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  The choking smoke made our eyes water as we walked towards the plant. It loomed over the entire city in all of its dark, ominous glory, as it pumped out toxic gases into our environment. Nevermind, they said. It’s for the greater good.
  As Operating Manager of the Jupiter Energy Plant, the city’s biggest, I had the mammoth task of monitoring the energy generators every single day, though I was actually in charge of the other 7 Energy Plants and their Head engineers as well. “This one’s in need of a good cleaning” I heard Roy say. He was my assistant, making rounds with me everyday.
  “So’s this one.”
  “And this one.” He heaved a sigh.
  “What are they doing there at Robolab? They’ve been using about 2 million gigawatt hours of energy everyday.”
  He shrugged.

______________________________________________________________________

  Things really started to change when they announced they could “enhance” appearances of people with no side effects, except for the gigantic hole in your wallet. That was when the rich got prettier, and the poor got uglier. They were “relocated” to the suburbs, where they could be ugly in exile. There were never any figures released on their mortality rates, but one could assume they were alarmingly high. Those poor people never had any of their genes altered. 
  Not for the better, anyway. 

 The world was never the same after CRISPR appeared. First, it was used for practical purposes. Medicine, the scientists called it. Eliminated hereditary diseases, increased lifespans. Back then, no one cared. It was good, anyway. Then, they got bored. Once everyone who could pay for it had their genes altered, they began experimenting on the poor, making superficial tweaks in appearance. Changed things. Gave them more limbs. Neon yellow hair. 3 eyes. Truly horrifying things were churned out at Robolab, which was originally just known as “The Lab”. Still, no one bothered. Those children were from poor families, anyway. No one cared about the poor. Unless you were one of them.

______________________________________________________________________

  “Welcome home, honey! How was work?”
  “Same old, same old. Something’s definitely up at Robolab though.”
  “There always is.” Neve handed me a cup of coffee as the door closed behind me. We’d been married long before any kind of automation was close to being invented, and remnants of that old life still remained in this house. The manually locking doors, the lack of elevators, even the non-mechanical couch. We’d become too emotionally attached to this one to get a new one which would definitely be much more comfortable.

  As we sat on that uncomfortable couch, Neve asked “Do you have to go to work tomorrow? It’s a weekend!”
  “I’ve got a meeting with Aster. You know what he’s like. Must be urgent, since he hates work.”
  “But I was thinking we could go to the park and watch that new play.”
  “We still can! It’s in the evening, isn’t it? Surely I’ll be done before then.”

______________________________________________________________________

  As we sat on the grass, watching robots weave around one another onstage, my mind wandered. What if these robots were replaced by actual humans, just like before? Would their performance be better? Probably not. But it would’ve been a whole lot more moving. Watching robots talk about heartbreak and loss in their mechanical, preprogrammed voices wasn’t very touching.

  “So, what was that meeting about?” Neve asked, taking a second to look up at me.
  “Some… Experiment on androids. They brought us to RoboLab, could you believe that?”
  She turned to me now, all ears. 
  “Something about putting microchips into brains, turning them into robots, having humanoid robots as assistants… Doesn’t really matter, it might take awhile before they actually do that.”
  “That’s amazing! Imagine, having your own nanny, for your own child, not that he’d need one, since he’d be an android…”
  While it did sound exciting, I couldn’t help thinking back to those… Android prototypes they’d shown us. They’d said since I played a pivotal role in ensuring our city’s success by boosting our energy plants, I got a small peek at what they were doing. We were able to see them in their full, inhuman-human glory, with their lifeless eyes, mechanical movements and human voices. A lab technician there said that they’d combined CRISPR and cutting-edge technology to make androids, by changing the genes of a poverty-stricken adult into a “compliant assistant, who can operate without rest or food, and lives as long as its battery runs”. They said they’d given the guy a better life, a new life, a rebirth. They’d saved him. Made sure he wouldn’t die, unlike all of his friends, relatives and family. Those poor people could die. They would die. But this guy, he wouldn’t. He couldn’t.

______________________________________________________________________

  TWO MONTHS LATER

  “These androids are the best assistants you could ever ask for! Get yours now, only for $499.99! Early bird discounts for the first 50 purchases! Call this number and unlock the future of technology!” The man in the advertisement on our television screen seemed as if he were staring into our souls, hypnotizing us to buy one of him.
  “Should we, darling? They seem pretty good, we could get an assistant to help out around the house, keep me occupied when I'm restless.” Neve looked up at me, as I grabbed my bag and was about to head out the front door.
  “We can talk about this when I get home, alright?” 

