devil-faced dokkaebi. The spindly petals faded into pink around the violent, marred grin. Half the dokkaebi’s face was scarred. Cigarette burns puckered down the spine.

A hand reached for the cloth. Kim Sunduk drew it over the canvas, like a sheet to cover a body in the morgue. “This is unfinished.”

“I recognize it,” Jun said. Eli skipping in front of him. The wind lifting her shirt. Tremendous scars. “Isn’t this the tattoo on her back?”

“She had it when I bought her.”

“The burns on the canvas, you used an actual cigarette?”

“I purchased a bolt of skyn in her coloring and stapled it to the canvas. It burns like human skin. But you can smell the preservatives. Like chicken nuggets.”

“Why didn’t you replace the skyn on her back?”

“Couldn’t you have replaced the flesh on your face?”

He ducked his head. “Okay, good point.”

“Is it a war injury?”

“It was a robot, carrying an IED until she dropped it. Homemade bomb.”

She stared at him, wide burning eyes. “How you must despise them.”

“I used to work with robots, actually,” Jun said, with a light laugh. “On the field, as their operator. My military buddies called me the robot whisperer, but really I was a babysitter.”

She touched the edge of the painting, adjusted the cloth. “Eli said you were kind to her.”

“Yeah, well, I felt sorry for her.”

Kim Sunduk nodded. “She felt sorry for you too.”

SEVEN YEARS AGO, Jun had woken from his induced coma. The doctor said he’d flatlined twice during surgery, which was a mild way of putting it, as if he’d tripped and fallen on his face.

Apparently, his father had visited him in the ICU. The doctor said his father took one look at him and forbade anyone else in the family from seeing him.

“That sounds like my dad,” Jun said.

“The thing is you looked barely human,” the doctor said.

Another week slunk by before Jun could sit up without wanting to kill himself. The doctor said the reconstruction of his body had flipped his organs, his stomach and spleen shoved where his uterus used to be. His liver was swapped for a tinier freight train. His bladder was bigger. Urination would be infrequent, once or twice a week, which was a nice perk, but expect a stream of darkly concentrated yellow. If it smelled pungent, it meant it was working. Jun tuned out the doctor somewhere between the liver and missing uterus, fancifully imagining his organs as colorful Tetris blocks in doomed teetering piles. The IED damaged 78 percent of his body beyond recovery. It was a miracle he was alive. No, it was Science. They repaired him by attaching not the bionic to his body but his body to the bionic.

Jun had burst out laughing then, imagining himself as a Humvee with pink fleshy ears for side-view mirrors.

After three weeks of tender and wincing sponge baths, with the help of a pretty robot nurse who smiled through the worst of Jun’s spectacular temper, he finally took a shower.

He washed everything in worship and terror. After maneuvering himself out of the stall, he faced the fogged mirror over the sink. An opaque oval, soft as the moon. He opened the door a crack and waited for the fog to lift. He could be patient. He’d waited all his life for this.

Before the IED blast, he had been on testosterone since his sophomore year of high school. His voice had cracked, slipped, plummeting in free fall, reckless and delightful. Hair had grown in strange, strange places. He’d come out in the Army to the less shitty half of his squad during boot and earned some pats, one vigorous, baffling noogie. He’d scheduled top surgery and fantasized so precisely, it became sharp and real and he could taste it, like the scald of blood in his mouth before the IED decimated his body.

The mirror cleared. He had to reach for it to ascertain it was him. He looked different. Different from what he’d imagined. No incision marks. No grafted nipples. No nipples at all. Where the hell are my nipples? and it sounded shrill even in his head. Later, he’d chuckle at that. Later, he’d buy his nipples. But the mirror gave him everything else, this gorgeous, hurt thing. His chest, which he could stroke in awe, the greening archipelago where the flesh was still tender and alive, then it smoothed into blank arctic skyn stretched over his ribs where he traced a long scar shaped in a white lightning bolt on his hip. The coy seam of a teddy bear.

