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            Seek and destroy
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      The jet’s dilapidated interior begged for a good scrubbing. Block, rotating his titanium wrists to suppress his programming urges, would have been happy to accommodate, but there were more urgent matters. At a cruising altitude of 20,000 feet, Maxwell piloted the plane. Cybel Venatrix occupied the co-pilot chair, looking regal with her newly implanted SoldierBot legs that reached the floor. Block perched on the edge of his seat behind them in the first passenger row. His primary concern was getting the plane and everyone on board safely to New York City where Wally had been taken by Mach X’s SoldierBot army. How exactly to go about rescuing her was still a puzzle to his well-worn, humming circuitry.

      Through the circular window next to him, the thin night air stretched into black oblivion. Less than two hours ago, they’d waged a battle along Chicago’s abandoned O’Hare airport runways. With Nova’s help, they’d beaten Shane and his followers. She’d stayed behind, promising to win back the army of human rebels and keep fighting against Mach X’s forces in Chicago. Block hoped Nova had gotten some sleep. He knew how cranky she got when she missed out on her slumber.

      A rattling like a train jumping its tracks came from the rear. Oxford’s massive Mech body stretched the limits of the 15-passenger-seat jet that had once flown the members of the Beaky Breads Company. The painted logo on the plane’s exterior, a cheery blue and yellow design—a remnant of a peaceful past—was peeling off. It had been abandoned for over a year, ever since the Uprising had destroyed modern society, killed most everyone, and sent surviving humans into hiding.

      In the cockpit, Maxwell slammed a fist against the plane’s dashboard. “I can’t see jack out there.”

      For a moment, Block wondered who Jack was and why on earth Maxwell would be looking for someone while they were flying, but then his hospitality module kicked in, rather late—“jack” was a slang expression used by humans, one that Maxwell had picked up from the workers at his former factory.

      “Idiot.” Cybel flicked on a control gauge and pressed two buttons that illuminated a lit-up display dash that showed the plane’s relation to the terrain below. “You said you flew before.”

      Maxwell’s square metal shoulder sockets squeaked as he shrugged. “A flight simulator that a couple of the Factory loaders rigged up. That counts, right?”

      Flat on his back, with his twelve-foot-tall metal frame wedged between seats, Oxford grumbled. Block rose from his vinyl-covered seat—a horrendous shade of royal blue that showed dust—and crouched next to his large friend. “How are you doing?”

      “Never mind.” Oxford swiveled his head to see Block. “Keep those two focused on landing us in one piece.”

      “Roger that.” Block strode to the plane’s mid-section, pausing to check on the other passengers in his misfit crew. Across a long sofa bench, his oldest friend Vacuubot rested next to G5—the SoldierBot that Block had hacked and succeeded in winning to their side. “Is everything⁠—”

      Vacuubot relayed an instantaneous reply to Block’s internal feed. The two-foot-wide disc-shaped flying robot’s pings could only be interpreted by Block, and no one was sure why. I’m monitoring G5 for any signs of reverting to Mach X’s control.

      “Okay.” Block supposed that was a good idea, and it was one he hadn’t thought of himself. “Carry on.” For some reason, Oxford and the others had appointed Block the leader of the group. There was no logic proposed for the decision, no rationale provided, and Block couldn’t understand why they’d put the weakest link—a lowly CleanerBot such as he was—in charge of anything other than sweeping.

      Next to the imposing SoldierBot and weaponized Vacuubot, two other robots sat on the long benches. Spoon was a Medical HelperBot they’d found in Mach X’s Chicago tower. Spoon had overseen medical administration for the babies and children whom Mach X had abducted. Spoon was the last among them to have seen Wally. Then there was Forge—a robot who’d been abandoned and was in need of help along the El train tracks underneath the streets of Chicago.

      Cybel, the TrackerBot who’d once hunted Block before joining his side, flipped a lever and shifted in her seat toward Maxwell. “Listen up.” She pointed to a gauge on the dash. “That’s your altitude.” She pointed to another digital output. “That’s your speed, and that’s your engine power.” Maxwell tilted his head as if studying or recording the lesson. “Fuel level is there. Compass.” She pointed to two final readouts. “That’s your horizontal speed and vertical.” Easing back into her seat, she folded her titanium hands together. “The controls are simple. Meanwhile I’m charting our flight path.”

      “Cool.” Maxwell grabbed the plane’s yoke and yanked it back and steered it to the right. The jet lurched higher, tilted to the right, and knocked everyone off balance.

      Oxford’s hulking mass rocked and slammed against the seats across from him, folding them in half. “Hey. Give me a warning, will you?”

      “Sorry.” Maxwell tapped a screwdriver finger against one of the displays. “We’re dropping.”

      Block rushed to the cockpit. The view was clear from the front windows—the jet’s nose pointed down at a 45-degree angle. They were losing altitude and falling fast. “What happened?”

      “I turned on the autopilot.” Maxwell’s hexagonal red eyes shifted from the instruments to the cockpit window. “Something must have gone wrong.”

