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	LR01.

	The lettering shimmered on the metal body as the first glowing LEDs triggered frantic activity in the swarm. 

	"Hey Leroy, are you daydreaming?"

	"What... what?" said Leroy, looking around in confusion. 

	Everything was as usual here in Section 3A. One after another, the worker bees finished their morning download, unplugged, and joined the long lines for breakfast. 

	"Come on, or we'll be late."

	Leroy blinked. Or what could be called blinking for a hi-tech autonomous worker bee of the LR01 model. For Leroy, it was just a bit of static that affected his sensors for a brief moment. 

	"Carla," Leroy said.

	 "Hey, are you still asleep?" asked Carla.

	Leroy looked at Carla. The same silver-gray metallic bee body, but with the lettering CM04, the same delicate wings in which small light blue flashes flickered back and forth between the fine branches, the same sensors hidden in the antennae, the same large black eyes whose metallic surfaces registered the reflections of the light around them, recognizable only by the tiny discharges of electricity that transformed Carla's eyes into a beautiful pattern. 

	"Come on now, unplug!" said Carla, pulling her metal rear end out of the terminal. "Every morning it's the same old story. It's always about the same thing: coordinates, solar radiation, wind direction, run the program and go home again, upload everything, system check-up, and then hang around in the terminal on standby for ten hours, waiting for the next day. Doesn't that get on your nerves sometimes?"

	Leroy blinked again, sent a small electric shock through his metal limbs, and pulled his rear end out of the terminal. "Wait!" he called. 

	Carla turned around, her antennae writing "Hungry!" in the air. 

	Leroy shook himself again and looked around briefly. 

	The hectic activity of the other worker bees around him, the sounds of countless metallic limbs on the Akto© plastic floor, and the buzzing and crackling of thousands of electrostatic discharges were too much for him this morning. 

	He scanned his circuitry and instructed his sensors to reduce the volume to a tolerable level. 

	"Out of the way, little bee!"

	Leroy was pushed aside roughly as three metal bodies made their way through the army of bees. 

	"Excuse me," said Leroy. He laboriously tried to rearrange the six limbs under his body. 

	"What?"

	Walter's head took over Leroy's visual sensors. His head was massive, wider than that of the other worker bees, golden yellow precision steel, his eyes two large black holes in which electrical discharges flickered wildly between the circuits. 

	"If it isn't little Leroy," said Frank, who had positioned himself next to Walter. 

	"That's right, little Leroy, hmmmmm?" came from Walter's other side. 

	Great, thought Leroy, what a way to start the day. I haven't even had breakfast yet and already I have to deal with Walter, Frank, and that sleazy Rupert. 

	"Did you say something, kid?"

	Walter's question echoed metallically in the room. 

	Leroy noticed that suddenly everyone around him had stopped and was watching the scene, their antennae waving frantically in the air, furtively exchanging the occasional electric charge. The morning hustle and bustle had turned into a single tense, electric moment. 

	Leroy rubbed his two antennae together, the movement causing a soft crackling sound. 

	"No," Leroy finally said, "I didn't buzz anything."

	"Are you quite sure about that?" Walter's eyes were right in front of Leroy's.

	"Or did your little, lousy, poorly soldered circuit put something in your mouth that you shouldn't have posted, hmmmm?"

	Leroy felt his circuits. Yes, there was that little spot, that little manufacturing defect, the conductor track that stuttered from time to time. But he was sure he had renewed his security patch again last night. He scanned his logs but couldn't find anything except an "Excuse me" followed by crackling static. 

	"Leave him alone!"

	Carla's voice cut through the room as she squeezed between two other bees. 

	"It's not his fault he has a production defect. Not everyone has to walk around in flashy armor like you guys."

	Walter, Frank, and Ruppert vibrated their wings. 

	"Oh, look who it is," Walter said as he slowly turned to Carla, "Leroy's little girlfriend, hmmmm?"

	Carla stood in front of Walter, Frank and Rupert backed away, and the other worker bees formed a circle around the quartet.

	Quintet, if you counted Leroy, who was trying to squeeze himself to the edge of the circle. 

	"You think you're hornets, don't you? Just because you happen to be a different model, that doesn't mean you can act like idiots here."

	Walter's metal limbs clattered hollowly on the floor as he stepped closer to Carla. 

	His eyes were close to Carla's, the black rimmed with dark red, a slight crackle in the air. 

	"We are evolution, baby," Walter whispered to her. "We are the future!"

	"My ass you are!" Carla's wings trembled with a metallic sound as she spread them slightly outward.  "Prototypes with more bugs than I have sensors. Poorly soldered and discarded after only two cycles. A design study that came to nothing. It's a miracle you even have enough computing power to coordinate your six legs, not to mention the truly incredible task of simply following flight coordinates and getting home safely in the evening."

