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         On the first day of its second life, a robot opened its eyes.


         It said hello in seven languages to the humans staring back at it. Then, in English, the
            robot—known as a One-G—said, “I am a First-Generation Secure Network Android Processor.” 


         According to the robot’s Central Processing Unit (CPU), the humans were Stacia M., Lockwood Robotics Engineer, and
               Jerrod C., Lockwood Software Developer.
            They were both Middle Class. Jerrod was
            wearing a crisp white shirt with a brown coffee stain on it. 


         When no one said anything, the One-G opened its hands in greeting and repeated, “Hello.
            Hola. Hallo. Bonjour. Nǐ
               hǎo. S̄wạs̄dī. Ciao. I am a First-Generation—” 


         “We know,” Stacia said, waving the One-G’s words away. She
            wore a gold necklace with matching earrings. “We’re the ones who built you. We wanted to
            make sure you still worked.” 


         The One-G was surrounded by brightly polished floors, steel tables, disconnected droid
            heads, tools, and humming noises from the air conditioner, which kept the facility at a
            consistently cool sixty-two degrees. Robots in various stages of development lined the
            wall. Some standing, some slouching, some with missing legs or arms. Each looked more
            human than the last. 


         The One-G did not look human.


         The One-G looked like a robot.


         “Do you recognize us?” asked Jerrod.


         “No,” the One-G replied.


         Stacia put her hands on her hips. “Of course it doesn’t. We restored it to factory
            settings.” She eyed Jerrod’s shirt. “That stain looks like a map of the United States.” 


         Jerrod sighed. Why did he even bother with white shirts? When would he ever learn?
            “Here’s Texas,” Stacia continued, pointing. “There’s Florida. California. Maine—” 


         Jerrod swatted her finger away. “Okay, I get it, I get it.”


         “Do you ever, like, actually drink the coffee without wearing it?” Stacia asked. 


         “Coffee is not meant to be worn,” the One-G noted. “Coffee
            is a beverage.”


         “Oh, Jerrod wears all kinds of things—mustard, ketchup, chili,” Stacia said. “When we
            get back from breakfast, his coffee will probably have a dessert to go with it.” 


         “Quite the comedian you are,” Jerrod mumbled unintelligibly to himself. He walked toward
            a door on the other side of the room that led to the Secure Supplies Facility. Even from this
            distance, the robot saw the number Jerrod punched into the keypad—1-2-3-4-5. It occurred
            to the robot that this was a very unimaginative passcode. 


         If asked, the robot would have described Jerrod C. and Stacia M. as “lackadaisical,”
            meaning carelessly lazy.


         “I’m going to order a steak when we get to Wolf & Pig. Not just steak. Steak
               and eggs,” Stacia said. “I might even get chocolate cake.” 


         Stacia led the One-G toward a box a few feet away. It was slightly taller and wider than
            the robot. This was Home, according to the
            CPU. The front of the box opened like a door. Stacia pushed a button in the center of
            the robot’s hand. Its eyes whirred closed. 


         “Hurry up with that thing!” Stacia called to Jerrod.


         Later, Jerrod would claim that he fell because Stacia startled him. The cavernous workspace amplified every sound, especially Stacia’s
            barked orders. In truth, he had already tripped and was on his way down. His knees hit
            the ground first, followed by the charger, which was about the size of a lunch tray and
            weighed less than two pounds. It crashed against the tile, then slid across the floor to
            Stacia’s feet. 


         Stacia watched with indifference. Years ago, she would have rushed to help him, but
            she’d grown weary of Jerrod’s sloppiness. Instead, she picked up the charger, brought it
            to her ear, and shook it. Something rattled faintly inside. Rattle, rattle. Rattle,
               rattle.


         “Is it broken?” Jerrod asked. He stood up and rubbed his elbows. “Tell me it’s not
            broken.”


         If it was, they would have to file an incident report, which would infuriate the state
            office in Dallas, which would consequently infuriate Edgar, Jerrod’s supervisor. “The
            tech hubs were specifically designed to elevate L-WOL, and we cannot fail
               L-WOL!” Edgar said it all the time, and always with an exclamation mark at the
            end. It was L-WOL this and L-WOL that. He ended staff meetings with an L-WOL chant, for
            goodness’ sake. 


         “What is L-WOL?” he’d ask from his pulpit, waving his fist in the air. “The Lockwood Way of Life!” the employees would cry in
            response. “And what is the L-WOL motto?” “Power up through hard work!” You’d
            think Edgar was CEO of the United States instead of one of Lockwood’s regional
            directors. 


         The Dallas office wouldn’t just be mad because Jerrod broke something. They’d be mad
            because he broke a first-generation charger, which were notoriously impossible to
            repair. They’d have to throw it out, which was the same as flushing money down the
            toilet. 


