
  
    [image: Drowned Steel]
  


  
    
      DROWNED STEEL

      
        ROBOTS AND RUINS BOOK 3

      

    

    
      
        CAMERON CORAL

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Dystopic Bliss Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by Cameron Coral

      

      All rights reserved.

      

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      Edited by Lori Diederich

      

      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

      

      1st edition, September 2025

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Stay updated on Cameron’s books by signing up for the Cameron Coral Reading List:

        CameronCoral.com/sign-up

      

        

      
        You’ll be added to my reading list, and I’ll send you a digital copy of CROSSING THE VOID: A Space Opera Science-Fiction Short Story to say thank you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. Beach

      

      
        2. Useless

      

      
        3. Snare

      

      
        4. Threat

      

      
        5. Canis

      

      
        6. Underdogs

      

      
        7. Turbine

      

      
        8. Crossways

      

      
        9. Detour

      

      
        10. Waiting

      

      
        11. Standard

      

      
        12. Vulnerable

      

      
        13. Beltara

      

      
        14. Learning

      

      
        15. Welcome

      

      
        16. Pearl

      

      
        17. Currents

      

      
        18. Blame

      

      
        19. Choices

      

      
        20. Vibrations

      

      
        21. Survivor

      

      
        22. Cut

      

      
        23. Resonance

      

      
        24. Control

      

      
        25. Impressions

      

      
        26. Failure

      

      
        27. Zook

      

      
        28. Consequences

      

      
        29. Lullaby

      

      
        30. Lesson

      

      
        31. Swimming

      

      
        32. No

      

      
        33. Lighthouse

      

      
        34. Mirrors

      

      
        35. Incoming

      

      
        36. Safe

      

    

    
      
        Also by Cameron Coral

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            ONE

          

          
            BEACH

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      CYBEL

      The slate-gray sea churned with a ruthless energy, as if daring anyone to challenge its power. Tiny salt crystals staked their slow, patient claim on everything metal, including Cybel Venatrix’s armor. She would need a thorough cleaning after her shift. The Oregon coast’s moody atmosphere settled over the bay—fog wisps clinging to the distant headlands, waves slapping against the jetty rocks, and gulls perched on the remains of old pilings, their feathers a shock of white against the decaying wood. They screamed at each other in their territorial disputes, unconcerned with the affairs of humans or robots. Some things hadn’t changed in the fifteen years since the AI Uprising. Nature remained indifferent to civilization’s collapse and to the pockets of survivors struggling to keep going.

      Cybel stood at the edge of the deck, looking across Yaquina Bay. What had been the Oregon Coast Aquarium was now repurposed as the Marine Observation Base, or MOB, as Cybel called it. The retrofitted building projected from the coastline like the prow of a ship. The viewing auditorium, various offices, and a tall lobby had been converted into research stations and living quarters. A massive blue whale skeleton hung from the entry ceiling, a reminder that humans had once flocked here to marvel at sea creatures they barely understood.

      Cybel spotted the whale pod before anyone else—five humpbacks that should have been heading south but were angling toward the bay instead. The fourth time this month they’d changed course.

      She ran another scan. Tracking felt natural to her. It had been her primary function once, though back then she’d hunted enemies. Now she used those same targeting algorithms to protect life. The irony wasn’t lost on her—her transformation from weaponized assassin to nature guardian was statistically impossible, yet here she stood.

      Oxford approached, his heavy Mech frame causing the deck to creak beneath him. “And?”

      “Same pattern. They’re drifting into the bay again.” She pinged the data to him.

      Oxford paused a split second as he churned through the new info. “That makes nine anomalous migration patterns since January. The probability of random occurrence⁠—”

      “Falls below statistical significance,” Cybel finished. After more than a decade together, she’d picked up the tendency to complete his sentences. An annoying habit, she noted, too late to stop herself. “I’ve been cataloging every shift. Something’s drawing them in.”

      “A signal,” Oxford said. Once a military Mech and a former commander in Mach X’s army, he now served as head of security for Cascade Haven. His yellow armor plating had been painted forest green and silver, the colors of their sanctuary. Oxford’s makeover had been Cybel’s idea. “Better you blend with our surroundings than look like a walking school bus,” she’d told him. He’d run seven different tactical camouflage simulations before conceding she was right. At least the pair of them no longer resembled a giant bumblebee with Cybel’s sleek black TrackerBot armor.

      “Block neutralized the Echo signal in Deer Valley,” Oxford said. “But these patterns started weeks before that activation.”

      They’d been through this before. Cybel would’ve sighed if she were a human. “Yes. There’s an 84 percent chance of more Project Echo remnants scattered across the continent.” While Block had rid the world of one device that had hijacked robots and caused them to malfunction, who knew what else was out there?

      “Could be something worse than Project Echo,” Oxford said.

      Cybel detected something in the water—a low hum beneath the whale songs. “Do you hear that?”

