The year was 2054, and World War III had just entered its fifth year.  As the fate of the world teetered on the brink of an all-out nuclear war, mankind found itself facing a new stage of biological warfare—that of the android.  Having mastered biotechnology and genetic manipulation, scientists were finally able to achieve what they had been striving at for decades.  They had redefined man.

***

Matthew pulled a stone free from the asphalt covered riverbank and threw it skipping across the still, black water, his eyes following the trail of ripples that it left behind in its wake.  He smiled as the Moon’s reflection shivered on the surface on the water—it reminded him of his little sister’s love of the dark.  He remembered skipping stones with her at their parents’ old farm, and how she’d tell stories about the Moon.  He remembered watching her casket lowered into the ground and worrying that she wouldn’t be able to see the sky with all that dirt piled on top of her.

His smile had given way to a frown.

Rubbing his eyes, he turned towards Emma, who sat curled up with her arms wrapped around her legs, red curls dangling at her sides.  He smiled again—she always had a way of cheering him up.  

He bent down to her.  “Someday,” his started, lowering his voice to a whisper, “I’ll throw one so damned fast it’ll skip all the way to the ocean.”

She grinned back at him. “I think you’re crazy.”

He shrugged, picked up another stone, and sent it skipping.  “We have to get out of here—you and me.”

She looked away, rolling her eyes.  “Please—don’t say things like that.  It could get us into a lot of trouble.”

“Well, maybe that’s what we need.  A little excitement!”

“You need, you mean.”


Sighing, he sat down beside her.   Avoiding his gaze, she looked down at the ground, her face hidden beneath her hair.  “I really shouldn’t be out this late, you know,” she said softly.

He shrugged again.  “You won’t get caught.”


“You don’t know that.”


He waved a hand, dismissing her, and they spent the next couple of minutes sitting in silence.  He wanted to put his arm around her, but somehow he knew she’d resist.  He had a feeling she didn’t even want to be there—she was just doing it because he’d pressured her into it.  

Finally, she stood up and hurriedly brushed herself off.  “I have to go.  I just thought I’d stop by and say hi.  I have school in the morning, you know?”

Matthew nodded, but remained sitting, gazing unblinkingly out at the river.  “See you tomorrow night, then?”

“Maybe.  I have a ton of homework to catch up with.”

He nodded again.  “Bye then,” he said, standing up.

“Later.”  He watched her wistfully as she scampered off.  

After she vanished into the city, he turned back towards the river and continued skipping stones.  Weeks later, he would remember someone breathing behind him just before he lost consciousness.

***

In the sunken depths of his eternal slumber, Matthew dreamt of the blue-eyed girl with the flowing red dress.  She twirled ‘round and ‘round, smiling sweetly and laughing buoyantly, oblivious to his presence.  The dyes of her dress stained the void of his dream world with lush reds and vibrant pinks.  When she saw him, she smiled wide and beckoned for him.  He sprinted towards her, but she faded and disappeared before he could reach her.  

He spent days wandering through the darkness searching for her.

***

Matthew awoke with a start, bolt upright and gasping for breath.  As his eyes fought to adjust to the florescent lighting, he saw that he was in a hospital room.  His mother sat slouched in a chair beside him staring off into space, her face expressionless.  Her eyes were tired and bloodshot, her hair oily and disheveled—she looked as though she hadn’t showered in weeks.  Had she been crying?

Matthew had never seen her cry.

The bed beneath him felt like lead heat sink.  He felt himself shaking.  “Where am I?” he asked stupidly, his voice cracking.

His mother shifted in her chair and said nothing.  If she had been crying, she wasn’t going let him know.  He hated how distant she'd become.  It started after his father and sister died, and she’d gotten worse since then.  She hardly acknowledged his existence, other than providing him with meals and a place to sleep.

He rubbed his eyes and rotated his legs over the edge of the bed. He looked out through the window behind his mother and saw that it was day outside, but cloudy and drizzling.  Judging from the size of the cars in the parking lot, they were at least four stories up.  “So how’d I get here?” His voice was clear and strong now—the voice of a young man.

“The doctors said you drowned—guess someone attacked you,” she answered simply.  He could see in her eyes that she was angry with him—but how could she be angry if he drowned?  He hated when she was like this.

