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      Shadow and the pack were forty-three miles outside of Cleveland when Var picked up the heat signature traces of something organic. Something big. The Rovers’ hydraulic-powered, precision-crafted steel legs had pumped past plenty of deer and feral dogs as they raced across abandoned highways littered with rusting cars and through a Midwest countryside long overgrown with invasive vines and weeds. Whatever creature Var sensed lacked the muscular density of a deer and was a lot slower than an organic canine.

      Shadow followed and obeyed. She knew her place was beta, or second-in-command, and things worked better that way. Built a year after her, Var had a stronger, impenetrable new hull, so he was the obvious choice to be pack leader and fulfill Mach X’s orders. The human children had been abducted from inside their Manhattan tower. Home. Shadow’s favorite place in the whole world. She’d found the situation almost impossible to compute—a NannyBot had gone rogue, joined with enemies to fight off the pack, and escaped in an autonomous semi-truck. The pack had chased the zero-emission rig halfway across the country, tracking its electromagnetic radiation.

      But something strange had happened on their journey. Their master had always been inside their intralink, commanding them, watching them, seeing and even experiencing what the Rovers did. Shadow’s circuitry hummed when Master praised her. But when he’d been angry—the two times she’d done something wrong—it had been the worst time Shadow could remember.

      So, it was strange that after the skirmish in Manhattan, no follow-up orders had been sent. For Shadow, it was downright unpleasant not to sense Master’s presence. Perhaps he was too busy forming a plan to attack the enemies. Shadow didn’t ask Var, and neither did Raze or Fang, even though they all felt Master’s void. Shadow obeyed Var as he executed their last known orders, a mission that was crystal clear—destroy the NannyBot and retrieve the children.

      Var slowed from a sprint to a trot, and the Rovers all fell in line. Var halted in a field that was once a crop of corn but had fallen to pale dust. A sun-stripped, abandoned barn stood a quarter mile away. Shadow scanned the area, her visual processing system analyzing every detail—the ashen, dried-out wood of an old fence, the rustle of leaves in the 5.2 mile-per-hour wind, and the humidity level of forty percent. She detected a faint scent, something rotten. She tilted her head to catch a better whiff through her muzzle, allowing her olfactory processing unit to analyze the chemical composition of the foul, odorous mix. The strange smell was coming from inside the barn.

      “Follow,” Var said in a low register. He led Shadow, Raze, and Fang in stalking mode, each of them muting the vibrations of their metal feet to disguise the ground reverberations. Shadow’s internal processor hummed as she hunted whatever lurked in the barn with her pack members. Her mechanical tail swished back and forth as energy pulsated from the tip of her nose to her rear. It was fun to chase prey. On the 468-mile journey from New York to Ohio tracking the electromagnetic signature of the fleeing semi, the pack had pursued deer, coyotes, and rabbits to keep themselves entertained. It wasn’t like they needed to eat organic flesh to stay powered. Eventually they’d let their animal playthings run off while they lay on their backs, extending their flip-out solar panels to recharge in the sun. But a couple of times, Raze, the other Rover female, had gone too far. A racoon had died from a bloody gash delivered from Raze’s spiky claws. The next day, she’d shaken a feral cat in her jaws too hard and broken its leg. Var didn’t show any outward signs that he cared, but it annoyed Shadow. Raze was sloppy.

      As the barn loomed larger, a heat signature registered in Shadow’s internal feed. The lump of thermal energy stayed still in one corner of the structure. The animal inside could be injured, but she hadn’t detected blood in the air, instead there was a salty, sour odor. Var came to a boarded-up window. Beyond the cracked and dented aluminum siding, the heat spot moved a few inches, sliding across the floor inside.

      The pack spread out as they faced the barn. Var let loose a piercing howl. Shadow, Raze, and Fang screamed too, matching their alpha’s pitch. Whatever hid inside would know it was surrounded.

      A crack echoed from inside the barn, followed by a thud, then something pounding across the terrain on the opposite side of the barn.

      “Chase.” Var’s command sounded in Shadow’s intralink.

      The pack sprinted around the barn. Shadow detected months-old rotting flesh inside. A cow perhaps. The running target became visible. It was a human male in dirty, tattered blue jeans and a green jacket with a backpack slung over his shoulder. Alone. Shadow knew that for a human to travel on their own was a death wish.

