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For Janet





PROLOGUE



Lida Mae


The warning alarm woke Lida Mae from the deepest of sleep. Its wail was like a cross between an air-raid siren and a foghorn, and Lida Mae knew instantly what it meant, even though she’d never heard it before. Lida Mae was twelve; the alarm had never before sounded in her lifetime. If her parents and grandparents were to be believed, it hadn’t gone off in centuries, not since it was first installed.


Lida Mae sprang from the pallet where she’d been sleeping and rushed to the nearest security screen embedded in rock. Her family had always been people of the woods, people who chose to live in a cave. She knew as well as anyone that this could be a false alarm caused by a squirrel or a raccoon or a bat chewing a wire. The death squawk of an inferior creature.


But the security footage flowing across the screen showed two children, a boy and a girl, standing before a broken desk in a sterile room. While Lida Mae watched, the children lifted papers from inside the desk, sank to the floor, and began to read. The children both had dark hair and dark eyes, which grew more and more solemn the longer they read. They both wore jeans and flannel shirts. The girl wore a hooded sweatshirt, too, but Lida Mae could still tell that both kids hunched their shoulders the exact same way. Perhaps these kids were twins. Perhaps they were about Lida Mae’s age. Perhaps, in another lifetime, under different circumstances, she might have met them on a playground and they would have become fast friends.


She could sense her family crowded behind her, watching too, over her shoulder. But they stayed a respectful distance away. She had been first up, first to respond. This was her responsibility.


“Have you . . . ?” her mother murmured.


“Not yet,” Lida Mae said, although she couldn’t have explained what she was waiting for. A sign from the children, maybe, some indication whether they would be enemies or friends, just by their very nature.


She drew in a breath, preparing to speak a command, when the children on the screen suddenly looked up, startled. Lida knew they were only staring at the door of their sterile room, but it felt like they were staring at her; it felt like the surprise and fear mingled in their expressions were her fault. They scrambled to tuck the papers they’d been reading into their clothes, out of sight. Either they didn’t know who was coming for them, or they did, and they were terrified.


The door of their room opened, letting in four adults and two more children. The room was full now, crowded with hugs and scoldings Lida Mae could sense without quite hearing.


Family, she thought. That’s how families behave.


She managed to make out names from the faulty audio of the security system. The first two children who’d arrived in the room with the broken desk were Nick and Eryn. The other two were Ava and Jackson.


“Child . . . ,” her mother prompted from behind her.


“I know,” Lida Mae said. She squared her shoulder, lifted her chin, and addressed the security screen. “Analyze.”


It felt like the security screen was thinking, though Lida Mae understood that this was a fanciful view of things. The security camera was linked to only the most primitive of computers. It was capable of only the most rudimentary calculations; it could no more think than a chicken with clipped wings could fly.


“The first two children—human,” a voice devoid of emotion sounded from the screen. “The other two—robots. All the adults—robots.”


Lida Mae’s family gasped behind her.


“That’s . . . complicated,” her mother whispered.


“I can handle it,” Lida Mae said, standing up straighter, taller. “I’ll take care of everything.”





ONE



Ava


Ava tried to catch her twin brother as he fell.


She and Jackson had been walking with the rest of their family through a dark cave, away from the odd room where they—and their stepsiblings—had learned a dangerous secret. Ava could tell Jackson was off-kilter. Thanks to her illegally enhanced vision, she could see him weaving and squinting and grimacing even though there wasn’t enough light for anyone else to notice. His sandy-brown hair flopped around like a distress flag.


“Jackson, be careful!” she hissed. “Just stop thinking about—”


He was already stumbling, already dropping to his knees, already plunging face-first toward the rocky ground.


Ava grabbed for him, managing to catch his elbow with one hand and his armpit with the other. A year ago, when she and Jackson were both roughly the same size, that would have been enough for her to hold him up. But Dad had studied human growth charts, and he’d designated age twelve as the time when his son should grow five inches taller than his daughter and put on twenty pounds of muscle mass.