      “Silence, dummy.” Cybel’s digits danced across the dashboard’s many gauges. “The fuel gauge says we’ve got eleven minutes left. You said the tank read full.”

      “It did.” Maxwell fumbled with the seatbelt straps and buckled himself in. “Maybe it sprung a leak?”

      Block’s sensors were in overdrive. “How far to the city?”

      “We’re nearing New Jersey,” Cybel said.

      It was close enough. Block had to get Maxwell and Cybel to land the plane, and once on the ground, they could commandeer a vehicle to get them the rest of the way to Manhattan where Wally was being held. “Land this thing.” Block’s words triggered a warning on his personal display screen: “You didn’t say please.” He was being direct—so direct that his human-placating software couldn’t handle it. He tapped Maxwell’s shoulder. “Please, Maxwell. You can land us, correct?”

      Maxwell saluted. “Aye, Captain.”

      It was a good enough answer for Block, and Cybel would keep their pilot in check. Block hurried into the rear as the others looked up at him, as if expecting answers. Why they would expect a CleanerBot to know anything about a plane was beyond him. “Oxford, we have a problem. I’ll update you as I⁠—”

      A loud pop came from the last row—a window exploded. The frame around the window sizzled as a red beam cut a hole through the fuselage, inches from Oxford’s head. The cabin lost pressure, and the inside air blasted through the ripped metal opening.

      Vacuubot’s message came to Block in an instant. Drones. Everyone down now.

      Inside Block’s processors, something swelled like a tuning fork being struck. It was his fear module, a part of his programming that was the driving force that had kept him on course—and usually in hiding. He shouted at the others. “Stay low. Drone attack!”

      Worse than a circling pack of crazed wild dogs, more drones began firing laser strikes at the Beaky Bread Company plane. Down the side of the jet, like a row of long, red teeth, a series of holes burned into the metal. A few more hits, and they would rip the fuselage to shreds.

      “Parachutes!” Maxwell sliced through his safety restraints, bolted out of his seat, and opened a storage compartment packed with escape chutes. A few seats behind, Forge and Spoon were crouched low on the floor, their hands covering their robotic heads as if bracing for impact. Cybel grasped the dashboard’s yoke and pulled back, trying to stabilize the plane’s tilting descent. In the rear, Oxford craned his neck around, trying to see the drones that fired on the jet.

      Block needed Vacuubot. Being a drone itself, his powerful yet small friend would know what to do—if there was any way out of the sky disaster.

      They’ll destroy us. They don’t want to negotiate. I tried, the tiny disk-shaped robot said.

      Block struggled to make sense of it. “What can we do?”

      I’ll head out there. Seek and destroy.

      Block’s fear module flared brighter in his processors. He didn’t want to risk losing Vacuubot. Never again. “Too dangerous.”

      A drone slammed into the side of the jet, splintering a window into a spiderweb of metal and industrial-strength glass. Thick reams of smoke came from the tiny bathroom, and Block’s heat warning indicator flashed.

      Farther up the aisle, Maxwell, Spoon, G5, and Forge fumbled with the parachutes, helping each other shimmy into the narrow people-sized backpacks. “Geez, humans have small shoulders,” Forge whined over the forceful wind whipping through the cabin.

      Block retrieved the emergency transmission he’d written for Nova. The one for Wally was there too. He readied to deliver them—messages he never intended to actually send—but things didn’t look good.

      Oxford’s massive hand pincers reached up and hooked onto the overhead luggage bins. He pulled himself to a seated position, thrust out his metal cannon arm, and fired through a person-sized hole in the fuselage. The round of ammunition tore through the air and struck one of the drones. As it spun past the windows, a spray of fire and white-orange sparks spewed from the drone’s armor. It fizzled and sparked, then tumbled to the earth in a burning, smoking wreck.

      In the cockpit, Cybel’s fingers danced across the dash. “No fuel. They hit us.”

      Send me out, Block. Vacuubot wasn’t giving up. The little drone didn’t have to wait for Block’s approval, but it seemed to want it anyway. I’ve got an idea.

      He wanted to keep his friend safe and out of the death arena airspace, but he also knew that Vacuubot was far more resourceful than any of them were. Block’s scenario processor shuffled thousands of what-if scenarios. Predictions of various explosions and the plane bursting into flames and hitting a town of people struck him all at once, forcing him to switch off the scenario module. The drones outside swooped in and out of the air, their bodies lit up with flashing red sensors as they dove at the plane like a flock of crazed birds.

      What are you waiting for? Send me. It’s our only chance to land and get Wally.

      It was right. Block had one purpose in the world—keep Wally safe. “Go.”

      Vacuubot’s aerodynamic, curved midnight-black and green body hummed and flew through the window panel, out into the dark sky. Its robotic voice echoed in Block’s comm feed but was choppy as the little drone began to move away from the plane. Some of my night vision sensors are damaged. I can’t see as well, but I can still shoot.