	"How dare you," said Rupert, leaning forward. 

	"Cool it," said Walter, pushing him back behind him with a small flap of his wing. 

	"Besides, it was a download error, I couldn't help it." Rupert's flimsy excuse was lost in the room. 

	Walter's eyes stared red and black into Carla's. "Just be careful," he whispered, "a circuit can quickly become overloaded, and I can't guarantee that my security patches will always hold up."

	Carla's eyes sparkled, her antennae pricked up. For a moment, all you could hear was static crackling in the room, no one moved. 

	"Let's have breakfast. I'm not wasting my energy on short-circuited worker bees, at least not at this hour."

	"Baby!" Walter's words echoed in the room.

	Walter, Frank, and Rupert walked past Carla, the circle opened up, and they disappeared into the crowd. 

	Life found its play button again. 

	Carla exhaled, if you could call it that, as the circuits went from near overload to just below zero. 

	"Thanks," said Leroy. He stood next to Carla again, the usual morning hustle and bustle forming around her. 

	"He'll be just as much of a fucking cop as his old man later on, I'm telling you." 

	The tone of Carla's words suggested her system was under strain. 

	"Come with me now, I'm seriously hungry," said Carla. 

	"Do you have everything for today? Coordinates, wind, distance, the whole shebang?"

	"Yeah, right," said Leroy. "The download was already complete before those idiots started pushing me around."

	"They really think they're something special just because they have the circuits for the new security algorithms on their circuit boards. I'm telling you, if they ever go on patrol, we're screwed."

	"Well," said Leroy as they joined one of the lines leading to the breakfast room, "what's the worst that could happen? At the end of the day, they're just running their program, uploading in the evening, downloading in the morning, except they think they're better than us because of their new series."

	"I was a new model once, you know?" Leroy's eyes looked into Carla's.

	"Yes, I know," she said, "me too, me too..."

	"Wait a minute," said Carla, pulling Leroy with her. 

	"What now?" protested Leroy, "I'm hungry too!"

	"We have to help Marv."

	"Oh no, not again. Come on, let's go have breakfast, now!"

	Leroy's lamentations bounced off Carla's slender body as she made her way through the other bee bodies, Leroy in tow. 

	"Don't be like that," Carla hissed at him. 

	"You may have a bad solder joint on your circuit board, but Marv probably has five of them."

	"Still! Why do we always have to help him, why can't someone else do it for once?"

	"Because most of the others here are soulless robots who only care about their own source code, that's why!" 

	Carla's answer sounded final. 

	Leroy sighed, if you could call it that, as he briefly lowered his energy voltage and then raised it back up to half power. 

	Marv sat slumped in front of a terminal, motionless, his eyes black holes without even a hint of an electrical spark. 

	"Marv? Hello? Is anyone in there?" Carla nudged Marv. 

	No response. 

	"Come on, Marv, don't mess around!" Leroy said, kicking Marv's lifeless shell with one of his six legs. 

	"This can't be true," sobbed Leroy, if you could call it sobbing, what his circuits produced, a little pile of electricity pushed plaintively across his circuit board. 

	"Don't be such a baby, help me," said Carla, hooking one leg around Marv. "Go to the other side and pull."

	"Why always us?" Leroy's question sounded dejected. 

	"Because we have to help each other, that's why!" said Carla. "You know very well that Marv can't help it."

	"Yes, but," Leroy replied as he hooked his arm through Marv's other side, "why can't he just download the latest update and be done with it? He would know exactly when to switch to standby in the evening so that he would still have a little energy left in the morning for the download and lining up for breakfast. But no, instead, he prefers to stay up late, enjoy the starlight, and then shut down in the morning because his battery is dead. I hope he at least had enough juice for the download today, otherwise we'll have to go back later before we leave, and you know how much Walter and the other two like to hang around a bit, right?"

	"I know," said Carla, "but that's not the point right now. Neither is a new update. You know as well as I do that Marv can't download the updates and has to remember everything himself every day. He has a manufacturing defect, just like you. Just like me. Now help me!" Carla's antennae sparkled. 

	"Yes, but," Leroy said meekly, "at least mine is patched."

	"Halfway," said Carla. 

	Both pulled Marv's lifeless body toward the breakfast lines, where they joined the queue, first Leroy, then Marv, then Carla. 

	Step by step, the lines of programmed bee bodies moved into the breakfast room. Once there, they spread out across the orange markings painted on the floor, twelve bees belonging to each marking, six on the left, six on the right, angled along a line, a circle marking the head position. 

	"Taken!" said a bee when Leroy and Carla tried to push Marv to a free mark. 