      The man thundered through a patch of thickly wooded forest, his legs pumping, but the Rovers were faster. In less than thirty seconds, Var caught up, snarling and baring his razor-sharp teeth. The man stumbled and fell, sobbing and clutching at dirt in a feeble bid to crawl away.

      Shadow’s CPU worked at a frantic pace, computing the stranger’s size and weight, the precise age and deterioration of his jeans (four years and twenty days and 68 percent), and the fact he was unarmed. It would be easy for Var, or any one of the Rovers, to snap his neck and be done with it.

      The pack circled their target. The man stopped crawling and curled up in a fetal position, his eyes bulging like they would pop out of their sockets. His pulse raced to 172 beats per minute, and Shadow’s finely tuned hearing could detect the blood rushing through his veins.

      “Please.” The man raised his shaking, dirt-stained hands. “Don’t hurt me.”

      Shadow cocked her head, waiting for Var to decide what to do. A Rover unit’s programming dictated that humans were to be avoided or, if necessary, eliminated for the safety of the pack. But this man was no threat.

      Shadow had only ever been around one human—Doctor Emery. She was Master’s favorite, and therefore the Rovers obeyed Emery. Shadow liked her. She was nice and sometimes patted Shadow’s head. “Good Rover,” Emery would say before she entered the nursery where the human children had lived. The scents coming from inside the nursery were different than Emery’s smell. The subjects, as Emery and the NannyBots called them, emitted a symphony of odorous data points—traces of a white powder, a mild honey fragrance, and milky breath. Shadow had often hung around to catch a whiff even though the nursery was off limits to the Rovers.

      But Emery had done a very bad thing. She’d taken the subjects and fled with the NannyBot enemy. Shadow had not worked out why Dr. Emery would do such a thing to Master. It was clearly against the rules.

      As Var circled the helpless man, his metallic claws clinked against the ground. Shadow knew what Var was considering—the man was a potential threat to their mission—but she didn’t want to hurt him. The man’s eyes locked on Shadow’s, and for a moment, she remembered Dr. Emery. Good Rover.

      Var growled. “Who are you?”

      The man gulped and his Adam’s apple quivered. “Jack. I’m just a traveler passing through.”

      Var paused a moment, never taking his glaring green eyes off the man before him. He messaged the pack privately. “We can’t risk him alerting the NannyBot. We must eliminate him.”

      Shadow’s CPU whirred as she processed this. Obeying Var was imperative for the safety of the pack and the mission, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something off about this situation.

      “Wait, Var.” Shadow replied in their intralink. “We don’t harm humans unless they threaten us. Maybe he knows where the NannyBot took Dr. Emery and the subjects.”

      Var snarled and scraped his hulking left paw across the forest soil. “He’s human. He must be an enemy. Mach X wants enemies destroyed.”

      “But what if he’s not?” Shadow was crossing a line and risking her beta status but persisted. “What if he has information that could help us?”

      Raze paced a circle around the man. “We’re losing time. Let’s kill him and go.” She said this out loud.

      “Please, no, no.” The man called Jack panted and squirmed, pressing his back against the base of an oak tree, but Raze lunged and barked, an inch from his face. The man screamed and flattened himself on the ground.

      “Raze, don’t,” Shadow said aloud just before messaging Fang privately. “Back me up?” She and Fang were litter mates—produced on Mach X’s robot assembly line only seconds apart. She could aways count on Fang.

      “We can’t lose the trail,” Fang replied in her link. “Let Var do what he wants.”

      Shadow scanned her logic module for help. The man was unarmed and not a threat. And yet, they were on a mission to find the subjects and return them to Master. The odds of obtaining important information from this man were low, but Shadow couldn’t dampen a curiosity. She’d always been interested in humans—how they thought, why they behaved as they did. Imagine them believing their species was superior to AI. Besides, her only interaction with a human had been Dr. Emery, and she liked the woman. Maybe this man was nice too and could answer some of Shadow’s questions.

      In a split second, Var was in Shadow’s face, challenging her. She whined, shoving her sleek, alloyed tail between her legs and hunching her back in submission.

      Var growled and bared his fangs as he faced her. “Are you challenging me?”

      “Careful, sister.” It was Fang inside her feed. “I can’t defend you. Var’s too strong.”

      The rules of the pack were programmed into each Rover. If one of them challenged the leader, they would battle. The loser would be terminated, and failing that, exiled. And every Rover knew that once you got separated from your pack, it was a slow death—pain, cognitive decay, and mechanical breakdown.