He could feel his heart pounding. Muffled, as if packaged then misplaced. The mirror proved this was him. His existence, his resolve, threaded into every nanostitch, for he was alive, but at what cost? Self-obliteration. He’d prepared for this—had he not? Relinquishing his old body so he could live, so he could face his blurring reflection and whisper, This is everything you ever wanted.

Then he heard a knock. The door opened, his sister, Morgan, fresh from a semester of her could-be Ivy League, bug-eyed with shock. Are you crying?

The old Jun would have cracked a joke, called her a perv, but he was so furious he could barely breathe. Get the fuck out, he had shouted, because she didn’t get it and she never would.

JUN MOVED THROUGH the apartment complex with Sgt. Son, knocking on doors. Door-to-door canvassing was their least favorite part of the job. People were nosy and mean, neighborliness on a steep decline. The war had ended with a burst of “jeong” to celebrate the quivering, disbelieving joy in the unification of North and South. This led to an uptick in communal-based housing that mimicked the supposed rustic closeness of North Korean communities, sharing parks, playgrounds, and shopping centers, like this building. But affection dried up quick with every bump of the reunification tax.

Most neighbors reacted with shock over Eli’s disappearance. A lost child! The horror, so swiftly to wither into scorn when it became evident Eli was just a Sakura, a mere imitation.

“Have some water.” An old woman handed them two bottles. “Suffering like dogs in this heat over a robot.”

“Ice-cold!” Sgt. Son said, flushed and pleased.

Jun pressed his bottle against the back of Sgt. Son’s neck. He got swatted.

Every time he rang a doorbell, his spine stiffened and he plastered on a smile. Morgan could be behind any one of these doors. Probability wasn’t on his side. He wondered if she still had that dyed hair, the frosted tips.

They covered the whole floor, circling back to Kim Sunduk’s home, which left just the unit next door. He knocked. No answer. He raised his hand again, paused.

“We’re with Robot Crimes. We won’t take long. Promise.”

Like a pendulum, the door swung open. Then it decided to close. Jun, moving not on autopilot but on frightening compulsion, as if the past had reached out and gripped him by the lapels, seized the edge of the door before it could shut.


2. Middle Child Syndrome

MORGAN WAS LATE FOR WORK AND SHE BLAMED EVERYONE else. She was normally punctual, as the rare night owl who could code bright-eyed and alert until dawn and still wake up at six from nature’s most reliable alarm—her nervy bladder. But the morning had gotten away from her. While brushing her teeth, she’d opened an email from Joe, her VP, and panicked, swallowing toothpaste, which she hacked up and spat, and watched spiral down the drain. She sat on the toilet for a long time.

Now she was shimmying into a pair of nude tights. At the knock on her door, she shouted, “Just leave it outside,” expecting a delivery.

Tights were not her usual workwear, but today was T minus thirty-one days until the worldwide release of Imagine Friends’ Boy X. And Joe’s email declared that the prerelease reviews had come in, the equivalent of the gladiatorial thumbs-down or thumbs-up.

From the kitchen, Stephen asked if she’d like onions in her omelet.

No onions, but, also, No lunch. All these meetings came with a table of artfully clumped hummus and lox, carrot and celery sticks and beet jellies for those who wanted to maximize their nutrients colorfully, and cereal dispensers of Fast Feast pills for those who couldn’t bother. However, Stephen was on a bento box kick. It kept him nicely occupied, so she put up with it.

He greeted her with a cup of French-pressed and a warm, worshipful smile. Her bento lunch sat on the dining table, wrapped in a Hello Kitty tenugui, the silken ends tied into a handle for convenience. If she were still living in New York, it would look chic. Here, she’d get the stink eye for carrying something so Japanese.

“I used the rest of the ingredients to make fried rice,” Stephen said. He was wearing a heart-shaped apron that said, I CODE THEREFORE I AM.

“Great. Did you put in onion?”

He leaned in for a kiss. She expected it, still cringed. He drew back, his smile rueful, but she had to be reading too much into it. Stephen wasn’t made to feel the sting of rejection, only the urge to respond to the action of it with tact.

Feeling sorry for him, she tried to peck his chin. But he was too tall. By the time he bent down, she was late for work.