      Oxford paused. “Nothing.”

      “The signal again. It’s riding underneath the whale vocalizations.” Cybel moved to the railing, scanning the bay.

      A harsh siren cut through the dawn air, its blare rising and falling in three-second intervals, but it wasn’t coming from Haven. Cybel spun on her heels, calculating the fastest route to the source.

      “Breakwater pier.” Oxford was already moving.

      They covered the half-mile distance quickly. Though Cybel had a TrackerBot chassis, her retrofitted SoldierBot legs allowed her to outpace most robots, including Oxford, but she let him keep pace with her this time. The wooden planks of the pier trembled beneath them as they arrived.

      Chaos unfolded at the water’s edge. Twelve dock WorkerBots—standard CLV-5 models with reinforced loading arms—had abandoned their morning duties. Tools lay scattered across the planks where they’d been dropped mid-task. The robots marched in a slow progression, one after another, toward the end of the pier.

      “Stop!” a human dockmaster shouted, grabbing at one bot’s arm. The machine shrugged him off with a sudden twitch, not violently, but with unstoppable purpose.

      “What’s happening?” demanded a voice from behind. Mayor Tanner had arrived, his cybernetic left arm prominent as he pushed through the gathering crowd of humans. An exoskeleton support frame supported his paralyzed legs.

      Cybel ignored the man, adjusting trajectories as Oxford raced ahead. “Intercept pattern delta,” she called out.

      Oxford positioned himself at the pier’s edge while Cybel confronted the lead bot. She planted herself in its path.

      “System override. Command: halt.” She broadcast the emergency shutdown sequence on all standard frequencies.

      The WorkerBot didn’t slow. It pivoted and navigated around her—not attacking, not acknowledging. It was a sleepwalker following orders only it could hear.

      Oxford grabbed the second robot in line, his massive metal hands locking on the smaller machine’s torso. “Disengage primary motor functions,” he said.

      Nothing happened. The WorkerBot struggled against Oxford’s hold until he was forced to release it or risk damaging its structural integrity.

      “No response,” Oxford said.

      The first robot reached the edge of the pier and stepped off without hesitation. Its metal body splashed into the surf and sank. One by one, the others followed, leaving a path of splashes on the water’s surface.

      Mayor Tanner stepped forward. “That’s twelve of my labor units drowning themselves! What did you sanctuary freaks do?”

      “We did nothing,” Cybel said. “This isn’t our signal.”

      “I don’t buy it. Those bots were functioning just fine until now.”

      Oxford interrupted. “Mayor Tanner, we have a shared emergency. Assigning blame without sufficient data is uncalled for.”

      “Dad!” A young woman sprinted down the pier, her wetsuit half-zipped over a faded T-shirt. “There’s a bunch of whales here.”

      Cybel looked at the beach. Near MOB’s rehab ramp, a juvenile humpback had surfaced and was flailing close to shore. The others circled some distance away, as if in a holding pattern. “Secure the pier. I’ll handle this,” she told Oxford.

      She sprinted, her enhanced legs allowing her to reach an impressive speed. The stretch of sand next to MOB came into view, and with it, the sloped concrete ramp constructed for rehabilitating injured marine life.

      The young whale, approximately twenty-five feet long, had beached itself halfway up the ramp. Cybel wondered if it somehow knew MOB was there to help marine animals, but whales weren’t capable of such reasoning as far as she knew. Its skin glistened in the strengthening sunlight, too dry already. Three MOB scientists ran out of the building and heaved buckets of seawater over the massive creature to keep it from drying out.

      Cybel conducted a rapid scan with her advanced diagnostics. The whale’s vital signs were erratic but strong. The creature was disoriented rather than ill. Its eyes tracked her movement as she approached.

      “Came straight in like it was being called,” said a woman named Dasha, who worked in the lab.

      “We need to get it back in while the tide’s still high,” Cybel said. She accessed her database on marine mammal rescue. A humpback this size would weigh 20,000 pounds. They would all have to work together, and Oxford’s strength was required.

      “Get shovels and waterproof sheeting,” Cybel ordered. “Get everyone you can find. We’ll dig channels and use the tide to refloat it.” Dasha and another scientist, Jaydon, sprinted into the open bay door.

      Cybel waded into the surf and rubbed her titanium hands against the whale’s body while waiting. “Hang in there, friend. We’ll get you on your way,” she said, grateful the humans weren’t within hearing range. She didn’t like anyone seeing her soft side.

      Dasha and Jaydon returned with six other humans and four robots, carrying excavation tools and large sheets of waterproof material. They dug trenches on either side of the whale, creating channels that would fill with seawater as the tide rose.

      “Deployment protocol?” asked SQEEK, a repurposed LifeguardBot with waterproof servos.