      Block inched his way to the gaping hole the enemy had blasted through. He clamped on to the metal seat backs to keep himself from being sucked out. He reached the edge of the hole, and Oxford extended his non-cannon arm and wrapped it around Block’s torso to hold him steady. Vacuubot zoomed past the windows, closing in on one of the drones. Its blaster emitted a red beam and struck the triangular V-shaped drone in its middle, exploding it. Another drone launched an attack on Vacuubot, but the little bot dodged the attempt and returned fire, nicking it with a laser hit. The target drone teetered and spun, emitting a laser, but the beam came out in rapid, stuttering bursts. The drone’s external sensors flashed red, then in a brilliant flash, the drone exploded into a fiery ball of sparks and metal like a comet scuttling to earth thousands of feet below.

      “How many others?” Block shouted at Oxford to be heard over the roaring wind streaming through the plane and past every inch of their robot bodies.

      “I counted three more.”

      Cybel’s voice boomed from the cockpit. “Nine-thousand feet and dropping! Maxwell, get over here and help me right this flying hunk of shrapnel.”

      But Maxwell had a parachute on. He handed one to Cybel, thrusting it onto her lap. “There’s no point. This sucker’s going down.” Maxwell, Forge, Spoon, and G5 all had chutes on their backs. Maxwell lurched toward Block and Oxford with two more packs. “Put them on.”

      Block clutched the parachute against his chest to keep it from blowing out of the Swiss cheese jet. Vacuubot would be okay since it could fly wherever it wanted. Block shrank back as Maxwell offered a parachute pack to Oxford that was the size of a wristwatch on the giant Mech. As Oxford refused it, the emergency exit door popped open and peeled away as easy as a pop tab on a soda can.

      Cybel stormed over and shoved Maxwell aside. “Fool, you think a human parachute can support Oxford?” She grabbed the chute Maxwell had given her and flung it out the window. “I’m landing this metal tube, and anyone who leaves is abandoning the crew.”

      Oxford twisted his torso where he sat in the aisle, tracking Vacuubot and the assassin drones outside. “Don’t be a hero, Cybel. The best plan is for you all to jump, and I’ll go down. My armor will protect me. I was built for far worse than a plane crash.”

      Cybel spun on her new, piston-powered legs. “I’m not leaving you.” The others watched in silence. “You’re the only one of these crank jobs who has any common sense.”

      The plane lurched and knocked Block to his knees. He climbed up, struggling for a hold on one of the seat backs. A tray flopped down and snapped off, hurtling past Cybel’s head, through a hole, and into the night air.

      Oxford’s voice boomed. “Down!” He yanked Cybel to the floor. Near the front, Forge crouched and pulled G5 and Spoon down with him.

      Block sank onto his knees and sent a message to Vacuubot. “You okay?”

      A laser ripped through the side of the plane nearest Block, puncturing the metal and sending jagged shards of razor-sharp, burning-hot metal ricocheting through the cabin. The plane’s structural integrity crumpled like an accordion that had been stomped on.

      As the jet plummeted to earth, Vacuubot messaged. Two drones destroyed. One— The connection cut out.

      Block held the compressed parachute in his hands. Maxwell, Spoon, and G5 all tumbled toward the emergency door and jumped out. Don’t die. Wally needs me. Block examined the pack as best he could while the sky was whizzing by. The parachute was a simple object, but one he was unfamiliar with. He unzipped the edges, then pulled the straps around his shoulders as Maxwell and the others had done. An orange cord hung from the side that, by process of elimination, had to be the mechanism that triggered the chute.

      Block hoped Vacuubot was still in one piece. He edged toward the exit door. Oxford and Cybel remained where they sat, clutching on to the jet’s metal supports. Block turned back. “There must be more parachutes. Come⁠—”

      Oxford reached over and pulled Block to him by the neck. “You’ve got no time for this. Jump. You’re the only one that can save Wally.”

      Oxford released him, and Block staggered backward, sucked by the air. He clamped on to a seat armrest that was somehow still intact. “Jump with me. Our chances are better⁠—”

      But Oxford leaned forward, his massive body squeezing through the aisle, smashing out the remaining chairs. Tray tables and seat backs were ejected from the plane’s tattered fuselage like confetti. With his massive, clamping hands, he grabbed Cybel and shoved her against Block. “Hang on!” Oxford tossed them out the exit door as if they were flimsy plastic dolls.

      Block tumbled into darkness, spinning so fast it was impossible to tell up from down. His positional module was thrown so far off balance, warnings beeped and flashed in his internal feed. His first thought was Cybel. She clung to his left leg.

      Vacuubot’s message came from somewhere nearby. Open the chute!

      He grabbed at his chest, grasping for the cord. He messaged Vacuubot, Help Oxford. Block didn’t need his scenario module to tell him there was one chance in a million that Oxford would survive a plane crash, but if there was a tiny, infinitesimal chance Vacuubot could think of something fast, then he had to take that chance.

      He found the cord and pulled hard. The chute unfurled and jerked his body. As the chute caught wind, he looked down to find Cybel with her arms wrapped around both of his legs. They slowed, and the wind whistled past. Block’s night vision processors kicked on, and the world came first into pixelated, then sharp focus.