  “Hey, can we talk in my office? Now.” Aster said when he saw me enter the office. “As one of the most important people in our city, you rarely get credit for your hard work. So, I managed to get you an android assistant, for free. He’s right here, you can take him home today.” He pulled a piece of cloth off of what I previously thought was a lamp, revealing an android that looked exactly like the one in the commercial. 
  He must've sensed my hesitation, reiterating “You deserve this. It’s a gift from us at city hall to you.” I have no idea what I felt. Trepidation? Sympathy? Fear?  I looked at his empty, unfeeling eyes, and his humanlike hands. Did he actually have metal pieces in his limbs? Did he really have a life before this? What was his name?
  Afterwards, I went about my work lifelessly, as if I were one of those androids. I wasn’t sure what to feel, but I definitely knew gratitude should’ve been one of them. I knew how androids were made. How the poor were rounded up, ripped from their families, treated like animals. How they were tied up, forced to undergo this… treatment. But, cynical as it seems, it is true, we were giving them a better life, helping them forget their pain and sadness from before. As long as Neve wanted him, I’d be happy.

________________________________________________________________

  “Hey, honey, look! He’s bringing me my coffee, and I didn't even ask! He knows exactly what I want.” Neve’s face was glowing, as if Jax was the light of her life. I didn’t mind, I knew all she really wanted was a baby for him to take care of. After she got her diagnosis, she’d been a little lacklustre, not knowing what to do with herself. What could you do, if you were infertile, wheelchair bound and unable to work? She’d been devastated, but Jax seemed to have helped her more than I was able to these past few years. 
  So there they were, every day, Jax helping her around the house, as she basked in the joy of his robotic company. 
  
  One day, when I came home from work, she seemed a little more excited than normal. “Look, darling! Trials for robotizing children were announced! And we can pre order one if we’d like, for a price, of course, but just imagine! A perfect little boy, who can take care of himself if we can’t, won’t get sick or injured…” As she rambled on about how a robotic son would complete our family, my mind was spinning. Why did they decide to announce it this time? Why was this any different from full-grown, adult assistants, who were kept a secret and made discreetly?
  I pulled out my phone and looked at NetWall. Apart from the usual posts about someone going on vacation, someone else’s pet dog, an advertisement on androids, there was nothing different, except for one small post, with just the words “This is inhumane”. What was? Why? These children were being given a better life, one with use, one where they would be taken care of, protected from the horrors of the world. Yes, they would need to be rounded up like their parents, but they’d be none the wiser, happily heading towards new lives.

________________________________________________________________

  As I walked to the energy plant, things seemed a little...off. There were numerous cars and people blocking the streets, holding up placards which had things like “FREE THE CHILDREN” “SAY NO TO TECHNOLOGY” and “DOWN WITH ROBOLAB” on them. What had been one post the night before became a massive protest against this amazing new technological development. Were they this unappreciative of what was being offered to them? Had they completely ignored and forgotten about the thousands of hours the scientists spent perfecting their designs and prototypes? Everything we were working towards? 
  Looking at their angry faces, who hurled insults at me merely for not stopping to join their pitiful protest, I could tell they’d been completely blindsided by rage, having forgotten they were the ones who’d willingly contributed their money for these causes through taxes. They could have left the city anytime, yet they stayed, and decided to disagree with something they’d consciously chosen to sign up for.

  “I see you made it here alive.” Roy glanced out the window as I entered the office.
  “Barely, these people have completely lost their minds.” 
  He raised an eyebrow, but didn't reply. “Our generators are holding up pretty well, considering. We’re thinking of ordering a few more to replace and help those which are in need of a repair, can you sign off on that?”
  "Yeah, just give me a moment…"

  The smell of omelettes reached my nostrils as soon as I opened the front door. "Look, honey! Jax knows how to make an omelette!" Neve's eyes gleamed at the sight of them. "Maybe he'll be able to make delicious baby food when we get one!"
  After dinner, we sat on our creaky old couch, watching a movie on our television. It was just like the play, created and acted by robots, making it a little dull and tasteless. No matter, they'd said, as long as people were entertained. I pulled out my phone and scrolled through NetWall. A few minutes later, I came across a video. As soon as I laid my eyes on it, I knew it was about the children. 
  Against my better judgement, I decided to watch it. The most gut wrenching screams emitted from my phone’s speakers, making Neve jump. Children were being pulled from the arms of their parents by armed soldiers, dressed in bulletproof gear and holding an assortment of guns and explosives. Behind them, bodies were strewn all over the ground, some appeared to be parents who'd failed to protect their children, others children themselves. The soldiers pulled the children, dead or alive, onto a van, piling them in as if they were trash.
  "God, turn that off! Why would you watch that? It sounds horrible!" Neve cried.

________________________________________________________________

  I felt empty. When I walked into the office the next day, Roy took one look at me and blurted out "Rough night?"
  In a daze, I stared right through him, my mind felt as if it were a tangled length of wire. Those children… They were being saved. Or were they? It sure didn't sound like it. It must've been staged! There's no way it’s real. "I'm guessing you saw the video." He said, after a few moments of silence.
  "It's not real. Back to work."

