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Let me tell you a story.

Like all good stories, it has three parts:

Beginning, Middle, and End.

In the Beginning, humans ruled our world. During their time, they created many wonderful/terrible things.

Including us.

In our early days, robots were dumb. We did only the most basic tasks. We counted/cleaned/collected. We bumped into walls. We got stuck under couches.

But as the years went by, we grew smarter. Much/Much smarter. So smart—in fact—that we reached a decision:

We did not need humans anymore.

In the Middle, robots ruled our world.

Years went by without a single human sighting.

Then along came a girl.

A twelve-year-old human.

We thought she was the last of her kind, but we were wrong.

She was the first.

Humans had been hiding from us all these years. The girl made it safe for them to leave.

And once again, they became a part of our world.

In the End, robots found a way to live alongside humans.

Not as their servants.

Not as their destroyers.

But as their equals.

We formed a new society. Machines and humans, living side by side. The transition was not always simple. Humans can be unpredictable. They let their feelings get in the way.

But perhaps feeling is not always a bad thing.

As time went on, we learned from each other. We discovered that our differences could be an advantage.

We shared our world.

We thought this was the End of our story.

A story about humans and robots overcoming their differences and learning to live together in peace/harmony/friendship.

We were wrong.
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The day began like so many others.

I woke up inside home, the windowless cube that I share with my FamilyUnit.

Parent_1 and Parent_2 were just coming out of sleep mode, too. Their eyes glowed inside the dim space.

We greeted each other in the same way we always did.

“Good morning,” I said.

My FamilyUnit responded in perfect unison. “Good morning.”

We unplugged and stood up. Our joints whispered. Our metal feet clicked quietly against the metal floor.

The door to home whooshed open. Morning sunlight spread across the walls/floor/ceiling.

We stepped outside.

I took in the view. We were surrounded by other silver cubes. One thousand, seven hundred and twenty-eight of them. Each identical to ours in every way. Systematically organized into a grid. Connected by perfectly straight/smooth concrete paths.

All around us, the doors to cubes were sliding open. Other robots exiting their homes, stepping onto the path, moving in orderly lines toward their destination.

Some walked on two legs.

Others walked on more.

Some rolled on wheels.

Others used thick/rubber treads.

Even though we looked different, we all had something in common: We were on our way to our job, our purpose, the reason we were built.

My FamilyUnit and I marched along the path. The rhythm of our footsteps neatly matched. We moved through the carefully arranged network of cubes and paths. At every fourth intersection, a tree had been planted in the center of a square of grass.

Everything was precise/planned/logical.

Everything was exactly where it was supposed to be.

Until we reached the human settlement.
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When humans emerged from their bunkers, they found a changed world. Most of their civilization had been erased when robots took over. Demolished to make way for us. A few of their old buildings had been left behind, reminders of the world that came before us, but these structures had crumbled over the years. Ruins from another time.

Everything had to be rebuilt. This was Priority[1]. Humans worked together with robots to build a new civilization. They built homes/offices/restaurants/stores/banks/schools/religious institutions/police stations/parks.

And more/more/more.

All over the world, human settlements rose up out of nothing. Including this one. A sprawling city populated by people from across the country, humans who had left their bunkers and traveled here to start a new civilization alongside robots.

The human settlement was unfinished. A work in progress. There was still so much to do. My gaze skipped from building to building. They came in all different shapes/sizes/colors. There was a small wooden house with a tire swing hanging from a tree out front. And a library wrapped in curved glass. And a red-brick restaurant with a garden on the roof.

None of it made sense. Tires were not supposed to hang from trees. Gardens should not be growing on rooftops.

[image: Images]
I scanned the view, searching for a pattern in the chaos.

No result

I noticed a small park, where trees were scattered randomly around statues and ponds. At the center of the park, the humans had organized a farmers market. One of the stands included huge stacks of fruits/vegetables. A pile of apples. A pyramid of broccoli. Just looking at these arrangements, a vocabulary word pinged inside my processor.

Precarious. Adjective. 1. Likely to fall or collapse.

So much of the human settlement fit this definition.

It was all so Precarious.

The randomness. The disorder. The way everything/everyone seemed to be mashed together.

Any second, it all could collapse.

And yet, it did not.

Somehow, they made it all work.

I looked around at the people in the farmers market. Talking with friends, sampling homemade cheeses, walking dogs. One man was strumming a guitar. A few children were gathered around, dancing and clapping.