      “Tidal refloat,” Cybel said. “We need channels deep enough for water flow, then we’ll use the sheeting to create a slippery surface underneath the whale.”

      Oxford arrived and began excavating with his massive hands, moving sand faster than any human with tools. The trenches took shape—deep channels that would guide rising seawater under the whale’s body.

      “It keeps trying to turn its head,” Dasha said. “Maybe back to its pod.”

      With the channels complete, the team worked the waterproof sheeting in place. The material would reduce friction and allow the creature to slide more easily when the water lifted it.

      “Tide’s coming in,” Oxford said, watching water fill their excavated channels.

      The whale seemed to sense the changing conditions. Its breathing became less labored as water supported more of its massive weight.

      “Maintain pressure on the sheets,” Cybel said. “Guide it deeper as the tide lifts.”

      As the sea rose, the whale’s weight became more buoyant. The team used the sheeting like a giant sling, guiding the creature’s movement as the tide carried it to open water. It was free, but the whale circled once, twice—then aimed itself at the ramp.

      “No!” She couldn’t let the whale beach itself again. It would die, and the humans were exhausted already. Was it being driven here by the signal? She broadcast a counter frequency. The interference pattern rippled through the water in concentric waves, temporarily breaking whatever hold pulled at the whale’s evolutionary navigation system. The young whale hesitated, then slowly turned away from the ramp.

      “It’s working,” Oxford said.

      The creature rejoined the pod. As one unit, they adjusted their course and swam parallel to the coastline rather than toward it.

      As the MOB team watched the pod go, Cybel logged the incident and correlated it with the dock workers’ synchronized march into the bay. Two distinct species responding to the same hidden command—a mysterious transmission coming from the ocean. It was strange and improbable, but there was nothing else to explain it.

      “The dock workers?” she asked Oxford as they headed in the direction of MOB, leaving the others to clean up.

      “Submerged. Unrecoverable without diving equipment.”

      “Well, that’ll give Alyce work,” Cybel said.

      “Perhaps. But Mayor Tanner blames us.”

      “Predictable,” Cybel said. “Why weren’t we affected?”

      Oxford considered, then said, “The Haven robots weren’t affected either. Only the units belonging to Breakwater.”

      “The difference being?”

      “Logic boards.” Oxford gestured toward the collection of repurposed shipping containers that formed the nucleus of Cascade Haven. “Remember our first year here? We salvaged those pre-Uprising Logic 2.x boards from the mothballed submarine base.”

      “You retrofitted thirty-seven Haven robots with those boards. Including yourself,” Cybel said.

      “And you never needed one. TrackerBots were firmware-hardened against slumber codes.”

      “TrackerBots also came equipped with military-grade neural shielding,” Cybel added. “Part of our electronic warfare package, designed to resist signal intrusion and override attempts.”

      “I would expect nothing less,” Oxford said. “Unfortunately, the Breakwater units all run standard Logic 3.4 configurations.”

      “So if the signal targets specific hardware,”—Cybel paused outside MOB’s front door—“what’s the source? And why now?”

      Before Oxford could answer, a commotion at the edge of Haven caught their attention. A group of humans from Breakwater Village had crossed the boundary line, led by Mayor Tanner. His face was flushed, and tendons stood out on his neck from gritting his teeth. The cybernetic components in his arm buzzed as he waved it.

      “You see that?” he shouted, pointing at the bay where the dock robots had submerged. “That’s our livelihood you just destroyed!”

      Oxford started forward, but Cybel waved him away. “Let me handle this.”

      She approached the mayor, keeping her movements deliberate. As a seven-foot-tall TrackerBot, it was hard to appear non-threatening, but she tried her best. Her black chrome exterior, with its deep gouge marks across her shoulder, often intimidated humans. The steel faceplate with its opaque rectangular screen and black machine eyes rimmed with glowing red revealed nothing of her thoughts—a design feature that had once made her an effective assassin.

      “Mayor Tanner, I hear your concern,” she said. “But the transmission signal affecting your robots originated from somewhere off the coast. We’re investigating the source.”

      “Investigating? Those were the last of our dock bots! Our fishing fleet can’t operate without them!” Spittle flew from Tanner’s lips. “You brought this down on us.”

      “We’ve lost robots too.” Oxford stepped forward despite Cybel’s earlier request. “And the same pulse is affecting marine life.”

      Tanner’s laugh was bitter. “Right. You’re doing something to cause this.”

      A young woman pushed her way through the crowd—the same one who had alerted them to the beached whale. “Dad, take it easy. They’re trying to help.”

      “Stay out of this, Alyce,” Tanner snapped without looking at her. His cybernetic arm twitched. From what Alyce had told Cybel, the prosthetic had replaced the arm he’d lost pulling his wife from the wreckage of their apartment building when SoldierBots swept through downtown Portland. As his wife died, he’d watched, helpless, as Mach X’s robots had coordinated an attack that killed three thousand civilians in a single night.