“Morgan, you received another message from your mother this morning. That leaves you with six unread messages. Would you like me to read these messages?”

“Keep up the filter.” She gave him a thumbs-up and blew on her coffee. “Give her, like, a neutral reply.”

“She wants to know if you will have a room ready for your father when he visits Korea. Would you like to respond with a neutral yes or a neutral no?”

“Here? I told her I don’t have space—”

More knocking, this time with the flat of the fist. Whoever it was shouted, “We’re with Robot Crimes. Won’t take long. Promise.”

She went to the peephole with her coffee, took a resentful sip. Two men, both in suits, supposedly police. Authority figures terrified her. But then again, her brother was a cop and he had barely been functional his whole life, so. The cops, heads down, were made further insignificant by the fish-eye lens. Oh, the thrill of surveillance. I can see you, but you can’t see me. As if one had heard her thoughts, he lifted his gaze, and she opened the door before she could grasp the weight of that scarred smile.

“Minjun?” she said.

Jun let go of the door with a grimace. It was so weird to see him in a tie.

His cop partner, slouched somewhere in his fifties, introduced himself as Detective Sergeant Son. “We’re looking for a robot girl who went missing last night.” He sounded truly apologetic, like he couldn’t imagine a bigger time suck.

In her defense, Monday night was overtime at Imagine Friends. All hands on deck. Every year Imagine Friends hosted a lusty worldwide launch between Seoul, Tokyo, and San Francisco that swept everyone up in a frenzy, but this year was even more special. It was their tenth anniversary, so they’d grudgingly included New York. Their CEO, a New Yorker with too much to prove since the death of their vaunted founder, had staggered ambitious releases throughout the year.

The Future X Children launch was on September 1, and their Boy X was positioned to be the star. Joe, in his email, had delivered a freak-fit, but the rousing kind. The hype is real, he said. No matter what anyone says, our Boy is going to change the world.

The grandness of this moment—what could be the zenith, or just the beginning, of her career—was distilled into: “I was at work.”

Morgan tried to elaborate. “Until one. These days I come home late.” Her Korean swirled thick and awkward, a mouthful of medicine she could never quite swallow. “I work for Imagine Friends,” she added, with the shy pleasure of confessing, I went to college in Boston.

Usually this spurred people to shed their disinterest and, with a sycophantic glint in their eye, attempt to befriend her. But Sgt. Son didn’t look too impressed. “What do you do there?” he said, like he expected her to be a receptionist.

She was a personality programmer, a job title that sounded twee but required a master’s in neurorobotics, five years at one of the Big Three, and a little code puzzle you were supposed to crack on the spot.

She tried her best to describe their upcoming release, the latest child robots. “Boy and girl. The girl is going to be a new Sakura.”

She heard a snort. A furious upward glance failed to catch Jun in the act. His face looked so serious as he was taking notes, she wondered, Is this really him? Doppelgänger? Hard stop. No. She had put that damn scar on his lip when they had yanked hairs over the new VR controller and she shoved him into a celadon vase, which shattered. You cut off my tongue, Jun had cried out, and she started crying and he started laughing, ghoulishly, blood streaming down his chin. It was their older brother who dabbed Jun’s mouth with a towel and said, so sad but sure, That’s going to scar.

The memory must have turned her somber, because Sgt. Son told her not to worry. “We don’t think it’s a serious threat; it’s another missing Sakura.”

“This seems like a lot of work for just one Sakura,” she said.

“Her name’s Eli,” Jun said.

Which was what, an insinuation she didn’t care about robots? But that name. Eli. Her neighbor’s robot. Surly old lady who would ignore her in the elevator. Eli carrying three Bibles. Eli holding the elevator door open for Morgan. Her hurried Thanks had prompted Eli to say, You’re welcome, ajumma, which had drawn an indignant gasp.

“Ohh. The Sakura from next door.”

Morgan blushed. The Sakura•2C was a travesty, the sophomore slump to the iconic original. It physically hurt her to see someone own a 2C, although her neighbor fell squarely into their target market: 65+ years; 68 percent female, 27 percent male, 5 percent other; single or divorced. Lonely Losers.