      Shadow was nowhere near as powerful as Var. Her metal parts and construction were inferior. Her only advantage was her incredible scent and energy tracking detectors. It was why he kept her as his number two. “No, Var.”

      Var grumbled deep and low. “Have you forgotten your place?”

      Shadow lowered to her stomach. “No. I am Rover Unit FG4. I obey Var. My mission is to destroy the enemy.” And this human is not the target. But she didn’t dare to say that part out loud.

      Var placed a heavy front paw on her back and leaned toward her ear. “Don’t forget who you serve.” He pressed down, denting the metal on the right side of her back. He could’ve easily crushed her CPU with his full force.

      Raze and Fang paced, both whining. Var lingered on her back. He could terminate her, and the pack would be down one member, but they could still fulfill their mission.

      Before exacting more damage, Var jumped off Shadow and sat on his heels in a patch of sun that shone through the treetops. “Get up.”

      Shadow rose slowly and shook off the dirt and grime that had collected on her. “I’m sorry, Var. I know my place.”

      “Don’t test me again.” Var rose on all fours. “Eliminate the human so we can go.”

      Shadow hesitated. Raze trotted to Var’s side. “Let me do it,” she said.

      “No.” Var’s glowing emerald eyes staked out Shadow. “Number two makes the kill or loses her place.”

      Var wasn’t making this easy. Shadow had destroyed plenty of robots and organic rats, mostly for training practice, but never a human.

      She couldn’t disobey Var. She stepped in front of the traveler.

      “Please, no!” The man cried out, his voice quaking with fear. “I swear I didn’t do anything. I’m just passing through.”

      Shadow drew closer to the man, her metal claws slashing the soil underneath her feet. She didn’t need advanced AI cognition to decipher the terror in Jack’s eyes. Sweat dripped down his face, and she registered the chemical composition and odor—the salty, sour odor she’d picked up near the barn. She labeled it, ‘human male, fear of death.’

      “What are you waiting for?” Raze said.

      With a sudden lunge forward, Shadow plunged her metal claws into the man’s chest. He let cry a manic scream, his face stiffened into a grimace, and he arched his spine against the oak.

      Shadow pulled back, her claws coated in blood. The man stared into her optics, mouth agape, gasping for air, before he slumped and thudded onto his side.

      Var, Raze, and Fang let out barks of approval, but Shadow’s sensors buzzed with alerts that dragged down her processing speed.

      Var turned and beat a path through the woods, away from the victim. Raze and Fang followed as Shadow took up the rear.

      She slowed her pace a bit, falling behind the pack by a full minute. She scanned with her meticulous biosensors. By the time the pack crossed a narrow, rushing river, the man called Jack had a pulse—a weak, faintly thrumming pulse, but it was there. She’d kept him alive, thrusting the bulk of her claws into the tree’s bark. Jack had likely passed out from the shock of the flesh wounds, but he could survive if he washed and disinfected the cuts. Maybe.

      Shadow had given the man a fighting chance, at least. But it had cost her. She was on Var’s bad side, and that was a terrible place to be.
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      The two-story Illinois farmhouse sat on a hill, overlooking a slope that led down to a wide field and an orchard filled with apple trees. It was painted a dusky yellow, with white-trimmed windows and a wrap-around porch. Block had never been inside such a residence. The porch was enjoyable because one could sit above the grass without getting wet from dew or rain, but it was irritating that the outside floorboards required constant sweeping. All matter of leaves, dust, and pine needles accumulated. Of course, cleanliness was a matter of utmost importance to Block, but even more so now that seventeen children under the age of two were living in the home. The toddlers walked around, and the infants would be crawling in a matter of months. The floors had to be spotless and sanitized. Their lives depended on it.

      The farm’s owner, Fenn, was a retired veterinarian who lived alone and was good at maintaining his land, animals, and crops, but he’d failed in the home maintenance department as far as Block was concerned. Dust coated both the upstairs and downstairs living areas. Block tidied in a frenzy—sweeping, mopping, and polishing the floors, baseboards, and even brushing the walls to loosen caked-on grime. The rooms had to be in tip top shape for Wally, ten other two-year-olds, and the six younger babies they’d brought back from Manhattan only four days earlier.

