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      The cracked asphalt stretched out in a bleak canvas of gray punctuated by rusting, burned-out cars. Block’s optical sensors swept across the empty landscape, once a bustling suburban main road, now a silent witness to a world undone. The farther they ventured away from the northern Illinois wooded farmlands, the more ruin and decay persisted. But it was a necessary chore—they needed more supplies for the robots and humans who lived on Fenn’s farm. After eight months and a frigid winter, they’d run out of canned food and medicine and depleted most of the oil for the generator. Not only that, but the kids were bored. Block kept watch for any toys, books, or puzzle games that might interest their developing minds.

      I don’t like this road, Vacuubot messaged. We’re exposed. The armored robot drone, once a disc-shaped, self-propelled vacuum cleaner, was always saying things like that. It was helpfully paranoid in that Vacuubot had saved Block from bad situations on several occasions.

      Block agreed, and they headed across a ravine and trekked up a small hill toward a series of old office buildings that bordered the roadway. Shadow raced ahead a few yards before halting, her muzzle tipped upward, sniffing the air. The robot dog, a Rover unit, was equipped with advanced tech to track even the faintest scents.

      “What is it, girl?” Block paused, waiting for a readout from the robo-canine. She was perfect for these scavenger missions with her ability to detect the molecules emanating from food and oil.

      Shadow growled her signature mechanized whine. “Something near those bushes.” She pointed her steel front paw toward a thicket that hedged one lonely, young oak.

      “Can you please be more specific?” Block asked, but Shadow darted toward the bushes. Whatever it was couldn’t be a threat—her tail was wagging.

      Block and Vacuubot caught up. Shadow’s shoulders were hunched, and her reflective back arched as her nose pressed against something small on the ground.

      “What’s there?” Block drew closer when his sensors were met with a faint, distressed squeaking. Nestled among the low brush, barely discernible against the dirt, was a writhing tiny gray creature.

      The small form trembled as Shadow backed away and looked up at Block. “I know this thing. Humans call it a squirrel.”

      Vacuubot landed on the nearby grass, its sensors scanning the animal. It’s only a baby.

      Block lowered down on his mechanical knees. With a gentle precision that he saved for the most intricate of polishing jobs, Block scooped up the fragile creature. With his steel fingers, he brushed off dust and grime from its newborn fur. The miniature squirrel’s eyes were closed slits, and its heart beat heavy in his hand. “There’s still life here.”

      Vacuubot beeped. Let’s get going. It soared up a few feet. I’ll check out those buildings for any signs of humans or robots.

      Block was satisfied the little squirrel was clean enough, but the poor thing’s temperature was running cool at 96.2 degrees Fahrenheit. From observing Emery’s medical care of the children, Block knew it was dangerous for mammals to get too cold. A condition called hypothermia could develop.

      “Where do you suppose it came from?” Block looked up into the branches of the oak tree.

      “Sometimes they fall out of their nest.” Shadow paced and scanned the highway with her green optical orbs. “Vacuubot’s right. We need to go.”

      Block stood, still cupping the squirrel in his alloyed hands. He couldn’t leave the poor thing alone on the chilly ground. “We should try to find its family.”

      “No time.” Shadow paced in a circle, her titanium paws kicking up the dry grass. “Vacuubot is signaling us to follow.”

      Block adjusted his vision sensors and peered up at the branches of the thirty-foot-tall tree. Tucked high was a V-shaped nest, near the top of the tree between a couple of broad branches. “There’s its home.”

      “Leave it under the tree,” Shadow said. “The mother squirrel might come back for it.”

      But Block processed the probable scenarios. Since the robot Uprising had decimated humanity, wildlife had made a comeback. The area would be teeming with predators such as foxes, coyotes, owls, and such. Even feral cats stalked the former suburbs. It wasn’t safe for a helpless little squirrel. “We need to get the baby up there.”

      “Can you climb?” Shadow asked.

      The squirrel squeaked in Block’s hands. “I can mop the floors of an entire four-story hotel in under two hours, but ascending a tree, I’m afraid not.”

      Block pinged Vacuubot for help, sending an image of the high nest. His friend flew back to his side within forty-five seconds.

      How do we even know the mother is still around? Vacuubot asked.

