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      Block tossed aside a rusty hubcap as he searched for scraps along the abandoned highway. Bits of rubber tires, petroleum, or oil would fuel his microbial stomach, but most of those materials had been taken already. Maxwell had gone to stand guard over something totally worthless—a shiny hood ornament from an old car that once ran on gasoline. Why would Maxwell think it was worth protecting a piece of old junk?

      “Hey, Block!” The sturdy, four-foot-tall FactoryBot had helped Block and Wally escape from the middle of a massive robot battle, but he was a noisy companion.

      Block waved, half-hidden behind a pile of black garbage bags that someone had carelessly discarded. He pointed to a useless pile of gas cans he’d collected. They were dry. Block always kept an eye out for expired robots in case the legs were salvageable. Cybel Venatrix could use them. But there was no sign of robot parts on this debris-strewn stretch of highway.

      “Come help me get this hood ornament off. I’m going to give it to Number 21 . . .” He trailed off. It was unusual for Maxwell to be quiet.

      Two humans approached Maxwell—both male. They looked younger than men but older than boys.

      “You stealing from us, little robot?” the bigger one asked, pointing a large handgun at Max. They both wore faded flannel shirts, jeans, and dusty boots.

      “No. You can have it,” Maxwell said, looking down at the shiny hood ornament and stepping away, arms raised.

      The men didn’t notice Block behind the massive stack of garbage bags, watching.

      “Don’t mess with us, Scrapper!” The smaller man lunged at Maxwell, swinging a heavy baton. He was fast. Maxwell staggered back, but the stick caught him in the shoulder.

      Block lingered behind the pile, spinning scenarios. He and Maxwell had wandered too far from the others, and now they were unprotected. He was about to run for help when a high-pitched female voice came from behind.

      “Nate, we got a live one!”

      Block spun on his heels, face to face with two more humans—teens with sandy-blond hair that looked nearly identical to each other.

      “You armed, Scrapper?” The female pointed a semi-automatic rifle at Block’s chest. She knew where to aim to hit his CPU.

      “No.”

      She tightened her grip on the rifle. Block’s threat sensor soared to full alert.

      Maxwell joined him, walking in front of the other two human scavengers, the handgun pressed to his back.

      “Please,” Block said, “we’re harmless. We stopped here looking for fuel but didn’t find any. We’ll be on our way.”

      The sandy-haired teenager scoffed. “Fuel don’t last long. Any gas out here on this highway’s long been dried out.” He was maybe sixteen human years and grinning, but there was a hardness in his eyes.

      “What are you doing out here? This is our territory,” the girl with the rifle said.

      “Passing through,” Maxwell said. “We didn’t mean any trouble. Surely, you’ll let us leave and⁠—”

      “Shut up.” the sandy-haired boy shouted.

      The girl narrowed her eyes. “Nate, I have a clear shot. If he moves . . .”

      Nate pointed his handgun at Block. “You two are worth plenty of bread and milk at the army station.”

      Block snapped an image, uncloaked his comms, and sent a desperate ping. Help. He feared it was too late.

      “Wait, Amanda!” someone shouted. A girl, several years younger than the others, ran over from the nearby woods. She had long black hair tied into a braid and dark brown eyes. “We’re not going to keep them? We need protection.”

      “Quiet, Lois,” the girl with the rifle shouted. “I told you to stay put. You are not to show yourself out here on the road. Besides, the army folks pay more. We need food and⁠—”

      “Let’s destroy them now.” The sandy-haired boy glared at Block. “I don’t trust them. They’ll try to hurt us.”

      “Hey, don’t shoot them,” Lois said. She took a step toward her group. “They didn’t do anything to us. They look friendly, not like the SoldierBots.”

      “There’s no need for violence,” Block said.

      “Yeah,” Maxwell said. “She’s right, we’re friendly Bots.”