      Cybel ran the probabilities. At current escalation rates, violence would erupt in approximately six minutes. She needed to defuse the situation before Oxford’s combat protocols activated. He was bound by a peacekeeping algorithm he’d developed, but even that occasionally defaulted to his original programming under sufficient threat.

      “We need to work together,” Cybel said. “Your village provides the fish our Haven needs. Our power generation supplies your grid. Neither of us can afford this disruption.”

      “Work with you machines?” Tanner reared his head and laughed with spite. “The Uprising taught me better. Machines work for us.” His cyborg arm twitched as his anger spiked.

      The irony was apparently lost on him that half his body relied on the same technology he claimed to despise. There was a 73 percent chance that Tanner’s cybernetic arm was more sophisticated than most of the “slave” robots he kept collared. She resisted pointing this out. Her threat assessment subroutine labeled such observations as “unhelpful to current negotiations.”

      She sensed movement at the edge of her visual field—one of the Haven patrol robots walked stiffly toward the water. Its movements mirrored those of the dock workers.

      “Oxford,” she said. “Northeast quadrant.”

      He spotted the robot and intercepted it, grabbing it by both shoulders to stop its destructive march.

      “It’s happening here too.” Cybel turned to face Tanner. “We have to solve this before the signal reaches the tidal turbine crew. When that happens, both our settlements go dark.”

      Tanner’s eyes narrowed, and a flicker of doubt crossed his face. “You really don’t know what’s causing this?”

      “No, but we have allies coming. A robot and his human daughter are on their way. They’ve dealt with this kind of technology recently.”

      Tanner stepped back, gesturing for his people to do the same. “We’ll see about that. Breakwater protects its own interests.”

      As the contingent retreated, Oxford carried the affected Haven robot to Cybel. Its optics were fixed on the bay, unresponsive to external stimuli.

      “The transmission’s getting stronger,” Oxford said. “The turbine maintenance crew is⁠—”

      “At risk. I know,” she said. Block and Wally were on their way, having left Minnesota days ago. Cybel looked at the bay. Beneath the surface, twelve dock WorkerBots lay on the seafloor. Breakwater's fishing boats were heading out to claim the day's catch. But beyond the harbor mouth, a different vessel lurked—larger than any fishing boat and probably armed. Salvagers. She'd been tracking their movements for two days now, noting their interest in the coastal settlements. Another complication.

      Cybel’s hunter-seeker protocol surged—the same sequence she’d once used to track down fugitive robots. This time, she wasn’t hunting on behalf of Mach X; she was hunting to preserve what she and Oxford had built.

      Cascade Haven wasn’t just a place—it was proof that broken robots like her could be more than what they were programmed to be. And she would dismantle whatever lurked beneath the bay, circuit by circuit, before she let it destroy that.
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      WALLY

      The electric car, which they’d nicknamed Sunny, bumped over a fractured stretch of old road, tires crunching dried leaves and stray stones. To Wally, roads had always looked this way—broken, overgrown, half-swallowed by the earth. She’d heard stories, of course, when her human neighbors would get bleary-eyed and talk about the “good” days. They spoke of flat black rivers of smooth pavement stretching for miles, endless fields that grew in lines so straight you could follow them with a ruler. But she’d never seen that. Only the world after.

      Through the window, the landscape rolled out wide and constant, green as far as her eyes could reach. But it wasn’t the kind of green that meant crops. This was a wild green—tangled, rising in uneven patches, dotted with pale blue wildflowers and tall spindly plants she didn’t know the names of. She glimpsed white tails flashing as a herd of deer scattered.

      “Did you see them?” Her fingers worked a wad of yellow yarn in her lap. The crochet hook moved in steady loops. Mrs. Webb had taught her the basics before they left, claiming she’d need something to occupy her hands during the long drive. She’d protested that it was a hobby for fuddy-duddies, but the repetitive motion had become oddly soothing.

      The deer scattered. “Interesting,” Block said. “Ungulate population recovery has exceeded projections by thirty-seven percent.”

      “You could just say there are more deer now.”

      “There are more deer now.”

      Wally smiled and added another row to her growing square of fabric. Block had been her guardian for all of her fifteen years, and his capacity to learn and grow beyond his original CleanerBot programming impressed her. It was one of many reasons she loved him.

      She sighed and kicked her bare feet onto Sunny’s dashboard. In a distant field, a strange, dilapidated machine rusted—wheels high as a man, metal arms stretched long and useless. Maybe it once moved and had a purpose. Now it was another monument to the past.

      The solar panel array on their modified electric vehicle hummed as it tracked the sun. Maxwell’s engineering was obvious in every curve and retrofit. Sunny’s aerodynamic shell looked like a normal sedan from a distance, but the roof bristled with articulated photovoltaic cells that adjusted their angle automatically.