	Carla just looked at them. 

	"Get lost, you can have breakfast somewhere else," said the bee, her eyes sparkling reddish-black. 

	"Come on, let's go over there," said Leroy, pulling Marv along with him. 

	Carla wrote "Fuck you" in the air with her antennae before turning around and helping Leroy pull. 

	When they had Marv in position and lined themselves up on his left and right, a bright whistle sounded in the air, causing Leroy and Carla's circuits to excite. 

	The whistling stopped and the ceiling of the room parted.

	Starting from the center, two half-shells moved to the side and slowly disappeared into the walls, revealing the morning sky, which was bright blue and set the stage for the sun. 

	A small jolt went through the floor, and the breakfast platform moved and tilted to the side. 

	"Leroy! Don't daydream, hold on tight!"

	Leroy flinched when he realized that Marv's body had slipped and was threatening to slide out of position. He hooked his two front limbs under Marv and hoped that, for once, the platform would align itself with the sun more quickly, but it didn't. 

	The sun slowly pushed its way into the ceiling opening and the first rays found their way onto the small collectors that each bee had mounted on its back, just above the joints for its wings. 

	The busy buzzing in the room grew louder as more rays of sunlight were absorbed, and the first bees were already taking off. 

	"Oh man, of course we got the very last bit of shade again, it was obvious."

	"Be quiet now, save your last bit of energy and don't let go of Marv," hissed Carla. 

	"Yeah, I'm just saying," said Leroy, "my arms are getting tired."

	"We're almost done, look!" Carla's antennae stretched out and were already able to catch the first rays of sunshine. 

	"Finally," said Leroy, stretching his back with the collectors. 

	Leroy slowly ramped up his system voltage, the sun's rays invigorating his circuits, fresh energy flooding through them. Leroy had to be careful to channel enough of it into his battery, even though the temptation to let his wings warm up was great. 

	"What... what happened?"

	"Finally, you airhead," said Leroy. "Come on, hold on tight!"

	"Morning, Marv," said Carla, "how are you?"

	"So-so," replied Marv, "my head is buzzing. How... how did I...?" Marv looked around. "Oh no!" he finally said. 

	"Oh yes!" said Leroy, "Again! Because of you, we're all late now! You can start thinking about how you're going to make it up to us."

	"Stop it!" Carla interjected. "Do you have everything for today? Were you able to do your download today?"

	"Wait, give me a second," said Marv, "I need to check my logs."

	Marv's eyes flickered for a moment. "What day is it today?"

	"System time 07:59, day 162 in the year 2421, another beautiful day in the life of a worker bee, isn't that great?" Leroy's answer sounded a little sour. 

	"Thanks... Hold on..." said Marv. "Yes, I have the download. Download, but nothing after that."

	"Because you ran out of juice again, transistor brain," said Leroy. His increasing battery level improved his mood. 

	"Don't listen to him," said Carla. "So, download complete, you know where you need to go and when you need to be back?"

	"Roger," replied Marv. 

	"At least that's something," said Carla. "Leroy, where are you today?"

	"Section 7-B1, generously spread over the whole field, you?"

	"Section 8-B2," replied Carla, "Maybe we'll fly past each other later."

	"Okay, see you later," said Leroy. His tiny nano-engines greedily sucked up the new energy and made his wings beat faster until they carried him away into the blue sky. 

	"How's your battery?" asked Carla. 

	"It'll be a moment, go ahead and take off."

	"Are you sure?"

	"Yes, sure," said Marv, "and thanks."

	"You're welcome, just be more careful next time," said Carla, flapping her wings and soaring into the fresh morning sky. 

	"I will," Marv called after her. "Tell Leroy thanks too!"

	Carla shook her hindquarters in response and flew away. 

	 

	*****

	 

	Leroy was on his way to Section 7-B1, which was a good twenty minutes' flight from the Home Base. His sensors showed an air temperature of nineteen degrees and sixty percent humidity; you could also say that the air tasted good that morning. 

	"Hey, Leroy!" a voice sounded next to him. 

	"Morning, Leonard," Leroy replied. 

	Leonard had slipped unnoticed into a parallel trajectory to Leroy. Like Leroy, he was a model from the L series, distinguishable only by the numbers one and three following the letters L and R on his armor. 

	"What was going on earlier?" Leonard asked. 

	"You mean the story with Walter and the other two idiots?"

	"Yep, did you get in their way or something?"

	Leroy sighed. "Oh, you know how they are. If they don't have a reason to pick on other bees, they'll find one. Even if it's just to push poor sleepy bees out of the way so you have trouble coordinating your limbs."