      They were outside of a town known as Woodstock. Nova had assured Block that it was the safest place to keep the kids—sixty miles northwest of Chicago, far from Mach X’s SoldierBots and drones. “The area has no strategic importance, so the bots ignore it,” she’d told him the day they’d arrived. Number 21, usually a whiny autonomous semi-truck, had been a good sport about having to cart all the babies and toddlers halfway across the country. Block, Emery, and Spoon had comforted, fed, and changed diapers along the way, but there’d been a lot of shrieking and wailing. The rest of the crew—Oxford, Cybel Venatrix, G5, Maxwell, Forge, and Vacuubot had stayed out of the way, or tried to. Twice, a curious toddler had escaped from the makeshift cushion barriers and poked and prodded at Forge and Vacuubot.

      After securing the farm and setting up perimeter alerts, Cybel and Oxford had taken off with Nova to help her in Chicago where she led the rebel forces against the SoldierBots that had occupied the city since the early Uprising. That left Block with Emery, Vacuubot and the other robots, as well as Fenn. At least they had G5—a weaponized SoldierBot who could protect the group from an attack. Block’s threat indicator was on high alert—he worried about Wally and the children. What if Mach X was still out there, tracking the kids through the implanted chips inside their brains? Emery was taking precautions to stop such a thing from happening, but Block’s threat indicator still agitated on the chance they were wrong about the “cure.”

      In the upstairs hall, Block rested the mop handle against the wall and sucked up a speck of dirt on top of a hanging picture frame. The photo showed a two-decades younger Fenn with a woman, holding hands in a golden field as the sun set behind them in a glowing, yellowy haze. He logged a task to ask Fenn about the picture later. Mr. Wallace had once said it was polite to show interest in your guests with lots of questions, and Block assumed that extended to hosts also. For Block, it was odd to be someone’s guest. The situation made him so uncomfortable he spent all his time cleaning when he wasn’t taking care of Wally and the other children. Luckily, childcare duties were being split with Emery and Spoon.

      A muffled voice came from downstairs. Emery’s voice. “Block?”

      “Coming!” He set down Fenn’s old battery-powered vacuum as he hurried down the curved oak staircase toward the dining room which functioned as a makeshift surgical area. He waited outside the bedsheet barrier hung across the doorway.

      “Need your help,” Emery said.

      Block nudged the sheet aside and entered. A toddler lay flat on top of the dining room table. Draped in laundered sheets that Block had personally sanitized, only the child’s head and face were exposed. Emery wore a headlamp and leaned over the baby’s shaved scalp with a huge syringe. Fenn had kept a stash of vet supplies, including anesthesia and surgical tools, that they desperately needed.

      Spoon, a medical helperbot and friend of Block, stood before a tall cabinet and monitored a computer screen. Jumbles of wires extended from the computer to nodes on the child’s head.

      “What can I do?” Block’s odor register flagged a burning chemical smell as intense. He often missed his CleanerBot body and its attachments. His NannyBot plating was sleeker and more polished, but it lacked equipment such as the nozzle of condensed air he would’ve sprayed to clear the fumes. There weren’t as many storage options and no rectangular box on his back that held cleaning implements.

      “Take this one to recovery and bring in the next.” With steady hands, Emery inserted the syringe into the baby’s scalp, injecting a glowing purple liquid into the soft tissue. It was Spoon’s cure, developed in a warehouse outside New York City while Block had infiltrated Mach X’s tower in his NannyBot form. The substance contained nanobots that located the child’s brain chip and formed a protective cocoon around it, keeping it from transmitting any messages in or out.

      Emery finished the injection and turned to Block, wiping sweat from her forehead. Spoon unhooked the nodes and set the unconscious child on a wheeled cart before turning back to prep the next syringe.

      “Is everything okay?” Block pushed the cart forward a few inches, keeping his pace as slow and gentle as he could.

      “It’s fine, but we need to get this done ASAP,” she said.

      “Of course.” Block hesitated. “I thought Mach X was no longer a threat.” He’d been with Emery as they’d fled from X’s apartment, had heard the AI’s screams after Block had sprayed the nanobot solution in X’s eyes, nose, and mouth.

      Emery chewed on her lip, a nervous microhabit Block had picked up on. “He’s gone, but it doesn’t hurt to make sure no one else can locate the kids.”

      Block nodded, knowing they had to take every precaution to protect the children. “We’ll get this done.”