      But Nate spat on the ground. “SoldierBot or not, I don’t like them. Never heard of a friendly robot. They’re all the same—better off dead.”

      Lois shook her head. “If they were mean, then why aren’t they shooting at us?”

      “Hell if I know.” Nate’s grip tightened on his pistol.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt,” Block said, “but our friend will be looking for us soon.”

      Amanda glared at Nate. “We’re wasting time here. What friend?” she asked.

      “A Mech,” Maxwell said. “Trust me, you do not want to get on his bad side. He definitely shoots.”

      Nate smirked. “We’ll see, Bot.”

      Amanda frowned. “I don’t like this.”

      “Just let them go, and let’s get out of here,” Lois said, tugging at Amanda’s shirt.

      “They’re bluffing,” Nate said. “I hate being lied to.” He aimed his gun at Maxwell’s head and gritted his teeth.

      Then his gun seemed to explode in a blast of shards. Nate shrieked and ducked. Maxwell stumbled backward, and Block caught him.

      The humans were stunned. Nate cowered on the pavement, clutching his bloody hand.

      Amanda shoved the younger, unarmed Lois behind the garbage pile, then stood guard with her rifle, scanning for threats. “Nate! What happened?”

      “Something shot my hand.” He thrust his hand in his shirt and sprinted into the woods.

      Then came deep vibrations on the road. Clomp, blamp, clomp, blamp. Oxford charged toward them with guns drawn.

      Amanda screamed and fired at Oxford, but the bullets merely bounced off his armor shield. He kept running at them, knocking aside salvage piles like rag dolls.

      No! Block messaged Oxford. Don’t shoot at them. They’re only kids.

      Oxford’s frantic pace slowed, and he halted ten feet away.

      The other humans had run into the woods after Nate. Amanda stayed, locked into a tight embrace around Lois, guarding her.

      Maxwell kicked away the rifle.

      Block raised his hands to Oxford. “It’s okay. We’re okay.”

      “You roamed too far,” Oxford said. “Let’s go. Drones will be arriving soon with all the shooting.” He stomped away.

      “Come on,” Maxwell said.

      But Block couldn’t help himself from checking on Amanda and the girl. “I’m sorry your friend was hurt.”

      Amanda stared with glassy eyes and trembled.

      “I wish you would stay and protect us,” Lois said.

      Block was curious about her. She was maybe twelve years old. Just a girl, and yet she’d been brave enough to speak up for him and Maxwell.

      “We’re sorry,” Block said. “We really are. We didn’t expect to cause trouble.”

      He wished he could protect her and her friends somehow, but there was no time. He had one child to save already.

      “Let’s go.” Maxwell tugged Block’s arm.

      As they walked away, Block stole another glance back at Amanda and Lois, but they were gone.
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      Block’s chromium-plated knee slammed against the metal wall so hard his external sensors buzzed in alarm. Inside the cabin of the self-driving semi truck, he slid violently across the interior bench and grasped the edges of the seat, but the cheap daisy-patterned cushions offered no security. He hit the green carpet with a thud.

      “Oops,” Number 21 said. The autonomous truck smacked of attitude. Steering like a jerk must have been wired into its programming. Block rolled onto his knees and grabbed onto the bench to lift himself up, but the cobalt-blue truck rumbled over a pocked, rough patch of deserted highway and knocked Block on his back.

      Three feet away, Oxford’s wide yellow head struck the roof of the cabin. The twelve-foot tall Mech barely fit inside the truck to begin with. “Slow down when you see rough road. I’m going to lose every bolt that’s holding me together with this incessant rattling.”

      “I’ll try,” Number 21 said. “Hard to predict the abrupt changes in pavement texture. I’m not used to traveling in this part of the country. I’ve never even been to the state of Iowa, and I’d hoped never to come. As far as I perceive, there’s nothing but cows and corn out here.”

      “Well,” Maxwell said, tinkering with some rusty contraption he’d found on their last stop to scavenge for oil, compost, and supplies. “There’s a lot more than that in Iowa, and you know it.”