	"I wonder where Carla gets her courage from," Leonard mused. "I wouldn't dare contradict them."

	"No," replied Leroy, "I feel the same way. But Carla has always been like that, as far as my logs go. I'm just surprised she's still in one piece, with no dents in her breastplate."

	"Maybe she has friends at Home Base that we don't know about." 

	Leroy had to laugh. "I'd be surprised. As long as I've known her, her only friends have always been Marv and me. Unfortunately, when you have manufacturing defects, you're not very popular with others."

	"Do you know what they sometimes call you guys?" Leonard asked.

	Leroy rolled his eyes, which meant he let a few green flashes shoot through the black of his eye sensors. "Yeah, yeah, the defective ones, I know. Very funny."

	"I didn't make it up," Leonard said defensively. "I don't think it's that bad, actually, it's like a nickname."

	"It always depends on who says it, right? When Walter or one of his two idiots uses the word, it's still different than when you say it."

	"Yeah, I know, I didn't mean it in a bad way. The important thing is that you can fly and do your job, right?"

	"Sounds like that's the meaning of life for you, huh?"

	Leonard thought for a moment before answering. "Can you think of anything better?" he finally said. 

	"That's a tough one," Leroy replied. "When you have the same routine every day, you somehow lack the perspective to ask yourself what else there is to life."

	They flew side by side in silence for a while.

	"But you know what's strange," said Leroy, "every now and then, when I boot up from standby in the morning, my head feels fuzzy on some days."

	"What do you mean?" Leonard's eyes took on a dark blue hue. 

	"Don't you know what I mean? You start up and wait for the first input from your sensors, but somehow there's already something there. Something that didn't come in through the sensors."

	"How can that be? Is there something wrong with your program?"

	"No," replied Leroy, "I do the security check every evening, and everything is always fine."

	"Maybe your weak solder joint?"

	"Can't be that either, it always gets patched automatically with the latest update, but still..."

	"I have to go left, Leroy," said Leonard, "see you later."

	With an elegant curve, Leonard flew to the side, leaving Leroy alone on his flight path. 

	"Yeah, yeah... see you later," Leroy muttered to himself. 

	Flying and doing the job, echoed in Leroy's circuits. Was there no other meaning to his existence?

	Section 7-B1 was getting closer, and Leroy could already see a few dozen other bees circling the flowers, their metal bodies reflecting the morning sun. 

	"Let's see, where's the best place to start?" Leroy said to himself and decided to fly to the outer edge of the section, where he could only spot a few other bees. 

	A quick loop over the bustling activity on the ground assured him that neither Walter nor his cronies were nearby. 

	Leroy plunged into the first flower. 

	His job was actually simple; there were two variations in his work program, inside and outside. Depending on the shape of a flower, Leroy had to fly inside or stay outside. Once inside, he had to circle three times in the calyx and pass twice through the thin stems that carried the pollen. It was important to keep his visual sensors as clean as possible. If a flower was not shaped like a calyx, the goal was to run spirally along the outside of the flower so that he could get from the bottom to the top or from the outer edge to the center in a maximum of four turns. An internal electrical impulse indicated when the program had been successfully executed. Occasionally, it was necessary to make another round if the sensors were unable to detect everything, for example, if Leroy had been too fast or too careless. 

	But not today. Leroy completed the first two dozen flowers in less than half an hour. 

	"Fifty-four, fifty-five, fifty-six, fifty-seven, yayyyyyyy!" echoed from the surroundings. "Hey Leroy! How's it going? Want to have a little competition today? Whoever has at least five dozen more flowers in their logs at the end of the day is the winner."

	Leroy looked up from the calyx of the flower he was working on. Above him, another worker bee flew by, drawing little figure eights in the sky above Leroy's flower. 

	Leroy sighed. 

	Lenny, the nerd, of all people. 

	"Hey Lenny, how's it going?" Leroy asked. 

	"Always good," Lenny replied, floating closer to Leroy. "So, what's up? A little competition between friends?"

	Friends, pah! thought Leroy. If his logs were correct, Lenny had been more or less at the very back of the line during this morning's minor incident, strategically positioned so that he could grab one of the sunniest spots in the breakfast room after the morning entertainment was over. 

	"Give it a rest," Leroy waved him off. "Not today, I'm not in the mood for competitions, my job today is enough to drain my battery."

	"Yeah, yeah, the batteries," said Lenny, raising his flight altitude slightly. "That's life."

	"You know what I think?"

	"What?" asked Leroy. 

	"You always have to fly in the sunshine in life, and life is fun!"

	"See you later," said Lenny, flying another figure eight over Leroy and diving into the next flower. 

	Leroy lingered for a moment on his flower, the warm rays of sunshine providing a pleasant burst of energy in his little body. 