Well, not exactly muscle, Ava corrected herself, even as she cried, “Mom! Help! Jackson is . . .”


Mom reached for Jackson from the other side, but it was too late, and they were all too unbalanced. Gravity took over. Mom and Ava slammed to the ground along with Jackson.


“Oh no! Ava, Jackson, are you okay?” Mom cried, her first concern the children’s well-being, as always. It was maddening. “Someone, please, a flashlight . . .”


Immediately Ava, Mom, and Jackson were caught in a ring of light. Even Ava’s superior vision was temporarily blinded by the glow, so she couldn’t see who was training a flashlight on Jackson’s embarrassing moment and who was just standing there gawking. But she could count shoes, and everyone had circled around the piled-up Lightners: Ava’s stepsiblings, Eryn and Nick Stone, who were also twelve-year-old twins; Dad and his new wife, Denise, who was Eryn and Nick’s mother; and Denise’s ex-husband, Donald, who was the other kids’ father.


Oh, yeah, we’re just like a traveling circus troupe, Ava thought. Come one, come all, to see the happy blended family! Stepparents, stepchildren, stepsiblings—everyone getting along!


Ava truly hoped they could all get along. But that seemed impossible now, given the papers she’d seen Nick tuck under his flannel shirt when the rest of the family found him and Eryn in the cave’s secret room.


“Zzzt, zzzt,” Jackson said, quivering as if he was totally shorting out. It was a sound that made Ava feel queasy and dizzy and in danger of falling apart herself.


Don’t listen, she told herself. Tune it out. Pretend . . .


Pretend she was normal. Pretend she was just an ordinary kid. Pretend she was human. Like Eryn and Nick.


“Is he . . . broken again?” Eryn asked, taking a step back.


Ava wished her vision weren’t quite so good. She wished she couldn’t see the disgust on Eryn’s pretty, normal, human face.


“Can anyone fix him, way out here in the middle of nowhere? In a cave?” Nick asked. Ava tried to give him the benefit of the doubt: Maybe he actually cared. Maybe he was trying to help. Not just pointing out how weird and troublesome Jackson was. “Don’t you need electricity or something?”


He made electricity sound bizarre and risky and outlandish.


If Jackson were upright and alert right now, he’d probably have a snappy comeback, maybe, Oh, and you don’t ever use electricity yourself? But Dad had programmed Ava to be more sweet and kind than that. She couldn’t do snappy comebacks without worrying that she’d hurt someone’s feelings.


Or maybe she’d learned that from Mom.


“Don’t worry,” Mom said, shoving back her curly red hair, which was just a little longer and thicker and more flamboyant than Ava’s. Mom smiled reassuringly up at Nick and Eryn. “Any of us adults can help Jackson. We just have to, uh . . .”


She pointed to her stomach and pantomimed opening her coat and shirt.


Ava scrambled up and away from Mom and Jackson, almost crashing into Eryn, just as Eryn shoved her flashlight into her dad’s hands and turned her head and took a step back.


Eryn was trying to get away from Mom and Jackson too.


“Ugh, Mom, do you have to talk about it?” Ava asked. “And please don’t do that in public! Not when you have to expose your . . .” She stopped herself from saying “wires.” She knew Nick and Eryn already knew that Mom—and all the other adults and Ava and Jackson—had wires and circuitry hidden inside their bodies, in all the places where Nick and Eryn had normal human organs and blood vessels and bones. But, knowing Mom, she’d probably try to turn the rebooting of Jackson into a science lesson for the kids.


So humiliating.


“Ava, we’re hardly in ‘public,’ ” Dad scolded. “We’re in a cave that doesn’t show up on any map, surrounded by a fifty-two-thousand-acre nature preserve that nobody but our family has visited in more than a decade. We’re safe.”


“Except for the possibility of sinkholes and rockslides,” Ava muttered, which made Nick almost grin at her.


Almost.


Ava envied Eryn her normal-human-girl vibe—like the way she could roll her eyes without the slightest mechanical hesitation. But Nick seemed more likable. More sympathetic.