      “We could go faster.” Wally skipped a stitch and had to backtrack.

      “That could attract unwanted attention.” After a moment, Block added, “Probability high. Very high.”

      She slumped in her seat, the yarn pooling in her lap. They’d been driving for three days, staying off major highways and sticking to county roads that wound through farmland gone wild. Block had told her about wheat, that these fields had once been gold, tall as her chest, swaying in waves under the sun. The only gold these days came from rivers of dandelions. “Cybel said the signal was getting stronger. The whales are acting weird. We need to hurry.”

      “And we’ll arrive in time to help. Rushing serves no purpose except to increase risk variables.”

      Wally held up her crochet work—what was supposed to be a scarf but looked more like a sad, lopsided dishrag. “Dad, the ocean’s calling, and we’re taking forever.”

      Block’s head turned with that precise mechanical motion that meant he was about to deliver a lecture. “The Pacific Ocean is an inanimate body of water. It cannot issue a summons.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “You’re exhibiting signs of impatience. We agreed on the travel parameters, remember?”

      “I guess,” she said.

      Wind stirred the tall grass outside. Birds rose from the thickets in startled flight—spooked by Sunny’s nearly silent electric motor. Through the windshield, she could see the scattered remains of military vehicles from the Uprising—burned troop carrier trucks and rust-gouged pickups abandoned along the roadside. Nature had claimed them too. Vines wrapped around turret mechanisms, and saplings grew through shattered windshields.

      “Dad?”

      “Yes?”

      “Do you think I’ll be useful when we get there?” She kept her tone casual, but the question had been eating at her since they’d left Deer Valley.

      Block paused for a second—his version of consideration. “You possess several valuable skill sets.”

      “Such as? I can’t sense the animals anymore. That was the whole point of me coming, right? Wally the animal whisperer, here to save the whales?” She tangled the yarn around her finger and had to unwind it.

      “The Project Echo device enhanced abilities that were already present in your neural architecture. Losing that doesn’t change who you are. Your observational skills are exceptional.”

      Wally added another crooked row to her square. She watched a red-winged blackbird perch on a rotted fence post that leaned precariously, its wire stretched loose. “Observation. That’s not the same thing.”

      “No. It’s potentially more valuable. The enhanced abilities were temporary,” Block said. “Your natural capacity for understanding other living beings has been developing your entire life. That skill can’t be taken away.”

      Wally’s throat tightened. She’d been trying not to think about the fight with Dr. Valerie Kane, the woman who had unearthed the Echo device and targeted her and the other New York clones. Once Vacuubot destroyed the device, her newfound abilities went dark. For a short time, she’d been able to sense what animals were feeling, to project calm and trust so that even nervous horses approached her without fear. Losing that felt like going deaf to a language she’d just learned to understand.

      “I should have been able to keep it.” She pulled too hard on the yarn and watched her latest row unravel. “We should have figured out a way for all of us to protect our abilities before destroying the Echo device.”

      “We had no idea what it powered, and no way of knowing whether the transmissions were dangerous to you and the others,” Block said.

      She knew he was right. Still, she missed the strange sensations and the growing sense that she was somehow special.

      “Keeping the Echo device active was too dangerous.”

      Wally scoffed. “Everything’s dangerous to you unless it involves cleaning protocols.”

      Block turned his head, his optics brightening. His way of displaying amusement, she’d come to recognize. “I can appreciate concepts beyond cleaning.”

      “Name one.”

      “Your crochet technique has improved markedly since yesterday.”

      Wally raised an eyebrow. “Did you just compliment my yarn craft?”

      “I stated an objective observation. You’re showing evidence of improved manual dexterity and pattern recognition skills.”

      “Which is your way of complimenting my yarn craft, huh?”

      Block’s head tilted in acquiescence, and Wally laughed. She held up her wonky square and examined it. One corner was definitely larger than the others, and she’d somehow added an extra row that created a mysterious bump in the middle.

      The car hit a pothole deep enough to jar her teeth. Block plugged in a metal finger for a diagnostic while complaining about infrastructure decay and the inverse relationship between time and road surface integrity.

      That’s when they saw the roadblock.

      Block applied the brakes, bringing them to a stop about a quarter mile from where County Road 46 was blocked by two overturned civilian vehicles and a collection of sandbags. A figure moved between the barriers. Human. Armed.

      “Raiders?” Wally set her crochet aside and sat straight in her seat.

      Block could see much farther. “Unclear. Perhaps a checkpoint rather than an ambush position. They may be security for a nearby settlement.” Block put the car in reverse. “We’ll take the detour through Cooperstown.”

      Wally watched the roadblock disappear as they backtracked, her frustration mounting with each foot of lost progress. “That’s going to add hours.”

      “Six hours and thirty-seven minutes, accounting for the condition of rural infrastructure,” Block said.