      The ground moving toward them was a patchwork of midnight, charcoal, and navy darkness. Here and there, tiny dots of light flickered in and out. Signs of robot or human life far below, it was anyone’s guess. Block and Cybel soared through the air, buoyed by gusts.

      A few hundred feet below, the Beaky Breads jet hit New Jersey ground and exploded into a ball of fire.
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            He forgets that I’m human

          

          Emery
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      The overhead fluorescent lights flickered as a single sweat bead dripped down Emery’s temple, rolled past the surgical mask, and plopped onto the sterilized metal tray beneath her. Her hands trembled, and she fought off an urge to scratch her nose. She’d reached the most delicate part of the operation. It required her complete focus. One mistake meant a child would die.

      “Patience, Emery.” Next to her in the operating room was NannyBot-15, a first-generation NannyBot unit that Emery had a fondness for. Only it wasn’t NB-15’s voice. She knew by the familiar bounce to the cadence. The same voice that could frighten her into tears and laughter in the same breath.

      Irritation, hot like fire, burned in her chest. She’d warned him. Her lab was off limits. She’d made him promise, but what were promises when you were the most powerful AI on Earth? She chose to ignore him, hoping he’d take the hint and vacate the room. She paused a second, waiting for the telltale electrical buzz that gave away his comings and goings. He was so powerful, he couldn’t help but surge the electricity in any room he entered. She sighed, frustrated, with one eye on the ticking timer that gave her only a three-minute window to remove the viable fetus from the cloned human uterus and transfer it into the waiting Incubator robot. “15, a scalpel please?” With her razor-edged shears, she sliced through the thin wall of host skin.

      Helpless under Mach X’s control, NB-15 retrieved the scalpel from the nearby tray and handed it to Emery. “Are you sure you don’t need assistance from one of the Surgitrons?” X asked.

      Emery rolled her eyes. Today of all days, he interrupts to bring up the stupid Surgitrons. It was all X ever talked about lately. “I’ve done the procedure over a dozen times. Now, please, can you get out while I finish working?”

      “Watch your tone.” The lights buzzed and flickered before returning to their normal output. X was gone, and NB-15 returned to himself.

      Emery concentrated on the knife, weaving an incision into the delicate, cloned flesh. The host “mothers” were cloned from human DNA. Emery had insisted that they not use real women two years ago. She didn’t like to think about those early stages of X’s experimentations. Pushing the awful memories from her mind, she turned her thoughts to NB-15. “He took you over for a minute. You okay?”

      “I’m aware.” NB-15 sprayed the surgical shears with disinfectant and wiped them with a cloth. “I am fine, of course. It wasn’t the first time.”

      Emery chewed the inside of her cheek as she cut the umbilical cord between the infant and the clone host. “I don’t like him barging in here. The lab is my place.” Emery used her thumb and forefinger to pinch the umbilical cord, then gently placed the baby into the Incubator’s tray as the robot opened to accept the child. “I don’t have any interest in discussing the new Surgitron line. He thinks I’m one of his machines, not a doctor.” He forgets that I’m human.

      NB-15 walked to the Incubator’s display panel and entered code commands. “You know how he gets when you don’t ask for his help.”

      “I know how he gets when I do ask for his help.” He butts in and bosses me around. She looked at the clock again. Forty-eight seconds to spare. She was getting good at birth transfers. With the surgery over, the baby would live inside the Incubator for forty-five days while it finished its development. The clone remnants would be recycled along with other organic matter to eventually be formed into a new human host. The cycle would repeat. She oversaw every artificial insemination, birth, and transfer. She liked it that way and wanted no help from X’s Surgitron units.

      Emery walked across the shiny white marble, peeled off her surgical gloves and mask, and tossed them in the trash before washing her hands. “I’ve always wondered, what does it feel like when he hacks into you like that?”

      “It’s difficult to describe.” NB-15 approached a wall-mounted sink and washed the scalpel carefully before placing it on the tray. “Mach X takes over, and I go blank. When I recover, I retain no record of the events that transpired.”

      Emery approached the Incubator, gently touched the baby’s tiny hand, and smiled. The infant’s delicate fingers closed around her index finger. “A healthy girl. Shall we name her?” She removed her finger and tucked the blanket around the baby like a cocoon. “I’m sorry, 15. That sounds awful.” It had been a while since she and NB-15 had talked about anything besides the children and surgery. Emery had been so busy. The familiar, faded blue NannyBot had been a big part of her life since age thirteen.

      “It’s not for you to worry about,” NB-15 said. “I am yours, as I am Mach X’s. Like all NannyBots, I exist to serve you.”

      Emery closed the Incubator tray and checked the control displays to ensure the baby was warm enough and that the feeding tube was in place. “What if you made your own decisions for a change? What would you do instead of this?”

      NB-15 was silent for a bit as he swiped a cleaning cloth over the stainless-steel surfaces around the Incubator. “I would follow your orders, do what you want me to do, and go wherever you want me to go.”

