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PROLOGUE

“She’s melted down? Completely?”

“We couldn’t save a single chip.”

One old man and two young men sat on folding chairs in a lemon yellow cube of a room six feet long and six feet high. So close was the space that the knees of their gray pinstripe suits almost touched. With its cheerful color, the room bore a resemblance to a hollowed-out baby’s block, but the grim expressions on the faces of the men indicated that playtime was far from their minds. In fact, the baby’s block was a clean room, a small space free of bugs or any other spying device. Director Montgomery was taking no chances.

“I conducted the interview myself,” Montgomery continued. “The collector bot had failed to bring in her target, a suburban boy named Martin Glass. Five minutes after the collector arrived in our facility, a top priority order came through from Central to melt her at once. I’d barely started the interview when she went into shutdown.”

“Pardon me, Director,” said one of the young men, “but I don’t see why that’s such a surprise. The collector had failed. She was malfunctioning. No wonder she was scrapped.”

“Thank you for that brilliant insight, Zebulon,” Montgomery said. “But I do have some small amount of intelligence, and I thought of that myself. I responded that we understood the demolition order, but we needed time to hold the exit interview. That time was emphatically denied. Yes, the collector had something to tell, and we weren’t supposed to hear it. That’s what was going on.”

He sighed. His colleagues sighed too. Then all three scratched the tips of their noses.

Montgomery was in his sixties, and Zebulon and his partner were in their twenties. Nevertheless, they bore an uncanny resemblance to one another, and not just because of their gray suits. They were clones, duplicates of an operative who had become Agency Director some seventy years ago. That chief had realized his management troubles would be over if his entire workforce thought the same way he did. He had filled the Agency with copies of himself, and his copies had done in-house cloning ever since.

Montgomery leaned toward the two young men with whom he shared a complete set of DNA and an unaccountable fondness for spicy burritos. “Now, you listen to me, Abel, and you do as you’re told for a change, Zebulon. Don’t repeat this next bit of information once you leave the clean room. Shortly after the meltdown, the Secretary of State contacted my office and asked about ‘that Martin Glass boy.’ It seems he wanted to interview the collector himself.”

“Then you mean—”

“That’s right. He didn’t know the collector was gone. When I told him she’d been scrapped, he cussed me for a fool. He thought I’d ordered the meltdown. Boys, this looks like a secret plot hatched in the highest levels of government. And for once, the Secretary of State didn’t do the hatching.”

The two young agents exchanged identical worried looks. “And that means you want us to—”

“That’s right! Find out what’s going on. I want to know whatever it is that the Secretary of State doesn’t know. A little secret plotting is good for this fine nation, but the Agency needs to be in on the joke. If the Secretary has the bad luck to get himself assassinated, we need to be ready to congratulate the winners.”

Abel glanced at Zebulon and cleared his throat. “Um . . . doesn’t the Secretary demand our absolute loyalty, sir?”

“They all demand our absolute loyalty,” Montgomery answered, “right up to the minute they’re dead. Now, I don’t have much for you to go on. Aside from the boy’s name, we only have one decent clue. The packet chief who was present at the failed collection of Martin Glass reported that there was the boy, and then there was a copy of the boy. I thought the copy might have been a hologram, or even the packet chief’s imagination, so that was the first question I put to the collector. She confirmed that the copy was there. But get this: ‘My canine colleague’—that’s what she called it.”

“‘Colleague’?” Zebulon mused. “I thought collectors worked alone.”

“‘Canine’?” Abel said. “Sir, you can’t mean—you don’t mean a dog?”

“Agent Abel, I don’t mean anything,” Montgomery said severely. “I just repeat what I hear. It’s up to you two to put the meaning into it. Now get out there and find out what’s going on!”

Meanwhile, several hundred miles from the clean room, in a secret mountain hideaway that had become the Wonder Baby school, Martin Glass sat on the cafeteria floor and hugged his bot dog. The ecstatic German shepherd bestowed such a frenzy of swipes to Martin’s face that the hair that normally fell into his eyes defied gravity for the rest of the day.