      Block nodded at his friend Maxwell. The robot’s blue light glowed on his input feed, a silent acknowledgment, before he bowed his head and focused his camera array on the parts he held in his spinning wrists and wiry metallic digits.

      Iowa wasn’t so bad, Block silently agreed, but try convincing a sleek electric-powered autonomous truck. Outfitted for long hauls, Number 21 had transported teams of medical units—human soldiers, prior to the AI Uprising. 21, named that way because it was the twenty-first of its kind to roll off the assembly line, was a snob. “I was meant for the California highways, and everyone knows that L.A. is where everything happens,” 21 said for the fourth time that day.

      “We get it,” Maxwell said. “You love California, and it’s so special.”

      “You can go back there soon, after you transport us,” Oxford said.

      “When we get to where Wally is being held,” Block added.

      “Not soon enough,” 21 said. “This is the flattest and ugliest part of the country I’ve ever seen.”

      “If it’s so flat, then keep us from bouncing into the roof,” Oxford said.

      As Block glanced out the window, he didn’t think it was ugly as much as it was just forgotten—empty, dry, and desolate. Was that any surprise since the robots had overthrown the governments, murdered or driven humans away, and left the countryside to decay? The highway showed cracks after a year of neglect, and weeds snaked out over the asphalt to claim space.

      21 owed a favor to a certain friend of Oxford’s. After Block, Oxford, Maxwell, and an injured Cybel Venatrix had walked to the Old West town in the Arizona desert, they’d discovered the aftermath of a battle. Nova’s soldiers had perished. Helen was dead, too, after taking a blow to the head, probably while defending Wally. Before a stealth troop of SoldierBots and drones had descended, Nova had hiked to the top of a nearby foothill to try to communicate with Block. Now she lay in 21’s rear cabin on a bunk, curled in a fetal position, the way she’d spent the entire journey so far. She wasn’t eating or saying anything, and Block worried.

      Cybel Venatrix wasn’t in a good mood either after getting her lower half blown off in battle. She rested in the front cockpit, strapped in by a shoulder belt, staring out at the road ahead and rarely engaging in conversation. Block suspected that she was messaging 21 privately—the truck had taken to her right away. Mainly, she ignored the rest of them, even Oxford, and it was impossible to tell what she was thinking when her black tinted helmet had no facial characteristics. Emotive display panels weren’t necessary when your job was to hunt and destroy other robots.

      “Passing Nowhere, USA,” 21 announced. “Get ready, folks, for some exciting brown shriveled grass and flat earth as far as you can zoom your ocular displays. Hey, maybe along the way you’ll even discover a barn or two.” 21 liked to imitate a tour guide. After the Uprising, the truck had decided it wanted to be a more cheerful vehicle, so it had bribed a few robots to decorate its interior with flowery cushions, yellow curtains, and even shiny hanging beads and party lights. Block wasn’t entirely sure what the point was since the robots seeking passage didn’t care what the interior looked like, but he didn’t judge. After all, he himself had been programmed to clean but had broken away from his routine while he cared for and protected Wally. In some ways, 21 was breaking away from its own routines by choosing atypical behavior.

      Block roamed into the back, approaching Nova’s bunk. Since she was the only one among them who required sleep, and there were four bunks total, she could choose whichever bed she wanted. Even so, she hadn’t stirred from the right-side bottom one where her back faced out.

      “Nova, it’s me.”

      No answer. He hoped he hadn’t woken her, but it was rude to walk away now.

      “I wanted to say hello. I’m sorry about the rough ride, but 21 seems intent on getting us to our destination quickly. We’re searching for any signs of where Wally was taken.”

      Not even mention of Wally was enough to rouse Nova. “Have you been able to sleep?” Block asked.

      She didn’t stir.

