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      A NOTE FOR NEW READERS

      Deer Valley is a protected settlement in northern Minnesota where Block the CleanerBot and his found family settled after the AI Uprising.

      

      For the past fifteen years, Block has built a new life running the town’s only hotel, raising his adopted teenage daughter Wally, and working alongside both robots and humans in search of a peaceful future.

      

      Deer Valley Residents:

      
        
          	
        Block: A CleanerBot who manages the only hotel in Deer Valley. He strives for perfection in hospitality and safety.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Wally: Block’s adopted teenage daughter. She is bright, curious, and good at solving problems.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Shadow: A highly intelligent TrackerBot/cyborg dog whose advanced senses help protect the settlement.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Vacuubot: Deer Valley’s head of security, an armored flying drone, and Block’s oldest friend, known for their advanced computation and occasional sarcasm.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Nilo: A curious nine-year-old boy with abundant energy, staying at the hotel while his mother recovers. He’s on a quest to find fun wherever he can.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Marty: A rescued Jack Russell terrier known for her appetite and fear of loud noises. Not a fan of strangers.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Emery: The kind human medical doctor running the town clinic, who cares for the residents, including Nilo’s mother, Laura.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Maxwell: A squat FactoryBot engineer who is the settlement’s technology expert and aspiring stand-up comedian.
      

      

      

      
        
        The Christmas Crew:

      

      

      
        
          	
        Jerry: Gerald “Jerry” Olafson the Ninth, an elderly, big-hearted man who travels with five robot companions despite looming storms.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Spackle: The orange Coblot navigator who pilots the snow glider through every extreme of winter weather.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Whittle: The purple Coblot mechanic dedicated to keeping the snow glider performing at her best.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Carver: The polite, overly formal green Coblot who assists as a scout, known for his strict attention to protocol.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Blottie: The endearing, anxious blue Coblot. They show deep concern for friends and animals and give the best hugs.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Piles: The blunt, highly critical red Coblot who wears a pink coat. She values order and has exacting standards, with a preference for luxury goods.
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            A promise to keep
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      Gerald “Jerry” Olafson, the ninth of his name, was not easily deterred by snow. He preferred the white stuff over sunshine. His happy place was a polar plunge in December, followed by a snowball fight, topped off with an ice-cream sundae—mint chocolate chip, always, even though Lydia said it was ridiculous to eat frozen dessert when your core temperature was still recovering.

      At seventy-three, with a body that ran furnace-hot and took up more space than one airline seat allowed, Jerry would—on any normal winter day—welcome the sleet that stung his cheeks as he rode in Miranda, his snow glider.

      But this was not a normal day. Fewer than three days remained until Christmas Eve, a massive blizzard loomed, and Miranda was sputtering.

      “Uh, Boss?” It was Spackle, one of Jerry’s Coblots—robotic cobblers. He traveled with five of them. They were his navigators, assistants, and companions. Their short chrome bodies glowed in the dim cabin light, each one custom-built in his workshop back home.

      “I don’t mean to cause alarm,” Spackle continued as he manned the snow glider’s controls. “But Miranda is beeping, and lights I’ve never seen before are flashing.”

      “Sir Jerry”—Carver was a stickler for formality—“I am quite alarmed. The readings on my weather map show we’re heading straight into a powerful storm front. Strong winds, squalls, and thunder snow ahead.”

      “Alarm?!” Blottie said. “Are we going to crash, Papa Jerry?”

      Not if he could help it. Jerry’s body shook from turbulence as Miranda fought bursts of strong wind. He wasn’t familiar with the area below—they were three thousand miles from Inuvik, their home in the far north. From what he could see on Miranda’s terrain display, the land was densely forested with no signs of human occupation. Good. They wouldn’t attract attention. The last thing he needed was questions about an elderly man flying a snow glider full of robots and wrapped presents three days before Christmas.

      “Spackle, set us down,” Jerry said.

      As the robot shifted their altitude, the snow glider jolted and shuddered. The dashboard lit up like a Christmas tree—red, amber, one ominous flashing blue.

      “Gently!” Jerry gripped the armrests in his generously sized seat, custom-built to accommodate both his bulk and the lower back problems that had plagued him since his fifties. “Everyone, buckle in.”

      The Coblots took their assigned seats and secured their straps. Jerry pulled his lap belt tighter. If his wife Lydia were there, she would be happy to see him actually wearing the safety harness. She’d warned him about leaving early. She was always right, and Jerry wasn’t ashamed to admit that fact aloud.

      Miranda bucked and swayed as Spackle decelerated and turned her nose downward. The storm loomed, unlike any Jerry had seen before. And it was only beginning. The sky had turned the color of a bruise, purple-black and swollen.