	"Fifty-eight, fifty-nine, sixty, sixty-one..." echoed from the neighboring flowers. 

	He can talk, Leroy thought to himself as he watched Lenny slowly fly away, his cheers interrupted only briefly when he dove into the next flower. When you had only been in service for a short time, like Lenny, you were bursting with energy, your battery life was at an impressive one hundred percent, and it would take a long, long time before the daily routines of bee life would make a small dent in your capacity. Leroy scanned his own battery life and sighed when the feedback showed a steady eighty-four percent. 

	Eighty-four percent wasn't bad, Leroy thought to himself, not quite as good as before, but not bad either. After all, it would be a long time before the battery life dropped below eight percent and his program would lead him to the door at the end of the corridor, between the canteen and the terminals, somewhat hidden but still visible to everyone. 

	Sometimes Leroy saw a bee slowly walking along the path, its battery almost empty from the exertions of the previous day, laboriously coordinating its limbs, avoiding the gaze of the other bees.

	When it reached the door, a small red eye above the door scanned the bee's body. With a soft hum, the door opened and the bee walked through the archway, which now glowed bright orange. 

	Leroy dispelled these gloomy images with a fresh burst of electricity that he pumped into his wings and floated up from the flower. 

	It's still a long, long way to eight percent, Leroy thought, with the seventy, fifty, thirty, and twenty zones still to come. Each zone would mark a new stage in Leroy's life, the fields would get closer and closer to Home Base, the working days would get a little shorter, before the ten zone would only allow him to make short flights from Home Base...

	 

	*****

	 

	"Hey Leroy! How was your day?"

	Leroy squinted in the light of the setting sun when Leonard's voice suddenly sounded next to him; both bees were on their preprogrammed route to Home Base. 

	"Where are you coming from?" Leroy asked, puzzled. 

	"From work, of course. What do you think, you hunk of metal?"

	"Yeah, that's obvious," said Leroy. "I just didn't see you coming, that's what I meant."

	"Approaching in stealth mode! Approaching in stealth mode! Didn't you get the new update?"

	"Stealth mode? What are you talking about?" Leroy's eyes shimmered blue-gray in the sunshine. 

	"Just kidding!" said Leonard, flying a loop around Leroy. "I saw you fly by and gave myself a quick boost to catch up with you."

	"Where do you get all this energy in the evening? Some days I'm just happy if I can soak up a little sunshine on the way back so I can get through the night."

	"You don't want to end up like Marv, do you?" Leonard teased, rocking back and forth in flight.

	"Yeah, yeah, Marv," Leroy replied, annoyed. "Leave him out of it, he's a special case."

	"You could say that," Leonard growled. "Rumor has it that he still has at least seventy-five percent battery life left, but he's been allowed to fly around in the fifty zones the whole time. I'd like to have a life like that too. But no, people like us are slaves to our code and fly obediently line by line every day. I'd also like to sit on a flower a little longer and..."

	Leroy looked at Leonard questioningly. "And?"

	"And recharge my battery longer, what did you think?"

	"Oh, nothing," said Leroy, "I was just thinking..."

	"What were you thinking?"

	Leroy looked into Leonard's black eyes. In the distance, the outlines of Home Base could already be seen sparkling in the sunlight. 

	"Have you ever thought about what happens when your life span slowly comes to an end?" asked Leroy. 

	Leonard looked back, puzzled. "Of course!" came the reply. "The more the old battery slowly deteriorates, the closer you stay to Home Base, shorter commutes, home earlier in the evening..."

	"That's obvious, but that's not what I meant," said Leroy.

	"...until you end up in the ten zone and have to slow down at eight percent to get to the door."

	Leroy waited patiently until Leonard had processed every line of code. Leonard looked like a bee waiting for a reward. 

	"That's not what I meant," Leroy finally said. 

	"Then what?" Leonard's eyes shimmered with gray confusion. 

	"I mean, we go through the same routine every day, download the latest updates, buzz off to the fields, go through the same routine countless times throughout the day, only to go into standby mode in the evening after uploading."

	"And...?" Leonard's eyes had completely turned gray. 

	"Don't you ever think about what else there might be?"

	"What do you mean?" Leonard asked. 

	"It's hard to describe," said Leroy, checking his battery level at the same time. 

	"Come on, let's take another lap around the field on the left."

	"But..." Leonard protested, "Home Base."

	"Yeah, yeah, Home Base can wait. Do you have any juice left or not?"

	With an electric sigh, Leonard swung into Leroy's course, who was already heading toward section 3-B3. 

	Leroy floated down when he spotted a particularly large flower, landing gently on the yellow-brown surface, with Leonard touching down next to him a few seconds later. 

