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The door closed behind them with an airtight hiss. Crank turned and gave it a kick.

“Well thank you very much,” he shouted. The door ignored him and the lock indicator turned from green to red.

There would be no going back. Crank was on his own.

Well … almost.

If Crank had been on his own it would have been easier. He could have made a run for it. He might even have had a chance to get away before the Tin Man arrived.

But Crank wasn’t on his own. Al was there to help, and before Crank could face the way they were supposed to be going, Al started helping.

Crank found himself being pulled backwards and dragged across the road towards the collection zone. The ear-splitting screech of metal on concrete filled the air as sparks flew up from Crank’s feet. His heels dug into the ground leaving long grooves in the road like tramlines.

“Do you mind?” shouted Crank.

“Not at all,” said Al, in his annoyingly polite and helpful voice. “It is the least I can do.”
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“No!” shouted Crank. “The least you could do is let me go. The least you could do is give me a chance to get away from the Tin Man.”

“Get away from the Tin Man?” said Al. “Why would you want to get away?”

“Why?” cried Crank, as Al dragged him on to the pavement at the other side of the road.

“Yes,” said Al. “I thought all robots looked forward to the day they would be taken to the great recycling plant. Tired old robots go in and fresh new robots come out.”

“Now let me think,” said Crank, scratching at a piece of paint that was flaking off his head. “Why don’t I want to have my wiring cut, my circuit boards ripped out, and my body melted down in a giant furnace so I can be turned into a toaster?”

“I am sure it is not like that,” said Al. “Recycling is wonderful. Old useless robots go in, and bright new robots come out.”

“But I’m still useful,” shouted Crank.

“Of course you are,” said Al, reassuringly. “All scrap metal is useful.”

“Scrap metal?” cried Crank, “I’m not scrap metal. I’m a ZX TK 60 – top of the range, all-purpose, multifunction, home improvement robot. They don’t make them like me any more, you know.”

“You are right,” said Al. “You are probably the very last one.”

“The last one?” said Crank. “That means I must be worth something then.”

“You are,” said Al. “The money they got from selling you means your owners could afford the very latest in robot technology.”

“Wow!” said Crank. “The very latest?”

“Yes,” said Al, as he let go of Crank’s arm. “The very latest … Me.”

Crank fell on to his back with a loud crunch.

“We have arrived at the collection zone,” said Al.

Crank groaned. “I think you’ve dropped me on top of something,” he said.

“Oh dear,” said Al. “Let me help you.”

“NO!” cried Crank. “I think you’ve helped enough, thank you very much.”

Crank had landed on a small maintenance robot. It had looked a bit like a robotic crab, but now it looked rather flat.
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“Oh dear,” said Al, “you seem to have flattened it.”

“Me!” cried Crank. “It wasn’t my fault. You dropped me.”

“Do not worry,” said Al. “You are just feeling tired. Everything will be better once you have been recycled.”

“But I don’t want to be recycled!” cried Crank.

“There is nothing to worry about,” said Al. “You will not be on your own. Look.”

Crank looked. The collection zone was full of other robots. There were old street cleaner robots, domestic house robots, and engineering robots. There were robots of all shapes and sizes. There was even an old Fire and Rescue robot and a couple of crab-like maintenance robots – though one of them did look rather flat.

Apart from the second maintenance robot, which was desperately trying to keep away from Crank, the others were eagerly peering into the distance. It was as if they were waiting for something exciting to happen.

Then Crank realised … they were waiting for the Tin Man.

And they looked happy about it.

“They must be mad,” said Crank.

“Not at all,” said Al. “They are looking towards their future. This is a wonderful time for an old robot.”

“Is it really?” said Crank. “Well, while they are busy looking to their future why don’t I just run the other way?”

“I am sorry,” said Al, “but I can not let you do that. I was told to bring you here for recycling. It would not be good if I failed in my first task.”

“They won’t thank you for it, you know,” said Crank. “You’ll work your joints right down to the washers and what will they do when you lose your ball bearings? They’ll throw you on the scrap heap, that’s what.”

“When I am tired and worn out,” said Al, “I will look forward to being recycled. You should look forward to it too. Old broken junk goes in and fresh new robots come out.”

Crank opened his mouth to shout at Al, but the sound was drowned out by the whine of engines as a Mark III robo-mule and transport trailer landed in the road.

The Tin Man had arrived.
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The blast from the robo-mule’s engines sent a waste bin rolling across the street, scattering rubbish as it clattered along.

The Tin Man sat high up in the driver’s seat. A wide-brimmed hat shaded his eyes and a scarf hid the rest of his face from view. A long dark coat hung to the top of his fancy boots where a pair of spiked spurs glinted in the light.

The Tin Man took a silver bucket from beneath his seat and stepped down on to the road. One boot landed squarely on top of an empty can, flattening it like a pancake. The Tin Man slid the bucket beneath the robo-mule to catch drops of oil as they dripped from a leaking valve, then he turned and kicked the squashed can.
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Crank, Al and the other robots watched the can go spinning and clattering along the road. They all kept perfectly still, wondering what would happen next.

They didn’t have long to wonder …

In the collection zone one of the old street cleaning robots started to rattle and shake. The others shuffled away as the shaking and rattling got more frantic.

“Don’t do it,” said Crank. “Leave it alone!”

But the sight of the can lying there in the middle of the road, when it should have been in a waste bin, was just too much. Years of programming to keep the streets of Metrocity clean and litter-free got the better of the old robot.
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