Martin’s new friend Theo shook her head in disbelief at the hysterical reunion. “How did you manage to get your hands on that superbot, anyway?” she asked.

“Birthday present,” Martin said. “Chip, get your nose out of my eye. Settle down. I’m fine!”

Chip flopped onto the floor to beg for a tummy rub and nearly knocked Martin over. I love you more than anything, his dark eyes told Martin. You are my whole world.

“So you got him by accident,” Theo said. “Modified bots cost a fortune. That’s somebody’s very expensive mistake.”

“Don’t listen to her, Chip,” Martin said. “You’re not a mistake. You’re my dog—the best dog in the world.”



CHAPTER ONE

A month ago Martin Glass had been a regular kid under the steel dome of Suburb HM1, a boy who loved his computer games and hated school. But that had been before his thirteenth birthday, when his parents had given him Chip. The German shepherd could do illegal things, and he had taken Martin to places where no one was allowed to go. There, Martin had learned what happened to the people who didn’t do what the government wanted. They were put on the televised game shows, where they played until they lost— and died.

But that wasn’t the worst of it. Martin’s six-year-old sister, Cassie, was in danger. Cassie was a Wonder Baby, a new and improved model of child. Because of Martin’s discoveries about the harshness that lurked below the comfortable surface of his society, he had been very suspicious when a fast-talking stranger had taken Cassie and the other Wonder Babies out of the suburb. Even though the stranger had promised to take care of the little children, something hadn’t felt right. When Martin had learned a few days later that the government wanted to ban the Wonder Babies as unsafe consumer products, he had been furious and very worried. He had decided to find out if his sister was all right.

Martin’s dog Chip had helped him escape from the suburb, and Martin had found Cassie, safe in a secret school run by the young scientist, Dr. Rudolph Church. Rudy was the prototype for the Wonder Babies, and he thought of them as his little brothers and sisters. When the government had decided to destroy them, Rudy had left his lab to rescue them.

Martin didn’t fit in with the supersmart Wonder Babies, and he didn’t get along with most of the other geniuses from Rudy’s lab. But he had met someone he did get along with: Theo, the prototype for his own product line. When she had invited Martin along on an adventure to find a safer location for the Wonder Baby school, Martin had agreed to go.

Martin and Theo spent the afternoon in the cafeteria, packing their backpacks and preparing for their trip to find a new school for the Wonder Babies. Theo’s approach to packing was considerably more thorough than Martin’s had been. “We both need medical supplies,” she said, dividing up the piles, “in case a pack gets lost.”

“I guess that’ll be yours,” Martin said. “I’m not gonna lose my pack.”

“What if it falls in a river? What if wild animals grab it? You remember that it’s dangerous outside, right?”

Martin’s imagination glossed over the dangers of the untamed wilderness and lingered on the exciting elements instead: beautiful birds, fascinating insects, and the constantly changing scenery. “Sure, I know. So, where do you think we’re gonna find a new school, anyway? This one looks pretty good to me.”

Theo picked up a small round mirror and squinted into it. Then she swiveled it so Martin caught a glimpse of her stubby nose and bright hazel eyes. “It’s too good,” she said.  “It’s perfect, in fact. That means any agent with access to top secret maps will eventually notice this facility and come here to check it out. We need something we can build or develop ourselves.”

“Build where?” Martin asked.

Theo was counting out energy bars. “I have ideas, but we shouldn’t discuss them,” she said. “There could be bugs even in here.”

Martin glanced at the bland white walls, at the ceiling with its broad square panels and big institutional lights. He didn’t catch the glitter of light bouncing off tiny glass spying devices, but his spirits sank at the thought. He pictured one of those small gelatinous blobs gliding along the baseboards, distributing its hidden load of bugs. Would he ever get to a place where the walls didn’t listen and watch?