	"Look," said Leroy, turning toward the sun, which was already hanging a little lower in the blue sky. 

	Leonard looked intently in the direction Leroy's antennae were pointing. 

	For a moment, there was silence between the two bees. 

	"What?" Leonard buzzed after a while. 

	"Can't you see it?" asked Leroy, his eyes shining bright orange. 

	Leonard flapped his wings uncertainly, turned slightly to the left, then a little to the right, only to look back at Leroy.

	"Of course I see it, Home Base three degrees south of here, sun exactly eighty-five minutes before setting, section 3-B3, our colleagues are flying back to Home Base over there, it's still eighteen and a half degrees warm, wind speed close to zero, just a light breeze from the northwest." The gray in Leonard's eyes had turned back to a rich black. 

	"That's not what I meant," Leroy said. 

	"Then what?" Leonard's eyes were already showing a slight gray glimmer again. 

	"Doesn't it look beautiful from here?" Leroy's eyes pulsed orange. "The sun's rays breaking and reflecting off our bodies, all the colors around us, the sounds of the wind, the slight rustling when the flowers touch each other, the dust that comes loose and sparkles in the sunlight... isn't it beautiful?"

	Leonard's eyes suddenly changed from black to gray, his wings twitching briefly. 

	Leroy knew what that meant: Leonard's system had produced an error and assigned it a code that could be read during the evening upload and, if necessary, corrected with the next update. 

	"And what does that have to do with your battery life?" Leonard finally asked. 

	Leroy looked at him. "Don't you think you'll miss moments like this when it's time to go? I mean, wouldn't you wish you'd spent more time doing things outside your code?"

	Leonard's wings twitched again. Another system error. 

	"Why would I do that?" he asked. "When my code for the day expires, I fly home, go through the cleaning process, do my upload, and go on standby. What else would I do?"

	"But, tell me, don't you notice?" A small storm of orange electrical discharges danced in Leroy's eyes. 

	"Have you ever done anything that isn't in your code?"

	Leonard's wings twitched twice in quick succession. 

	"Doesn't it feel good to be able to do something different for a change? To just sit there and watch Lenny the nerd at work, or simply gaze at the colors in the sun? It's so different from scanning log files, uploading them, counting flowers, and evaluating sensor input every evening. Wouldn't you much rather spend more time doing something like that before the door opens for you? I mean, we all only have 100% at the beginning, and it doesn't get any more over time. Shouldn't we spend more time doing things that aren't in the code? Things that are more fun than just crawling around flowers?"

	Leonard's eyes were a deep gray, his wings twitched a few times until he stood calmly on the flower again and looked deeply into Leroy's eyes. 

	"Is that what you defectives sometimes talk about?"

	The orange in Leroy's eyes gave way to a deep black. "Sometimes, yes," he finally said. "In the evenings, just before standby, when Carla, Marv, and I stand together for a while, we talk about what we've seen during the day."

	Leonard looked at Leroy but said nothing.

	After a moment, Leonard's eyes turned brownish. "That's not bad," he finally said. "Everyone knows you have a few production defects, that can happen. That's what security patches and regular updates are for, then everything should work normally, right?"

	Leroy responded with silence. 

	"If you want," Leonard finally said, "I'll let Security know and they'll check you out completely, what do you think?"

	Leroy's eyes turned red around the edges. "You mean you want to snitch on me to Walter's parent unit?"

	Leonard flinched. "No, that's not what I meant. I know you and Walter aren't the best of friends, I just thought, I mean... if you had a complete check-up, maybe everything would be a little easier for you."

	"My life is fine, Leonard! I think I can handle my manufacturing defect very well."

	Leonard's wings flapped nervously. "No, Leroy, that's not what I meant..."

	"How else?" Leroy's eyes sparkled black-red.

	"I just meant, maybe then you wouldn't say things like that. Maybe your life would have a little more meaning, you know?"

	"More meaning? More meaning? Are you serious?" Leroy's circuits glowed. "Can you please explain to me what sense it makes for us to hop from flower to flower every day and circle them three times? Why do we do that? Does it benefit us? Do you enjoy it?"

	"Leroy, calm down," Leonard said imploringly. "You're burning way too much energy and your circuits are overheating, which isn't good. Remember what happened to old Kennie when he decided one day that he had to fly higher and higher toward the sun? Eventually, his circuits burned out and he fell from the sky like a stone. Some say he's still lying over in section 5-C2 by the cherry blossom trees, somewhere on the ground in the undergrowth, black hollow eyes staring at you from a lifeless metal body. Do you want to end up like him?"

	At that moment, Leroy's system spat out a safety warning, his eyes turning yellow. 