         Stacia pressed the charger button.


         The green light did not illuminate.


         “Broken,” Stacia announced. Her stomach growled. She placed the charger at the bottom of
            the box, then lifted the One-G by the waist and put the robot on top of it. The One-G’s
            feet perfectly matched the outlines indicated on the charging station. She closed the
            box, turned around, and shrugged. “There. It’s officially someone else’s problem.” 


         That was fine by Jerrod. He didn’t want to get in trouble. Plus, he was looking forward
            to breakfast at Wolf & Pig, his favorite restaurant in Bountiful. He planned to
            order a towering stack of pancakes with heaps of bacon swimming in
            butter and syrup. He might even get a milkshake, depending on his mood. He could never
            decide between chocolate and vanilla. 


         They walked side by side toward the exit. Jerrod’s knees hurt from his fall, but he
            didn’t show it. Stacia’s heels echoed against the floor. Her fingertips were pink
            because it was always so cold in their department. 


         They turned off the lights.


         Stacia thought of steak and eggs.


         Jerrod thought of pancakes and milkshakes.


         Neither of them thought about the robot, standing in the dark.
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         On the first day of her twelfth summer, Zuzu Santos met a robot.


         The sun blazed over the remote flatlands of Barren, Texas, where Zuzu lived in a trailer
            in Subsidized Camp Five with her father, David, who she called Beany. There were camps
            like this scattered across the plains—no more than ten people per camp, according to
            Lockwood law—but Zuzu considered hers superior to the others, because it had Beany and
            her three best friends. 


         The Santos trailer was more of a camper, really. Barely big enough for two people. There
            was a hitch on one end, not attached to anything. The trailers were officially called
            Bountiful Homes for Those in Need, because residents of Bountiful donated them. The four
            families in Camp Five called them tins. They had a name for their
            campground too. They called it Bright Valley, because the sun always shone so brightly.
            Blinding, almost. 


         Zuzu perched on the narrow steps of her tin, eating a grape lollipop Dr. Li had given
            her last week. Zuzu had been eating the same lollipop for seven days. She only allowed
            herself a little at a time; that way, it would last longer. Her fingers got sticky every
            time she unwrapped it. 


         By the time the sleek yet dusty Lockwood Associate Bus—LAB, for short—rumbled toward
            her, the lollipop was a tiny purple nub at the end of a soggy stick. Zuzu finished it,
            set the stick aside so she could properly dispose of it later, and leapt up to greet her
            father as the bus squealed to a stop. She narrowed her eyes and glared at the Lockwood
            Automated Driver to let it know exactly what she thought of robots. It didn’t
            matter, though. The LAD didn’t make eye contact. It probably didn’t know a glare from a
            smile, anyway. 


         Still.


         Two years ago, when Zuzu was ten, she hadn’t glared. She had peeked. She’d wanted
            to see the LAD face-to-face. Elias did too. 


         “I wonder how they’re able to navigate,” Elias would say. He’d come up with different theories as to how they were programmed, what their
            robot vision was like, and whether or not they could crash. His father, Rulo, took a LAB
            to work—all of their parents did—and patiently answered Elias’s questions (the ones he
            knew the answers to, anyway), but Beany refused to talk about the robots in Bountiful
            because he said dusties like them should focus on their own people and not concern
            themselves with what the bounties had. 


         It didn’t matter anymore, anyway. Zuzu couldn’t care less about the LAD now that she
            knew the truth about robots.


         When Beany stepped out of the bus, he was wearing regular clothes instead of his
            uniform, the one with Lockwood Corporation Security stitched across the
            pocket. 


         “Open the storage compartment, please,” he said to the LAD.


         There was no reason to say please, but Beany couldn’t help himself. The LAB’s storage
            compartment slid open. Beany reached in and retrieved a slick black rectangular box with
            the Lockwood logo—an icon of a power button with Power Up Through Hard Work! written underneath—emblazoned on the side. 


         Zuzu hurried to meet him. “What is that and why aren’t
            you wearing your uniform?”


         The compartment closed with a whisper, and the LAB took off, kicking up dust.


         “You can start with ‘hello’ now and then, you know,” Beany said, wiping sweat off his
            forehead with his sleeve. He stood the box upright. It was taller than he was. 


         “Hello,” Zuzu said. “What’s in the box and why aren’t you wearing your uniform?”


         “This is a robot,” Beany said. “And I’m not wearing my uniform because they let me
            go.”


         Zuzu frowned.


         “Let you go? What does that mean?” she asked.


         “It means I don’t have a job.”


         “You don’t work at Lockwood anymore?” she said.


         “I’m afraid not.”


         “But you’ve never missed a single day of work.”


         “I know.”


         “And you’ve never even been late.”