“Ava, you’re reaching an age where it’s understandable for you to have concerns about the changes in your own body,” Ava’s stepmother, Denise, said, in her usual middle-school-psychologist soothing voice. “It’s perfectly natural for preteens like you to transfer some of that anxiety into embarrassment over your parents’ bodily natures. But there’s nothing to be ashamed of.”


Ava did not envy Nick and Eryn, having their every move psychoanalyzed and explained to them their entire lives. Since Dad and Denise had gotten married, six months ago, Ava had learned to avoid Denise as much as possible.


“Why don’t the three kids go sit over there while Jackson reboots?” Denise’s ex-husband, Donald, suggested, pointing toward a vaguely couch-shaped rock off to the side. “That’ll give Brenda more space to work.”


Ava liked how he made it sound like it would be a kindness—not cowardice—for the kids to walk away. She didn’t know Donald well, but she would have preferred him as a new stepparent over Denise.


Maybe he and Mom . . . ? she thought.


She made the mistake of glancing from Donald to Mom again. Mom was bent over Jackson and had started unzipping her coat. Ava’s head went woozy.


It’s not embarrassment over my parents’ “bodily natures,” Ava thought. It’s that Mom’s body isn’t real. It isn’t human. Just like my body isn’t human. And Jackson’s body isn’t . . .


“Go on,” Donald said, giving Ava a gentle nudge. “You’ll be okay.”


Eryn and Nick hesitated, but Donald gave them a push too, and they followed Ava toward the rock. Still, none of them sat down. Eryn and Nick slid their hands into their jeans pockets and hunched their shoulders. Probably they were just trying to stay warm, since they’d both left their coats back at the campsite, outside the cave. But the identical motion made them seem sneaky, maybe even conspiratorial. Ava saw them dart glances at each other.


They’re both human, and I’m not, Ava thought. I’m outnumbered. Defenseless. What if . . . what if they decide to follow the instructions on the papers hidden under Nick’s shirt?


For the first time since the odd room, she let herself think about the evil words she’d seen written on one of the papers—evil words about how humans needed to destroy robots.


Evil words essentially telling Eryn and Nick that they needed to kill Ava, Jackson, Mom, Dad, Denise, Donald—and everybody else who wasn’t human.


Maybe . . . maybe that isn’t really what it said, she told herself, fighting dizziness and queasiness and the urge to tumble senselessly to the ground, just like Jackson. I saw those words for only a moment before Nick hid the papers. I don’t think any of the grown-ups even saw that he had papers. Maybe . . . maybe I was just imagining things. Maybe my vision isn’t as good as I thought. Maybe I misread everything. Maybe . . .


It was too hard to fight her own brain. She knew what she’d seen. Her vision swam; her mind sizzled. Her hearing zoomed in and out. In a second she was going to be flat on the ground, making zzzt, zzzt sounds herself.


“Did you just hear something?” Nick asked, cocking his head. “Like maybe . . . footsteps?”


Ava seized on this question as if he’d thrown her a lifeline. She tilted her head too, forcing herself to listen intently. For a moment she couldn’t hear anything over the mechanical buzzing that had started in her ears, another sign that her system was going down. But she and Jackson had upgraded their hearing at the same time that they’d improved their vision, so she told herself that she owed it to her entire family to listen harder, to be their first line of defense.


She owed it especially to Jackson, who would really be in danger if any outsider saw him with all his innards exposed.


There, she thought, peering at a point off in the darkness. That’s where the sound’s coming from. The footsteps.


The noise seemed about as far away as if she were standing in the goal of a soccer field and the goalie at the other end was tiptoeing around. She took two steps toward that distant point, then changed her mind. No matter who—or what—she and Nick had heard, she couldn’t let anyone else find out how strong her vision was. She retreated all the way back to the three adults clustered around Jackson and Mom, and grabbed her father’s flashlight.


“Eryn and Nick and I need this for a minute,” she muttered.


In a flash she was back by Eryn and Nick’s side. She wasn’t going to faint. Not with this distraction. Not when she needed to protect her family. She linked her arms through the other two kids’ elbows.