      Emery shot him a grateful smile. “Thanks, Block. Honestly, I don’t know how we’d do this without you.”

      Block appreciated a compliment, but he didn’t see himself as anything special. He was just doing what needed to be done to keep Wally and the other children safe. He wheeled the cart out of the dining room and into the recovery area—a spare room, formerly an office den, that he’d cleaned and sterilized. Until the anesthesia wore off, the children slept inside wooden cribs built by Forge and Maxwell.

      He set Subject Four inside an empty crib. They hadn’t chosen names for the kids yet. There would be time for that later, Emery had assured him. After tucking the toddler in a blanket, he checked on Wally’s crib. She lay on her back with her eyes closed and mouth open. He smoothed her blanket to cover her exposed, pudgy feet. “You’re safe, little Wally,” he said in a low voice so as not to disturb her or the others.

      Two hours later, the injections were done, and some of the children were waking up. Emery shooed Block out as she and Spoon tended to the children. With all the cribs, there wasn’t enough room for more than two in the recovery room.

      He headed upstairs to check on the infants. Inside the large master bedroom, six cribs sat in two rows. Forge lingered by one, his thick, cylindrical body nearly as wide as the crib itself.

      “Hey, buddy.” Maxwell looked up as Block entered the room. “Any news?”

      Everyone had been anxious as Emery and Spoon did the risky work of disabling the chips. Block gave a thumbs up. “Everything’s fine. They’re waking up.”

      “Well, that’s awesome!” Maxwell clapped, and his steel hands clanged and reverberated throughout the narrow room. Two of the babies wailed.

      “Way to go.” Forge shook his head from side to side as he rocked the two cribs to settle the upset infants. “Just when I’d gotten them to sleep.”

      “Did you hear from Cybel and Oxford?” Block asked. Another advantage of Fenn’s farm—the ham radio equipment he used to communicate with Nova and a network of other survivalists. “Are they okay?”

      Maxwell took over rocking duties on another crib where the baby had joined in on the crying. “Nothing yet. But they’re both tough, and they’re with Nova. They’ll be fine.”

      A soft cry came from a crib near Block. Inside, one of the infants stirred, kicking her tiny legs. Block leaned down and patted her tummy. “Hey there, little one. Did you have a good sleep?” The baby’s blue eyes stared up at him, and she made a small cooing sound. Block stroked her cheek with his special NannyBot fingers—heated to a human’s body temp, they mimicked soft organic fingers.

      Maxwell came and stood beside him after Forge fed the criers their bottles. “I can’t believe how much they depend on us.”

      Block knew all too well how helpless human babies were. He’d cared for Wally from the time she was seven months old. “It gets easier.”

      “If you say so,” Maxwell said. “Hey, have you given more thought to me and Forge changing you back into a CleanerBot? Aren’t you getting sick of being one of X’s weird NannyBots?”

      He’d been thinking about it a lot, churning on all the probable outcomes in his logic module. But it was a big decision. It was true that he missed the attachments and tubes and hoses in his old body, but he had something else with his NannyBot appearance, something he’d never had before.

      “I don’t know,” Block said. “Not right now.”

      “Let us know if you change your mind.” Maxwell gave another bottle out. “We’ll make it happen.”

      Block made his way downstairs, carrying the broom and dust mop to stow them away in the hallway closet. When he’d agreed to allow the New Jersey junkyard bots to outfit him as NannyBot, he hadn’t calculated what would come after. His threat assessment module had indicated the chances of surviving inside Mach X’s tower were one in 10,652. So, there hadn’t been much use in worrying about whether to go back to the body he’d been created with. He still carried the same internal programming—the urge to clean, to provide hospitality, and to make humans comfortable. But in the hierarchy of robots, CleanerBots were just about the lowest of the low. The CleanerBots who scoured sewers had it the worst—looked down upon by every other robot model, but a hotel CleanerBot was a prime target for bullying and ridicule. As a NannyBot, he stood a better chance of fighting back against stronger robots. He was sure Oxford, Cybel, Forge, and the other robots treated him with a higher degree of respect than they had before. Going back to being a CleanerBot made it harder to protect himself. Would Wally want to go through life being raised by a lowly CleanerBot? Definitely not.

      A clatter came from the family room. Block ran down the hall and entered the high-ceilinged room.