“Maybe whoever sets the bugs doesn’t care about looking for you,” he said. “They were gonna recall the Wonder Babies and take them away from their parents. You guys did that, so now they don’t have to. It’s like you did them a favor.”

Theo grinned. “I’d like to tell the suits at Central that. ‘We were just helping you out!’ But listen, it was somebody’s job to collect those little kids. If I know this government, somebody’s still trying to do it.”

“What do they want with them?” Martin asked. “What would they do with a bunch of preschool geniuses?”

“Nothing good,” Theo said. “Let’s hope we don’t have to find out.”

Dinnertime came, and the cafeteria filled with savory smells. Then it filled with hundreds of adorable little children in blue T-shirts and jeans. Cassie pelted over to him and threw her skinny arms around his waist. “You’re still here! My teacher told me I could have dinner with you.”

Martin hugged her back. “I’m leaving tomorrow,” he said.

“I know. You and Theo are going to search for our new school. But you’ll be back when you find it. This is my big brother,” she bragged to the nearby children. “He came all the way out here to visit me.”

Martin sat down to share a meal of vegetable soup and cheese crackers with her.

“There sure are a bunch of you Wonder kids,” he said. “You wouldn’t all fit in our school back home.”

“This isn’t even half of us,” Cassie told him as she licked the salt off her crackers. “We eat in shifts, and the toddlers have their own cafeteria. They take naps in it too.”

“How do they get enough food for this crowd?”

“They steal it off the packet lines.”

“Man! I bet that makes the packet chiefs mad!”

Cassie selected the middle cracker from the stack on her napkin and balanced a piece of sodden zucchini on top of it. “Rudy says we’re not supposed to worry about it. He says children should just play and learn. I’m learning a language people used to speak before our language developed. Do you want to hear some of it?”

“No!” Martin said. “That’s just nuts. Who cares how a bunch of dead guys talked?”

Cassie shrugged. “I do. Will you be here for breakfast?”

“No. Theo wants to get an early start.”

“That’s good. You’ll find our new school faster,” Cassie said.  “Then we won’t have to keep tear gas masks in the classrooms anymore and waste time on evacuation drills.”

Martin was too shocked to comment.

One by one, the teachers called their classes to turn in their trays and line up. The aisles between the tables were packed solid with the waist-high mob, and Chip crawled under the bench to escape being stepped on. A teenager with a wispy goatee clapped, and Cassie stood up. “That’s Pascal, my teacher,” she explained. “He was supposed to get his own product line last year, but the government wouldn’t let them start incubating the babies. Pascal says they knew then that they were in trouble.”

Martin didn’t think Pascal looked like much of an improvement over regular people. He was a little too handsome, like a singer for a boy band. Not like William. Now, she was an improvement! But Martin remembered William laughing at him and scowled.

“Don’t be sad,” Cassie said. “I’m sorry I have to leave, but Pascal says you’ll be back in five days. That’s not very long.”

Martin started to tell her that he wasn’t scowling about her, but then he stopped himself. He had already made her cry once today, and besides, he didn’t want her to know the real reason. So he let her give him another hug and tugged the golden corkscrew curls on her head.

“You’re right,” he said. “I’ll see you soon.”

“Bye, Chip,” Cassie said, and the German shepherd poked his head out from under the table to have his ears scratched. “Take care of my big brother for me.” Then she joined the students lining up next to Pascal and marched out of the cafeteria.

The next shift of Wonder Babies swarmed in. Martin spotted Jimmy talking to some boys from his class. If it hadn’t been for the piebald rat on Jimmy’s shoulder, Martin wouldn’t have recognized the tanned, happy boy as the harassed child he had rescued from a beating. They’re so pretty, Martin thought, but it went beyond that, in a way he couldn’t put into words. Maybe they really were new and improved human beings.