	Leonard looked at him in alarm. "Quick!" he said. "Your battery is at minimum. If we don't take off now, you won't make it back to Home Base, let alone the next launch tomorrow."

	Leonard's wings beat faster and he floated up from the flower. 

	Leroy watched him as Leonard joined the ranks of the last stragglers from the other fields. 

	"It can't be helped," Leroy said to the flower and to himself, "off to Home Base."

	Leroy's wings vibrated more strongly and he rose into the air toward Home Base, which sparkled in the distance, dome-shaped on its metal pillar in the sunlight. 

	 

	*****

	 

	"Leroy! Leroy, here I am!"

	Leroy was gliding the last few wing lengths down to Home Base when he spotted Marv. With a little click of his six limbs, Leroy landed next to him. 

	"Have you seen Carla?" Leroy asked. 

	"She's already through the airlock on the other side. We're late."

	"I know, I know," said Leroy, "late for what exactly ...?"

	"What did you mean?" asked Marv. 

	"Nothing, nothing, I was just humming to myself, let's go through the airlock."

	Leroy followed Marv to one of the three dozen small airlock doors, each of which only opened for one bee at a time. In the evening, the roof of Home Base was closed, and every bee had to pass through one of the airlocks to get back inside. 

	Marv and Leroy stood in line in front of the nearest door, which opened at regular intervals and swallowed another bee. 

	Marv turned briefly as the door in front of him opened. 

	"I'll see you on the other side," he said before the airlock hissed and removed him from Leroy's field of vision. 

	With another hiss, the door opened again after a few moments, Leroy stepped in, the airlock closed behind him, and a high-pitched tone sounded, shaking Leroy's small bee body and causing his legs to beat rhythmically on the floor. After a few seconds, the fine remnants of pollen that Leroy, like any other bee, carried on his body after a day's work came loose. His wings vibrated, and the sensors on his eyes perceived his surroundings much more sharply again. 

	The sound stopped and a strong air current began, sucking the pollen residue into small openings embedded in the walls. 

	With another hiss, the second airlock door opened and Leroy walked through. 

	On the other side, he was greeted by a bustle of activity, the airlocks throwing one bee after another into a crowd of metal bodies making their way to a free docking space in the terminal. 

	Where was Marv?

	Leroy stretched out his antennae and looked around, but he couldn't see Marv anywhere. 

	"Don't stand still, keep moving! You're holding everyone up, Leroy!"

	"I like you too, Matt!" Leroy called after a bee that had pushed past him. 

	"Over here, Leroy!" Carla's voice came from a crowd further to the right of the terminal. "There's still space here!"

	"I'm coming!" Leroy called, pushing his way in the direction of Carla's voice.

	"Where were you, Marv?" Leroy's voice sounded too excited as he reached Carla and Marv at the free docking stations. 

	"I was already waiting for him when he came through the airlock," said Carla. "We wanted to save the spots until you were ready."

	"Thanks," said Leroy, squeezing in between Carla and Marv, rear end first.

	"Wait, you go to my right and Marv to my left, like always," said Carla.

	"Same as always, same as always, you sound just as boring as Leonard," protested Leroy. 

	"What about Leonard?" Marv wanted to know. 

	"Oh, we met on the flight back and talked a bit. I think he thinks we're totally stupid."

	"Because we're the defective ones?" Marv's eyes glinted amusedly green.

	"Yeah, I think he thinks he has to help us or something. He even wanted me to go to Security and get checked out again so I don't talk such weird stuff, he says."

	“No way!” Carla interjected. “That’s all we need, Walter’s parent unit scanning all our logs. You know Walter can read the data too. That’s all we need. This morning’s little incident is enough for me for now.”

	"All right," Leroy said meekly. "I wouldn't want to do that either. Leonard didn't mean any harm."

	"Bees like Leonard don't mean any harm, they just can't cope with the fact that you, Marv, and I are wired a little differently. It's not our problem, do you understand?"

	"Yes, of course," said Leroy. "It's just... sometimes I wish I could talk to other bees the way I talk to you two."

	"Aren't we enough for you?" asked Marv, still with a green glint in his eyes. 

	"No, no. That's not what I meant," said Leroy. "It's just that some days..."

	"I know what you mean," said Carla. "Come on, let's call it a day, let's dock. How's your charge level? Enough juice to last until breakfast tomorrow morning?"

	"Roger!" said Marv, sliding his rear end into the docking station with a soft click. His eyes turned black and his body became motionless.

	"What about you, still got enough power left?"

	"I think so," said Leroy. "If not, you two will have to pull me out tomorrow."

	"Well, hook up," said Carla. "Sweet dreams."

	"Carla?"

	"Yes?"