      G5 stood just outside a sliding glass door that led to the outside. The robot’s metallic voice boomed. “Threat detected. Multiple SoldierBots approaching from the north.”

      Block’s threat indicator spiked. Had Mach X found them? There was no more Mach X according to Emery. It could be one of the random patrols Nova had warned them about. He rushed outside to join G5, pinging Vacuubot.

      The early afternoon sky had turned a murky gray, and the chilly springtime air buzzed with the sound of flying drones, patrolling several miles away like restless predators. Block scanned the horizon and noticed smoke billowing over the treetops to the north. “What’s happening?”

      Vacuubot soared into view, its domed shell reflecting the muted sky, and messaged Block—the only robot he could communicate with. A fire, approximately four miles to the northeast. SoldierBots and their drones are investigating.

      “A patrol is checking out a fire,” Block relayed to G5.

      “My sensors are pinging,” G5 said. Having a SoldierBot on their side was an advantage. “I cloaked my identity and show up as a comms relay. They’re coming this way.”

      The drones will fly over in less than five minutes, Vacuubot said.

      Block had to get everyone to safety per the plan. Trouble was, they’d only talked about Oxford’s hideout plan and never actually practiced it. “Let’s move.”

      Block burst inside the house and into the recovery room, not caring about disturbing the children. “SoldierBot patrol! Get to the barn.”

      Emery and Spoon were quick to respond with no questions asked. They gathered the toddlers, still groggy from their injections, and hurried out to the barn, carrying two at a time. Block raced upstairs to alert Forge and Maxwell who were already packing up the infants to move them out.

      Block carried the baby girl with the blue eyes. They reached the barn, a large red structure on the edge of the property. Fenn had installed an underground safe room and stocked it with food, water, and medicine for this type of emergency.

      Fenn stood outside the barn doors smoking a cigarette and pacing. After hustling, Emery and Spoon had gotten the toddlers settled in the underground room, and Maxwell stood over the opening in the floor, handing them the babies one by one.

      The rising clamor of the approaching drones signaled that the SoldierBot patrol was almost upon them. “Everyone inside the safe room now!” Block ordered.

      G5 was the last to rush inside the room, and Fenn closed the heavy steel door above them before descending the narrow stairway. Block hadn’t yet cleaned the cobweb-riddled safe room. It was cramped, with just enough space for the robots, two humans, and babies to huddle together. Block settled the blue-eyed girl on a dusty cot and sat next to her on the ground.

      Fenn’s breath was shallow. “This has happened a few times over the years,” he whispered. “Garnet’s broadcasting a signal from the barn so the property shows up as a dead spot. Tricks the drones.” Garnet was an industrial farming AI, loyal to Fenn, that he’d enhanced over the years.

      “You sure that’ll work?” Emery asked. She sat on the ground with crossed legs, rocking a toddler.

      “She’s saved my butt many times.” Fenn chewed on his stubby nails.

      Wally crawled over from a mess of fidgety toddlers and found Block. “Hi Bock.” She stuck her thumb in her mouth.

      “Hello, Wally.” Block let her suck the thumb instead of pulling it out. “We have to be very quiet right now.” Wally hugged Block’s legs. The ominous hum of overhead drones sent Block’s threat module into overdrive. What if the SoldierBots found them? What would happen to the children? He wanted to ask Vacuubot for intel—how many were out there, how close?—but his friend was cloaked and therefore emitted no monitoring or tracking signals.

      Six minutes ticked by before the drones’ hum faded.

      “Are they gone?” Emery asked, breaking the silence.

      “For now.” Fenn rose, his hands shaking as he pulled another cigarette from his front shirt pocket. “We should be good for a few days, maybe even a week. Garnet’s signal will hold them off.”

      Block looked down at Wally. He’d crisscrossed the country to find her after losing her once. Never again. His only purpose in the world was to protect her and the other kids. Even with Mach X destroyed, they still faced constant threat.

      Later, after helping Emery and Spoon settle the toddlers and babies, Block found Vacuubot on the porch, perched on top of a wooden banister. “How safe are we here?”

      We have an airtight perimeter. Anything bigger than a cat wandering across will set off the monitors. G5 and I will be on it in a flash, Vacuubot messaged.

      “Thank you, my friend.” Block leaned against the railing and watched the sun’s departure casting a wild display of salmon pink and sherbet orange. He wondered what had caused the fire and the sudden appearance of the SoldierBots. Maybe it was just a random occurrence, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that something bigger was at play.