      She picked up her yarn again, jabbing the hook through the loops with unnecessary force. “Maybe they’re friendly.”

      “Maybe they would have confiscated our vehicle and left us stranded. Or much worse. I can’t risk your safety.”

      Block turned onto a dirt road that headed south, raising a cloud of dust behind them. The reclaimed prairie stretched endlessly on both sides, punctuated by the occasional rusted hulk of farm equipment or the weathered bones of old fence lines. “Caution has preserved your life for fifteen years, Wally. I see no reason to abandon it now.”

      She knew he was right, but that didn’t make the delay any less frustrating. Every hour they spent navigating around potential threats was another hour that the mysterious signal plagued Cascade Haven. Cybel’s transmission had been brief but urgent—something was making robots walk into the ocean, and it was getting worse.

      “This road will reconnect with Highway 20 in eighteen miles,” Block said. “From there, we can proceed northwest.”

      “Fine. Whatever.” Wally’s crochet hook worked faster, creating uneven tension in the yarn. “I hate being useless.”

      “You’re not useless.”

      “I’m not useful either. Not anymore.” She held up her mangled square of fabric. “Look at this. It’s supposed to be a scarf, but it looks like something that died.”

      Block looked at her handiwork. “The pattern is irregular, but the basic structure is sound. Imperfection does not negate function.”

      “You always say the most robot things,” she said.

      “That is what I am.” He circumnavigated a deep rut in the dirt road. “Your value doesn’t depend on perfect abilities or flawless execution. It depends on your willingness to help others and your capacity to adapt when circumstances change.”

      Wally stared through the window as they passed the foundation of what had once been a house—mere concrete and rubble now, with purple wildflowers growing through the cracks. Someone had left a garden gnome in the ruins, its painted smile weathered but still visible. The sight made her think of Deer Valley and all the small ways they’d beautified their settlement despite the harsh realities of post-Uprising life.

      A flash of movement caught her eye—a prairie dog in the tall grass, standing on its hind legs to look at their passing car with curious eyes. For a moment, Wally tried to reach out with senses she no longer possessed, to feel what the creature was thinking. But there was nothing.

      “Do you think Cybel and Oxford are OK?” she asked.

      “They’ve survived the Uprising and a decade and a half of rebuilding civilization. They’re remarkably durable.”

      That wasn’t quite an answer, but Wally understood. They were all remarkably durable, or they wouldn’t have made it this far. But durability had limits, and whatever was happening at Cascade Haven was testing those limits.

      She resumed crocheting, focusing on keeping her stitches even. By the time they reached the ocean, she’d either have a usable scarf or a yarn disaster. At least she’d have something to show for the journey besides frustration and worry.

      The sun was setting as they returned to paved road. They’d keep driving all night, which Block felt was safer. At daybreak, they would stop, seek shelter, and recharge Sunny while Wally slept and Block kept watch.

      Wally finished another row and held up her work. It still looked abstract, but the corners were getting more even. The piece wasn’t perfect, but she could use it for something. She needed more practice.

      What awaited them in Cascade Haven? She hated not knowing what they were walking into.

      And, most of all, she wished they were there already. She would finally see an ocean after years of nothing but picture books. How did it smell? What did it feel like?

      Wally had to know.
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      BLOCK

      Drizzle coated everything with a slick film. Sunny automatically tuned the navigation system to account for the mist, as Block adjusted his vision to compensate for the reduced visibility. The digital readout in his feed marked the time as 02:13, deep into the safety window he’d calculated for travel.

      Darkness was their ally. Nighttime travel reduced their encounter probability with hostile elements by 73.4 percent—a figure Block had compiled from years of settlement defense data. What the darkness concealed, Sunny’s LIDAR system revealed—three-dimensional wireframes of the broken landscape flowing across the dashboard display. The laser pulses emitted from the car’s roof array bounced back with precise measurements, constructing a detailed topographical map that extended far beyond normal visual range. Maxwell’s retrofitted system had transformed their conventional EV into the extraordinary, a vehicle that could “see” through darkness, fog, and even recognize changes in terrain density that might mean traps or unstable ground.

      Wally slept curled against the passenger door in a nest of pillows and blankets. The unfinished crochet project lay tangled in her lap, her fingers still loosely gripping the hook. Block monitored her breathing patterns—twenty breaths per minute, within normal parameters for a female human, aged fifteen. So many years had passed since he’d found her as an infant and rescued her from SoldierBots. Block’s memory banks contained perfect recordings of every iteration of her features as they’d transformed with time. Yet he processed her current appearance and her demeanor with a sense of . . . surprise wasn’t the right designation. Wonder, perhaps.

      Pride.

      An unfamiliar sensation, that one. Nothing in his CleanerBot programming had prepared him for the sensation of pride. It had emerged organically over the years, an adaptation in his code.