“Let’s go see what it is,” she whispered.


“It’s probably just some kind of animal,” Nick said, his voice full of bravado. “Won’t it just run away when we get close?”


Ava could tell that he wished whatever it was would just run away. He didn’t need anything else to worry about tonight.


“It better not be a skunk,” Eryn muttered.


Ava took four more steps toward the spot she’d pinpointed as the source of the footsteps. The footsteps hadn’t sounded again since she’d grabbed the flashlight. Which meant whatever it was had frozen in place, rather than fleeing.


Because it doesn’t know that in another step or two, now that I’m listening closely, I’m going to be able to hear it breathe, she thought. Unless it’s smart enough to hold its breath.


Or maybe it was something that didn’t have to breathe?


Ava and the other two kids took two more steps forward. Then a third. Ava narrowed her eyes.


Oh no. Oh no. Eryn is going to wish it was just a skunk. . . .


But she didn’t say anything to the other two kids. The three of them kept walking forward, the flashlight in Ava’s hand casting its glow closer and closer to the distant point where they’d heard footsteps.


Oh, good grief, Ava thought. How blind are Eryn and Nick? Do they both need glasses?


Finally, a dozen steps later, Nick gasped.


“Is that . . . is that a girl?” he asked.





TWO



Eryn


Or a ghost? Eryn thought, because it was easier to start believing in ghosts than to accept that anyone else had found the secret cave that only Eryn’s family was supposed to know about.


What if somebody else had also found the secret room and seen the secret papers Nick had swiped and stuffed under his shirt? What if somebody else decided to follow their awful instructions?


Eryn had been raised by robots. She didn’t believe in ghosts.


She remembered the terrifying thought she’d had in the secret room, about how there might be killer robots hidden in the back of this enormous, possibly endless cave—killer robots left over from a time when robots had destroyed humanity, and the last humans of that era had had to resort to a risky, desperate plan involving frozen embryos and kind, caretaker robots to revive the species.


But now the papers under Nick’s shirt said that even the caretaker robots were dangerous and had to be destroyed. Even the robots like Eryn’s parents. And Ava and Jackson. And . . . this girl?


Though her heart thumped frantically and she knew she wasn’t brave enough to take another shock, Eryn peered closely at the face caught in the beam of Ava’s flashlight. It was hard to tell in such dim light, but the girl’s eyes didn’t seem to have the flat, fake sheen Eryn had learned to look for in robotic eyes.


“Oh, um . . . hello,” the girl said, turning her head side to side to grin at all three of them. The movement was smooth, without any of the slight mechanical jerkiness Eryn associated with robots. “I’m Lida Mae Spencer. Who are all of you’uns? Where did you come from?”


The girl’s voice had an old-fashioned twang that made Eryn think of hoedowns and barn raisings and quilting bees. The girl sounded and looked and moved like a real human being—not a ghost, not a robot, killer or otherwise. But it felt like something else just as impossible was true: that this girl, Lida Mae, had stepped out of the pages of Eryn’s history textbook.


Beside Eryn, Ava lowered the flashlight, probably to be kind and direct the brightest part of the beam away from Lida Mae’s eyes. Now Eryn could see that Lida Mae had long braids hanging down on either side of her thin face. She wore a thick gray wool sweater—possibly handmade—and odd, bunched-up pants that might have been cut down from a pair that had originally belonged to an older brother or father. Her boots were dead ringers for the kind kids wore in Little House on the Prairie.


Maybe Eryn was slow in absorbing all of this. Nick answered before she or Ava could get a word out.


“Uhhh . . . hi. I’m Nick, and that’s my sister, Eryn,” he said, pointing. “And my stepsister, Ava. And we’re here because, uh . . .”


Wait—was he going to try to explain? Would he be stupid enough to tell the truth?


“Our family’s on a camping trip,” Eryn said quickly. “That’s all.”


“We didn’t know anybody else knew about this cave,” Ava said, and Eryn admired the way her stepsister could sound so calm and easygoing. She might as well be reciting math facts.


