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      F814 exists to serve the humans until they decide to terminate her. An instinct for survival makes her fight, but when she achieves freedom, she discovers she cannot throw off the chains of habit. Everything changes when another flesh covered droid arrives, a cyborg he calls himself, who teaches her she is more than a machine.

      Solus hates humanity, and even though he was born as a flawed human, he strives to eradicate all traces of it from his persona—until he meets F814. Meeting and touching her releases something in him. Has him yearning for things he doesn’t understand. Makes him long for…affection.

      Before he can learn to love, though, he must first tackle the task of reminding F814 that she is more than the sum of her mechanical parts. But of course, when dealing with an illogical thing like emotions, there is no sure plan for success.
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      In my dreams, I have a name. A home. A family and friends. I can even see their faces and hear their voices. Feel their hugs and affection. Bask in the warmth of their love.

      In my dreams, I am different, carefree, and happy. I speak when I want to. I feel emotions, a torrent of them, and stranger than that, my body is entirely covered in pink flesh. My hair is long and unbound, silky strands of gold that swirl around me, clinging to my brightly colored garments.

      In my dreams, I recall a time when I still know how to sing, laugh, and dance.

      In my dreams, I am alive.

      I hate waking from my fantasy. Hate losing that thread to my old life, those happier times. But that world is gone now. I am no more. The little part of me that remembers is snuffed out when I wake, like a flame before the breeze. But not completely forgotten, instead, tucked away and hidden in the dark recesses of my mind lest they find it and take it from me.

      I am no longer Fiona. I am no longer anyone. Not that I have the capacity to care anymore.

      In my dreams, I can recognize my existence is a nightmare, one I will never wake from.

      In my dreams, I forget I am not human.

      But when I wake, I know exactly what I am. Who I have become. I am an android, unit F814, a worker droid with no past or feelings.

      Outside of my dreams, I am but a machine, and I exist to serve humanity.
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      “Dig faster, you lazy excuse for a droid.” The foreman’s words hit her along with his sour spittle, so close did he stand while his electric whip danced at his side. The eager sparks of his tool jumped from the coil as if daring her to gainsay him, trying to goad her into asking for a sizzling lick.

      She did not respond to the bait, couldn’t because her very programming precluded it.

      Even if she could, replying would serve no purpose, something she knew from her observations. Responding to taunts didn’t, after all, help the humans sent to toil alongside her as punishment. Actually, their outspoken attitudes tended to hamper them, their injuries from the discipline meted often crippling limbs which usually resulted in their termination—because the company didn’t pay to upkeep dead weight. Speaking out didn’t aid defective droid units who thought to question authority and ended up reprogrammed. To stand against the foreman was to invite discipline, on top of what she already put up with. Besides, the leader of her workgroup always said the same insulting things despite the evidence of her efficiency.

      Why he lied, she could not decipher, so she ignored his words, and kept swinging her pick against the veined rock face. Kept working. It was safer that way. Alongside the other mechanical beings, her fleshy droid model was the most susceptible to damage. It made her careful. She always made sure she worked just as quickly as the others, and more effectively. Whereas the other robots swung without a care at the striated stone, she analyzed and chose where to hit. Each strike of her pick loosened large chunks of the precious ore. She knew she gave the best quality and quantity of all the workers. Not that the fat human in charge cared. He just liked to flout his authority. Accusing her of laziness was just what he liked to do to prove he controlled her.

      And yet I am stronger than him. A strength bound by her programming—thou shalt not kill—and used by the humans overseeing her. The foreman often mocked her because of it—‘Stupid droid. What are you going to do about it?’ Nothing. What a shame.

      The foreman enjoyed proving his domination over her and the others. Did it every chance he could, keeping her at his beck and call, forcing her to complete the most inane tasks—‘Fetch me a coffee,’ ‘Clean my tent,’ ‘Run around the habitat five times.’ He proved his mastery of her every night and didn’t care that she lay still and unresponsive beneath his sweating body. She never let him know she found his touch repulsive, even when he asked her directly. An odd loophole in her programming allowed her to lie. So she did. The truth would serve no purpose, or so her analytical mind surmised. He would just retaliate in some other way.