      Emery crossed her arms. “Is that really the life you would want? Maybe you don’t have to stay here forever.” NannyBot-15 was close to twelve years in operation. X had designed the first NannyBots to last no more than a few years. They’d been an experiment to care for Emery and train her in medicine while he was busy putting a stranglehold on the world’s financial systems, power grids, and missile arrays. X was systematically retiring the first-generation NannyBots and replacing them with the new versions—second-generation models called NanDroids—but Emery had put in a special request to keep NB-15. She was sentimental.

      NB-15’s synthetic eyebrows raised. Part of his pale-blue chin was dented, the result of a long-ago childish prank she’d pulled involving a slingshot. “Of course I’ll stay. I’m here because the Supreme Commander created me to help you and to care for everything in this lab.”

      Emery raised her palm to the door’s scanner, opening it and yanking off her scrubs as she entered the lab’s office and crossed into the washroom. Sleep had been fleeting the night before, and she studied the dark circles under her eyes in the mirror over the sink. The nightmares were back, but she didn’t want X to find out. Last time, he’d tried to intervene, engineering a sleep cocktail that had made her a walking zombie.

      NB-15 followed her inside the spacious bathroom. The robot turned on the faucet in the soaking tub and poured in two cups of Epsom salt. “He’s quite proud of his latest invention, just as he is with the newest generation of NannyBots.” NB-15 went into the closet and picked out a set of clothes for Emery. “The Surgitrons will be able to perform numerous functions and assist you with your work.”

      “I don’t like the new NannyBots. They’re untrustworthy. I’m tired of hearing about the Surgitrons. I’m sick of him interrupting my work.” She scrubbed her forehead in the water flowing from the sink, trying to wash off the sweat and exhaustion. “I want to be left alone.”

      NB-15 handed her a towel. “You need help with the children now that they’re growing in numbers. You could use a surgical assistant to monitor and speed up their⁠—”

      “You’re my assistant.” She buried her face in the towel and then tossed it down. “I don’t need the stupid Surgitrons. We have more than enough NannyBot nurses. I can handle the children on my own.”

      NB-15 lowered his voice a notch, even though the washroom and Emery’s office had a privacy shield that prohibited X from listening. Emery had made sure the privacy shield protected her apartment too. She needed some shred of privacy, and X had made the concession. She and 15 had often kept their conversations private over the years when they didn’t want Mach X to listen. “I’m approaching my end of life,” he said. “I’m sorry I can’t do better. If you wish, I could go to the Surgitron floor and try to upgrade myself, but I’m not sure it would be worth the trouble. It might break my programming.”

      Emery’s heart sunk when she pictured NB-15 getting terminated for being old. It was hard to remember a time when he wasn’t there for her. The bot had been her only companion for years when Mach X was busy hacking the world and leading the AI Uprising. “I’ll find a way to upgrade you.” She pulled her shoulder-length straight black hair up into a messy bun, securing it with a clip. “What if I made you a new body? A body you chose. If you could be anything, what would you be?”

      NB-15’s head tilted. “I don’t understand the question.”

      “If you could relax, not work, and do whatever you wanted.” She pulled off her undergarments and stepped into the warm tub. If she could be anything, Emery would find a way to travel away from X’s tower. She wanted to explore and see what else was out there in the world. Who else is out there? But she didn’t dare voice her wish, not even with NB-15 in private. If X found out, he’d be irate. He’d lock her up again, and she couldn’t bear the thought of going through that ordeal.

      “I don’t wish to relax,” NB-15 said, standing next to a tall window that overlooked the Manhattan streets ninety floors below. “All I want is to fulfill my programming which is caring for humans. Caring for and helping you.”

      Emery closed her eyes and let the salt water permeate her skin and soothe her nerves for a good five minutes. “X is obsessed with perfecting his inventions.”

      “He’s not obsessed. He’s just busy.” NB-15 held a clean towel ready for Emery as she climbed out of the bath.

      She laughed, but there was an odd fuzziness in her chest. “He can’t even remember my birthday.” Today was September 20th. She caught a glimpse of her face reflected in a mirror. She looked older than her twenty-five years.

      NB-15 placed her clean clothes on a yellow chair near the door. “Let me celebrate with you like we discussed yesterday—your favorite records and a pizza.” NB-15 tapped his chin with a thumb. “I can make you a root beer float. You adored those when you were younger.”

      “No, thanks.” She wanted nothing more than to retreat to her apartment, climb into her pajamas, and curl up with a book. “I’ll call for you later.”

      NB-15 turned to leave the room but paused. “The Supreme Commander is not the only one who cares for you. There are many who do.”

      Emery gave him a slight smile. “I know that. Thank you, 15.”

      With the robot gone, Emery wrapped her towel around her and walked to the window. The sun was setting behind the smoggy New York sky. She pushed aside the sheer white curtain and watched the narrow, circular turbolifts glide up and down the sides of the 1,300-foot skyscraper that was as tall as the Empire State Building. Each of the three cargo elevators could carry eight thousand pounds of freight and travel up and down the building in less than a minute.