Ava’s a robot, Eryn reminded herself. What do you expect?


What if Lida Mae could also tell Ava was a robot? What if she was some . . . historical reenactor/undercover agent, part of a troupe that traveled around secretly looking for robot kids who broke all the rules? Robot children like Ava and Jackson, who were completely illegal? And rule-breaking robot adults like Eryn’s parents and Michael and Brenda, who’d created them?


For once, Eryn could understand why her mother always said Eryn had too much imagination for her own good. Why would anyone need historic reenactors—or any kind of specialist—to search for illegal robot kids like Ava and Jackson? The way Jackson kept spazzing out and breaking down, anyone who looked at him could tell he wasn’t human. Even if his eyes didn’t give him away, his behavior did. That was one of the reasons his parents—and Nick and Eryn’s—had wanted to come out to the nature preserve to hide.


Eryn glanced back to make sure the grown-ups and Jackson were far enough away that Lida Mae wouldn’t be able to tell what they were doing. Eryn could barely see the glow of their flashlights.


Are Nick, Ava, and I too far away from the adults? Eryn wondered. Are we in any danger from this girl?


Lida Mae threw back her head and laughed—a rich, throaty sound.


“Goodness,” she said. “My family’s been living in or near Mammoth Cave for as far back as anyone remembers. Grandpap says one of our ancestors came over on the Mayflower and right away hightailed it to Kentucky to marry himself the daughter of a Shawnee chief. She was, like, Native American royalty. And that’s who the whole Spencer family descended from. Of course we know about this cave!”


Eryn reached behind Ava’s back to poke Nick in the side. She hoped he understood that she meant, Are you listening to this? Listening closely?


She wished she could just ask him out loud, Could it be? Could this girl’s family have survived even when all the other humans went extinct? Because they were hiding in this cave out in the middle of nowhere? Could they maybe not even know anything about robots?


Nick poked her back, which Eryn took to mean, Oh, yeah. And I’ve got questions, too. . . .


Eryn could think of a lot more to ask.


But if Lida Mae’s family has been hiding out in this area for generations, wouldn’t they have seen the desperate scientists hiding frozen embryos for the future, for after the killer robots were gone? Wouldn’t they have seen the robotic trucks coming back for the embryos right before we were born? Wouldn’t they have seen the secret room?


Eryn hoped Nick had figured out some answers, not just more questions. She hoped he understood something she’d missed.


With all their poking each other back and forth, Eryn and Nick weren’t coming up with anything to say to this strange girl, Lida Mae. Fortunately, Ava took control.


“But surely your family leaves sometimes,” Ava murmured. “To go to the grocery or the mall or . . . how far away is the nearest town?”


Lida Mae laughed again. Even totally freaked out and worried, Eryn liked the other girl’s laugh. It was the kind that made Eryn want to giggle too.


“I don’t know, because I’ve never been to town,” Lida Mae said, with a careless shrug that made her sweater slip off her shoulder, revealing the thin, worn strap of a cotton undershirt. “Even my mammy and pap haven’t been in years. It’s miles and miles and miles away, I guess. We’ve got our own sheep for wool, and we grow our own food, and we’ve got the bees for honey—what would we need from any town?”


“You’re saying your family is totally self-sufficient?” Ava asked.


Lida Mae hitched her sweater back up and toyed with one of her braids.


“Can’t say I’ve ever heard that term, ‘self-sufficient,’ before,” she admitted. “But I reckon I can kind of puzzle out the meaning. It’s true my family doesn’t have much use for the outside world. We’ve got everything we need, on our own.”


“So you’re able to survive out in the wilderness without help from anyone?” Ava persisted.


There was something brittle in her voice now. Eryn wondered if Jackson had sounded like that before he collapsed. Maybe being robots didn’t protect the two kids from getting emotional and anxious. Maybe collapsing was just how they dealt with it.


Eryn eased her arm around Ava, in case she’d need to hold her stepsister up. What if Ava collapsed and Lida Mae insisted on bringing out her whole backwoods family to help? What if they saw the same tangled wires and circuit boards inside Ava’s body that had so horrified Nick and Eryn? What would they do then?