      He touched the beaded bracelet on his wide wrist. The one his son had made before . . . Best not to think of it. If Miranda crashed, the Olafson line would end with him, and that was a shame. People around the world depended on him. If anything, they needed him more than ever. Survivors of the AI Uprising were trying to rebuild in a world that was changed irreparably, where trust in machines had shattered like glass and handmade things suddenly mattered again.

      “Almost down, Boss!” Spackle said. They were coasting now, the ride still bumpy, but they’d somehow caught a break in the severe wind. The driving snow paused, and treetops came into view—tall evergreens, their branches heavy with ice that sparkled in the gray light. As they soared above, the landscape resembled a snow globe shaken by grubby hands.

      “Easy now.” Jerry’s voice was steadier than he felt. A rough landing wouldn’t be good for his back. He could hear Lydia: Maybe you should skip this year.

      But skipping the annual run meant letting down the Olafson legacy. If he didn’t deliver, there was no one to take over. He’d keep going as long as he breathed—and possibly a few minutes after, if he was being honest about his stubbornness.

      “Find a clearing,” he told Spackle, though he doubted there’d be one amid the thick vegetation.

      “Papa?” Blottie next to him was an endearing but anxious bot. “Will Joyforger be okay?”

      Jerry took Blottie’s cold metal hand in his, feeling the chill of metal against his palm. “Let’s hope.” Without Joyforger, there’d be no toys, no repairs, no surprises. He’d have to go home with his head lowered and tell Lydia he’d been wrong. The thought made his chest tight.

      “There! A field at four o’clock,” Carver said. Good thing for robot optics; Jerry wouldn’t have seen it.

      “Roger that.” Spackle turned the nose toward the direction Carver indicated. “I see it.”

      “Good eye, Carver,” Jerry said. “Spackle, you’ve got this, my friend.”

      “Yes, Boss.”

      Nobody said a word as Miranda dipped and shuddered. Even Blottie stayed quiet. Spackle turned the nose up at the last second so the glider’s rear touched ground first. A bump jostled everyone. Jerry’s teeth clacked together, and his spine compressed in ways his chiropractor would have opinions about. Then Miranda skidded, mowing down shrubs and young trees before coming to a stop yards from an icy river, dark water moving fast beneath a skin of broken ice.

      They emerged a few minutes later. Jerry counted all five Coblots. His heart still hammered, and his hands shook. “Is everyone okay?”

      They sounded off: Spackle, Piles, Carver, Whittle, and Blottie.

      “Papa, are you hurt?” Blottie asked.

      Jerry sighed with relief to feel ground under his boots. Solid earth, snow. He was shaken. Adrenaline coursed through him. His lower back spasmed; it would hurt something awful later. But for now, they were all standing and Miranda was rattled but intact.

      “We landed!” Jerry picked up Blottie and spun around, spraying snow. His back protested, but he ignored it. “Isn’t it wonderful?”

      “Whee!” Blottie said.

      “Sir Jerry, I don’t see what’s wonderful about this situation,” Carver said. His green chrome stood out in the dimness. “We’re stranded in the middle of nowhere with a blizzard on its way. Not to mention the snow glider is . . .”

      “Stuck,” Whittle finished for him. She was the mechanic and had already started assessing Miranda. “We don’t have the supplies to get her going again. The rear landing gear is bent, and the hydraulic line has a crack. Even if I patch it, we’ll be leaking the whole way.”

      “Does that mean we have to walk?” Piles asked. Of all the Coblots, she was the only one wearing a coat—a pink one with a fluffy hood. “You know I can’t stand all the ice getting into my joint crevices.”

      “For now, we’ll shelter inside Miranda until morning,” Jerry said. He didn’t want them wandering in the dark and getting more lost. “Can anyone tell me where in the world we are?”

      “Let me see.” Carver checked the navigator device that guided their way. “Northern Minnesota.”

      Well, they’d veered farther west than Jerry had expected. He’d been aiming for the eastern route, the one that followed the coastline. Minnesota meant they’d drifted in the storm, lost more time than he could afford. A pang hit him—Lydia’s meatloaf, with the crushed cornflakes on top and too much ketchup in the glaze, a hot cocoa, his German Shepherd Benny, warming his feet.

      Home. Where he’d like to be.

      But it was nearing Christmas Eve, and he had places to be.