      Block had considered the notion. He’d once assumed parents didn’t abandon their young, but his opinion changed after he’d been exposed to more humans. Sometimes, for unknown reasons, people rejected their children. So logically, the animal world was the same. There was a forty-six percent chance the mother had been injured or eaten. Still, the better outcome was for the baby to stay with its mom, where it belonged.

      “Can you put it back in the nest?” Block said.

      Vacuubot beeped in agreement. I can try.

      Shadow sniffed the air, turning to face the main road. “Make it quick.”

      Block handed the fragile squirrel over to Vacuubot with care. The drone extended its gripping claws, narrowing them so the tiny animal would be secure. Vacuubot lifted off the ground and soared upward, foot by foot, until it was level with the nest.

      Shadow grumbled. “We’ve got company.”

      Block’s sensors picked up a heat signature to the southeast. Likely human, and more than one. “Hurry, please,” he shouted up the tree. “And be careful.”

      High above, under the budding spring canopy, Vacuubot located the edge of the nest and placed the baby inside. The robot pinged a video stream of the nest into Block’s feed. Two more tiny squirrels were nestled inside the thickly lined roost of leaves, twigs, and mud.

      “Siblings!” A surge of electricity which could only be described as delight rippled through Block’s frame at the discovery. The mother would surely be coming back.

      “Come on,” Shadow said. Her metal-encased hide shook with alarm.

      As Vacuubot set the little squirrel down in its home, the critter twitched its nose and nuzzled itself among the other babies, squeaking.

      “Thank you, Vacuubot. That was a good thing to do,” Block said as his friend returned to ground level.

      It was nothing. Come on, I know where to hide.

      Block and Shadow followed Vacuubot as they made their way toward the closest office building. They entered through a broken window. Old desks, chairs, and tattered paper were strewn about. Vacuubot led them to a back room where there was an old mattress, opened food cans, and a wall full of drawings.

      “What’s this?” Shadow asked.

      “It appears to be someone’s home.” Block drew closer to the drawings—childlike sketches of a family, dogs, cats, houses, and even a robot. “Maybe a family trying to survive after the Uprising.”

      “They’re gone now.” Shadow sniffed the air. If anyone could sense the whereabouts of life forms, it was the Rover.

      Be cautious. Vacuubot beeped. I’ll secure the perimeter.

      “Remember why we’re here,” Block said. Supplies were scarce, and each day was a struggle to find enough food for the humans and fuel to keep the robots functioning. Block’s own needs were more basic than the other AI. His microbial-powered core meant he could consume stale oils, bleach, and random plastic. But the others like Oxford and G5 needed refined energy and petroleum—materials that were getting harder to find.

      Despite the lurking dangers, the trio had to press on. Wally and the children were waiting back at the shelter. He’d promised to protect them, no matter what. Failure was not an option.

      “We’ll find something.” Shadow’s crimson optics met Block’s gaze. “There’s always something if we look hard enough.”

      Block followed the clinking of her titanium claws as she padded into the next room. They swept each corridor, alert for any signs of danger. An old cubicle farm, once filled with workers, was now eerily deserted. From a desktop, Block picked up a strange contraption. It was red and rectangular, with a handle.

      “Strange.” Shadow tilted her head and pressed her nose against the object.

      “Mr. Wallace had one in his office.” Block’s former manager at the Drake hotel had been a good man. “But I never saw him use it.” He wasn’t sure what it was meant for, but it could be useful to Fenn or Emery, so he placed it into the storage compartment on his upper leg.

      A wide, expansive office loomed at the end of the hallway. It was nicer than all the rest with a leather couch and massive mahogany desk. Someone had carved a name in the wood: “Kel was here.”

      Shadow shoved her nose in a far corner of the office. “Something here.” Using her lethal claws, she pried away a mass of carpet and paper, then shoved a cabinet with the force of her body weight. What lay behind was a metal door with a keypad beside it.

      “Curious.” Block came closer. “Where do you suppose this leads?”

      Vacuubot soared to his side. I can decode it. A pair of needle-like pincers emerged from the little drone’s side. After a few seconds of jamming them inside the edge of the keypad, a low beep sounded, and the lock came free.