“I thought something would happen to her,” Morgan said, slipping into her pool of confidence, voice aloof and steady. “I should let you know her model had problems.”

“It was too cute,” Sgt. Son said.

“It was shit—I mean, bad code. She was inflexible. Non-learning.” Perfect little eyesores. The Sakura•2Cs could read their owners’ moods but they’d insist on selecting the tactless response, as if they were aiming to collect every Bad Ending in a game. “It was practically”—Morgan fumbled for the Korean word for relic or redundant—“trash.”

She glanced again at Jun, who was still typing notes. His disinterest heated the pit of her stomach, stoking every slight she’d collected since the genesis of her memory. She ahemed, ready to say, Hi, does Mom know you’re still alive? when suddenly he looked up and gave her such a friendly and polite smile, a miraculous combination of fuck and you.

“Sergeant, could you give us a moment?” Jun said.

Sgt. Son tapped the face of his watch. “We have to be back in Yongsan for”—here, her Korean collapsed, since she wasn’t wearing her Delfi to autotranslate.

Jun gestured toward the neighbor’s door, channeling I’ll be done soon and I’ll join you later with a pat of Sgt. Son’s shoulder. Jun was the touchy-feely type who’d bump fists with teachers and strangers and put a hand on your shoulder because he was laughing so hard. Then, when he abruptly withdrew his affection, which was only a matter of when, it felt all the more like a punishment.

As soon as Sgt. Son left, Jun’s service smile slid right off.

Morgan switched to English. “You barely look like a cop.”

“Too hot for the force,” Jun agreed. “Can I come in?”

He shouldered past her before she could find her bearings, seared by the panic of Where is Stephen? Jun was already in her kitchen eyeing a breakfast omelet deflating in the fry pan. He looped around the living room, opened a door at random, and whistled. “I can’t believe you have a walk-in closet.”

“Are you snooping?”

“I told my boss I need to talk to an important witness.”

Morgan slammed the door to her bedroom. Stephen should be inside, sitting by her vanity table, charging himself from the outlet where he’d have to unplug her air purifier. “Well, tell him I didn’t see anything.”

Jun picked up the fry pan with the omelet—“Are you going to eat this?”—and sat down before she could deny him.

“There’s no time to eat. I have a big meeting,” she said, grabbing her bento lunch. The meeting wasn’t until later in the afternoon, but Morgan needed the morning to brace herself. Joe always picked a random (fun!) time on the dot, like 8:07 and 13:24, to keep them playfully on their toes, a tragic symptom of his Western horizontal leadership. “You have to go, now.”

Jun fed straight off the pan. “But I want to meet your robot,” he said, mouth full.

How? Her throat clutched. How did he sense Stephen?

“Are you that embarrassed by him?”

“How do you even know it’s a him?”

“Ha! Knew it.”

The calories must have loosened him up because he became less jittery, more chatty, and he asked how was life, how was work. As if he even cared. Rather cruelly, she asked if he was still living in their parents’ old house, which he was.

“Rent-free, how nice,” she said.

“It’s great. I love my job,” he told her. “Lots of missing robots, some dead ones. What sucks is the office politics. Major Crimes wants us so badly to sink. I can already hear the violins whining.” He scraped the pan; she winced at the screech. “How are the parents?”

“They just moved to Boston.”

“I thought Mom hated Boston.”

“They can’t afford Oakland anymore, which you’d know if you called. Plus, Dad got a better offer from MIT, so now they’re renting a one-bedroom near that café, Tatte.”

“They’re pretending to be grad students again, how sweet.”

She sat, passed Jun the pepper shaker. “We do virtual dinner, like, once a month. Well, it’s breakfast for them.”

“Dad’s eating?” Jun laughed, a sharp, warm sound. “How’d Mom pull that off?”

“He’s a lot better now. MIT wants him back and he also pulled millions from the NIR grant for his extinct animals. He’s flying in early September to do an exhibit at the robot museum here.”

