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Ordinarily the sight of two large, sweaty men in brightly coloured underpants pummelling each other senseless would be more than enough to hold my attention. The largely male crowd are certainly enthralled by the crude spectacle; and the heavy rock music blaring out of the speakers across the auditorium only adds to the sense of occasion. In the ring the local hero, Mick the Brickhouse, is facing off against the Big Turk. Mick is the larger of the two men; and by larger, I mean fatter. He looks about eight months pregnant, with that wobbling belly of his. And as for his boobs – well, they put me to shame. If ever a man needed a bra, it was Mick the Brickhouse. The Big Turk looks positively svelte in comparison. He is the villain of the piece and delights in the pantomime boos of the hyped up audience. He already has his arm clamped firmly around the other man’s neck. Needless to say, the Big Turk isn’t actually Turkish – according to the programme, he is from New Hampshire – but he is wearing a large red hat – a fez – which appears to be glued to the top of his head. Everyone needs a gimmick, I suppose. He smacks the Brickhouse down onto the canvas and gets another hiss from the crowd. The Turk snarls back at them theatrically and then slams his rump down onto the other man’s stomach, bouncing back up again in one fluid move as if he is on a trampoline. The crowd boo again. They are lapping it up and I can’t say I blame them.

My attention, sadly, is elsewhere. I am here on a mission, and I cannot allow myself to be distracted by the colourful events in the ring.

A young woman with large glasses sits on the far side of the arena, in Seat 38 Row D. She looks out of place, amid the leery wrestling fans. Her hair is tied back in a bun and an unflattering trench coat covers most of her body. But appearances can be deceptive. Nobody here could possibly know it, but the woman bears an uncanny resemblance to Monika Lukas, a White House press secretary. She even has the same beauty spot on her left cheek, which I can see in glorious 3D, even from thirty yards away. She blinks precisely and returns my gaze with a slight smile. She knows I am here. Any ordinary woman would not be able to see me, across the gloomy, smoke filled auditorium. But she is not an ordinary woman.

She rises up from her seat and makes her way slowly along the line of seats, past a dozen or more enthusiastic wrestling fans, whose attentions are focused wholly on the ring. There is a slight bulge in the waist of her trench coat which protrudes noticeably as she walks. If she were a man, somebody might jump to the wrong conclusion, but I know exactly what is stashed inside that coat. That is why she dressed that way in the first place. A trench coat isn’t exactly de rigueur for a wrestling match. The fake Miss Lukas strolls nonchalantly towards the nearest exit and disappears from my view. She doesn’t need to look back. She knows I will follow her.

If I were a real human being, rather than an android simulation, I might feel a little nervous about our upcoming encounter. It will not be at all easy, tackling this particular woman. Luckily, I am a Fembot, and nerves are unknown to me, though I do have a human-reaction subroutine which is making my hands tremble ever-so-slightly. I send an override signal to shut it down. I cannot afford any distractions just now.

The car park attached to the north side of the arena is chock full of huge American cars. This is not altogether surprising, since we are in New York. I suppose I should call the place a ‘parking lot’ rather than a ‘car park’ but I have no need to pass myself off as a native. I am, of course, fully trained in infiltration and can do a mean American accent but these skills are not necessary right now. Like the Big Turk back in the arena, more primal energy is required for this confrontation.

I pop into the ladies loo first. I am not nervous. I have to pick up some equipment, which I stashed there before the fight began. I should have brought a trench coat as well, to hide my sword. But in the intimate space of an auditorium, the possibility of rubbing up against someone and causing raised eyebrows put me off somewhat. I admire Lukas’ nerve. But any kind of long coat creates too much restriction of movement and I need to be ready for action at a moment’s notice. A miniskirt, green sweater and thigh length leather boots are far more appropriate fashion wear in the circumstances. When it comes to a fight, a short skirt beats a pair of trousers any day, even if they do have a tendency to tear.

I twist the small ring on my right hand as I step forward into the car park and feel the sonic whine as it clunks into effect. A useful little device from the boys at K Division, which should help to even the odds. This will be a straight fight, sword on sword.

I cannot see Lukas but I hear her footsteps and see a shadow moving twenty yards in front of me. Her stealth mode is more effective than mine. If I am hearing her, it is because she wants me to hear her. She is a cocky devil. I can’t wait to take her down a peg or two. All at once she is in front of me, with a cruel smirk on her face. She pulls open her trench coat and slowly tosses it aside. Underneath she is wearing a green sweater, a miniskirt and thigh length leather boots. How embarrassing. I hate it when people turn up in the same outfit as me. She also has a sword, and her hand rests on the hilt as she removes her glasses and clips them to the top of her sweater. She is really going all out for the transformation scene. All she needs to do now is pull the scrunchie from her hair and let it flop down. But she can’t be that unimaginative. Oh, no, she is. She pulls the scrunchie from her hair, tosses it away and lets her brown locks flop down to her shoulders. She even does the flick thing that advertisers love so much before finally unsheathing her sword. What a show off.