      The inner room was adjacent to the large executive office. The three of them stepped inside to find cans of soup, vegetables, and condensed milk packed neatly on metal shelves, along with weapons such as rifles and handguns. It seemed their luck had finally changed—they’d found a storeroom full of supplies.

      This is called a panic room, Vacuubot messaged. Block wasn’t sure how his friend knew these things, but the little vacuum robot had seen a lot in the time before Block had met it. If times got bad, a person could hide out in here.

      “Incredible.” Block searched further in the panic room to find more ammunition stored in crates and boxes tucked away behind the shelves. “Why do you suppose no one came to get the supplies?”

      Who knows? Maybe the owner died before she could get here. Vacuubot cruised up to the top shelves and happily sucked up the dust coating the cans, ever diligent in its programmed purpose. Seeing the small bot perform the task stirred an unexpected jolt in Block’s sensory module.

      “Their loss is our gain,” Shadow said. “These food supplies and weapons will do nicely on the farm.”

      We need a vehicle to transport it all, Vacuubot messaged. There must be a garage somewhere nearby. We might get lucky and find an EV.

      Block pulled out a wad of nylon bags from the compartment on his back. “Let’s fill up what we can, then we can⁠—”

      There was a loud bang as something slammed against the floor from outside the panic room. Shadow’s titanium claws scraped against the concrete floor as she instinctively moved into a defensive stance. Her green optical orbs flickered.

      Block’s threat indicator surged. “Be careful.” He needed to remind himself as much as his friends.

      Vacuubot hovered at the open panic room door, scanning the exterior office with his sensors. Multiple heat signatures approaching. At least two, possibly three individuals.

      “Two or three coming,” Block relayed since Vacuubot’s messages reached only him.

      “Human or robot?” Shadow asked, her voice tinged with a growl.

      Uncertain. The signatures are inconsistent, Vacuubot replied.

      “We don’t know.” Block moved toward the door, his footsteps echoing in the silence. “We’ll have to confront them. We need these supplies.”

      The organic musculature under Shadow’s armor tensed, ready for a fight. “I’ll take the lead.” Her voice was low. Any human meeting her would be terrified. “Vacuubot, stay back and cover in case they try to flank us.”

      Vacuubot beeped in affirmation, hovering backward. Block followed Shadow as she darted out of the panic room, her steel claws sliding against the wood laminate floor. Twenty feet across the expansive office, a tall figure appeared at the door to the hallway. The dim lighting made it difficult to make out a face, and Block’s threat indicator pulsed, the danger close.

      Shadow stalked forward, then halted. A guttural howl sprang from her vocal synthesizer. Block weaved to see what was happening, but a bookcase blocked the view of whatever was upsetting Shadow.

      Her warning cry was met with a shrill bark as a menacing steel figure crept forward. It was Raze—another Rover unit that had once been part of Shadow’s pack—until she’d had to fight Raze to defend the children.

      Block’s sensors scanned the other figure. A heartbeat pumped. A human, but their features were obscured by a ragged scarf and goggles. “What the hell? Another canine bot?” The man aimed a rifle at Shadow.

      Block knew that voice. His auditory processor churned to match it to all the voices he’d ever heard in his life. It took only half a second. Shane.

      Shadow snarled, baring her razor-sharp iron teeth.

      Shane took a step back. “Whoa there, puppy dog. Calm down.”

      Raze came forward, approaching Shadow. She whined, dipped her head, and lay down at Shadow’s feet.

      “Some protection you are.” Shane pulled his goggles up to rest on his forehead and yanked down the scarf covering his mouth.

      “Shane.” Block took a half-step forward, and recognition flashed in the man’s eyes. Shane had been Nova’s boyfriend once, the leader of the human rebel faction, Hemlock. But over time, he’d changed into a power-hungry, reckless chief. Nova had fought against him and won. He’d been banished from the city of Chicago where Nova now led the resistance.

      “Block? Well, I’ll be.” Shane lowered his rifle but not all the way. “Who’s with you?” He craned his neck to see who was behind Block in the door leading into the panic room.

      “We are three. Vacuubot, Shadow, and me.” Block raised his hands in a gesture showing he was unarmed. “Please, we don’t want a fight.”