      Have you thought about going back to your CleanerBot body? Vacuubot asked.

      “How’d you know about that?”

      Maxwell isn’t great at keeping secrets. Well, are you going to?

      Block wondered who else knew. “I don’t know. Not now.”

      Why not?

      “I want to protect the kids, and when I’m a CleanerBot, no one takes me seriously.”

      Being a different bot doesn’t change who you are, Block. You’re still the same robot who saved Wally and the other kids. We respect you because of who you are, not just because of the body you’re in.

      Block considered. It was true he’d been able to protect Wally for a long time in his old form, but being a CleanerBot made him vulnerable. “I’ll think about it,” he said.

      Fair enough. But you don’t need a fancy body. And besides, I miss you always polishing me.

      Block yanked out a folded cleaning rag from a hidden compartment in his arm. “I may look different, but I can still clean as good as any fresh-off-the-line CleanerBot.” He set to work scrubbing grimy spots from Vacuubot’s shell.

      He didn’t stop until he could see his reflection in the drone’s smooth armor. The blue face staring back at him was foreign, but the body could fight back if something threatened Wally. He couldn’t lose her again.
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      A suffocating smog wrapped itself in and around the abandoned Chicago skyscrapers, casting an uneasy haze. From Nova’s vantage point on top of a highway overpass, the heart of the city had been transformed into a nightmarish landscape of twisted metal and shattered glass. The SoldierBots had seized control early in the AI Uprising, and it was up to her to get it back from the merciless machines.

      Nova had never considered herself the leader type, and yet here she was, responsible for the rebel forces in a city that wasn’t hers. Worse yet, she somehow had to convince Samantha Baxter, the leader of the West Side faction, to trust her and join forces. She wished for another coffee, a precious commodity now that supplies were scarce. As commander, she got one a day. More than most. She sighed. This was all Block’s fault—dragging her into his mess with the kid and getting her caught up in Chicago. It wasn’t even her home. Before the Uprising, she’d spent her days bartending at a dive bowling alley in her home city, Detroit.

      She stood on cracked asphalt at the edge of the West Town district and turned to face her crew of five soldiers who lingered by their armored truck. She caught a glimpse of herself in the side mirror. With her dark hair tied back in a low ponytail, she surprised herself at how drawn her cheekbones looked and the prominence of the hollows under her eyes against her brown skin. Sleep was hard to come by and she often forgot to eat these days.

      Regardless of how she looked, she was in charge of a lot of people, and she’d better act like it. “Wait here. Stick to the plan.”

      Geo, her second-in-command, nodded. “Roger that, Chief.” At six-foot-three, he towered over Nova and the other soldiers. He was bald with an unruly blonde beard and called her Chief even though he knew it annoyed her. But what she liked best about him was that he’d arrived in her ranks after Shane’s defeat. She could trust him, and he was able to sniff out trouble brewing, like when he’d quashed a plot among a few of her top advisors to spring Shane from his cell. Nova needed Geo’s loyalty and protection from threats within her ranks. She didn’t have time to focus on internal strife when her focus was on uniting the human factions to take back the city.

      She walked alone into West Town on Division Street, her boots crunching on shards of glass and concrete. The sun hung high in the sky, but the clouds were low, and the air was dense with fog. She walked in the center of the street, knowing Samantha’s people would come for her. The debris piled along the sidewalks smelled of gunpowder, burned plastic, and rust.

      Convincing Samantha would be no easy task, but she had no choice—survival depended on the alliance of the north and west sides of the city. From the looks of it, West Town had sustained even more damage than the north. As Nova walked the bleak street littered with the husks of burned-out vehicles, her stomach did back flips. The buildings on both sides of the street—formerly apartments, banks, and restaurants—were dilapidated and charred. It looked like old film of bombed-out London during World War II. Shadows moved in the alleys. Samantha’s people.

      After another fifty paces, three armed men and two women approached, pointing rifles at her. Nova raised her hands in surrender.

      “I’m here to talk to Samantha.” She kept her voice steady even though she wanted to retch.

      A man in a camouflaged green jacket stepped forward, his eyes narrowed. “You’re trespassing.” He came closer, aiming the barrel at her throat.

      She met his gaze without faltering. “Samantha will want to hear what I have to say. Tell her Nova’s here.”
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