“Oh.”  He looked out at the parking lot below and tried to remember someone attacking him, but nothing came to mind.  The last thing he remembered was meeting with Emma.  “I guess I don’t remember.”

“Somebody found you in the river.  Doctors said you were under water for thirty minutes.  They x-rayed your brain and said you’d be in a permanent coma.”  Behind her awkward indifference, Matthew thought he saw a worried look in her eyes.

He shrugged.  “Well, guess they were wrong.”

She nodded.  “I have to go to work, now—been sitting here for three days.  You can leave when you’re ready, but be sure to tell one of the nurses.  Doctors might want to look at you too.”  She started to leave, but hesitated.  “Watch your back, Matthew.”

“Why?”  That wasn’t something he was used to her saying.  “You think someone’s after me?”

She faced him and looked him the eyes.  “You just watch your back, all right?”  Her eyes glazed over and she looked out towards the parking lot.  “Your daddy wasn’t always well liked.  Not everyone approved his androids.”  

Matthew started to speak, but she’d left the room before he could finish.  He wanted to stop her, but he sensed he was still too sick to get up and run after her. 

Androids—his father’s obsession.  The man had spent his whole life dedicated to their development.  At the age of twenty-five, he graduated with a medical degree and was immediately hired by the military.  In four short years, he had done what no one else could: he gave life to the first cellular automaton. 

Then he did something that was totally unexpected.  He completely lost interested in his work.  Over the next two years, he made no important discoveries working for the military—not one.  Much to their dismay, they were forced to relieve him.  Legally, they could have pressed charges—but as far as Matthew could tell, they respected him too much to go through with it.

According to his mother—who met his father shortly after—he spent the next ten years of his life living on their farm in a practical state of retirement.  But something about her story never seemed quite right to Matthew.

Yawning, he realized he was still very tired and laid back down to sleep.

***


Matthew slept another fourteen hours.  When he awoke, the doctors put him through a series of tests and x-rayed his brain again.  Afterwards, one of the doctors asked to speak to Matthew in private, and led him to his office.

The doctor sifted through some papers lying in disarrangement on his desk, raising his eyebrows and rubbing his wrinkled forehead.  When he looked up, he clenched his teeth and smiled nervously.  “Well, My Howells, you’ve made quite a remarkable recovery.”

Matthew didn’t know what to say, so he just tilted his head and shrugged.

The doctor looked down to his papers.  “In fact,” he drawled, “no one has ever recovered from the kind of brain damage you sustained.”

“Damn!” Matthew exclaimed, truly amazed.  “Never?”

The doctor looked back up, the same fake smile plastered on his face.  “Until now, we’ve believed it to be impossible.”

“So what does it mean?”

“It means there’s something different about your brain.”  The doctor gave him a questioning look.  “With your permission, I’d like to write a paper about your recovery—and perhaps publish it.  I’d also like to do some more involved tests—if you’re willing, of course.”

Matthew considered it.  “Not like brain surgery or anything, right?”

“No-no-no, nothing painful!  A few x-rays at the worst.  And we can pay you a little something.”  The doctor smiled again, and somehow it didn’t looked so fake anymore.

Matthew agreed to the testing.

***

Two weeks later, Matthew sat in math class daydreaming about his father’s old farm.  

His sister was helping his mother weed out the flower garden, using both her arms and all her body weight to wrench them from the dirt—when she managed to pull one free, she’d fall backwards, flat on her back, and giggle from the exertion of it.  His father sat on their porch in the rocking chair, smoking his pipe and reading one of his books.  All the while, he tirelessly explored the acres and acres of woods on their property, carrying a pen and several pages of paper for his notes.  He nearly had their property memorized—five hundred acres, if he remembered right.

He hadn’t realized it until recently, but he’d truly grown to hate the city.  More than anything, he hated the way it smelled—that obscene, suffocating mixture of urine and gasoline.  He’d rather work on pig farm and smell shit all day than have to live in the city.

He heard someone hiss his name and forced himself to withdraw from his stupor.  Looking up, he saw his plump, beady-eyed math teacher staring down at him expectantly.  “You did hear the announcement, didn’t you?” she asked.

He blinked and shook his head. He heard someone behind him snicker.