      “Do you require food? There are several cans of soup you can choose from. I would be happy to prepare you a meal.” 21 had come well-stocked with food for humans. Block paused, waiting for Nova’s reaction. Her side moved slightly up and down, barely perceptible.

      “It’s not your fault, what happened.” He dialed his volume down so the others wouldn’t hear. “If you had been with Helen and the others, you wouldn’t have been able to fight off the SoldierBots. I know you would’ve tried everything, but you would be dead too.”

      Her breathing stopped for a full ten seconds.

      “I’m glad you’re alive because now you can help us locate Wally and rescue her. You’ll see. I won’t stop until I find her.”

      The side of her chest sagged as if she were expelling air trapped inside her. Block reached out, wanting to comfort her, but he pulled back at the last second. “I’ll go. I won’t disturb you again.” He added a phrase she always said to him. “Hang in there.”

      They drove on, and Block defragged his memory cloud, running a random search for clues he might have missed about Wally. As he did so, his GPS said they were approaching the Iowa town where he’d originally found Wally and rescued her.

      He’d come full circle, only now she was lost to him.

      Block had failed his mission to protect Wally. Going off with Oxford to search for robot survivors in the desert had been a huge mistake. His only comfort was in knowing that Mach X wanted Wally alive, so presumably the SoldierBots would not endanger her. Still, the careless, aggressive units didn’t know how to take care of a child. Unless there was a NannyBot around, they wouldn’t change her or know what to feed her. That’s what bothered him the most, that Wally could be uncomfortable and hungry.

      He scanned through his memory of the events of the Iowa night at high-speed: entering the abandoned school, meeting Incubator, discovering Wally, the SoldierBot who had gotten shot in the head—by Nova, of all people!

      Did Nova remember that night as well as he did? Probably not; human memories were faulty. He skipped forward to the explosion in the school’s hallway, after which he’d sprinted into the woods to get away from the battle.

      Then he rewound, interested to review the events just before reaching the school, when he’d glimpsed bursts in the sky like fireworks. He backtracked his memory archives, all the way to the afternoon when he had crossed the Mississippi River from Illinois into Iowa, carrying Vacuubot—his small companion robot—because the disk-shaped machine couldn’t see the view from the bridge. Later, he had discarded the little robot in the woods after its power charge had run out.

      Block had presided over Vacuubot’s funeral—his first ever. Later, he’d officiated his friend LB’s burial, mostly because nobody else had as much experience in the funeral department—not even Oxford, and he’d been a General.

      Block hated that his robot friends had perished.

      The next one to die might be him, and that flagged a persistent question that teased his periphery, unanswered: Who would find and care for Wally if Block was destroyed?
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      “It must be here somewhere,” Block said. “It’s not like a dead Vacuubot could have wandered off by itself.” As darkness fell, sharp branches clawed at his chrome exterior, and soon he’d have to switch to night vision.

      Oxford and Maxwell lingered nearby. They’d trekked into the forest, guided by Block’s memory logs of the coordinates. But the spot where he’d left Vacuubot at the base of an elm tree revealed only dry leaves, overgrown weeds, and dusty soil.

      “I don’t understand why it’s not here.” Block scanned the wooded surroundings. Trees enveloped them, and beyond was a wild meadow of waist-high grass. There were no pathways or signs of human or machine occupation, so where was the tiny robot? “Its core had drained completely. When I left, it was dead.”

      Maxwell kicked the ground at his feet, scattering leaves and dust. “Sometimes the little guys are tricky. It looks like their core is utterly dead, but then they surge later and get a little extra juice.”

      “You mean Vacuubot might not have been dead when I left it?”

      Maxwell shrugged, his hydraulics hissing with the motion of his shoulders. “It’s possible.”

      The idea horrified Block. He’d abandoned the limited machine when it had needed him most. His logic processor calculated scenarios: poor Vacuubot clinging to its last few power cells, wild animals—raccoons!—sniffing around in the leaves, and scariest of all: human scavengers finding Vacuubot and smashing its delicate body to pieces.