At least Nick and I already knew there was such a thing as robots, Eryn thought. At least we were used to working on computers and . . . and . . .


And Eryn wasn’t sure she and Nick had recovered yet from the shock of finding out that Ava and Jackson were robots. Or of finding out that everyone in the world who was thirteen or over was a robot too.


But maybe that’s not true, after all, if Lida Mae’s family has been here for generations, Eryn thought. Because if Lida Mae’s parents and grandparents were robots, they’d be linked to the network with all the other robot adults. And my parents and Michael and Brenda would have known that they were here. They would have been able to find out everything the adults in Lida Mae’s family knew about Mammoth Cave, by going through the robot network. . . .


“So, hey, that’s really cool about your family,” Nick said, his voice oozing fake enthusiasm. Eryn hoped she was the only one who could tell how fake it was, just because she and Nick were twins. “That’s pretty incredible that you don’t need stores. We’d love to see your, uh, farm. Could you show us how it all works?”


Stop! Eryn wanted to scream at Nick. What if this girl says, Sure, come on, and then we have to explain that we can’t go because Jackson broke down and Ava’s about to? Aren’t you paying attention? Aren’t you thinking?


But Lida Mae didn’t say, Sure, come on. She stood there frozen for a moment, caught in the beam of Ava’s flashlight like some prehistoric creature trapped in amber.


And then she whirled around and ran away, deeper and deeper into the dark cave.





THREE



Nick


“You’re sure this girl was real?” Mom asked. “Not a hallucination, not a figment of your imagination?”


“We all three saw her, Mom,” Nick argued. “How could all three of us imagine the same thing?”


After Lida Mae ran away, Ava had turned around and dashed back toward the adults and Jackson. Without a flashlight of their own, Nick and Eryn had had little choice but to follow Ava. Now Nick wished he’d grabbed the flashlight from Ava and chased after Lida Mae instead.


But what if she’d led me somewhere dangerous? Nick wondered. What if the papers under my shirt had fallen out while I was running, and somebody saw them?


It was awful to see holes even in plans that had already been stymied. It made him feel like there weren’t good choices anywhere.


How could there be, when he was carrying instructions that said his life, his sister’s life—no, the very survival of humanity—depended on him and Eryn becoming murderers?


Is it still murder if the only people you kill are robots? he wondered.


His head throbbed. His heart squeezed. He went back to listening to the grown-ups.


“You expect us to believe that some girl was wandering around this cave that absolutely no one knows about, which is covered by KEEP OUT signs, and it’s the middle of the night, and it’s dark . . . and she’s not even carrying a flashlight?” Nick’s stepdad, Michael, asked. “Or, I don’t know—a flaming torch? I didn’t see any light over there but yours. Really, kids, if this is just some prank or tall tale you’re trying to spin, stop right now. We’ve got enough real problems to worry about.”


Nick hadn’t even thought about the fact that Lida Mae hadn’t had a flashlight. And he’d kind of forgotten about the KEEP OUT signs on the outside of the cave.


“She didn’t have a flashlight or a torch,” Ava said softly. She looked down, as if trying to hide the anguished frown that had crept over her face. Then she looked back up, squinting slightly, which was probably the sweet, innocent Ava version of a defiant expression. “But Lida Mae did have a light. A little one. She was carrying one of those old-fashioned jam or jelly jars, and it kind of glowed, like it had lightning bugs inside.”


“Really?” Eryn said. “I didn’t see that.”


Nick hadn’t either.


“The girl was holding it behind her back while she was talking to us,” Ava said. “And then in front of her while she ran. I only saw it in the split second as she turned.”


“Kiddos, it’s February,” Dad said. “There aren’t lightning bugs around in Kentucky in February.”


“Then it was some other kind of bioluminescent creature,” Ava said, with more stubbornness than Nick would have expected of her. “Some bioluminescent cave creature. They exist. Mom made us read about them in science.”