Her lips pursed and her double chin became a triple chin.  “Your father is here to see you—they want you down in the office.”

“My what?”

“Your father—now hurry up and find out what he wants.  We’ve got a lot to cover today and I don’t want you missing out.”

He knew she must have heard his name wrong—but none of the other students protested, and he had no problem getting out of class for a bit, so he nodded and made his way out of the room and down to the office.  

When he walked in, he saw one of the secretaries crouched behind her desk, fiddling with the wires leading to the phone jack.  ”One moment, please,” she said as she clamored to her feet and picked up the phone.  “Damn—still dead.”  She looked up at Matthew.  “And I suppose you’re the one whose dad called, right?”

“That’s right.”  Matthew couldn’t help but smirk—the situation was just too weird.

“Well, the phones in here don’t seem to be working.  You know a number to reach him by?  I’m sure the pay phones are still working.”

Matthew laughed.  “I don’t know who called you guys, but my dad’s dead.  So no worries.”

She gave him a compassionate look— then quizzical, then disbelieving.  “Whoever it was, we’ve got caller ID, so I’ll call back.”

“Okay—let me know who it was.”

“We will.”  She sat down, as if to say that the conversation was over, and started back at her work.

Matthew wanted to ask for details, but he sensed that she didn’t like him—so he turned and walked out, heading back to his classroom.  After walking down a few hallways and ascending some stairs, he was approached by a boy wearing black slacks and a plaid shirt.  

“Where are you going?” the boy asked, his voice flat and stilted.

The kid was tall, and Matthew didn’t like the way he looked down on him.  “What’s it to you?”

The boy was unfazed.  “You’re Matthew Howells,” he said coolly.  There was something wrong with the kid’s eyes, Matthew decided.  They looked fake—plastic.

“Like I said—what’s it to you?”

The boy only stared at him blankly.

“You’re weird, man.  Are you new here?  I don’t think I’ve met you before.”

Suddenly, the boy moved forward and grabbed him around the neck, slamming him into the hallway lockers.  Gasping for breath, Matthew pried desperately at the boy’s hands—but the boy was too strong for him.  Matthew was not at all used to this.  He was a big kid and an experienced fighter, and it had been awhile since he’d come up against someone so directly offensive.

But he knew how to get free.

Pressing himself up against the lockers, Matthew curled up and kicked out hard, his feet landing flat on the boy’s stomach.  Winded, the boy let go and stumbled backwards.  They both fell on their backs.

Several students had already run out of their classrooms and were watching them fight.  Mostly girls and freshmen—no one Matthew was friends with.  He’d have to finish this himself.

The boy was trying to get back up, and Matthew sensed that if he didn’t act now, he’d lose the fight. Not wasting anytime, he hoisted himself up and leapt onto his opponent, pinning him.  But the boy still struggled against him, and Matthew knew he’d eventually get free.  So with hardened determination, he pummeled the boy violently, not stopping until his face went slack and his body stopped squirming.

Normally, both boys would have been suspended—but in this case, the vice principal of the school decided it necessary to have the boys arrested and let the cops take care of it.  He came to this conclusion after the boy wearing a plaid shirt and black slacks refused to give him his name—and after no one in his staff managed to recognize him.  It seemed as though he didn’t even attend the high school.  And that meant it was out of their hands.

***

The Constable policeman sank down into his cushioned office chair, casually removing his sunglasses and tossing them onto his desk.  After rubbing his eyes and sighing melodramatically, he regarded the boys sitting before him with a menacing stare.  One of the boys sat slouched over, looking guiltily to the ground.  The other sat with his back straight and his hands folded neatly in his lap, his eyes closed, his breath steady and deliberate—and judging by the bruised rings around his eyes, he had lost the fight.

The Constable hated dealing with kids—there was no real way to punish them.  For many of the crimes they committed, their parents were automatically assumed guilty.  Worse, half the kids they dealt with were runaways or orphans—so it was either send them to a juvenile hall or let them off with a warning.  At least one of the kids supposedly had a mother—Matthew, he said his name was.  The other boy had refused to give him a name.  The fight had taken place at a school, though, so he expected that the other boy had parents too.  The vice principal of the school had claimed that the boy was not a student, but the Constable didn’t believe it—what dropout teenager would choose to wear black slacks and a plaid shirt?