      And a promise to keep. A promise once made to his son, to the survivors who still believed, and to eight generations of Olafsons who’d never once failed to deliver.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Party helpers

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Block was so excited his neural circuits buzzed like a swarm of cicadas hatching from a deep slumber. As far as seasons went, the holidays were his favorite. The Thanksgiving reception he’d hosted at his hotel had gone exceptionally well. Maggie Crenshaw had remarked on the tenderness of the turkey, and she was a tough customer. The woman had opinions on everything from the cobweb in the corner that only she could spot to the over-saltiness of the pumpkin soup, which she’d complained about for twenty minutes straight, even as she’d eaten three bowls of it.

      This year’s Christmas Eve party promised to be bigger and more festive if Block had his way. Three days remained to prepare, and there was much to do! All of Deer Valley was invited. The lobby and dining hall would be at capacity, standing room only, with guests pressed shoulder to shoulder, breathing the air scented with pine and cinnamon.

      It was a lot of pressure for a CleanerBot turned hotel manager. He supposed he didn’t need to host a party, but it was the middle of a long, snowy winter, the kind that made humans grumpy and prone to cabin fever. Deer Valley’s residents needed some holiday cheer.

      On that pale December mid-morning, Block attended to the list of guest requests, which included everything from extra pillows to complaints about the radiator noises in Room 12. Then it was time for Block to check on the party preppers. Vacuubot had convinced him he couldn’t do everything on his own. Not this time. The guest list was too large and overwhelming. Heeding his friend’s advice, Block had assigned roles to various people and robots.

      His first stop was the most important—the kitchen. ChefBot stood at the wide counter, chopping. With one arm, he chopped a pile of onions, each slice perfectly uniform, exactly three millimeters thick. Another mechanical limb kneaded dough. And yet another arm stirred a pot of sauce, while steam fogged his optic screen and created a haze that made him look like he was operating in a sauna.

      “ChefBot, how are things going this morning?” Block asked.

      “Here to check up on me, I see,” the bot said, not looking up from his work. “Everything’s on track except . . .”

      ChefBot’s attention was drawn to something on the floor. A small white terrier circled his feet, its nose sniffing, eyes begging. Marty was a stray that Block and Wally had rescued in Oregon and brought home.

      “Tiresome canine!” ChefBot waved a sauce-covered spoon dangerously close to Marty’s nose. “No animals allowed in the kitchen. How many times do I have to repeat myself? There’s a sign.” ChefBot pointed to a crudely lettered sign on the wall that read, NO DAWGS, NO KATS. Luckily, the bot was judged on his cuisine and wasn’t likely to enter any spelling contests soon.

      “Sorry!” Block scooped up Marty, who licked his faceplate and left a smear of saliva that he’d have to wipe off later. “Shadow’s been training Marty, but sometimes she escapes. She wants the crumbs.”

      “That dog is nothing but a bottomless stomach on short legs,” ChefBot declared, then returned to his chopping with renewed vigor, the knife hitting the cutting board like a guillotine for onions.

      In the rear of the kitchen, a couple of other kitchen bots busied themselves at food stations, one rolling out pie crusts, another peeling potatoes with a precision that rivaled premier kitchens.

      “Other than Marty, are there any other issues?” Block asked, though he was afraid of the answer.

      “How many guests are expected?”

      Block pinged Vacuubot for the latest guest count. The bot immediately replied.

      “Our latest estimate is three hundred and six,” Block said.

      “THREE hundred!” ChefBot dropped the spoon and knife, ceased kneading, and pushed away from the counter, all four of his arms freezing mid-motion. “You originally said one hundred.”

      Block stroked Marty’s back to soothe her, his metal fingers gentle despite their rigidity. She wiggled in his arms and trembled, upset by the clattering utensils. “Yes, that was the original count, but interest in the party has grown.”

      “I don’t have meals for that many,” ChefBot said.

      “Think of it as an open house where people come and go at different times. Wally is working on the food station setup. There will be appetizers and small plates—stuffed mushrooms, mini quiches, those little sausages wrapped in pastry that humans seem to love.”

      “But people might be hungry.” ChefBot’s arms waved in agitated, jerky movements. “What if the food grows lukewarm, or worse—cold! I’ll be blamed. My reputation will be tarnished.”

      Oh dear. Block needed to handle the situation with finesse—the kind of delicate negotiation he’d seen Wally use when convincing Marty to do her business outside. “ChefBot, no one will blame you if the food isn’t perfectly warm. Everyone understands this is a large gathering. No sit-down meal this time.”

      “Are you certain?” ChefBot slid closer to the counter, retrieving the sauce-slick spoon. Sauce dripped onto the floor in dark red splotches, teasing Block’s cleaning impulses.

      “I promise,” Block said.