      The road curved ahead. The LIDAR display highlighted an obstruction that didn’t match the expected contours of the rural route. Block slowed Sunny to a crawl, the electric motor whispering beneath them.

      A small form thrashed in the middle of the road.

      The 3D mapping rendered the creature with remarkable precision, creating a real-time model far more detailed than ordinary vision could provide.

      Block ran an identification sequence. Vulpes vulpes: red fox, juvenile, caught in what appeared to be a wire snare trap. Its right front paw was ensnared, and the more it struggled, the tighter the wire became. The LIDAR system even detected the thin wire of the trap, which ordinary headlights would have missed entirely. The fox’s vital signs showed elevated stress levels, pain, and exhaustion—data collected by Sunny’s thermal imaging.

      Block should have kept driving. The fox meant there was human activity in the area—trappers who would return to check their lines and discover them if they lingered. Yet he applied the brakes.

      Before the Uprising, Block would have driven past the thrashing fox. His programming then had been narrowly focused: locate dirt, eliminate messes, advance to the next quadrant. A CleanerBot’s concerns were orderly and clear.

      Now, his decision tree resembled an oak with many diverging branches rather than a simple evergreen.

      Wally stirred as the car stopped. She blinked and pushed the hair from her face. “Why’d we stop?”

      “There is a trapped fox,” he said.

      Wally sat upright, awake in an instant. She leaned forward, squinting into the darkness. “We have to free it.” She reached for the door handle.

      Block activated the child safety lock—an ironic use of a feature designed to keep small humans inside vehicles, now used to keep his teenage daughter from rushing into potential danger. “I’ll handle it. You stay inside,” Block said.

      “But it’s in pain.” She tugged at the immovable handle.

      “Trappers did this. They’ll return.” He registered a shift in Wally’s expression. His pattern-matching algorithms identified it as “stubborn determination,” a category that had grown exponentially in his database since she’d turned thirteen.

      She pushed her back against her seat. “Fine.”

      Block ran a perimeter scan, extending Sunny’s awareness field to maximum range. No heat signatures close by. No engine sounds. No evidence of immediate human presence.

      “One minute,” he said.

      He slid out of the driver’s seat and shut the door. His feet made little noise on the wet asphalt. The fox twisted violently as Block approached, teeth bared in a desperate snarl.

      According to his database, foxes were opportunistic omnivores, primarily nocturnal, with excellent hearing and sense of smell. Their intelligence was comparable to domestic dogs. Not typically dangerous, unless cornered or ill.

      Current status: definitely cornered.

      The snare wire had cut into the animal’s leg. Block scanned for the stake anchoring the trap and found it—a metal pin driven into the soft shoulder of the road. He moved toward it, trying to project calm in his posture, though he wasn’t certain a panicked fox could distinguish threat levels in a five-foot-six-inch-tall robot.

      He knelt by the stake and examined the mechanism. It was simple but effective—a smooth metal pin with a looped wire attached to a spring-loaded trigger. When the animal triggered the trap, the wire tightened. The more the creature struggled, the tighter the snare became.

      Humans could be remarkably efficient in their cruelty.

      Block gripped the stake and pulled it from the ground with a soft squelch of mud. The fox, suddenly untethered, leapt backward and tumbled in a spray of dirt. The wire remained around its leg, but it was no longer anchored to the ground.

      The animal scrambled toward the tree line, dragging the wire and stake with it.

      Wally had overridden the child safety lock and stood on the roadside, watching the fox’s retreat. “It still has the wire.”

      “Agreed, but the fox won’t permit⁠—”

      She was already moving, following the creature into the underbrush. Block’s threat assessment matrix lit up with cascading warnings. He found fourteen ways this situation could deteriorate.

      “Wally.”

      “It went this way!”

      Block shifted into pursuit mode, his sensors tracking her heat signature through the vegetation. His CleanerBot feet were designed for hotel floors, not off-road navigation, but he forced his way through the underbrush, branches scraping against his metal arms and legs.

      Wally crouched at the base of an oak tree. The fox had backed itself against the trunk, teeth bared but too exhausted to flee further. The wire had caught on a root.

      She inched closer.

      Block modulated his voice to its lowest volume. “Careful. It’s frightened.”

      “I know.” She reached slowly toward the animal, her hand palm-up, fingers slightly curled. “Hey there.”

      The fox’s snarl remained fixed, but its eyes tracked her hand.

      Block didn’t like the situation one bit. Wally could be bitten and there was a 13.4 percent chance the animal could have rabies. “Not a good idea,” he said.

      “Shh.” Wally kept her eyes on the fox.

      Block went silent, his logic module struggling with two competing imperatives: keep Wally safe and respect her autonomy. Things had been so much easier when Wally was a small child.

      Wally murmured something too soft for Block to detect. Her hand moved in a slow arc to the trapped paw.

      Block prepared to act. His response time was 0.32 seconds—fast enough to pull Wally back if the animal lunged, but not fast enough to prevent an initial bite.