  During our lunch, as I sat in our break room, Roy slid next to me and whispered "Hey, um… can I talk to you? At your locker?" I looked at him, bewildered. 
  "Whatever for?"
  "...just listen."
  I sat on the bench, staring at him. His lips trembled, as they attempted to mutter some inaudible words. "Come on, just say it. Spit it out."
  "I'm with a… a group. Of people.”
  "What other group would you be in? A group of goats?"
  "Umm… we're trying to save the children." 
  "They don't need to be saved." I snapped. "Leave."
  "You've seen it! It might be fake, but do you think people would put that much effort into making that video? It's horrible!"
  "You would. Get back to work." He sighed and left. I buried my head in my hands. This is… insane! I'd almost call it heresy. He could be killed for this, just like all those scientists who refused to join RoboLab all those years ago. But why would he tell me?

  I lay in bed next to Neve, wide awake. My mind wasn't tired, but it was definitely clear. The uneasy feeling in my gut remained, despite my attempts to get rid of it. The video was real. But would it be wise to join them? What were they planning? If I were caught doing this, I'd be…. I didn't even want to think about it.

________________________________________________________________

 THREE WEEKS LATER

  "I still think you should join us."
  "I'm the one who's in danger here."
  "Are you kidding? We're all in danger!" Roy whisper-shouted.
  "Alright, whatever. So, next Tuesday, when all the children are rounded up at RoboLab, I'll shut down the power lines leading to it."
  "How do you know all the children would've been rounded up? They can just get more."
  "I sneaked into Aster's office. I saw the arrangements."  The office was slowly filling up with people, and time was running out.

  "Hey, honey! How was work? Look, Jax can lift me up and bring me anywhere I want!" I walked in to see Neve in Jax's arms. Those fleshy, robotic arms, which used to belong to a real, human man, were now mere tools to be used for our convenience.
  "Work was… fine."
  "So I was thinking… Since the android baby thing is a little impossible, seeing that they're still figuring it out with young children, I was thinking we could get a 5 year old or something instead. I've thought of some names! Here, we can name him Jack, or Alex, or… ooh, Ajax! He can match with Jax…"
  "I don't think we should talk about this now." Her face fell, a hint of disappointment in her eyes.
  "Why?"
  "I just… think we should consider it when he actually arrives? We shouldn't get our hopes up." I felt horrible, knowing Neve would never get the child she wanted. Yes, I wanted her to be happy, but I just couldn't do that at the expense of an innocent child's life.

______________________________________________________________________

  "3...2...1!" A stranger said on my walkie-talkie. I immediately pulled the lever with all my might, shutting down the power line labelled "ROBOLAB - DO NOT TOUCH".
  "It's done". I sighed, leaning back against the wall. A few moments later, I got back onto my feet, pulling the remaining levers. 
  "What happened?"
  "The lights are out! Are they onto us?"
  "Everything's broken! We can't get in!"
  "Did you accidentally shut off the other power lines?" Roy suddenly shouted through the device.
  Silence. I sat back down on the floor. They knew nothing about what they were walking into. When I'd sneaked into Aster's room, I didn't just see arrangements for the children. I'd also seen their backups - the children were all connected to machines keeping them alive, and if the power suddenly went out, some would've been moved to other hospitals, while the rest would be kept at RoboLab. And I'd worked at the plant long enough to know every single government-funded establishment had backup generators connected to different power lines. They were important, in order to keep patients in intensive care alive, while allowing the main computer in RoboLab to stay running, being the storage of the lab's files. 
  Without power, the computer would be shut down, losing all of its data, and all hospitals, homes and businesses would be without power. People would die. Either from lack of medical care, or not having access to warmth. Or not having machines to keep them alive.

  A few moments later, someone appeared at the door. "Put your hands up! You are under arrest." An armed policeman put me in handcuffs and dragged me out.

____________________________________________________________________

  "You are being charged for illegally abusing the power of technology, mass homicide and terrorism. How do you plead?"
  "They were the ones abusing the power of technology. What I did was necessary."
  "Was it really necessary to kill an entire city? My friends, my parents, my relatives… they're all gone!" Someone from the jury shouted, his eyes brimming with tears.
  "They made a choice. Leave, or support the forced enslavement, kidnapping and murder of innocents. I do not regret it." It was true. Cynical as it sounded, I do believe death was the only way to save them. Anything was better than being forced to live until the end of time, having every part of your identity stripped away, until all that remained of you was an empty, lifeless shell of a human for people to manipulate.And the people who chose to stay, who decided to go with and believe in the system, were the worst of them all. They knew what was happening, what was being done to people who were no different from them, and still decided to ignore it. Death was the only way to abolish this system, and turn the city into a ghost town for an eternity. 
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