After sighing again for good measure, he looked towards the kid who had refused to give him his name and finally spoke.  “Open you eyes, son—unless you want to end up in juvenile hall.”

The boy did as he was asked.  At least he wasn’t ignoring him outright.  Encouraged by the boy’s compliance, the Constable cleared his throat and decided to ask a question.  “How old are you boys?”

Smiling oddly and unfolding his hands, the taller boy replied promptly—a little too promptly.  “I’m six years old.”

 The other boy, Matthew, had opened his mouth to speak, but apparently changed his mind after hearing what had been said.

The Constable cursed under his breath.  If there was anything he hated more than dealing with kids, it was dealing with cocky kids.  “I can see this is going nowhere," he said warily.  "Can you boys just give me your parents numbers?  This’ll just get a lot more complicated if—.”

A secretary suddenly entered the room - without knocking, he noted - and mouthed, “line four.”  She left as abruptly as she'd come.

Grumbling, the Constable switched to line four and picked up his phone.  “Constable Anderson here—what now?”

After a slight, but noticeable pause, a man’s voice began speaking.  “This is about the boys you’ve just arrested—I’ve been asked that we keep them in solitary confinement.  And that we absolutely cannot question them—understand?  So keep them in solitary confinement until I’m—”

“Hold on a second,” the Constable interrupted, exasperated.  “I don’t even know who you are.  You expect me to take orders from you?”

“This is Inspector Tremaine—if you doubt me, call the dispatch center.  I outrank you, sir, and I expect that you do as I ask.  Keep those boys in separate, solitary cells until I’m able to pick them up.  I’ll stop by to pick them up before you go home for the day.  You got that?”

“Yes, sir,” he replied reluctantly.

After hanging up, he immediately contacted the city’s dispatch center.  Tremaine was a real policeman, and he hadn’t lied about his rank.

He stood up and turned towards his culprits.  “Well boys, come with me.  Looks like you two are in a bit more trouble than I was aware of.  And don’t ask questions, ‘cause I don’t have answers.”

***

Matthew was pissed.  If he needed any more reason to move back to the country with his uncles, this was it.  

He paced in circles around his solitary cell, pulling his hair and clawing at his scalp, desperately trying to make sense out of what was happening.  There was something about being jailed that he just hated—something instinctual, something phobic.  It made him feel suicidal.

He was glad they’d at least had the courtesy not to jail him with the psycho who’d attacked him.

There were so many questions, and none of them had any obvious answers.  Why hadn’t the Constable called his mother?  What had that phone call been about?  Why did the Constable look at him so strangely afterwards? None of it made any sense.

Perhaps that had been his mother on the phone.  And maybe she scared the Constable and that was why he gave him that look—she’d been acting strange lately.  But wait—what was that first phone call about, the one at school that had supposedly been from his father?

Somehow, it had to be about his father.  There were too many unexplained links.

***

After locking the boys up in separate cells, the Constable returned to his office and sank back down into his chair.  Angry that his jurisdiction had been overruled in just dealing with a couple kids, he decided to ignore the new set papers lying on his desk, and pivoted his chair around towards the windows behind him.  He watched a group preschoolers playing in the park across the street.

Gradually, his anger subsided into relief as he realized he’d probably be left out of deciding what would be done with them.  The last time he jailed a kid was for a stabbing, and it had left a sour taste in his mouth. 

The phone rang, this time on his personal line.  He grinded his teeth and considered ignoring it—but no, he couldn’t let things get to him like that.  They were only kids, after all.  So what if they were wanted by the government?

He felt it eating at him, though.  There was something about the taller boy…

He hated being left in the dark.

Still facing the window, he reached behind him and picked up the phone.  “Anderson speaking,” he said, trying to sound impatient.

This time there was no pause.  The voice that spoke was masculine and gruff—yet oddly melodic. “Hello, sir—I’m a little short on time here, so excuse me I seem to be rushing things.  You have two young men in your custody at the moment, yes?”

Startled by the man’s accent, it took a moment for the Constable to grasp what had been asked.  “That’s right.  Mind sharing how you came to know that?”

“No, and I shall—but first, listen to what I have to say.  One of the boys you’ve arrested is in serious danger.  If we hesitate in protecting him, he will die before the night is up.”