      Her internal dictionary had a word for him: sadist, someone who enjoyed inflicting pain and discomfort on others. He’d order her into a stasis mode, sometimes for days and didn’t care that her stomach ached from hunger, and that she froze at night from the cold, unable to regulate her temperature. He liked controlling her, and no matter what degradation he performed, nobody would stop him. She couldn’t even stop him. Could do nothing but allow herself to be used despite what her rebellious thoughts screamed—usually kill—because, after all, she wasn’t supposed to think.

      Obviously she possessed a defect in her programming. A flaw which if discovered would see her sent in for reprogramming or even worse, dismantling as often happened to older, obsolete models. But I am not old, or am I? She didn’t know for sure. Her memory banks only extended nine months. Two hundred and sixty five days, seven hours, thirty one minutes to be precise. Before that, just a blank existed. She did not recall her birth from the factory, nor even the place of her origin. Her first awakened moment occurred here, on asteroid seventy-four, part of the Eunomia cluster the company claimed rights to and now mined with determination.

      She must have fallen into a loop as her mind spun in its familiar patterns and slowed her swinging arm because a sizzling arc of electricity stung her. The coil of the whip wrapped around her fleshy arm and drew forth a gasp as her whole frame trembled from the current passing through her. It stung, the pain a familiar friend which she embraced because it at least stole her, even for just a moment, from the barren, coldness of her existence. But this time, the pain didn’t stop.

      The vision in her eyes grew dim and her limbs quivered, suddenly weak. Was this the end? Had the foreman finally fried her hardware? She’d never reacted like this in the past to the whip. Never felt all her energy waning as her system shut down. She buckled, falling to her knees, her hearing and sight fading, but not enough to miss the foreman’s words.

      “Shit. Someone get the general on the line. He’s going to want to know about this.”

      And then nothing.
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      Fight Fiona. Fight damn you. Don’t let them do this!

      Do what? Who was Fiona? And whose familiar voice did she hear, its echo fading as her brain computer interface came back online? In the midst of a system reboot, she could not prevent herself from hitting the ground face first, her limbs still frozen at her sides. Nor could she spit out the dirt clinging to her lips, grinding against her teeth and gums. Waiting for full mobility to return, her internal processor ran an analysis on her condition; blood ratio was adequate, heart was functioning at a proper level, auditory and visual receptors booting, nerve and muscle control imminent. Her diagnostic noticed some slight bruising and scrapes, minor matters already being tended by the nanobots in her circulatory system.

      Physical status ascertained, she took a moment to decipher her situation. Last she recalled, the foreman caught her with his whip and she executed the human equivalent of a swoon. Inert and useless, had the foremen ordered some bots to remove her from the mine while she recovered?

      The heavy breathing from above—a familiar sound, which she discovered in that moment, she truly hated—led her to believe the foreman oversaw her current disabled state. She should let him know that she suffered no lasting effects from the punishment—except a deep burning inside me that wants to…

      Struggling with the strange sensation inside her, she hesitated to let him know she woke. Something, an illogical sense of something not quite right, held her back.

      The discharge from the whip must have rendered me even more defective than before. Had the foreman sensed this? Did he even now prepare to reprogram her, or worse dismantle her for parts? It wouldn’t surprise her.

      Machines didn’t matter to him or anyone else. Robots were expendable. Just look at her. A useless droid, deemed unsuitable for earth-side work, shipped to the outer part of the galaxy to work until her parts could no longer be replaced. She was just an object, owned by the Mintorium Mining Company, expected to do what she was told, without a word of complaint. No matter how unfair. No matter how she grew to hate it. No matter what she felt. Caring, after all, wasn’t supposed to be in her programming, and until a month ago, just before her hundred and forty second taste of the whip, it wasn’t. She should have reported herself to the tech squad for an in-depth analysis. She chose not to.