It was a disgrace. Her father used to be for neurorobotics what Karl Schwarzschild was for quantum physics. The architect behind the Hopper Network, the elegantly impenetrable solution to Sharon Hopper’s theory on the layers of artificial consciousness. Then, at the peak of his career, he made the astounding decision to pivot from neurorobotics to zoobotics. As a Stanford ex-colleague said in an interview, It was like watching a famed brain surgeon put down his scalpel to become a horse doctor.

“I think he made a whale?” Morgan said.

“Oh God, Kobo the whale. Isn’t it swimming somewhere around Antarctica?”

“It’s actually the Arctic.”

“I was on a call with Dad once, and he played whale acoustic songs.”

“When was the last time you talked?”

He shrugged.

“Could you pick him up from the airport? He’s arriving at some awkward time, and I don’t think I’ll be able to get out of work.”

“You think I have free time? Book a cab.”

“You know Dad doesn’t do autocabs or auto-anything. And his driver’s license expired a gazillion years ago.”

Jun stood up, taking the fry pan with him, and she called after him, “He should be allowed to stay in his own house.”

“Why don’t you host him? Your walk-in closet could fit a North Korean family.” Jun dumped the pan in the bowl of frothy sink water and reached for the rubber gloves.

“Just leave it in the sink. You live in their house. How can you mooch off our parents and act like they’re a complete inconvenience?”

Jun lifted a bemused eyebrow, and pulled on the rubber gloves with an emphatic snap, but she refused to budge from her seat. For how long was he going to act like a bruised teenager, blaming their father for literally everything? Jun had been trying to shed their family since he was in high school. And it had nothing to do with his gender; their mother threw a nauseating party for him with everything frosted blue.

Morgan had tried to be supportive from a distance. She didn’t have to serve as a direct witness to the changes Jun was going through, and maybe in her head, she’d preserved him as the Jun from high school, devil-eyed and loose-gendered, which was now an effigy collecting dust. Every time she saw him, he’d have changed so fundamentally, it was a shock to the system. But the power balance between them had shifted ages ago after he dropped out of college and eloped with the Army and ruined his life, leaving her to pick up the slack.

Jun scrubbed the crackly layer off the pan with a sponge. “You just don’t want to show Dad your robot. I still can’t believe you own one.”

“I don’t own him, I made him.”

“You sound like Dad.” He lifted his chin and suddenly his voice pitched much friendlier. “Oh, hello there.”

Morgan turned around. Stephen stood in the doorway, still wearing the apron I CODE THEREFORE I AM.

“Morgan, you left your Delfi in the bathroom,” he said, holding out her glasses. “I finished cleaning the bathroom. I also lit a scented candle.”

“Nice apron,” Jun said, sliding off the soaked gloves. “I’m Jun. Morgan’s brother.”

“My name is Stephen. I’m Morgan’s lover.” Stephen’s eyelid twitched, a giveaway that he was looking something up; she’d meant to fix it. “In the family registry, you’re recorded as—”

“Male,” Jun said. “Older brother. Middle child. Whatever you want to call it.”

“Middle child? Aren’t you the oldest?”

Jun, marvelously, managed to smile. “Right.” He ducked his head with a small laugh. “I guess I am.”

“Stephen, can you go inside my bedroom,” she said, “and clean something?”

And yet, Stephen decided he needed cleaning supplies. Jun scooched aside so Stephen could kneel in front of the cabinet under the sink, and cocked his head, and she could tell he was checking Stephen out, the scoundrel.

“So, Stephen, how old are you?”

“I’ll be one soon,” Stephen said, pulling out too many sponges, gathering them all in a bucket.

“Happy birthday. Have you been here the whole year? How well do you know your neighbors?”

“I know our neighbors well. Kim Sunduk is kind to me. Eli is my friend.”

Friends? Since when did Stephen have friends? Morgan felt the confused pang of a mother who had just discovered that her teenage daughter was sneaking out the window every night.

“You talk often with Eli? When was the last you spoke?”

“We spoke yesterday at five minutes past seven.”

Jun pursed his lips. “You might’ve been the last person to see her before she left for the 7-Eleven.”