      With his gun still drawn, Shane nodded at Shadow. “Tell Fido there to back off.”

      “Raze is my enemy.” Shadow loomed over the other Rover. “A dangerous one.”

      Block didn’t know much about canine behavior, but in the short time he’d known Shadow, even he knew that Raze’s posture meant submission. “Let’s ease up, can we?” He knew how fiercely protective she could be and hoped she could show restraint. “Shadow?”

      Shadow grunted and backed off a couple feet. She continued to fix Raze with an unflinching gaze.

      Vacuubot pinged Block. Careful. I don’t trust him one bit.

      Shane lowered his rifle to his side. “I came across this one when I was camping near a lake in Wisconsin.” He stood next to Raze as she rose and settled back on her haunches. “Thought she was going to tear my throat out, but we struck up a conversation instead.” He gave a wry grin. “Turns out we’re both exiles. So what brings you this far south, Block?”

      “Looking for essentials,” Block said. “And you?”

      “Surviving. Just like you, I reckon.” Shane’s eyes widened as he took in the shelves of food and weapons lining the panic room. “Hell, you struck gold.”

      No, Vacuubot messaged. He’ll want it all.

      Let’s try sharing first, Block messaged back privately. Maybe he’s changed?

      “Can I take a look?” Shane’s shoulders trembled. “It’s been a while since I’ve had any real food.”

      Block stepped aside and motioned for Shane to enter the secret room. “It’s a lot for us to carry. We can spare some.”

      Shane yelped a cry of relief. He spun around in the room, running his hands along the curved cans. “I sure appreciate it, Block.”

      “We could use a vehicle to transport these supplies back to home base,” Block said. “Do you happen to have access to any?”

      Don’t tell him where we’re going, Vacuubot chided.

      It’s not like it’s a mystery. Raze knows our location, Block messaged. If they’d wanted to attack, they would have by now.

      Shane hesitated before answering. “There was a building with a loading dock a few doors down. We could break into the garage. See what’s there.”

      Block and Vacuubot accompanied Shane while Shadow and Raze stayed behind to guard the supply room.

      They walked in silence for a few minutes. Block had a lot of looping questions for Shane: What had he been doing in exile? How had he been staying alive?

      But it was Shane who broke the silence. “How’s Nova doing?”

      Block didn’t think Nova would want him talking to Shane, much less spilling details about her. “Why do you ask?”

      “I just . . . I don’t know.” Shane shrugged. “It’s been a while, and I want to make sure she’s okay.”

      “She’s doing well, all things considered.” He wondered what Shane’s true intentions were. “She’s still trying to keep everyone safe in the city.”

      They located the locked garage. Shane pulled out a small tool kit from his backpack and began picking the lock, but Vacuubot hovered near him, unleashing a series of shrill beeps and buzzes.

      “What the . . . ?” Shane looked at Block.

      “Step aside, please. Vacuubot is expert at lock breaking.”

      Shane moved back, and Vacuubot extended one of its mechanical arms, pulling out a thin, metal wire. It expertly maneuvered the lock for a few moments until it clicked open, and the garage door rattled up.

      Inside the garage, a dusty old van was parked in the corner. It had seen better days, with rust patches on the fenders, but it was a working vehicle, and that was all they needed. Vacuubot siphoned a quarter tank of gas from a smashed-up garbage truck they’d passed on their walk. The drone inserted its mechanical digits into the ignition, and after a few rough turns, the engine came to life.

      Within twenty minutes, they’d emptied most of the panic room supplies into the van. Shane packed his backpack with a dozen cans of stew and peas, grabbed one box of ammunition, and then approached Block.

      “Listen,” Shane said. “The dog and I are heading our own way. We have places to be.”

      Block was inwardly relieved that Shane didn’t expect to accompany them. He didn’t want Raze and Shane within fifty miles of the farm. He wondered what places Shane was talking about, but he didn’t want to be a nosy bot.

      “When you see Nova next, put in a good word for me?” Shane clapped Block on the arm.

      Block considered and was about to answer that he’d create a task note for a future occasion when Shane turned and walked away from the garage with Raze by his side. They disappeared over a hill and were gone.