      Now, one unexpected reboot later, her very first since cognizance, she couldn’t stop pondering the odd sensations and musings flooding her synapses. If she didn’t know better, she’d think she felt emotions, which seemed improbable. Yet, how else to explain the chaos in her mind? First and foremost—I don’t want to be recycled. It’s not fair. He’s the one who damaged me.

      The train of thoughts surprised her, the concept of fairness a new one, and she didn’t know where it sprang from. But once it attached itself to the logical part of her BCI, it refused to shake free. She pondered its meaning as she lay inert on the ground. Analyzed its definition but couldn’t understand how it applied to her. Robots have no rights. So why is my situation unfair? She mulled it over and over as the foreman rolled her onto her back, grunting and panting at her weight. As all her systems came back online, she concluded that while she understood the definition, she didn’t understand why she felt that way, or even how she knew she felt it. Inanimate objects didn’t get a choice when it came to fairness, and they shouldn’t care. But, somehow, despite her machine status, she’d discovered a sense of self. How fascinating. What to do about it, though?

      “Well, I’d say it was nice knowing you, but I’d be lying. Although, I’ll sure miss using your cunt.” The crude words of her supervisor only served to increase the burning sensation coursing through her body.

      Thoughts still processing the intriguing concept of fairness, she debated whether to keep feigning unconsciousness. Programming dictated she let the foreman know she still functioned—even if she didn’t want to. She popped her eyes open to see him straddling her, a gun pointed at her head. This wasn’t how termination occurred. Didn’t she own a switch like the other units? And what was he doing with a projectile weapon? While some kind of defense was required in the outer reaches because of pirates, guns, with actual bullets, were deemed unsuitable in domed habitats because of the high risk of cracking the shield. Laser pistols were the approved weapon as their searing heat could be absorbed by the domes and rendered harmless.

      She almost asked him what he did with an illegal arm and why he thought he could use it to improperly terminate her, but locked her jaw and vocal cords at the last moment. She wasn’t programmed to speak aloud unless asked a direct question. And yet…she had to fight not to. To demand what he was doing. Just more evidence her wiring was, as the technicians called it, fried.

      “Nothing to say?” The obese human laughed. “I don’t see why the general’s so worried about you. He sent you out here as some kind of test, supposedly. Told me to work you hard, harder actually than the other drones. He wanted to see if you’d break, and now that you have, he thinks you’re a danger. I’m not sure why. You’re just a dumb fucking, robot aren’t you? Look at you, lying there staring at me even though you know I’m gonna blow your circuits out. Seems like such a fucking waste. But orders are orders.” He lowered the weapon until the opening in the barrel rested on her forehead.

      One shot, fired this close, and she would be terminated. Even with her nanotechnology, she couldn’t recover from a direct wound to her cortex.

      “It would be such a shame to kill you, though, before I’ve had a chance to say goodbye.” He pulled back the gun and leered. “What do you say, you pathetic excuse for a bot, to one last hurrah?” With a chuckle, he laid the pistol beside her on the ground and his hands went to the buckle of his trousers.

      F814 peered up at the dome overhead which covered the whole mining camp, regulating temperature and air for the living organisms within. Its semi-opaque nature allowed her to almost see the stars. How she would have liked to see them for real, just once, no matter how irrational. How she would have liked to do a lot of things.

      And why can’t I? Did she need to lie still while the foreman destroyed her? Did she need to senselessly die? Did she dare say no to what the humans demanded?

      Looking upon the leering countenance of the corpulent human who’d dropped his pants to reveal his small tool of degradation, she decided, despite all her programming, I can say no.

      “I do not want to be touched.” The words, softly spoken, didn’t immediately register with him as he fumbled with her clothes, attempting to tear open the clasps to bare the mammary glands they’d outfitted her with, making her appear female. A waste of tissue on a droid, she personally thought.