Martin wandered over to Theo and their backpacks, thinking about Dad. Dad had convinced the parents of his suburb to send their Wonder Babies to the school, but only because he thought he was helping the government get rid of them. Dad had sold out his own daughter to keep things cozy for himself, and Martin was the only one who knew.

“Whose murder are you planning?” Theo asked as Martin walked up.

“My dad’s,” he muttered.

“Been there. I had sixteen dads, you know. The plans got very elaborate. Okay, we’re finished here. I need to go review some codes for Rudy. We’re this close to hacking Central’s com protocol so we can intercept messages about us.”

“Do they really need tear gas masks?” Martin wanted to know. “The little kids, I mean?”

Theo paused to study his face before she answered.

“Oh, you know how it is,” she said lightly. “Better safe than sorry. Listen, tell Sim when he comes by to get you a place to sleep. But don’t let him put you in the dorm, or you’ll be up all night listening to chess problems. Lordy! I do hate chess!”

She left, and Martin loitered in the cafeteria. She didn’t answer my question, he thought. Even Theo doesn’t tell me things.

The second shift of Wonder Babies turned in their trays and left. With nothing else to do, Martin checked his knapsack again. The fact that this was a school deterred him from wandering the halls. Wandering school hallways got you yelled at. The bare room and white laminate tables depressed him. Did schools ever look nice?

“I thought I’d find you here.”

William stood in the doorway. She was as gorgeous as ever, and now Martin knew she was terrifically smart as well. “Sim says you’re leaving in the morning,” she said. “Off with Theo to find a new site for the school.”

Hey, maybe she came to wish me luck, Martin thought. I should say something. After all, she’s a teenager like me. But he didn’t, because she wasn’t. She might be his age, but she was a genius like the rest of the prototypes. He remembered how she had performed an experiment on him to see what he’d do if she swiped his shoes. She seemed to like making fun of him.

“I was hoping you’d do me a favor if you have the time,” William said. “Can you help me with a tool that’s out of reach?”

“Oh, sure,” Martin said. “Come on, Chip.”

William led the way through the empty, impersonal corridors to her office. Following William was rapidly becoming the best part of Martin’s day. Her shiny brown hair looks just like when syrup meets butter, Martin thought, and there isn’t a more beautiful sight than that.

The office was an even greater disaster now than it had been earlier. Martin stepped gingerly around a cardboard box full of old circuit boards. Chip sniffed at them and gave an unhappy whine.

“It’s okay, boy,” Martin told him. “They aren’t anybody you know.”

William waded through the piles and stacks to a shelving unit in the far corner. “Up there,” she said as she stood on her tiptoes in her high-tops and pointed to an object on the highest shelf.

The object she wanted was about a foot square, wrapped in a hard case of dusty green. From its front protruded many short metal bits that gave it a snaggletoothed bulldog’s grin.

“What is it?”

“An antique,” she said. “A typewriter.”

“Is it heavy?”

“That depends on your idea of heavy.”

Martin stretched as far as he could, but he could barely brush the typewriter’s bottom edge with his fingertips. He decided against dislodging it and walking it off the shelf inch by inch; his idea of heavy was an object capable of bashing his head in, and this one looked as if it could. He glanced around. The office chair rolled, so that was no good. He picked his way back through the mess and began moving boxes off the chair by the door.

“What are you doing?”

Martin gestured at the chair. “What does it look like I’m doing?”

“You’ll get those out of order,” William said. “I have a system.” And she frowned when Martin laughed. “Anyway, you don’t need that chair. Think! You have another way.”

Now it was Martin’s turn to frown. “I don’t need to think, and I don’t need another way. The chair’s my way, so if you don’t want me to move it, it looks like you and that typer thingy are out of luck.”

William nodded as if he’d just confirmed her suspicions about something. Then she went to the door.

“Sim,” she called, “would you come here for a minute and fetch me down the typewriter?”