         “I know.”


         “And you’ve worked there longer than I’ve been alive.”


         “I know, Zu. But a lot of jobs are being replaced.” He patted the box. “By robots, I
            might add. Which is ironic, since they gave me one
            as a parting gift instead of severance.” 


         Zuzu didn’t know what “ironic” or “severance” meant, but it couldn’t be
            anything good. 


         “What are we going to do if you don’t have a job?” asked Zuzu.


         Residents of Bountiful had donated the tins after the big dust storm eight years ago,
            but the families that lived in them still had to pay for food, water, gas, and
            electricity. 


         “We should sell it,” Zuzu said, talking about the robot. She licked her fingers, trying
            to get rid of the stickiness from the lollipop. “We don’t need a robot. Besides, Ms.
            Dagney says they’re destroying everything in society. Art and music and
               everything. She said some people in Bountiful have robots instead of
            children and one day humans might not even exist anymore because of them.” 


         Beany raised his eyebrows. “When did she say all this?”


         “At school.”


         “Well. She needs to be careful. The drones—”


         Beany frowned, and Zuzu immediately regretted opening her big mouth.


         All the schoolhouses in Barren were watched by drones to make sure teachers followed
            Lockwood’s curriculum. Technically, Ms. Dagney did. She said all the right things. But she wrote her real thoughts on the board. 


         The drones were programmed to eavesdrop. They were programmed to decipher between
            bounties and dusties. They were programmed to tell the difference between English and
            “unsanctioned languages.” They were programmed to differentiate between humans and
            animals, and animals and robots. 


         But they weren’t programmed to read cursive.


         Cursive was a dead script that no one used anymore, but Leota Dagney came from a long
            line of educators who had passed it down, one generation to the next, and she was
            determined to keep the skill alive. 


         “I’m just saying,” Zuzu continued. “Ms. Dagney hates robots. She says they’re all
            bad.” 


         “Leota Dagney is smart, and she’s a good teacher, but you don’t always have to agree
            with her. Besides, remember what your mom used to say. It doesn’t matter where you—” 


         “I don’t always agree with Ms. Dagney,” Zuzu said, even though she couldn’t think
            of a single time she hadn’t. 


         “Like it or not, robots serve a function. This one, for example.” He patted the box.


         “What function does it serve?”


         Beany paused and cleared his throat. “Well . . .”


         It was never a good sign when Beany paused and cleared
            his throat.


         “This is a guardian robot.”


         Zuzu groaned. She stomped her foot, even though she knew it was immature. She couldn’t
            help it, though. She’d heard about guardian robots at school, and she was too old
            for a babysitter, robot or otherwise. 


         “Seriously, Dad? If you were going to bring home a robot, you could’ve brought home one
            of the cool ones.”


         Beany unlatched the box and pressed a button in the palm of the robot’s hand. In
            seconds, its mechanical eyes slid open.


         Zuzu stepped back.


         The robot looked strange standing there. It was silver, shining, and new. Bright Valley
            was dusty, brown, and shriveled. Once upon a time, it had been a lush, green national
            park, but those days were long gone. The relentless dust storms and rising temperatures
            had taken care of that. 


         “Hello,” the robot said. It stepped forward and focused on Zuzu. “You are Susannah S., Schoolgirl, Lower Working Class.”
            It turned to Beany. “And you are David S.,
                  Former Security Personnel at Lockwood
               Corporation, Lower Working Class.” 


         Zuzu raised an eyebrow, annoyed. “No one calls me Susannah. Everyone calls me Zuzu.”


         “Why are you called Zuzu?” the robot said.


         “Because I just am.” She hated the robot already. He was so . . . robot-like. Stupid
            boring voice. Stupid mechanical body. “Also, no one calls my dad David. Everyone calls
            him Beany.” 


         The robot looked at Beany.


         “Why are you called Beany?”


         “Because he just is,” Zuzu said. 


         There was an explanation, of course. When Zuzu was a little girl, she had often called
            her father a “big meanie” when she had tantrums. Somehow it became Beany. That was it.
            But she wouldn’t explain herself to a robot, of all things. 


         “I will call you Susannah and David, as per my CPU,” the robot said. “I am a
               First-Generation Secure Network Android
               Processor. I am programmed to be a guardian. I can also assist with household
            chores, homework, and education.” It studied Zuzu. “Are you my charge?” 


         “Your what?”


         “A guardian typically has a charge. This is the person for whom they are
               responsible.”


         “No,” said Zuzu.


         “Yes,” said Beany.


         “I will assume yes, as my CPU tells me it is common for children to Lie,” the robot said. 


         “Well, my CPU tells me it’s common for robots to end up in a trash heap,”
            Zuzu said. 


         There were robots for all kinds of things.
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