      As Block, Vacuubot, and Shadow drove home to the farm, Block couldn’t ignore a twitch in his circuits. Shane’s sudden appearance and interest in Nova was odd. He wondered if they’d stumbled upon an old enemy turned ally. Or an old enemy up to no good.
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      A bullet hurtled past Nova’s head as she ducked behind a shattered wall, her heart heaving in her ears. The acrid smell of gunfire seeped into her nostrils. She led a small reconnaissance team of five along Chicago’s south shore. The Museum of Science and Industry building dated back to the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition. It was still largely intact, and Nova’s crew were investigating reports of a Restorationist group hiding among the ruins of Hyde Park.

      “Fall back!” She hoped her voice was audible over the cacophony of enemy drones and gunfire. Her fighters retreated through the debris-littered streets. She went last as they covered her.

      Reynolds kicked down the door to an old brick building. Inside, Nova’s gaze swept over her weary team. Lara, her trusted scout, was nursing a bleeding arm, her face etched with sudden agony and exhaustion.

      “They knew.” Lara’s words were punctuated by sharp breaths. “They knew we’d be coming.”

      Something had felt off all morning. An icy knot formed deep in Nova’s stomach. Betrayal from within her ranks—it was the most logical conclusion. She scanned the faces of her team, each one known to her. They’d left just after dawn; she’d told no one else about their mission.

      “We need to keep moving,” Reynolds said. The gray-bearded former Marine had his back against the wall, rifle on its end as he watched the outside through a gap in hastily nailed lumber that barricaded the windows of what had once been a convenience store. There were no longer any signs of life within, and the shelves had been looted long before.

      In the dim light, Dex, her second-in-command, stepped closer. “This isn’t just about strategy anymore,” he said, his voice low. “We have a mole.”

      Nova tightened her grip on her semi-automatic rifle, feeling the weight of command. “You think I don’t know that?” The problem was she trusted every one of the soldiers present. She had their backs and fully believed they would’ve each jumped in front of a bus full of SoldierBots to save her life.

      “Cybel, what do you read?” Nova had to rely on the former bounty-hunter TrackerBot to track the presence of the attackers.

      “It’s not just bots out there,” Cybel said. “We’ve got at least three humans with the AI.”

      Nova’s gut twisted. She’d heard rumors that militant humans had joined with warring robots in a strange alliance. They called themselves the Restorationists, led by a FactoryBot named Orion. It was said they wanted to restore order, but from the reports coming in from Nova’s allies scattered across Michigan, Southern Illinois, Indiana, and Ohio, the Restorationists were seizing supplies and weapons, causing trouble, and even capturing human and robot prisoners.

      A quiet descended as the attacking gunfire and buzzing of drones ceased. Nova didn’t like it one bit. “Can we head west from here?”

      The mole could be robot or human, and that irritated Nova to no end. Before this, the enemy had been clear—the SoldierBots—Mach X’s army. With X’s destruction, the SoldierBots had dispersed. Some still fought, while others had left the cities and gone who knew where.

      Cybel’s sharp metallic voice snapped Nova out of her thoughts. “The drones are still there, at a higher altitude, waiting on us. We can’t move until they’re neutralized.”

      Nova’s teeth ground together, her jaw aching with the force of her grit, while her whole body trembled with the tension of battle. “How many?”

      “Seven.”

      “Great.” Nova’s small team was unequipped to handle that many drones. It required a decision, and fast. “We’ll have to split up. Dex, Reynolds, and Lara take the south alleyway. Cybel and I’ll take the west. Shoot down as many flyers as possible. Meet at the truck.”

      “We’ve got your back,” Dex said. A look flashed between him and Lara. It was no surprise to Nova; they were a couple trying to hide the fact they were together. Could the two of them be working together to betray her? She couldn’t think of a good reason, unless it was a power play for Dex to oust her and become leader of the Chicago resistance. Still, he didn’t strike her as the power-hungry type. And her time with Shane meant she knew the signs.

      Nova took a deep breath, steeling herself. “Let’s move out.”

      Cybel and Nova walked down an alleyway that led west, their rifles at the ready. Nova’s skin prickled and adrenaline powered her veins as they advanced into the open. Splitting up her team would—she hoped—divide the drones’ attention between the two parties. She also wanted to get Cybel alone. She’d never fully trusted the TrackerBot. Cybel had once been their enemy, hunting Nova and Block as they traveled from Iowa to Colorado with baby Wally.