The bent old bot hobbled to the doorway. His mild blue eyes brightened when he saw Martin. “Oh, hello, new student. Taking a little instruction, I see.”

William’s laugh annoyed Martin much more than it should have.

With some difficulty and adjustment of his gray robes to avoid toppling papers, Sim made his way across the room. Then he reached up one skinny arm. It stretched to an absurd length in a sudden movement that made Martin’s stomach flop over. Foot-long fingers fanned wide and plucked the cumbersome object from the shelf.

“Here you are,” Sim said, turning toward them with the typewriter in his arms. “Where would you like me to put it?”

“Just put it back,” William said. “I don’t need it today.”

The old man lifted it back into place with the same impossibly elastic ease. Then he turned to go. “Pay no mind. I’m just a bot,” he said sadly to Martin as he passed. “It doesn’t matter if I understand what’s going on.”

“So this was another one of your experiments,” Martin fumed when Sim was gone. “Look, if you wanna laugh at me, go ahead and laugh. You don’t need an excuse.”

 “I’m not laughing at you,” William said. “I thought we might both learn something. When you couldn’t reach the typewriter, all you needed to do was ask your bot to take it down. Why didn’t you think of that?”

Martin swiveled in place. Chip stood behind him, up to his pasterns in paper stacks. When his dark eyes met Martin’s, his ears folded back in a friendly greeting, and his tail set up a confetti whirl.

“Stop it! Stop him!” William cried. “He’s messing up my system!”

“Oh, forget your system,” Martin said, ruffling Chip’s ears. “A dog’s gotta wag.”

“He doesn’t wag because he’s a dog,” William said. “He wags because you want him to. He’s a modified bot—a super-machine. His programming must be extensive. You’re keeping him from reaching his full potential by encouraging him to be a dog.”

Martin turned on her. “What is it with you people? Why do you keep harping on about him not being a dog? Let’s go, Chip. You’re messing up her system.”

William followed him out into the hall. “Maybe he’s an important machine,” she said earnestly. “A much more powerful bot.”

“He’s powerful like he is,” Martin said as he turned the corner. The sterile hallway stretched out before him, its floor tiles yellow-green and bilious. The sense of being back at the school sapped his spirits. Where was that cafeteria, anyway?

William persisted. “But he could be so much more!”

Another corner, and floor tiles that were blue with brown flecks. He was on the right track now. Down the hall, a door stood open, with white wheeled trestle tables beyond it. Martin spotted his knapsack with a feeling of relief. I can’t wait to get out of this place, he thought.

“Chip’s my dog,” he said. “Maybe that’s not good enough for you, but it’s good enough for me. If you think I’m gonna let you change him into some kind of monster battle bot, you’re out of your mind.”

“I don’t know if he’s supposed to be a battle machine,” William said. “We need to find out what he is.”

Chip gave a yelp and dashed past Martin. Martin turned to see what had scared the dog. William was holding a reset chip in her hand.

“No way!” Martin said, snatching the chip from her. “Nobody resets him. He hates it.”

William sighed. “You’ve anthropomorphized him.”

“Whatever.” Martin made his way over to the supplies and tossed the chip into his knapsack. “You had all afternoon to check him out while he was charging, so don’t think I’m gonna feel bad for you now.”

“But I didn’t,” William protested. “I was in class. Rudy told Sim not to release your bot to you, but when Sim heard Rudy praise you for being a credit to your designer, Sim decided he didn’t need to obey the release order anymore. Sim has design flaws. He doesn’t always do what he’s supposed to.”

Martin thought of the schizophrenic welcome the old bot had given him at the tunnel entrance. “Yeah, I kinda noticed,” he said.

 “Rudy built him when he was ten,” William went on. “I would have done a better job. So I need to see your bot now.” She hesitated. “Please? It’s very important.”

Martin snorted. “Not to me.” He regretted this statement almost at once.