‘Hi,’ she says, in a perfect Yankee drawl. ‘I’m Candy.’

The neon lights above us start to flicker. I don’t know whether that is a side effect of the sonic whine or a reaction to the girl’s accent.

‘Of course you are,’ I say. I have her full specs at my fingertips. Candy may be the spitting image of White House press secretary Monika Lukas, but in reality she is a third generation Fembot, serial number 1970/DD38/1B75. She has been operational for a little under six months.

‘My official designation is Fembot 1969/Z49/2A73,’ I reply, raising my sword. ‘But you can call me Sally.’ I am a second generation Fembot, a year older than Candy and with nowhere near as much titanium. I have the strength of five or six men, on a good day, but bullets can still cut through my plastic and silicone flesh. Candy, by contrast, is virtually invulnerable. She could tear my head off with her bare hands if she felt like it and bullets would bounce off that reinforced bust of hers.

She has the edge on me, and she knows it.

Candy advances slowly, the smirk still on her face, the pretty dimple on her left cheek flickering in the bad light. The only advantage I have is my wits. I have been doing this for far longer than she has. Her sword flashes towards me and I parry the blow inches from my head. She strikes again. The swords clatter together and I find myself moving backwards. I slam into the bonnet of a car, a Buick convertible. Candy raises her sword and I roll sideways just in time to avoid the blade as it slams down and cuts the front of the car in half.

Rock music is still blaring in the auditorium and it filters through to the car park, punctuating the rhythm of the dance as we batter each other senseless. Candy has the strength, but she is sluggish, less agile. That is the trade off. The greater the strength, the less the agility, as Mick the Brickhouse is discovering back in the arena. It is a lesson Candy will soon learn too, if I can just get her to overreach herself. The more power she puts into each blow, the more unbalanced she will become.

There is a concrete pillar just behind me. I back towards it, trying to make the movement seem accidental. There is a pipeline running down the side of the pillar, from the roof to the ground. I scouted out the area before the fight. Candy is too intent on hacking my head off to notice. No subtlety, some people. She grunts every time she aims a blow at me, like a Wimbledon tennis player on finals day. It’s so unladylike. It’s not as if she needs to do it. Perhaps she thinks it will distract me. I slam into the pillar and act surprised. Candy aims what she thinks will be the killer blow. I duck down and the sword slams into the concrete above me, slicing through the metal pipe. A jet of steam erupts from it and Candy gets the whole lot full in the face. A bit of water won’t do her any harm – Fembots have moved on since the early days – but the steam disorientates her for almost half a second.

That is all the window I need.

I rise up and in one fluid motion swipe my own blade across her neck, decapitating the astonished Fembot before she has had a chance to react. Candy’s head slams into the windscreen of the Buick while her body drops mechanically to its knees. Sparks fly out of the gaping neck hole. The crackle of electricity catches the front of my face and I stagger backwards. Her body catches fire behind me. I clutch my head so that my front plate doesn’t fall off. The electrical discharge is playing havoc with my circuits. Random software packages are being rerouted. My memory core is starting to scramble, random information forcing itself to the front of my positronic brain...
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All at once, I am lying in the bottom bunk of a dormitory room, my arms wrapped around a sturdy henchman. I am back at the Organisation training camp. It is late July, 1969. I have only been online for a few days. This is not a memory. I seem to be experiencing events in real time. Henchman 3rd Class Russell Lambert is firmly in the land of nod and I gaze at his muscular torso with something akin to admiration. Somehow, I have travelled back in time. This is my own past, playing out before me in vivid Technicolour. Russell breathes out gently. Fembots are encouraged to seduce the guards here – it is good practise for when we go out into the real world – but my feelings for him go far beyond the standard human manipulation protocols. There is something unique about Russell, something adorable in that black roll neck sweater he is wearing and his closely cropped hair. An unbiased observer would doubtless claim he is exactly the same as every other dumb henchman in the training complex, but I cannot help but feel differently. And that worries me. I am a Fembot. We are not meant to feel anything for human beings. Falling in love is not part of our programming. But my human personality matrix hasn’t fully integrated yet and all kinds of random sensations are sparking across my electronic brain. I will have to report this to my superiors. The Mark 1 Fembots – my predecessors – had serious problems with personality integration, but it was supposed to have been solved with us second generation models.

A klaxon sounds, a third of a second later than I had anticipated, and Russell starts to rouse. He stares at me in confusion for a moment. ‘Wake up, sleepyhead,’ I say, and kiss him on the cheek.

There is no time for a repeat performance from last night. He has his morning ablutions to take care of and I have my training programme. After the debacle with the Mark 1s, every new Fembot has to go through a rigorous training programme before the Organisation will send them out into the field. Our creators need to be sure our systems are functioning perfectly before risking us on missions in the real world.

I steal a glance backwards as I leave the dormitory. Russell has whipped off his top and is heading for the showers. The sight of his naked, muscular frame sends a quiver of delight across my artificial skin. I override the human reaction protocol
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