      ChefBot turned his head, surveying the mounds of onions before him and the lump of dough now resting under a flour-dusted cloth. He chucked the spoon back in the pot, creating a splash that narrowly missed Block. “Well, in that case, I will do the best with the supplies I have. If the hunters have more meat in their stores, that would be helpful—venison, rabbit, whatever they’ve got.”

      “Very well,” Block said. “I’ll have Shadow check with the hunters. Thank you for being flexible, ChefBot.”

      “Yes, yes. Off you go,” ChefBot said, already back to chopping. “And keep that canine out of here!”

      The hotel’s great room was the size of a two-story house. It wasn’t as grand as the lobby of the Drake, where Block had once worked, with its marble floors and crystal chandeliers. But it was just right for Deer Valley, Minnesota.

      Tall windows framed a pewter sky that hung heavy with the promise of snow. A stone hearth threw out steady heat, crackling and popping as logs shifted and sent up sparks that fizzled before reaching the flue. Pine boughs, ribboned in red, hung from balcony rails. The only thing missing was the Christmas tree that would stand as the centerpiece.

      Block’s teenage daughter Wally sat on the long blue couch, its fabric worn soft from years of use, with a patch on one cushion where Marty had once gotten too enthusiastic about digging. Wally had a notebook spread open on her lap and chewed on a pencil’s eraser as if lost in thought. Block had tasked her with arranging tables where food could be laid out for guests.

      “Wally, remember to consider the flow,” he said, buffing a spot of dirt on the wall, a smudge that offended his CleanerBot sensibilities.

      She rolled her eyes and kicked her feet onto the coffee table. “Sure . . . flow, whatever that is.”

      “We talked about it,” Block started, but Nilo ran to him and whacked a feather duster across Block’s backside, sending forth a tiny cloud of dust that would have to be addressed.

      “Ha! Got you.” Nilo laughed, his face flushed pink with a mischief common to nine-year-olds.

      “The feather duster is for cleaning, not hitting things,” Block reminded him.

      “I know,” the boy said. “Sorry. I was just trying to have some fun.” He wandered over to the front door and half-heartedly wiped the duster across the oak door’s panes.

      Nilo was a kid Block and Wally had taken in. His mother, Laura, was bedridden with cancer. They were newcomers to Deer Valley and didn’t have any other family. Deer Valley’s medical doctor, Emery, cared for her at the town’s clinic. The prognosis for Laura wasn’t optimistic, and Block considered the possibility that Nilo could become a permanent addition to the hotel, a thought that brought both warmth and worry to his circuits. In their safe community, with its walls and barricades, the residents took in strangers.

      And Block took care of those who needed help. He’d discovered an abandoned infant fifteen years ago—Wally—concealed in an incubator robot amid a gun battle. He’d protected her, cared for her, and grown attached to her as a dangerous A.I. called Mach X hunted her. After trying unsuccessfully to find a human worthy of her, he adopted her.

      He never regretted it for a nanosecond.

      “I don’t get it.” Wally slammed down the notebook and pencil. “Whatever flow is . . . it’s impossible.”

      “Think like water,” Block said gently. “People come in, warm up by the fire, drift to snacks, then circle back.”

      Wally was in her teenage years, a phase that numerous humans declared the most difficult time in a person’s life, a sentiment Block had confirmed through approximately four hundred and seventy-one separate incidents of door-slamming. She also missed her girlfriend, who lived in Oregon. When Wally wasn’t playing sad music on old vinyl records, she was writing letters to Alyce, her handwriting messier as the letters grew longer.

      “I’ll help you,” Block offered, but Wally was already on her feet.

      “My head hurts,” she said. “I’m going to my room.” She left, her shoulders sagging, and her footsteps heavy on the stairs.

      His daughter was usually cheerful and vibrant. Block didn’t like the way her mood had soured lately. He entered a task on his log: visit Wally, help with table arrangement, marking it as priority level three, just below “check fire extinguishers” and “keep Marty from eating chocolate.”

      Vacuubot drifted into the lobby. Their armored plating was polished bright black, even in the muted winter light. The armored flying drone had once been a disc-shaped cleaning robot. Modifications had turned it into a weaponized combat drone with gun cannons that could rotate a full 360 degrees and targeting systems accurate to within a millimeter. But underneath was a kind-natured robot. Vacuubot was Block’s oldest and closest friend.

      “Block, I have an update,” Vacuubot said. “Do you want the good news first, or the bad news?”

      “Hey there, Vacuubot!” Nilo came running over, abandoning his feather duster on a chair. The boy was fascinated by Vacuubot. He would drop whatever he was doing to pepper the robot with questions, usually starting with, “How many bullets can you fire?” and ending with “Can you teach me to fly?”