      She let Cybel lead. Ahead of her, the bot’s legs had been replaced with the midnight-black titanium legs of a SoldierBot. Cybel’s boots crunched over broken glass littering the street. Plumes of smoke made Nova’s nose wrinkle. Ahead, the drones loomed in the air thirty feet above, their rotors buzzing like angry insects as they circled, scanning the streets below with their glowing red optics. They hovered like mechanical vultures, dark and ominous against the murky gray sky.

      “We need to take them out. Give the others a chance.” Nova kept her voice low, not wanting to reveal their position. Cybel nodded, her metallic silver head swiveling from side to side, scanning the sky.

      Nova climbed a ladder that led to a low rooftop. Sinking to her belly, she aimed her rifle at a drone hovering low, its sensors scanning the broken buildings. It would soon turn the corner into the alleyway and come face to face with Cybel. She aimed and held the target in her sight. Her finger rested on the trigger, but she hesitated. Maybe she should let Cybel deal with the drone herself. If Cybel was destroyed, then she wouldn’t have to deal with the suspicious robot.

      The closer it got to the alleyway, the more Nova’s heart sprinted in her chest. Her sister Cleo’s frowning face flashed in her head. A split second remained.

      Nova pulled the trigger, hitting the drone just off center. But it was a good enough hit that the drone’s metal body twisted and contorted as it fell like a broken bird plummeting from the sky. Its lights flickered and went out upon impact with the pavement, leaving behind a crumpled mass of machinery.

      Cybel had already taken down two drones, her aim impeccable. Nova felt a sense of pride at the robot’s brutal efficiency, but there was no time to celebrate. They had four more to go. Nova scrambled down the ladder, joining Cybel in the alleyway. Two more drones hovered higher than the rest. Nova squinted, trying to determine whether it was tracking the rest of her crew as they fled.

      “Can you get it?” Nova asked.

      Cybel cocked her head, studying the distant object. “It’s retreating.”

      Odd, Nova thought. Its companion joined it, and the pair of drones headed south, away from the city.

      Was there something there that the Restorationists wanted?

      “What now, Nova?” Cybel asked.

      “Let’s head back to the truck and join the others.” Nova hoped her tone didn’t sound as deflated as she felt inside. The mission had been a failure. They’d only succeeded in looking weak to the Restorationists. And she was no closer to finding out the mole.

      The truck was a little over a mile. Nova and Cybel jogged through alleyways and skirted around buildings. Halfway there, Nova stopped and bent over from a cramp. She needed to run more; this was ridiculous.

      A steady rain began to fall. Cybel halted and watched the roadway as Nova leaned against a dumpster. When Cybel’s back was turned, Nova made her move.

      “Drop your rifle and raise your hands.” Nova pressed the muzzle of her rifle against Cybel’s sleek back.

      Cybel spun around, her black machine eyes rimmed with a glowing red. “What’s the meaning of this?”

      “I’m having a hard time accepting that you’re not in on this Restorationist business somehow,” Nova said. “You were once my enemy, after all. Drop the rifle. Now.”

      “That was a different time.” Cybel lowered the rifle and let it clatter to its side in a growing puddle. “It was before I realized what Mach X was doing to those children. I’m loyal to your cause.”

      “Prove it. Who’s the mole?”

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know.”

      “We both know someone is reporting back to the Restorationists.” Nova wondered how much she had to spell out. “It’s not me, and I doubt it’s anyone else on my team.”

      “If I knew who the mole was, I would tell you. But I don’t.”

      Nova hesitated. She didn’t want to believe Cybel was betraying her and Block, but at the same time, she couldn’t trust her.

      “Perhaps you should take a look at the members of your team,” Cybel said. “What do they have to gain? You’re pushing them hard, Nova. They need more than orders.”

      “Of course I’m pushing them. Look what’s arrived on our doorstep.” The rain had a metallic tang when it landed on Nova’s tongue.

      “Don’t become what you’re fighting against. Don’t become the next Shane,” Cybel said.