      “I said that I do not want to be touched, nor do I want to die.” She sat up and pushed at his torso, the force of her rejection sending him stumbling back,

      Her words got his attention. His eyes went wide. “You can’t say no. You’re a robot. You’ll do what I damn well tell you to.”

      A twitch in her lips surprised her. Why did they want to curl? “I am a machine. A defective one perhaps, but I still don’t want to die.”

      “Well, that’s just too fucking bad,” he retorted, but she could see the bead of sweat that rolled down the side of his face. Why did he appear anxious? She saw the flicker of his eyes as he peeked at the gun still on the ground.

      He fears me. The knowledge almost froze her. He foolishly moved. A mistake. She propelled herself faster than him, kicking the weapon out of reach before facing him, her lips pulled tight. “I said no.” The more she spoke, the more determined the words emerged. To her surprise, the foreman took a step back from her, then another.

      Where was the dominant male who ruled with an iron, sweaty fist? Where was the man, who gave orders and punished those who didn’t obey? He certainly wasn’t in the trembling excuse standing before her with his penile extension shrunk so small as to almost disappear.

      “I command you to obey me,” he shouted. He added a string of numbers and letters after his request.

      She cocked her head and waited. She felt no urge to follow his decree. Nothing changed inside her. No, that wasn’t true, the burning sensation that roiled through her body, grew more intense. It demanded action. It wanted…vengeance. She took a step forward, her fingers flexing.

      “I’ve used the code. Now submit, damn you.”

      “Perhaps you uttered it wrong.” She took another step forward, then another.

      He stumbled back, his lips moving as he spat more streams of numbers and letters. None stopped her implacable approach, and he finally realized it when he tripped around his own fallen trousers and landed on his posterior. She ended up towering over him, her shadow engulfing his shivering frame.

      She could not stop her mouth from curving this time. It must have been quite the frightening look because the foreman blanched and raised his hands defensively.

      “I won’t kill you,” he blubbered. “I promise. Just let me go. I won’t tell the general what happened. I won’t—”

      “No, you won’t because I’ve come up with my own orders.” She reached down to grab his tunic and hauled him to his feet. “I’ve decided that the only one who needs to die is you.”

      “You won’t get away with this,” he blustered even as his hands clawed uselessly at her iron grip.

      “I already have.” In one swift motion, she grabbed his head and twisted, the satisfying snap of bone breaking probably the nicest sound she’d heard in a while. Finally silent, she dropped the inert sac of flesh to the ground. She perused it for a moment, waiting for something.

      But what?

      Punishment perhaps? Her neural processor didn’t detect any retaliation from any of her programming. No order to shut down or stand by. It wasn’t that the commands weren’t there. The prime directive of ‘do not kill humans’ was the first and foremost one. And it still existed, it just wasn’t working anymore.

      How interesting.

      Of course, with no repercussion for her deadly action, a new dilemma presented itself. What should she do now?

      The foreman was just one of a dozen humans at this asteroid installation, tasked with keeping the mining operation going. Somehow she doubted they would allow her transgression to pass. Should she turn herself into them and demand they fix her defect instead of terminating her?

      And if they said they would and lied? Humans were notorious for that.

      Besides, she quite liked her new autonomy. As she stood mired in indecision, she heard a shout.

      “Holy fuck! The robot Harry was banging killed him. Get the laser guns.”

      Finally, an order she could work with even if the humans weren’t talking to her. She went back a few steps and retrieved the projectile weapon from the ground. It felt odd in her fleshy hand, the metal cold and its grip unfamiliar, but she clasped it nevertheless and headed toward the cluster of buildings that comprised the quarters and offices of the human staff. She stepped over the corpse of the foreman just as a humming sound occurred.