“Eli didn’t go to the 7-Eleven. She went to the MiniMart.”

“What MiniMart?”

Morgan made a show of checking the time because she was late for work. “I’m late for work,” she told them.

“Relax,” Jun said. “I’m here on police business. Am I bothering you, Stephen?”

Stephen shook his head.

“You’re bothering me,” Morgan said, but Jun ignored her.

He was watching Stephen with a glint in his eyes. “Are you modeled off of someone?”

“He’s a prototype,” Morgan said desperately, trying to snag his gaze. “I took the baseline personality of a Tristan model—”

“In high school, Morgan had a huge crush on this actor. Completely vanilla, but he’d always go for these psycho roles. What did he star in?” Jun rattled off movie titles. The Devil Knocks. Sad Candy. The Dispossessed. River Melancholy. Foxy Detective. Unerringly in chronological order.

Stephen straightened up, spray and sponge at the ready. “My physical appearance, adaptive personality, and speech patterns are modeled after the actor Ko Yohan.”

“You look just like him,” Jun said, gleeful. “She must have 3D-printed your face.”

Like it was that easy. Before them was a year’s work, the robot she’d built practically by hand. Meaning she took a Tristan•VI shell and gutted it. Everything she’d customized, from his Black Olive eyes to his profound appreciation of the tortured musculature in a Rodin and the Christian despair of Kierkegaard. One hundred ninety-two centimeters tall, according to Ko Yohan’s probably exaggerated celebrity profile. His limbs lean and proportionate, his hands surprisingly calloused. His hair, perpetually blow-dried. His mind, sweet and quick.

She made him, unmade him, named him Yohan, renamed him Stephen, and he had been hers ever since.

He was a masterpiece. But one glance at Jun, and Morgan saw in him their return to childhood equilibrium, a look of utter peace on his face.


3. Finders Keepers

EVERY BREAKFAST, RUIJIE’S MEDICINE CAME IN THREE CRYS-tal glasses of varying shades of brown: Korean herbal hanyak. Watery black-goat extract. And a tall pillared glass of I’m Real Cocoa Milk to wash down the bitterness. Her mother left a silly straw in each glass, which Ruijie knocked aside with an imperious hand. She could still grip things.

Ruijie counted her pills, eleven in total, including a giant ruby capsule she liked to imagine as a blood pill, and she a morally disciplined vampire.

Her father joined her with his plate of burnt-scraped toast by the time she swallowed pills number four, five, and six. Her mother was still pacing in the living room on the phone with the hospital, murmuring, “I just don’t believe you’re a person. I’d like to speak to a real representative . . . ,” and while Ruijie would rather wait for her mother, she knew her father was most pliable before breakfast in his sluggish state. This was hardly a small request, what she had in mind. It was a birthday and Christmas and graduation present rolled into one.

“Baba, can I have a robot?”

“We have a robot,” her father yawned, gaze flicking up as Sichun, their housekeeper, brought a pot of coffee. “Sichun is family.”

“Not that kind of robot. I want a real robot, something that looks like us.”

Her parents were weak to her, a power imbalance she tried not to abuse. Be not one of those kids who whined and tantrumed for things, things, things. Rather, be sly and hoard requests, dole them out with great pomp, so her parents would know that when she did ask, it was worthy.

Her father was chewing slowly, which meant he was thinking, because he had grown up with four brothers and he usually inhaled his food. “You know how I feel about those robots.”

“Amelia from my school has an android.”

“Isn’t Amelia that bot-wired kid?” He turned in supplication to Ruijie’s mother, who strode into the kitchen, still on hold. “I don’t want you depending too much on them.”

“I’ll do all my chores and homework. I won’t use them like that.”

“No social skills whatsoever,” her father told her mother. “Amelia’s the one who couldn’t go anywhere without a nanny, right? The robot was supposed to do all the talking for her.”

“That girl couldn’t speak any English,” her mother said.

“No, there’s another girl, an American.”