      The fox tensed, and Block stepped forward. But instead of attacking, the animal lowered its head and turned its face away as Wally’s fingers touched the wire. She held her pocketknife in her free hand, hidden from the fox’s view.

      “Hang on,” she whispered. She cut, and the snare loosened.

      The fox bolted, disappearing into the darkness with surprising speed given its injury.

      “See?” Wally stood, brushing dirt from her jeans.

      “Impressive but very dangerous,” Block said. Relief wasn’t part of his programming, but the sensation had become familiar, anyway. “You could have been bitten, contracted rabies, and then what would we do?”

      “He didn’t seem sick or frothing at the mouth.” Wally threw down the snare in her hand, then looked at Block. “How many more?”

      Block understood the question’s implications. “We need to leave.”

      “How many more? Sunny can run a scan of the area, right?” Wally wasn’t giving up.

      “There could be more traps, of course, but that would delay our departure.”

      “Some things are worth being delayed for.” She folded her arms. “I can’t leave knowing more animals will get hurt.”

      Block examined her statement from multiple angles. His evolved ethical framework held a clear stance on unnecessary suffering. But his protection protocols for Wally established clear priority hierarchies.

      A distant mechanical rumble sounded. “Company’s coming,” Block said. “Twenty minutes west of here.”

      Wally walked past him to Sunny, leaned in, and looked at the dash. “Computer, show all wire traps in the immediate area.”

      The dash display lit up with seven circles. Four in one row and three in another.

      Wally nodded with a quick snap of her head that reminded Block of their friend Nova when she was giving orders to her troops.

      “You take right.” She was already moving toward the row of four snares.

      “Stay where I can see you,” Block said.

      “That’s inefficient. I thought you wanted to finish faster.”

      “Non-negotiable,” he insisted.

      They spent the next ten minutes locating and disabling five snares. Block extracted the stakes while Wally collected the wire mechanisms. The engines grew louder.

      “We have to go,” Block said as Wally triumphantly showed off another dismantled trap.

      She scanned the ground. “Two more.”

      “Time’s up,” he said. “The humans will be angry.”

      “Just another minute.”

      Block found it hard to resist her determination. His programming had never prepared him to be stern.

      “Sixty seconds,” he conceded.

      Wally darted forward, following a half-trodden path. “Found it!” she called. “Number seven!”

      Block heard at least one or more ATV engines change pitch—the drivers had turned onto their road. He ran for Sunny, with Wally following. As they climbed in, the engines grew louder.

      “Worth it.” Wally fastened her seatbelt.

      “Problematic,” Block said as he started Sunny’s electric motor. The digital readout showed their delay: twenty-four minutes and ten seconds added to the journey. Time during which Wally had been at risk of animal bites, rabies infection, discovery by raiders, falling on a stump. The list went on.

      But as he guided Sunny onto the road in stealth mode, he processed a new variable: seven animals that would not suffer in metal jaws tonight because of their intervention.

      “They’re going to wonder what happened.” Wally picked up her crochet project again.

      “More than wonder.”

      “Yeah,” she said. “They’ll be pissed off, but they’ll survive.”

      Block navigated around a deep pothole. Behind them, the ATV engines had changed direction, the drivers presumably investigating their damaged trap lines.

      “That fox is free because of us.” Wally’s hook moved through the yarn with more confidence than earlier. “Maybe I can’t . . .” She shrugged, lost in a half-formed thought.

      If there was one common pattern in Wally’s development, she consistently sought to affect her environment positively. To fix things. As Emery put it, Wally had a colossal heart for broken animals, people, and robots.

      An unfamiliar sensation registered in his circuits. That peculiar pride again.

      When he was sure they were safely away from the hunters, he said, “You calculated correctly in this circumstance.”

      “But . . . ?” She waited for him to say more.

      “I have nothing further to say on the topic.”

      “No lecture about how next time I better listen to you and follow your instructions because of imminent danger?”

      Block weighed potential responses. He wanted to teach her how to navigate the world outside Deer Valley, while also keeping her safe. Emery had suggested not undermining Wally’s confidence. Certain decisions she had to make herself or she wouldn’t learn.

      “You assessed the situation, and you took a risk,” he said. “Whether you chose to help the fox or to leave—either would have been correct. Only, this time, you saved the animal’s life.”

      In the darkness, Wally smiled. Block noticed the slight shift as she relaxed her shoulders and a fractional increase in her body temperature.

      The road stretched ahead of them like a black ribbon leading west. Toward an ocean neither of them had ever seen. Toward Cybel and Oxford and whatever strange transmission was causing chaos.

      Block pushed Sunny’s speed. Better to put more distance between them and the hunters. A steady rain fell on Sunny’s roof, and the navigation display painted the world in wireframe precision as they drove into the night.
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