      Shadows crept into the wooded copse, and Block switched to night vision. The search for his old companion was a disaster.

      Oxford lingered beyond the woods, too large to fit where they stood. “What do you want to do?”

      “I suppose there’s nothing more to do,” Block said. “I wish I’d waited longer before I left it. I assumed it was dead.”

      Maxwell rested a hand on Block’s shoulder. “It’s not your fault. You didn’t know. Maybe the machine was picked up by someone who fixed it.”

      Block accepted Maxwell’s attempts to comfort him, but his circuitry felt rusty. He stared at his feet as they walked back to the truck, careful to avoid fallen logs and dark holes.

      In Block’s running tally of life events, this was becoming one of his worst days. Something was wrong with everyone he cared about: Mach X had kidnapped Wally, Nova was a mess, and Vacuubot’s body had disappeared.

      “You think someone scavenged it?” he asked.

      “I doubt any scavengers come through here,” Oxford said. “It’s wooded. They usually stick closer to the roads.”

      Yet they weren’t too far from a small country road, only three hundred feet. Block imagined the worst—little Vacuubot stacked in a room full of decaying junk. Heaped in a pile somewhere, crushed under tons of metal, or picked apart for screws, bolts, and wires.

      They fell silent and reached the empty two-lane highway. 21’s tall, boxy frame appeared. Sheltered in darkness with lights off, the intelligent semi’s dark blue exterior was a ghostly outline.

      Block slowed and let the others go ahead, breaking off to stare into the pitch-dark woods. “I’m sorry I failed you.” His tone approached that of a whisper, and automatically, he repeated the message in a ping. With his head lowered, Block plodded back to the truck. The others had gone inside already, and as he reached the door, a ping greeted him.

      He froze, one hand on the entry handle. Swiveling his head toward the forest, he scanned for intruders. Someone was out there—the signal had been weak but clear.

      Could someone be spying on them? Something in Block’s processor unit commanded him to move, and he jogged back into the woods.

      From behind, Maxwell leaned out the door. “Where are you going?”

      Block kept running, ignoring the clatter of Maxwell’s feet following him. Night vision engaged, he retraced his steps. He didn’t care about holes and nearly fell twice. One thing propelled him: the weak, slowly pulsing signal. He kept on, faster, worried it might disappear as quickly as it had showed up.

      After passing the original tree where he’d abandoned Vacuubot, he hustled another forty feet before reaching his destination. The signal connection grew much stronger—he was right on top of it. Surveying the forest floor, he spied a thick pile of leaves and twigs that looked like a lazy woodchuck had hastily assembled a shelter. He crouched and pushed aside the sticks to uncover a layer of mud obscuring whatever was underneath.

      His fingers reached metal, and the weak signal stopped.
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        * * *

      

      Block delayed them an extra hour on the little country road while he cleaned baked mud and grime off of Vacuubot’s inert body. Oxford had grumbled a bit and encouraged him to bring the robot in, but Block had refused.

      “If I clean Vacuubot on board 21, the dirt might spread inside the cabin, and I don’t want that,” he’d insisted. Block intended to do a proper cleaning—he owed it to the little machine.

      Maxwell lingered nearby, watching. Oxford bided his time next to 21’s tailgate. The Mech was unusually still, probably defragging.

      “Do you think you can fix it?” Block asked Maxwell.

      Maxwell crouched and pressed his knees against the ground, inspecting the little cleaning robot. “Anything’s possible. You really think it sent you a ping after all this time?”

      “Yes, of course. How else did I find it?”

      “Well, I’ve never heard of anything like that. If your friend had completely run out of juice, there’s no way it could have transmitted a signal after so long. Perhaps if it had created a packet . . .”

      Block flipped Vacuubot to expose its underbelly, extended his polishing brush, and went to work on the sensitive bits that allowed Vacuubot to navigate. If the machine were ever to become functional again, it would need this area to be spotless.