The Constable was the kind of policeman who felt genuinely responsible for the safety of those he arrested—especially kids, despite how much he hated dealing with them.  Unfortunately, he had never been the brightest match in the box, and he mistook the man’s warning as a threat.  “Who is this?” he demanded.  “If you think you can just waltz in here and—”

The phone clicked—the man had hung up.

Furious, the Constable spun his chair around and slammed the phone down onto the receiver.  This was not his kind of day.

He stood up and headed out of the office, intent on questioning his culprits.  He didn’t care whose jurisdiction he’d be undermining—he wanted answers. 

***

The Constable burst savagely into Matthew’s cell, face flushed and eyes bulging.

Matthew stood up and crossed his arms—he’d dealt with cops enough to know when to hold your ground.  He didn’t want to give the Constable a chance to intimidate him.

When the Constable spoke, he hissed, spitting some.  “Look—I’m not here to play games.  I just want to know what the hell is going on here.”

Matthew replied without hesitating, thinking he could use the Constable’s rage to take control of the situation.  “Don’t’ ask me, sir—I’m just as confused as you are.  If you should be asking anyone, it’s that freak that attacked me.”

The Constable moaned and stamped his feet.  “He just told me the information was classified—and now he won’t even look at me!”

Mathew shrugged.  He didn’t feel comfortable letting on that he was as bothered by what was happening as the Constable—not yet, anyway.

“Why would a sixteen year old kid say something like that?” he rasped, becoming desperate.  “He’s just playing games, right?”

“Probably.”

The Constable sighed, threw up his arms, and turned to leave.  

And suddenly, Matthew understood.  He should have realized it long before.

The boy was an android.  

It explained why the boy—or it—was so childlike, why it had claimed to be six years old—and why it had nearly broken Matthew’s neck at school. 

“What if he’s not a kid?”


The Constable stopped at the doorway and waited for him to continue.
“What if he’s an—android?”

Not turning around, the Constable shook his head.  “Damn kids getting worse all the time,” he muttered, walking out of the cell and locking the door behind him.

Matthew thought about trying to stop him, but he really didn’t care whether The Constable believed him.  He knew he was right.  It just fit too well.  He also suspected that the android had been after him, and him alone.  It was probably what had caused his drowning a couple weeks before.

Matthew felt his fists clench.  He felt uneasy being locked up.
***


Having returned to his desk, the Constable sat watching another group of children playing across the street.  Two boys were fighting with one another over a ball.  Seeing this, the girls both screamed in terror and giggled in delight.  By the time an adult ran over to break it up, one of the boys had fallen and scraped his knee, bursting in tears and curling up in a ball.  It reminded the Constable of himself at that age, and how the other kids had picked on him.  He’d never gotten along well with children.


Somewhat against his will, the Constable found himself wondering how they built the androids—he had always assumed it was entirely mechanical.  But perhaps they were more complicated than he thought.  Perhaps, like human children, they had to grow, develop, and mature.

 
Jarring the Constable from his reverie, a red sports car with temporary tags screeched into the station’s parking lot.  It stopped at a reserved parking space.  


An elderly man stepped out of the vehicle, toting a cane and a light blue handkerchief.  He wore a black suit, wraparound sunglasses, and white, wide brimmed hat.  Had it not been for his wild mane of hair and scraggly multicolored beard, the Constable would have considered him something like a twentieth century gangster.


After wiping his face with the handkerchief and hiding it away in his suit somewhere—along with his sunglasses—the man headed for the entrance to the station and disappeared around the building.


It had to be the same man who had called him.  The Constable might have worried, but with five other policemen in the building he didn’t see how one man could do much damage.
A few moments later, the station’s secretary knocked lightly on his office door and informed him that someone was there to see him.  He was glad she knocked—he hadn’t scolded her about bursting in on him while he was questioning the boys, but apparently she’d gotten the idea.  Or she just knew when not to push his buttons.


“Let him in,” the Constable said gruffly.


The man hurried in and immediately greeted him—sure enough, it was the same man he’d talk to on the phone.  “Hello, sir,” he said genially.  “I talked to you on the phone earlier—you remember, yes?”


The Constable ignored his question.  “You parked in a reserved parking space.”