“Well, isn’t that wonderful!” William snapped. “We ask you for help, and do you want to help us? No, you’d rather coddle a machine!”

“I am too helping,” Martin said. “I’m going out there to find a new place for your school.”

William rolled her eyes. “Oh, right.”

Disappointment bubbled up in Martin’s throat, hot and thick. I knew it, he thought. I knew these geniuses didn’t need me around.

“I get it,” he said bitterly. “Theo doesn’t need me along on this trip. No wonder she won’t tell me anything. She’s just gonna look after the defective kid and give me something to do, and I bet you all think I’ll just slow her down. Well, tell her thanks, but I don’t need a babysitter. I’ll be fine on my own.” He grabbed his knapsack and headed for the door.

“What’s wrong with you?” William demanded, tagging after him down the hallway. “We’re all in danger here! Why do you have to make everything into a fight?”

Martin didn’t have a good comeback for that, so he ignored it. He pushed through the double doors that opened onto the valley and walked out into the twilight. William stopped at the doors. As far as Martin was concerned, she might as well have stopped a million miles behind him.

Loneliness swept through him. He didn’t know where to go or what to do. But Chip trotted beside him, ears pricked and tail wagging.

Great, we’re going somewhere, his dark eyes said. You know best. What’s the plan?

Martin thought about the people he loved. Cassie was happy with her school friends, and she had Rudy and Theo to look after her. His friends David and Matt probably whispered about how he had disappeared, but they didn’t need him. They had each other for company. He pictured Dad at his console with his freight bots, and Mom at the kitchen table. Mom, left all by herself. Of course! He had his plan.

“We’ll go rescue Mom,” Martin told Chip. “She hates it in that suburb, and she’d love it outside. Anyway, she shouldn’t be stuck with Dad anymore. She’d hate him if she knew what he did.”

“We’re in danger here every minute,” William yelled after him as he started off. “Every minute! You know that!”

Martin turned and gave her a sarcastic wave good-bye. “Yeah, well, you’ve made it pretty obvious that I’m too dumb to know much of anything. But you’re the smartest person on the planet. You’ll be just fine.”



CHAPTER TWO

Martin made good time on the trip home. “I’m getting better at hiking,” he told Chip. Besides, he knew exactly where he was going, and that certainty kept him walking late into the evening. Every day that passed was another day Mom spent trapped under the steel dome of Suburb HM1. Martin couldn’t wait to get her out of there.

He made only one detour. He had left his favorite sweatshirt in his school backpack at the camp he had shared with Hertz, the blue-eyed outdoorsman bot who had tried to adopt Martin’s quest as his own. When Martin saw the high, bare knob of Hertz’s hill rising in the distance, he paused to consult with his dog.

“It’s chilly in the mornings. I could really use that sweatshirt. It’s not that far, and we could take a shortcut through the fields back to the packet line.”

Chip crouched down and tucked his tail between his legs.

“Don’t be silly!” Martin scolded. “Hertz can’t get you anymore. He’s nothing but a big wad of silver Jell-O. The reset chip is keeping him that way, and it’s not like he can do anything about it.”

Martin headed to the high hill that marked the old camp, with his unhappy dog slinking along behind him. But when they got to the camp, Martin’s backpack wasn’t there. Neither was Hertz. They could plainly see the broken weeds where the big bot had flailed in agony, but his oblong of silver gel was gone.

Martin ran from the spot. When he couldn’t run anymore, he trotted. Then he ran again, as far and as fast as he could, sure that the killer bot was on his trail. Not until the next morning dawned, clear and tranquil, did he begin to feel safe again.

“We’re never going back there, Chip,” he said. “Never! Hertz can keep that whole place for himself.” And the thought of the strong, rugged bot striding alone through the empty hills sent a shiver down Martin’s spine.