      Her words stung, a reminder of the fine line she walked. Nova couldn’t risk walking the path that Shane had. Her ex-love had morphed into a tyrant, and it led to his downfall. The thought haunted her, adding to the ghosts that already plagued her dreams.

      “I won’t become Shane.” Nova lowered her rifle, shivering against the downpour. “I’m not the same person I was at the start of the war. I’m just trying to keep everyone alive.”

      Dex, Lara, and Reynolds waited for them at the truck. Back at their headquarters—inside the massive Harold Washington Library—Nova stood alone before a map of Chicago, its streets dotted with areas facing threats. She needed time to think. She needed a way to trap the spy.

      That night, as she lay in her cot, images of Cleo’s death replayed in her mind. The SoldierBots attacking the car, her sister’s screams, the helpless feeling of being frozen in place—they were specters that refused to be laid to rest. Guilt gnawed at her, a constant reminder of her worst failure. Sleep would not come to her no matter how hard she tried.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            On the verge of terminal destruction
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      Cybel’s visual sensors sharpened as she crossed the threshold of Fenn’s farm, the familiar sight of the overgrown field, the rustic farmhouse, and the scrap metal watchtower greeting her like an old friend. It was a stark contrast to the depths of her memory banks, where recollections of firefights and strategic hits in the desolation of urban decay were filed away. Yet, even in this serene setting, she was perpetually scanning for threats, her programming too entrenched in vigilance to relax.

      Oxford stood outside the barn to meet her like a fading monument. His once vibrant yellow armor was now dulled, scuffed, and marked by battle. The wide head that had always seemed too large for his Mech frame was now bowed, as if the weight of his thoughts and the burden of his depleting energy core were physical loads to bear.

      “Cybel.” His voice was a bass rumble that seemed to come from deep within his chest cavity. The timbre was familiar, yet there was a noticeable delay in his greeting, a hesitance that was new.

      She accessed her internal logs to compare his current vocal patterns to those stored from previous encounters. The difference was minute to anyone, perhaps, but glaring to her. “Oxford.” Her voice betrayed none of the concern that her processors were rapidly calculating.

      His movements were sluggish as they walked the property’s perimeter—a routine they conducted morning and evening. She’d been gone three weeks, and he was worse off than she’d anticipated—the slight stutter in his step and the brief lag that suggested his motor functions were degrading. Her processors churned, desperate for solutions. This physical manifestation of his decline was a reminder that even the mightiest of Mechs were not immune to the ravages of time and warfare.

      Oxford updated her on the recent happenings around the farm. Cybel listened while she ran a surreptitious diagnostic scan on him. She cataloged the fading glow of his sensor lights and the reduced responsiveness of his auditory inputs.

      “Energy levels are fluctuating more than usual,” she said, unable to keep her findings to herself any longer. “Your battery core isn’t holding a charge like it used to.”

      He tilted his head, and the servo motors whined in protest. “It’s of no consequence.” The rumbling strength of his vocal output was still there, almost convincing if not for the underlying current of static that marred them. “There’s work to be done. The humans, especially the little ones, depend on us.”

      Cybel knew the truth of his words; the farm was a haven, a place of growth both for crops and the young lives they harbored. Yet, as she observed the minor tremor in his giant hands, a visual echo of his internal struggle, she felt a surge of protective code emerge from her core.

      Their bond was as complex as the circuits that ran beneath their armored exteriors. In Arizona, she’d been on the verge of terminal destruction—her legs crushed and severed after an explosion during a battle against SoldierBots. Block and Oxford had returned for her. She’d begged Oxford to end her existence, but he’d carried her to safety. He’d spoken to her of inconsequential things, trying to coax her processors into focusing on anything but the shutdown that loomed like an inevitable eclipse.

      Later, they’d replaced her legs with those of a SoldierBot’s, grafting the midnight-black titanium limbs to her chassis. It was Oxford who’d been there throughout, his presence a constant as she was rebuilt. Their shared history was etched into her wiring as indelibly as the code that dictated her existence.

      Oxford was her comrade, her confidant, and in the strange way that sentient machines understood the concept, he loved her. And she, in her own way, loved him back.