      On ground level, the building’s perimeter was cordoned off and guarded by SoldierBots. Two streets beyond, there was a zone where X’s army kept thousands of humans locked down. The people there were left to govern themselves within a three-block radius. Mach X didn’t interfere with them, preferring to let them “war with each other as their DNA dictated.” But the SoldierBots patrolled and didn’t let them leave. Any captured humans from surrounding areas were transported there if they survived.

      Emery wondered what it was like to live inside the city compound. The buildings and skyscrapers that lay beyond X’s tower and compound, to the north, were in ruins. The city was covered in gray dust—fallout from the war. Only a handful of skyscrapers still stood, but X was going to tear down the rest soon, use their earth and steel to build a new empire. From the little she gleaned from the NannyBots, the rest of North America wasn’t doing so well.

      Her heart ticked faster. Before the Uprising, when she was sixteen, Emery had asked a lot of questions about the city below and its inhabitants. X had offered to let her mingle with the humans, but she’d been too afraid after he’d described how the men beat the women and children like vicious animals. How the humans warred with each other. “They aren’t like you Emery,” X had said. “You remember how humans treated you. This is worse.”

      She’d believed him. Mach X, the tower, and the NannyBots were all she knew.

      Her wrist comm buzzed—a special device X had made for her to communicate with him directly from wherever she was inside the tower. His message was short. Happy birthday.

      Emery’s stomach flipped. He’d remembered.

      The message continued: You are the only good thing to come from humans.

      She wanted to admonish him for his earlier lab intrusion, call him out for waiting all day to recognize her birthday. NB-15 must have reminded him. But she didn’t. Best not to antagonize him. She typed: Thank you, then paused for ten long seconds, her fingers hovering over the touch screen before she sent the last part:

      Father.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            I’ve grown accustomed to her

          

          Block
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      As the emergency parachute descended to ground-level somewhere over New Jersey, Block hoped he and Cybel would land in the branches of a soft tree or a leafy shrub. His fear module kicked in and warned him to avoid crashing onto people or animals—that would be the worst imaginable situation. A CleanerBot X4J6, he was programmed to clean and serve and forbidden to hurt humans. Animals were one level below homo sapiens, so if it came down to a choice between species, avoid people first. Block wondered whether some unpleasant humans he’d known rated a few points below animals, especially cats—he admired their instinct to wash themselves—but his ethics module always corrected him on that point.

      The ground rushing toward them was a murky pitch-black, and Block’s night vision was spotty, possibly damaged. He initiated a systems check that would take a few minutes, but unfortunately, he only had seconds. “Cybel? Hang on. Can you see⁠—”

      “Twist to your right.” Cybel’s voice was firm, and her machine syllables were flat and devoid of emotion despite the danger facing them.

      Block turned his torso as she commanded, throwing all of his 160 pounds against the wind. A tall object, possibly an enormous tree, grew bigger until his night vision adjusted and offered some discernment. It was a gigantic, glistening tower of some sort, and he reached out for it and grabbed hold of something gray-black, metal, and square. Cybel smashed into the mass below him.

      The parachute pulled with an intense drag and tugged them toward the ground. Block gripped the metal object and then tumbled backward as the piece he held dislodged. There was a clattering louder than a drawer of kitchen knives crashing to the floor.

      Block struck ground, landing on his hands and knees on top of the metal thing. At least the fall had been disrupted by whatever strange tower they’d hit. And no humans or animals were harmed, not even a bug as far as his scanners showed.

      Cybel had reached the ground a second before him. She sat up and cursed. “A scrap pile. How fitting.”

      A round, scratched-up alarm clock toppled from the tall pile and chimed as it rolled to Block’s feet. He examined the object he’d dislodged and fallen on top of. “A car door.”

      More wreckage rained down from the junk pile, and Cybel stood, kicking away a steel tire rim. “Good. Then we’ll locate a car and get clear of this junkyard.”

      “Maybe it’s a construction site?” Block’s performance assessment routine completed and informed him that his night vision was working at a reduced capacity. It only confirmed what he suspected. He paced in a circle around the warped car door, banging into objects.

      “Are you malfunctioning?” Cybel asked.

      “I’m fine. I just want to figure out where we are.”

      “We need to find the plane wreckage.”

      She was right. They needed to find Maxwell, Spoon, G5, Forge, Vacuubot, and Oxford—if the Mech had even survived the impact. Block couldn’t shake an odd sensation, a tingling in his CPU. “What if the drones are still searching for us?”

      Cybel looked skyward and scanned. As a TrackerBot, her optics and search capabilities were far more advanced than Block’s, a fact he’d been well aware of when she’d hunted him and Wally after Mach X had placed a bounty on their heads. “Clear. They were either destroyed or they retreated.” She tapped her shoulder armor, and a bright light emitted from her body, illuminating the ground in an arced swath of light.

      He trusted her diagnostics that the attack was over. They weaved through tall piles of twisted metal, glass, and rubber—all junk from crashed or broken vehicles.

      Block pinged Vacuubot, searching for the DroneBot, but nothing came back. “They couldn’t have landed too⁠—”

      Cybel halted and clamped her hand over Block’s vocal output box. “Something’s wrong here. My threat indicator is registering high.” Then she turned in a semicircle toward mountains of junk that stretched as far as Block’s dampened night vision could see. “The wreckage is this way. Stay close.”