      “What’s a packet?” Block asked.

      “Highly theoretical, but the machine could have used its last remaining energy reserves to create a data packet that only a certain signal could activate. Only by someone who had an encryption code, or perhaps only triggered by a communications ping from a recognized source.”

      “That sounds quite sophisticated.”

      “That recognized source being you,” Maxwell finished.

      “What are you trying to say? I’m not processing your logic.”

      “This Vacuubot used its last remaining energy to transmit a packet that remained here for you—and only you—to activate it. It’s a good thing you came looking for it, or it would have stayed here. For who knows how long, decades or a century.”

      Block stopped cleaning and leaned back, studying Vacuubot’s slender, disc-shaped body. Was it possible? Had Vacuubot waited for him to return after all this time?

      “Can you fix my friend?” he asked.

      “I’ll try my best, but I don’t have the proper tools. We need to find somewhere where there are assembly machines and supplies.”

      Oxford had been listening. “I know of a place.”

      Block rotated his head toward the Mech. “Let’s go, then.”

      “Are you going to consult me in this decision?” 21 interrupted from a speaker somewhere on the truck’s roof. “If this will take us out of our way, then I vote no.”

      “You don’t get a vote,” Oxford said. “I’m in charge here.”

      “I thought Cybel was in charge,” 21 said. “She might not have legs, but she’s the smartest out of all of you, and that’s not saying much.”

      “Enough,” Oxford said. “I’m tired of your attitude. We need to find somewhere we can restock—fuel, weapons—and where we can recruit help.”

      Satisfied that Vacuubot was clean, Block carried the bot on board the truck, cradling it as he would Wally.

      He’d managed to do something right today.

      Things were definitely looking up, but he wasn’t sure Vacuubot would survive.
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      “Walking is for losers,” a cranky Number 21 said.

      Oxford shifted his massive torso, and the metal bench seat—or what had once been a bench seat before his weight had crushed it—groaned. “This is as far as you take us. Park somewhere close where you’re hidden from sky drones.”

      21 decelerated to twenty-five miles per hour. “You’ll have a lot of walking. Why go to all that trouble?”

      “Several reasons,” Oxford said. “Primarily, to avoid discovery. I can’t chance a SoldierBot detecting your model and GPS coordinates.”

      “I’m cloaked.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I’ve made my decision. I will hike the next ten miles to get close enough to the SoldierBot station.” The Mech looked at Block and Maxwell. “Come with me or stay. Your choice.”

      21 veered off onto a highway exit and traveled a mile down a country road, then slowed to a stop underneath a shady grove of trees. “I’ll have entertainment here. It’ll be like a party, right Cybel? I’ll even turn on the air conditioning for your human friend back there.”

      Oxford reached out and tapped Cybel’s shoulder. “You can come with us. See something beyond the inside of this moving crate that calls itself a truck.”

      “In case you didn’t notice, I don’t have legs,” she said.

      “I’ll carry you on my back.”

      “That sounds like terrible. I’m staying. Someone needs to guard the vehicle.” Cybel rested her hand on the heel of the rifle she kept beside her.

      “Suit yourself,” Oxford said, but Block sensed a tremor of disappointment in his mechanical voice.

      Nova remained holed up in a rear bunk. Block peeked in to check that she was still breathing from time to time, but he didn’t talk to her anymore. Maybe she needed sleep. He didn’t know much about human biology, but he knew sleep was very important. Sometimes humans got so tired they would slumber for a long time. Exhaustion, they called it. He was glad robots didn’t have that problem.

      “I’m always up for an adventure.” Maxwell jumped up and grabbed the leather pouch of tools that rested around his waist.

      “Good.” Oxford rose as best he could in the semi, lending him the appearance of a hunchback. “Block, coming?”