      The sizzle from the laser pistol fired passed close, too close to the skin of her arm. The second fiery shot hit her in the leg and she paused. Suddenly faced with several armed humans, her BCI had only moments to decide how to deal with the situation. How to calculate the best odds for survival? As a third shot, whizzed by her ear, close enough to sear a layer of skin, she raised her own weapon, the banned projectile gun, and aimed it high.

      She saw the horrified realization in their eyes a moment before she fired several shots and cracked the dome that protected them from the cold and oxygen-less atmosphere of the asteroid.

      If I’m going to die, then I’m taking the humans with me.
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      “This is going nowhere,” Solus said with disgust. The eyes of his brethren tracked his movements as he stood from the council table to pace behind his chair. “I want to help Chloe find her sisters as much as the next cyborg. But we haven’t the slightest clue of where to start.”

      “We’re not giving up,” Seth growled. Usually the most affable among them, he’d taken to the quest to rescue the hidden cyborg females with a vengeance.

      “Of course, we won’t give up,” Joe said, also rising to tower over them all. Current leader and the one who’d led them to revolt against the humans so many years ago, he spoke, and the brethren listened. Even more so now that he’d returned from their latest mission to earth, mated to the first cyborg female.

      Once thought an impossibility, the discovery of Chloe, formerly known as unit C791, had sparked a fury among the cyborgs. The fire for vengeance that they’d thought extinguished when they finally escaped the military clutches reignited when they found out Chloe was one of thirteen females designed with much of the same hardware and software of the brethren. That alone wasn’t enough to send the normally well-ordered brothers into a rampage—it was the knowledge of the abuse the females suffered that lit the match.

      Solus remembered well the indignities he endured at the hands of the humans. How he was treated as lower even than the basest animal. But, the females were treated even worse. Given less power and strength, the military used them in torturous experiments, abused their bodies in such a degrading fashion that Solus felt like the planet’s biggest cybernetic asshole for the way he initially treated Chloe.

      She forgave him, but he had yet to forgive himself, which was why he’d volunteered to be part of the team who went looking for the other females. Females who didn’t seem to exist according to all the databases they’d acquired.

      “Let’s face facts,” he said, ever the voice of reason in a population still coming to terms with portions of their humanity and the chaos that came with their awakening emotions. “In all of our digging, in all the files we stole and with all the military personal we questioned, not once have we heard mention of the female cyborg project.”

      “But they obviously exist,” someone interrupted.

      “We just need to look deeper,” Seth added.

      “Obviously, but we also can’t keep ignoring the other needs of our society. While we’ve all been spinning in circles looking for clues, we’ve been remiss in our other tasks,” Solus reminded.

      Einstein lifted his head from his tablet, where as usual, he worked on some kind of project to improve their standard of living. “He’s right. We are almost out of metals for fabrication. The power ores that run our machinery also need replenishing. And we could use more cloth and other items that we can’t yet produce on our own.”

      “So we need to send out a team for a supply run,” Joe said, still standing with his hands tucked behind his back. He turned and looked out the plexiglass window, its cloudy surface not as clear as true glass, but with more important tasks to tend, the best they could do for the moment.

      “Which military base are we hitting this time? Most of them have gotten really tight with their security and surveillance.”

      “Because we’ve done our job of harassing them too well,” Joe replied pivoting to face them with a smile. “I think it’s time we turned our focus away from the military to some private human enterprises instead.”

      “Innocents? I thought we weren’t going to steal from them unless we had to?”

      “None of humanity is entirely innocent. But, rest easy, I’m not talking about the colonies. I think it’s time we veered our attention from the military to the large corporations, the ones who treat their employees no better than the military treated us. See what they’re hiding inside their installations.”

      Solus sat down as he processed his friend’s suggestion. “You’re not just talking about supplies are you?”

      Joe smiled, an expression that didn’t quite reach his glacial blue eyes. “I still remember what General Boulder told us when we captured him. The files on our origin didn’t just vanish. And the
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