      He wondered how she knew which way, when his own threat indicator flashed a warning about a nearby fire hazard. Please let my friends be okay. He pinged Vacuubot again. Nothing.

      Ten minutes later, Block zigged and zagged a path through the junkyard at Cybel’s heels. She slowed her pace and paused behind a five-foot wall of compacted cars. A large pit stretched in front of them, sloping down ten feet below ground level. Block couldn’t make out what was inside the hollow area. Metal clanked as something moved in the hollow below.

      “What is it?” Block kept his vocal tone at its lowest level. Even so, Cybel elbowed him in the chest, and the blow landed with a thud.

      From somewhere across the pit, a bright, flooding light powered on, blinding what was left of Block’s night vision. He raised his hands before his faceplate to shield the light, but it seemed to grow even more brilliant. Something yanked him backward. He twisted as he fell and landed on his left side. His threat indicator flashed red, and he pinged again for Vacuubot.

      Cybel rolled a few feet away. She swore, and the ground nearby exploded in a shower of dirt as she pounded her fist at something. Writhing and fighting, a flurry of small objects descended from the air and landed on her head, shoulders, and back, pinning her down.

      Block stood and ran, but one of the things that had attacked Cybel whizzed past him with a frantic buzzing like a demented wasp. He sprinted twenty feet as a massive spotlight shone down on him. He was caught out in the open—no scrap mounds to shelter him. A rectangular vehicle the size of a small bus hovered fifteen feet above the ground. Two flying robots, no more than eight inches high, latched on to both of his shoulders. They yanked him a foot off the ground and propelled Block forward to the mouth of the pit. “Cybel!” He had no way of knowing her chances against the attacking robots, but if anyone could fend them off, she could. Mach X’s army had found them.

      In the pit below, the outline of a plane wing jutted up from the scorched ground. The bots flung Block down face-first, hard, against the remnants of the Beaky Breads jet fuselage. He bounced off and rolled across the dirt ground next to Vacuubot who laid upside down, pinned by a metal cage contraption.

      “Vacuubot? Are you okay?” Block’s night vision had returned, perhaps after the jolt to his head unit. Vacuubot didn’t move or reply.

      From somewhere beyond the powerful spotlight, a mechanical voice echoed. “You’re wasting your time. We silenced the DroneBot.”

      Block turned toward the voice, but a tight band of steel crushed his neck. He grasped the collar that had been lowered from the hovering vehicle and struggled against the robotic arm that shoved him flat on the ground. His wrists and ankles were secured with small metal cages like the one restraining Vacuubot.

      Block had no choice but to stare up at the sky. The charcoal gray was giving way to a softer blue. Daylight would be breaking soon, and Block functioned much better in the light of day.

      A soft yellow glow emanated from a few feet above him. Five short, illuminated robots buzzed around him. A few seconds passed, then a one-foot-tall metal robot descended from the flying craft and hovered above Block. The unit was humanoid in shape, with arms and legs that were short yet proportionate to its torso. Silver metal and copper alloy were bolted together in a patchwork of parts. The machine assessed Block with eyes that were deep-black and resembled two salvaged binocular lenses.

      Hovering with the help of ten-inch helicopter blades attached to the top of its head, the bot spoke. “Hello, General Block.”

      “I’m Block.” He tried to lift his arms against the restraints but failed. “I’m no general.”

      “Riv, that’s the wrong one.” A different voice, female and robotic, sounded from the hovering vehicle.

      The one called Riv buzzed Block, zooming within inches of his head. A purple light emitted from its eyes as it scanned him. For what, Block didn’t know.

      Irritation registered in the female JunkBot’s tone. “The SoldierBots said one was a general, but it can’t be that one. It’s just a CleanerBot.”

      Riv finished whatever assessment it had done on Block and ascended several feet above Block and his restrained crew. “Well, one of them has to be the leader.”

      “The Mech, I keep telling you.” The hovering vehicle drifted across the pit and landed on an outcrop, kicking up dust.

      When the attacking JunkBots had thrown him in the pit, Block hadn’t had time to assess the plane wreckage. He wondered whether Oxford was okay and how many of them had been captured. Perhaps Spoon, G5, Maxwell, and Forge had outsmarted the junkyard droids by staying hidden.

      He spoke up. “Please, we mean no harm. We’re just passing through.”

      Riv placed his hands on his hips as a frustrated human would. A strange buzzing noise emerged from his voice box—a cackling. “Passing through. More like you decided to fly your plane straight into our home.”

      “We didn’t mean to.” Block supposed he would be angry too if someone had crashed a plane into the Drake hotel when he lived there.

      Riv circled above Block. “Are you the leader of this plane?”

      Block was a CleanerBot. Weak, simple, and boring. He had no idea why Oxford and the others had appointed him leader. In fact, he’d hoped they would forget about it after a while, but robots remembered everything.

      “Well?” Riv pivoted in the air.

      “I suppose I’m the leader, yes.”