      Vacuubot’s visor flashed red, and he privately messaged Block: This kid again?

      Block knew Vacuubot was mostly joking. His friend might have been annoyed, but they could fly away and leave whenever they chose to, which they never did because underneath Vacuubot’s combat-ready exterior was a softie who enjoyed the attention.

      Nilo is a good kid who’s going through a tough time, Block messaged back.

      “Good news, please,” Block said out loud, needing at least one thing to go right today.

      “I’ve run my security checks around Deer Valley’s perimeter,” Vacuubot said, ignoring Nilo, who was pacing and waiting for a chance to jump into the conversation. “Peacekeeper bots will be stationed at both checkpoints during the party, not that we’re expecting any outside visitors, but as a precaution.”

      “That’s fine,” Block said. “But I had hoped the Peacekeepers could attend as guests too.”

      “There will be a shift change at the halfway point. They’ll be relieved so they can stop by and be included.”

      “Excellent,” Block said. He wanted all robots to feel welcome, along with the townspeople. There had been years of tension when the humans were suspicious of the robots, especially those they called Peacekeepers. The units had originally been militarized SoldierBots—the robots who’d waged war on humans at Mach’s X command, their programming twisted to see humans as targets rather than friends. But their programming had been rewritten to set them free. The units had chosen peace and been renamed.

      “Ready for the bad news?” Vacuubot asked.

      Block wasn’t but nodded, anyway. “Go ahead.”

      “The front we’ve been tracking is getting worse. My computational models predict an exceptional snowfall, perhaps three feet.”

      “We’ve dealt with snow and storms,” Block said.

      “This one’s projected to hit on Christmas Eve morning, last all day, and be at its peak intensity between 7 and 9 p.m.”

      “Right when the party is happening,” Block finished.

      “That’s what my model predicts.” Vacuubot landed on the blue couch that Wally had vacated. Nilo plopped down beside them, bouncing slightly, his energy inexhaustible.

      Vacuubot’s weather forecasts were 97.3 percent accurate, a margin of error so small it was almost negligible. This was going to be a disaster for the party.

      “Guests can still make it to the party, can’t they?” Block asked.

      “Will there be cake and icing?” Nilo asked, his priorities those of a ravenous, growing young person.

      Vacuubot inched away from the fidgety Nilo, its hover mechanism engaging enough to create distance without being obvious about it. “We’ll have robots out shoveling paths for the guests, as the snowfall will be heavy. The blizzard could keep our numbers down. The seniors won’t be able to make it. They’re too much of a fall risk. Mrs. Henderson broke her hip last winter walking to the clinic in six inches of snow.”

      The hotel’s front door opened, and Maxwell entered, bringing a gust of cold air that made the fire flicker and the pine boughs sway. A squat, four-foot-tall FactoryBot with four telescoping arms and a head that split open to reveal additional sensors, he was Deer Valley’s expert engineer. Maxwell had been responsible for Vacuubot’s modifications and other improvements, such as the heating system that kept the hotel warm and the water filtration system that made the well water drinkable. He was also slotted to perform as an entertainer at the party, a decision Block was questioning.

      “Block, Vacuubot,” he said as he brushed snow from his shoulder panels. “Let me test out my latest set on you. Hey, Nilo.”

      “Maxwell!” Nilo bounced on the couch and pulled his sneaker-clad feet underneath him.

      “No shoes on the sofa!” Block scolded.

      Nilo put his feet on the floor, yanked off his sneakers, which were held together more by duct tape than by their original stitching, and promptly put his sock-covered feet back on the couch.

      “Nilo . . .” Block said.

      “But you said no shoes, not no feet!” the boy whined.

      “Technically, that’s a fair point.” Block gave up for the moment, adding “clarify furniture rules with Nilo” to his ever-growing task list.

      “Here I go,” Maxwell said. He grabbed Nilo’s feather duster and used it as a microphone. “You want to know the thing about factory life? It’s tough being single, am I right?”

      “Oh dear,” Vacuubot said.

      “Huh?” Nilo’s face scrunched in confusion.

      “My love language is quality assurance,” Maxwell continued. “It’s tough when your only options are bots that are bolted to the factory floor. Not many fish in the C plus plus.” He paused and produced canned laughter from his audio output, the kind that sounded like it had been recorded in 1987 and never updated. “My ex was a Roomba. Great at sweeping gestures. Terrible at boundaries. Heh, heh.”

      Maxwell spun on his heels, almost knocking over a table that held a vase of dried flowers. “Ta da . . . What did you guys think?”
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