“Amelia’s Canadian,” Ruijie said. She shoved back her chair, her robowear scraping against the wood, and grabbed her dishes for Sichun, who was waiting by the sink. Sichun was an old model who had followed them across three continents. Her father swore only a Chinese-brand robot could make proper Szechuan food.

Ruijie noticed a dent on one of Sichun’s silver fingers, water running over it, as she washed each plate. “Did you hurt your finger?”

“It’s okay,” Sichun told her in Mandarin. “It doesn’t hurt.”

When her cat, Smaug, had died, Ruijie had been furious with Sichun, who felt, to her, no different from the mosquito Ruijie had slapped and left as a smear on the wall, another reminder of an unjust world where a mosquito or an old robot would get to live and Smaug would die.

But Sichun was slowing down and would break down one day. And when she did, she’d leave this tiny teal kitchen to end up as scrap in the salvage yard.

“Mei, you’re going to be late for school,” her mother called out. “Did you charge up?”

Upstairs, Ruijie plugged in her robowear. Stuck to the charging station, she stretched out one hand for her closet and grabbed bags and scarves, and pulled out a cat. A little black cat, rigid but still so warm in her lap. Ruijie remembered the hopeful look on her father’s face, bright as a sunflower, when he sang softly, We have a surprise for you, and he unzipped the cat carrier. She’d heard the mewl and for a moment she was deceived. Smaug, she thought. Smaug fell sick but now she’s better, and Ma and Ba waited for the right moment to bring her home.

But it wasn’t Smaug. Ruijie stroked the cat, scratching behind the tufted ears, and could not bring herself to turn it on. The cat was designed to look like Smaug and act like her, affectionate and frightened and a little needy. A pretender.

Still, Ruijie hugged the cat, a long squeeze, then put it back in the closet.

“WHAT TIME SHOULD I pick you up from school?” her mother asked as she adjusted the strap on Ruijie’s backpack, the belt of the robowear.

“Five,” Ruijie said.

“Why always so late?”

“I told you, we’re working on our history project. Second Korean War.”

“Oh, I think this country is going to need more time to figure out how to tell that story.” Her mother leaned over to open the car door and hugged Ruijie one-armed. “Text me, okay?”

Ruijie passed a familiar commotion in the parking lot. Her classmate Mars, full name Martin Koo, tumbled out of a car, shouting, “One day I’m going to become rich and famous and you’ll regret this,” and his mother shouted back, “Put on your socks!” flinging a ball of socks in his face.

Mars stuffed the socks in his pocket and growled “What?” to Amelia Delacroix, who was holding hands with a slim woman in a suit. With a roll of her eyes, Amelia whispered to her robot, who bent her knees to tilt an ear, and they parted in laughter of tinkling girlish collusion. The robot looked Korean. She had a classic Imagine Friends shine in her blue-black hair and rosebud lips that she pressed to the top of Amelia’s head. “Have a great day at school. You’ll win them all.”

Summer school was like normal school, but worse because it ruined the summer. It finished at three o’clock. All the classes were advanced, like Intermediate Coding, but also indulgent, like Korean History, which had neatly compressed North Korean history into a chapter. Ruijie spent class gazing out the window toward the steel fence that ran between the school and the silvergrass field, where she could see, hidden behind the rust-furred statue of Dolly, the first Shweep, a secret entrance to the salvage yard.

At quarter past three, she tossed her backpack to the dirt and army-crawled through the hole in the fence, straining her robowear at every joint. She waded through the thick, fluffy field. A mysterious pleasure, stumbling upon the abandoned. Robots sleeping like long-necked dinosaurs. Robots in sleek jeweled tones. Robots with magnetic hooks hanging from their mouths like a pair of shoes by their laces.

She found the SADARM closer to the edge of the field. The womb was empty.

“Yoyo?”

She called out his name in a shout-whisper in case any scrappers were nearby. The battery of her robowear was full. Leaving the safety of the silvergrass, she wandered out into the open, and after ten minutes of aimless sweating, she came across the nose of an abandoned bullet train, still attached to four carriages. It cut neatly through the middle of the salvage yard. Kids from her school called the train the DMZ, although most high schoolers used it for making out. Beyond the train
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