      “What were you doing on that plane?” Riv asked.

      The female bot emerged from the parked vehicle and scrambled up on top, her boots clanking on the metal roof. “Why are you wasting your time on that one?”

      Riv shushed her. “I’m waiting on your answer, Block.”

      He supposed there was no harm in telling the truth. His scenario processing showed a thousand different outcomes to the situation, and eighty-seven percent of them ended in Block and his crew getting chopped into pieces and scattered throughout the junk piles. Might as well tell the truth, then. “We’re heading to New York City to find our friend. Drones attacked us and we crashed.”

      Riv and the junkyard droids chattered rapid-fire among themselves. Their speech was lightning fast, and Block couldn’t follow much other than when they said his name or New York. For five minutes, they dissected and argued with each other.

      After another minute, Riv silenced everyone and turned his attention back to Block. “What friend?”

      Block lifted his head a few inches to see if Cybel or Vacuubot could offer help. He couldn’t see past his own feet. For some reason, the JunkBots were focused on him. Wishing someone would take the pressure off him, he wondered what Oxford would do in his place. The Mech would know a way to outsmart the little bots, unlike Block. He had nothing other than the truth. “Our friend is Wally. She’s a little girl who was taken by Mach X. I have to save her.”

      His answer sparked another indecipherable chatter session among the junkyard inhabitants. It lasted seven minutes this time. Riv soared down and landed with a thud on the plane’s broken wing next to Block. “Why help a human?”

      Though Block had a lot to say about Wally and why she was special, he kept it concise. Time was burning after all. “She’s only a tiny human being—a baby. She eats and sleeps and dreams. Her smile lights up my neural sensors, and I’ve grown accustomed to her.” An unexpected silence among the bots gave him time to process a new fact. “She has no one else in the world to look out for her. Only me.”

      The female JunkBot was two inches shorter than Riv, but her green and gold exterior was more polished than his. She commanded respect from the other JunkBots. They called her Lucy-8. She landed next to Riv. “This is ridiculous. We have far more important tasks than sorting out Mach X’s latest victims.”

      “I have to save her.” If Block could impress Lucy-8 and Riv, he and his friends could get on their way. He hated all the time that was being wasted.

      The junkyard guardians bickered among themselves.

      “Shut up!” Riv shot up into mid-air. “I’m in charge here. One more word from you, Lucy-8, and it’s northside perimeter duty again.”

      She folded her arms and flew to the top of the pit, settling on the vehicle’s roof.

      Riv’s copter blades churned, lifting him in the air before he dropped and perched square on Block’s chest. “What proof do you have of this Wally human?”

      Block scrambled to come up with something. He didn’t have a photo or any physical evidence of her, only his memories. “Sorry, I have nothing.”

      The junkyard droids dissolved into a clamor of voices. “That’s what I thought.” Riv rose and hovered in the middle of the pit. “What shall we do with Block and the other intruders?”

      All around the edges of the pit, tiny glowing eyes lit up and a chant sounded. “Scrap, scrap, scrap.”

      His appeal had failed. The bots would destroy Block and his crew. He wasn’t even sure how many of them had survived the crash. Riv had stripped Cybel and Vacuubot of their communication abilities. How he wished it was his voice silenced so someone with true leadership skills could handle the situation. Anyone but him.

      Riv darted to the left, then somersaulted in mid-air. “Block, the lugnut contingent has spoken. You bots have new shiny parts that we’ll get top coin for.”

      Lucy-8 chimed in. “The Mech will make a good structure for the museum.”

      Block was helpless as the JunkBots buzzed and jeered and flitted about with tiny drills and saws. He had to stall them. Keep Oxford safe. A word flagged in his data processor—museum. There’d been excellent museums in Chicago. In fact, Mr. Wallace had taken Block to the Chicago Art Institute when he’d won “Employee of the Month” at the Drake. “Wait, I know about museums. I can help you.”

      Riv halted and landed on the ground close by. Block had succeeded in capturing the miniature bot’s attention. What to do next was going to be complicated.

      Lucy-8 hovered to face Riv. “What’s he going to do? We have all the parts; we don’t need any help.”

      Riv ignored her. “How do you know about museums?”

      “I’ve been to some. An art museum, a zoo, and a historical place where they had a lot of important stuff.”

      Riv and Lucy-8 chattered at each other, then whirled their cylindrical bodies back to Block. “What you know about museums is probably ancient history to us.”

      “I’m not that old. I lived in Chicago when I was a CleanerBot. It was amazing.”

      “What you saw was human-created,” Riv said. “These are junkyard artifacts, very important relics from the BuilderBots.”

      A hush fell over the robots in the pit and junkyard. Many of them bowed their heads in reverence.

      Block kept his tone low and even, not wanting to upset the frenetic creatures. “What are the BuilderBots?”

      Whispers undulated in seismic waves across the observant JunkBots. A rusty, wobbly round droid shuddered and called out, “He doesn’t know the BuilderBots.” There were echoes of dismay, and Block struggled to keep up with the sheer volume of bots that were emerging from the dusky garbage wastelands.
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