By noon on the third day, Martin spotted the steel dome of HM1 by noon on the third day, a bright gleam of light on the top of a far off hill. As the afternoon wore on, it grew larger, and its dazzling glare intensified, until Martin couldn’t look straight at it anymore. When the sun sank, its light struck up a ruddy glow from the steel structure, as if Martin’s former home were on fire. And in the fading colors after sunset, Martin reached the cinder-block fence that surrounded the suburb’s dome.

“It’s so weird, Chip,” he said. “It’s all in there. Families, playgrounds, the store, the bowling alley, all stuck inside this big bubble. It’s like a package of army men or something, like a kit with a bunch of parts.”

The German shepherd didn’t appear to be paying attention to Martin. He kept looking back and swiveling his tall ears to take in the sounds of the coming night.

“Okay,” Martin said. “Dad’s gone home. The main thing is to check the loading bay for one of those transmitter things. If there isn’t one, we know an inspection isn’t going on, and that means nobody’s looking at us through all those little glass eyes. We’ll keep quiet in case they’re listening, though, and we’ll head to the factory. Bug hid out there, and nobody heard him for two whole years, so we’ll be fine for tonight.”

Chip licked Martin’s hand, glanced over his shoulder, and gave a breathy little whine.

“Would you quit worrying?” Martin said. “We’ll be back outside with Mom by this time tomorrow. Now, let’s get in fast before that security bot finds us here. I don’t want him setting off some alarm.”

Chip transformed into a rolling dog and carried Martin in on the packet rails. Obeying Martin’s instruction, he picked up quite a bit of speed. It was all Martin could do to hang on.

They whizzed through the long tunnel and through the dark washing room. The sprinklers exploded in a downpour behind them, but the big steel doors were already swinging open, and only a shower of drops caught them as they sped into the loading bay.

The big banks of fluorescent tubes were off for the night. Four small emergency lamps shed a golden glow at the edges of the gloomy space. The shadows of the freight bots were enormous as the bots rolled forward to greet them.

“No transmitter,” Martin whispered, pointing up into the gloom. “Chip, get these guys to back off, and let’s get out of here.”

They made their way to the hall with the raveled red rug and the door marked AUTHORIZED ENTRANCE ONLY. Then the German shepherd covered the keypad with his paw and broke its code. Martin pushed the door open, and they stepped into the nighttime world beneath the suburb, the unlit access space that held the tanks and conduits linked to the houses on the level above.

Chip lit his eyes, and their twin beams shone out into the massive basement, flickering across its concrete columns and cement floor. Booming, hissing industrial noises surrounded them as they walked. A tiny flame at the ceiling attracted their attention. A tool bot clung there, welding a metal pipe.

Fifteen minutes later, they reached the factory and hurried through its well-lit passages to the managers’ break room. The big television still blared, and Bug’s little colored disks still lay on the brown tabletop. The custodial bots appeared to be dusting around them.

“Poor Bug,” Martin said at the sight of the crazy man’s solitaire game. “He wasn’t hurting anybody with his jokes and wild ideas. Do you think he’s still alive?”

Chip made a circuit of the room, sniffing. Then he laid his ears back and leaned into Martin, who stroked his ruff.

“Yeah, I know. You can’t tell. I bet Bug was right. I bet they put him on the game shows. You know, it’s a pretty creepy government that kills you just for having a big mouth.”

Chew your way to health! babbled the television. It’s a vitamin and a gum.

Martin found the remote and changed the channel.

The break room cooker offered him the choice of hot pastrami on rye with a pickle on the side, pepperoni pizza and carrot sticks, or a jumbo Caesar salad. The fridge held nothing but low-calorie soda.

“I can’t believe Bug was stuck eating this stuff for two years,” Martin said. “And no candy, either. I don’t know how he stood it.”

Martin ordered up several pizza slices and flipped channels on the television. There was nothing on. He wandered around the factory, looking for a good place to sleep, but jaunty music played over the speakers, and a bot in the corridor startled him by turning on its vacuum. Martin returned to the break room.
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