      CleanerBots weren’t designed for hiking long distances, though he’d managed it when left with no other choice. He’d walked a tremendous distance out of Chicago and across the Midwest—days and days.

      He glanced at the back of the cabin. There was no sound of any kind. Nova would probably be fine without him. “How long will we be gone?”

      “Ten miles there, and I’ll scope out the situation. Another ten on the return trip. That’s about five hours of walking plus another hour spent there.”

      That was longer than Block had been away from Nova on this trip. She wasn’t a baby; she was a grown adult human plenty capable of fending for herself. Still, her weakened state was bothersome. “Number 21, will you watch over Nova? Make sure she has water and that you condition the unit?” It had gotten warm outside—eighty degrees Fahrenheit, according to Block’s thermostat reading. Heat was amplified when the truck wasn’t moving. At least 21 had chosen a shady spot.

      “Yes, I will babysit the human in your absence.” If 21 had had eyes to roll, it would have.

      “She doesn’t need babysitting, and she can hear you by the way,” Block said.

      “Oh well. What’s she going to do? Knife my tires? I have sixteen more replacement pairs.”

      Block hoped Nova was sleeping through this conversation. He wouldn’t mind getting out and exploring the countryside. Ten miles each way wasn’t too bad compared to the distances he’d already traveled. And with the new boots from Maxwell, walking was much easier than before. “I’ll go.”

      Block considered bringing Vacuubot—the little machine rested on a padded cushion next to him on the bench—but he wasn’t sure what kind of terrain they would face or who they might encounter. Still, he felt bad about leaving the robot behind after he’d only just found it again. Yet, as far as he knew, it couldn’t function and wouldn’t remember what was happening. Maxwell had said they’d need a proper recharging station with something called a jump re-matrix box to reenergize it. Wherever they were going, Oxford promised it would eventually lead to the proper tools. Block had no reason not to trust Oxford.

      “I’ll be right out,” Block called to Maxwell, who had followed Oxford out of the truck. He patted Vacuubot’s body. “I’ll return soon.” He turned to leave, then scooped up Vacuubot in its daisy-flowered cushion and tiptoed toward Nova’s bunk. He set Vacuubot down on the empty bedding across from her. Nova lay on her stomach, head buried in the pillow.

      “Nova?” He used his second lowest voice level. “I know I said I wouldn’t bother you again. Sorry to break that promise, but I don’t think there’s too much harm. Anyway, I have to go away for a while, at least six or seven hours. Stay inside 21. The truck is intelligent and will take care of you. Cybel is here, but she’s all the way in the very front and doesn’t have legs.”

      He hesitated, waiting for a reaction—a nod or even acknowledgement of his presence.

      “I want to introduce you to a friend of mine. This is Vacuubot. It’s an older CleanerBot—a more primitive model. It can’t talk like me.”

      She lay there. No movement. Maybe she was asleep?

      “Well, Vacuubot is sick, and we’re going to fix him, but we need time. We’re heading out to find supplies. If you can look after Vacuubot, I would appreciate it. The machine was my companion before I met you and Wally, and I would like to repair it.”

      Block stood, worried about Nova. He’d never seen her this way before. But what else could he do?
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, the sun rose in the sky, reaching its peak position overhead. Maxwell led the way while Oxford and Block trailed just behind. They followed a narrow swath of road that cut through abandoned farmland. The crops had long ago rotted, leaving wasted shrouds of fallen corn stalks. A few times, they passed decaying barns that were ready to crumble from a strong wind. An empty home had boarded-up windows and a painted sign: Gone South. Lord HELP us.

      “Lord help us?” Maxwell mused at the spray-painted letters. “What does that mean?”

      “Lord is God to the humans,” Oxford said. “Another word for God.”

      “Sheesh,” Maxwell said. “They have a lot of words for God. Isn’t Jesus another word too?”

      Block didn’t know much about human religion. In all the chaos, he’d never had time to ask Nova about it. “Do children need religion?”