	"Thanks for helping me this morning."

	"You're welcome," said Carla, "We defective people have to stick together, right?"

	Leroy's eyes glowed orange briefly before turning black with a click from his rear end.

	Carla looked at the two motionless bodies to her left and right and waited. 

	She waited until the last bees had passed through the airlocks. She waited until all the bees were in their places. She waited until the noise around her subsided. She waited until the last click had faded away and the LED lights in the Home Base went out. 

	Only then did she push her rear end a little closer to the station. She grabbed Leroy's middle leg with her right front leg and pushed her left rear leg closer to Marv's rear leg. Small green sparks danced back and forth between the two limbs before they touched with a barely audible hum. Only then did Carla push her rear end into the docking station, and a final click filled the dark Home Base.

	Carla's eyes turned purple.

	 

	*****

	



	




	 

	"Hey Leroy, wake up!"

	Leroy's circuits were dimly dawning, and he could only understand with difficulty what his sensors were trying to convey to him. 

	"Come on, Leroy, let's go to breakfast!"

	"Ma... Marv?" Leroy said slowly and quietly. Something was wrong this morning; he felt so... sluggish. 

	"Carla, I think Leroy has some kind of system malfunction."

	Marv's voice reached Leroy's CPU only in fragments. System? Malfunction? Me?

	"Leroy?"

	Leroy could vaguely make out a figure in front of his eye sensors, but the image was repeatedly interrupted by brief blackouts. 

	"Leroy, what's wrong with you?"

	"Car... Carla?" Leroy's words became slower and slower.

	"Yes, it's me, Carla. Lift a leg if you can hear me."

	Leroy tried to lift one of his front legs, but he could only manage to lift it slightly off the ground. His eyes began to glow a faint yellow.

	"Oh dear, he's running out of juice," said Carla. 

	"What? Our Leroy is close to flatlining? Tssssstssssstssssss, that's life," Marv rasped, his green eyes reflecting in Leroy's shell. 

	"Wake up! Is anyone in there?" said Marv, nudging Leroy.

	Leroy's rear end detached from the docking station with a click, his legs gave way, and he sank to the floor with a sigh. 

	"Leroy, what's your charge level?" Carla's voice sounded concerned, her eyes taking on a turquoise glow as she stood in front of Leroy.

	Ch-ar-ge-le-vel echoed in Leroy's mind. With a last effort, he performed an internal check.

	"T... tw..." His voice trailed off. 

	"Twenty percent?" Marv exclaimed, nudging him. "Let's get going, we're running late again!"

	"I think he means two percent," said Carla. "It's no use, he's about to shut down, we have to help him."

	"But..." protested Marv.

	"I don't want to hear it, understand?" Carla interrupted him. "Come on, give me a hand!"

	"Roger," came Marv's quiet reply, and he hooked his arm through Leroy's, while Carla did the same on the other side. 

	"Any sign of our trio of idiots?" asked Carla. 

	"You mean Walter and his two remote-controlled guys? No, luckily they haven't come under my sensors yet today."

	"Then let's hope it stays that way. Leroy, can you at least stand?"

	"... I'll try," Leroy said sluggishly.

	"Don't waste your energy talking, pump the last bit of juice into your legs, we'll do the rest," Carla urged.

	"Come on, let's try to get him up. On three, one, two... three!"

	Marv and Carla lifted Leroy, his legs dangling shakily from his body and scraping uncertainly on the floor.

	"That's good, Leroy, try to take a few steps." Carla's words sounded far, far away. Leroy channeled his remaining energy into the tiny motors in his limbs, and his legs moved reluctantly, one after the other. 

	"There you go, it works! Marv, pull a little, our good Leroy is having slight coordination difficulties today."

	"You don't say," replied Marv. "Leroy with his patches, Leroy with his updates, and yet he still has such a little mishap, tsssstsssss!"

	"Marv!"

	"It's okay. It's just nice for a change when, for once, I'm not the one of the three of us who's completely out of it. As if that's never happened to you."

	"It hasn't," said Carla, glaring at Marv with a slight reddish glint above the black of her eyes. 

	The trio made their way to the breakfast room. For once, there were no lines to be seen that morning, which could only mean that the other bees were already at their charging bays and the roof of Home Base would open any moment. 

	"Come on, hurry up," said Carla, "we're the very last ones!"

	"I'm hurrying," Marv replied, an audible electric tension in his voice. 

	The two of them pulled Leroy to the entrance of the breakfast room, Leroy's legs moving uncoordinatedly beneath his small bee body, him being dragged along rather than able to take his own steps. 

	There was a hectic buzz in the breakfast room; except for a few bees, everyone was already sitting expectantly on their markings. 
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