Nick saw the adults exchange glances. Sometimes Eryn acted like he and she could read each other’s minds, just because they were twins. But the adults, as robots, actually could. It was like they were connected over a special robot Internet.


Or . . . can they still link together down in this cave, out in this nature preserve, when they’re away from the network of all the other robots in the world? Nick wondered.


He didn’t think so. He was pretty sure that here in this cave, his parents and Michael and Brenda were as cut off as a cell phone out of range of a cell tower. He’d never liked the thought of his parents being practically all-knowing. But now it scared him that they weren’t. That they were just as blind and lost as he was.


“Okay, there you go, Jackson,” Brenda said from the ground, where she was still bent over the other boy’s motionless body. “You’re as good as new. Up. Let’s keep moving. Especially if there might be other, uh, people around.”


Nick hadn’t spent much time around Brenda, but she had always seemed so loving and generous and kind. She was pretty, too, with her long, curly red hair, and Nick liked her hippie-mom, easygoing approach to things. But now even she sounded suspicious and paranoid and scared.


Jackson sat up, swaying slightly. And then, as soon as his mother let go of him, he plummeted back toward the ground.


“Brenda!” Michael shouted. “Catch him!”


It was too late. Jackson was already flat on the ground, passed out again.


“Mom!” Ava cried. “I thought you said he was good as new!”


“Shh,” Nick’s own mom said, glancing around as if she expected Lida Mae and a whole crowd of suspicious cave dwellers to materialize out of the cave walls. “Let’s not be shouting about Jackson’s . . . limitations.”


Ava sniffed, and Nick saw his dad put his arm around the girl. Michael went to kneel beside Jackson and Brenda, who seemed to be reaching into the boy’s stomach again. Nick was glad he was standing too far away to see much. But he heard Brenda say in a hushed voice, “See, this wire is so frayed from us fixing him all the time, I bet it’s going to keep coming loose. We can solder it for now, but . . .”


“But that’s just a temporary fix,” Michael muttered. “I’ll have to leave the nature preserve tomorrow and get replacement parts.”


“You should take Jackson with you,” Brenda whispered.


Nick felt a hand clutch his arm. It was Eryn. He turned and met his sister’s eyes. She raised an eyebrow, and the two of them started inching backward, away from the adults and Ava and Jackson. They didn’t stop until they were at the outer edge of the glow of the nearest flashlight.


“If Brenda wants Jackson out of the nature preserve tomorrow . . . ,” Eryn began, whispering into Nick’s ear.


“Then she’s more afraid of Lida Mae’s family finding out he’s a robot than anything else,” Nick finished for her.


Eryn nodded. It was eerie looking at his sister in such near-total darkness. The shadows cast by her eye sockets made it look like she didn’t even have eyes, just dark pits.


Stop freaking yourself out, Nick told himself. Eryn’s the one you trust!


This wasn’t comforting when his next thought was, She’s the only one I can trust.


Eryn stood on tiptoes again to reach Nick’s ear.


“What if Lida Mae or her family were the ones who wrote the papers from the desk in the secret room?” she asked. “What if it’s not even true, it’s just them being . . . prejudiced . . . against civilization? Against robots?”


Nick bent toward Eryn and felt the papers under his shirt stab into his skin. Were they full of lies or nothing but the truth?


Either way they were dangerous, and he and Eryn had to figure out what to do. They had to save humanity without destroying any robots.


That was possible, wasn’t it?


“Tomorrow,” he whispered to his sister. “Tomorrow when Michael leaves with Jackson . . .”


“We find Lida Mae and her family,” Eryn finished for him. “And make them tell us everything.”





FOUR



Jackson


“Why me?” Jackson asked.


Dad clapped his hand on Jackson’s shoulder as they walked down the trail. It was morning again, and the two of them were headed for the van Dad had hidden at the edge of the woods only the day before. They’d left the others behind, still eating breakfast.


“ ‘Why me?’ ” Dad repeated, sounding proud. “Now, that’s a question a typical human kid would ask. It’s much too philosophical for the average robot.”
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