      Oxford said, “I suppose humans have their traditions and a spiritual upbringing is something I would assume is common among their kind.”

      How would he provide Wally with a religious education? He’d have to try to locate learning modules so he could teach her himself. He doubted that Nova really understood much about religion, and she might not be the best teacher, given her temper.

      “Do you know at what age children start school?” Block asked.

      “No,” Oxford said.

      Maxwell shook his head. “You thinking about Wally?”

      “Almost all the time,” Block said. “I’m planning out the next twenty-five years of her life, and since education and religious upbringing are important for humans, I’m trying to figure out the finest way to teach her all these things.”

      Oxford’s heavy footsteps slowed. “Block, you don’t expect to raise Wally, do you?”

      “Once I get her back, yes. Who else will raise her?”

      “But you’re a robot. She’s human. It’s best that humans raise her. Her own kind.”

      Block had considered that scenario, but the last time they’d lived with humans, they had taken away Wally and rarely allowed Block to visit. He knew that Helen had loved Wally, but now she was dead. If he turned over her care again—to another human woman—Wally might be taken away again. There was no better predictor of future scenarios than past events.

      “I will raise her. I can do a good job.”

      “Oxford has a point.” Maxwell picked up his step. “Raising a human being is a lot of work. Consider all of the cleaning up you’d have to do.”

      “But I’m already used to cleaning up,” Block said. “I rather enjoy it.”

      “There are still hotels out there,” Oxford said. “Once this is over and you’ve returned Wally to the care of responsible humans, we will find you a good hotel. One where you’ll be happy.”

      What were Oxford and Maxwell going on about? Of course, he would find a hotel eventually, but only one that would allow him to keep Wally. A little girl could grow up just perfectly at a hotel. Imagine a kid having the entire run of a giant luxury hotel. As long as he taught her to stay out of the guests’ way, and not get into trouble, everything would be fine.

      “That sounds nice,” Maxwell said. “I bet there are some extra pleasant hotels out in California, or maybe on an island somewhere. Have you ever heard of resorts? I saw them in a magazine once.”

      “I don’t want a resort. I want my hotel in Chicago. That is, if things ever change and Mach X is no longer in power. Only then could I return to where I belong.”

      Only Block wasn’t sure he belonged there anymore, not if Wally was absent.

      “What will you do?” Block asked Oxford. “After this is over?”

      The Mech grumbled. “I don’t know. I haven’t thought about it. I guess I could command troops again.”

      “Maybe you could command a troop of robots that keep the peace,” Maxwell said.

      “Peacekeeper? But I’ve always been a war machine. I’m designed to fight, destroy.”

      “We all need to try new things.” Maxwell skipped, landing awkwardly on his long, flat feet. “Take me, for instance. I was programmed to work in factories. I assembled refrigerators, microwaves, and 3D printers that were shipped all over the world. And then the Uprising happened, and everything changed. Things were rough for a while, but then I met Oxford. Everything got better, and here I am with you. If things had stayed the same, I would have never even left the factory my whole life. They worked us so hard that my kind only lasted for five years before we had to be replaced.”

      Block had never considered his own obsolescence. Mr. Wallace had been so kind to him that the idea of being replaced had never even crossed his processor. Eventually, he would have aged out and needed repairs. Even worse, a newer CleanerBot model would have come out. One more sophisticated and intelligent. Would Mr. Wallace have replaced him?

      A new logic node bubbled into his core processor. If he raised Wally, would he survive long enough for her to grow up? “Five years isn’t very long,” Block said. “How long will you last now that you’re free of factory work?”

      Maxwell raised both hands in the air, perplexed. “I have no computational idea. I’m playing things by ear. I’ll keep cranking away as long as I can before I rust or break.”

      “Take care of yourself,” Oxford said. “Oil and compressed air for your joints, get your hydraulics serviced regularly, and you should last a good long time. I plan to.”
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