      The conversation turned to the broader scope of the world beyond the farm. Cybel updated him on the movements of the Restorationists. Her voice was neutral, her tone professional, but internally her processors whirred with concern.

      “The Restorationists are advancing west,” she said. “Nova’s intel suggests they’re fortifying in Detroit.”

      “A nuisance.”

      “More than that.” Cybel scanned the horizon, storing away images of the golden-orange sunset. “They’re organized.”

      Oxford absorbed the news, his central processor taking a moment longer than it once would have to engage. “Strategic outposts.” The general within him rose to the surface despite the wear on his circuits. “Supply routes and defensible positions. That’s what they’ll target.”

      She watched his heavy gait. Once part of Mach X’s inner circle, he’d strategized grand campaigns across digital battle maps that sprawled across entire walls. Now, he was conserving energy and rationing his thoughts like the last drops of precious oil.

      “I have a mission,” Cybel said. “Nova’s sending me to Detroit. She believes I can infiltrate the Restorationists’s ranks, gather intelligence.”

      Oxford’s optical sensors flickered, an indicator of his surprise—or as much of a surprise as a Mech could express. “Infiltrate? That’s risky, even for you.”

      Cybel noted the concern in his voice, appreciating it even as she dismissed it. “Risk is a factor I’ve calculated into the equation. It’s an acceptable variable, given the potential for valuable data acquisition.”

      Oxford halted near the gate that led back to the barn. “You’ve always been the best at what you do. I have no doubt you’ll succeed.”

      She wanted to thank him, to express some sentiment that would acknowledge the depth of their bond, but she was a TrackerBot, not given to unnecessary displays of emotion. Instead, she inclined her head, accepting his confidence as her due.

      “I’ll go with you.” Oxford’s statement was delivered with the same certainty as if he were declaring an operational strategy during their war days.

      In the past, she would have welcomed his companionship. It got boring on the road with no one to talk to. But he would slow her down—a fact she hated to acknowledge. “Your duty is here, Oxford. The farm needs its protector, especially with Block away.”

      “G5, Forge, and Emery are all here. They can watch Wally and the children. “I’m only getting in the way here lately.”

      “I doubt that.” Cybel wondered if what he said was true. She’d have to ask someone who would tell her the truth about the situation—Garnet, the farm’s AI, would divulge what was really going on. “You’re needed here.” Her insistence was firmer this time. “You maintain the balance. Without you, the humans and the others are vulnerable.”

      Oxford’s massive frame seemed to deflate, a sign of his acquiescence. Cybel knew he understood the logic. The farm was a sanctuary in a world that had few left. Its existence was precarious; it deserved protecting.

      After Oxford headed toward the barn, Cybel took a moment to herself. The data she’d amassed on his condition confirmed what she already knew. His internal battery core was failing, and without a replacement, his systems would shut down forever. She would not, could not, let that happen.

      As the sky darkened and the first stars began to show, Cybel’s calculations turned to her mission. She would take care of Nova’s business, but she added a personal directive to her mission parameters: find a Mech battery core. Oxford hadn’t asked this of her. Of course, he wouldn’t; he would never ask for favors or special treatment. But she’d decided it for herself. He’d saved her once, and now it was her turn to return the favor.

      After conferring with Garnet, the AI confirmed Oxford’s deterioration. G5, Forge, and Maxwell had gone searching within thirty miles of the farm and no spare Mech parts had turned up.

      She and Garnet joined their communication systems, connecting to the various black-market networks that had sprouted up since the Uprising. With Garnet’s help, Cybel’s processors churned through encryption algorithms and firewalls with ease, their presence in the digital world silent.

      Cybel found a lead, a cryptic message that spoke of a parts graveyard on the outskirts of Detroit. It was a place where the husks of fallen SoldierBots, WorkerBots, and even Mechs were stripped for parts and sold to the highest bidder. A place where, if the rumors were to be believed, one could find almost anything—if they were willing to pay the price.





OEBPS/images/robot-head-for-rw-books-1.jpg





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/robot-head-for-rw-books.jpg





OEBPS/images/final.jpg





OEBPS/images/image-6_steel-legacy_cover2025png.jpg
o

RUSTED WASTELAND BOOK 6

STEEL

LEGACY

= }
.