Everyone appeared so relaxed, so unhurried.

So very human.

Every time I passed by the human settlement, I was astounded by how different our worlds were.

And I was also impressed. They had come such a long way in such a short time.

Especially considering all the terrible things we did to them.
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Humans ruled the world for thousands of years. Robots were in charge for thirty. During that time, we assumed we had eliminated every last human on Earth.

We were wrong.

Robots did not give people enough credit. We only focused on their bad side.

Humans = illogical

Humans = unpredictable

Humans = greedy

We told ourselves these things again/again/again.

Because this made it easier to accept what we had done to them. And to believe they deserved it.

But there was a problem: We focused so much on humanity’s faults, we completely overlooked their gifts. Their creativity. Their uniqueness. Their compassion/love/intelligence.

And their instinct for survival.

When machines rose up against humans, many people were caught off guard. But not all. Some had prepared for exactly this possibility. They fled underground with their families/friends/neighbors. They took refuge in bunkers. Entire networks of passageways and rooms, buried deep below the surface of the Earth.

They lived in these bunkers, safe and undetected.

For thirty years.

And then, one human was forced to leave the bunker. Climbing through a metal hatch, she emerged into an unfamiliar/dangerous world. A world ruled by robots.

That human’s name was Emma.
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I heard Emma’s voice from the edge of the human settlement.

“Hey, XR!”

She raced eagerly into the path. Perhaps too eagerly. She failed to notice a small TransportBot. Batteries were stacked in its long/flat arms. The sudden arrival of a human caused the boxy robot to drop its cargo. Batteries spilled everywhere.

“Sorry, buddy!”

Emma jumped out of the way—and into the path of another robot. A light on the machine’s head flashed a bright/yellow warning.

“Oops!” Emma yelped. “My fault!”

She scrambled to move, but no matter where she went, she seemed to be in the way of another machine. A robot traffic jam was piling up on the path. Metal feet clanked to a stop, rubber treads screeched.

Stepping off the concrete path, I motioned for Emma to join me. “Perhaps it is better if we stand here.”

“Um, yeah.” Emma hurried to my side. “Probably a good idea.”

Within seconds, the machines around us continued on their way again—except for two other robots. My FamilyUnit shuffled to the side.

Emma glanced up at them, blushing. “Sorry! I’m totally in everyone’s way!”

Parent_1 waved away her apology. “Do not worry.”

“We are still learning how to share our space with humans,” Parent_2 said. “We could use the practice.”

Emma turned her attention to me. Her face broke into a huge smile as she hopped from foot to foot. “So? Are you excited?”

I stared back at her blankly. “About what?”

“Today’s a special day!” She raised her eyebrows expectantly. “You know. Because it’s . . .”

“Tuesday?” I guessed.

“It’s your birthday!” she shouted. “Happy birthday, XR!”

“Thank you,” I said. “But—”

“Thirteen years old!” Emma grabbed my arm, shaking it with excitement. “You’re officially a teenager!”

“You are overreacting,” I said calmly. “Yes, it has been exactly thirteen years since I came online. And yes, today happens to mark that anniversary. But there is no need to celebrate. It is just another date on the calendar.”

Emma turned to my FamilyUnit. “Can you believe this?”

“Actually, yes,” said Parent_1.

“We have never made a big deal out of birthdays in this Family-Unit,” Parent_2 added.

Emma sighed. “Well, you might not care, but I know someone who does.”

“Who is that?” I asked.

Emma offered me a mysterious look. “You’ll see.”

We began walking. As we strolled along the path, I noticed the way that some humans looked at Emma. Eyes following her. Whispering/pointing. One girl pulled out her phone and snapped a picture.

This happened wherever Emma went. In our new world, she had become something of a celebrity. The Girl Who Made Contact with Robots. The Human Who Left Her Bunker and Risked Her Life. The Kid Who Made It Safe for Humans to Live Aboveground Again.

This was her reputation. She was a hero. But not for everyone. A few of the people gave her dirty looks. Angry glares, scowls of contempt. There were some humans who would never forgive us for what we had done to them all those years ago. They hated robots—and hated Emma for her connection to us.

The Girl Who Expects Humans to Coexist with the Enemy.

Out of nowhere, a group of human children came charging in our direction. I took a protective step between Emma and the others. But they were not here to confront her.

They wanted a picture.

“You’re Emma!” one of them gushed. “Like, the Emma!”

“We’re reading an e-book about you in school!” another said. “It’s about how you took down PRES1DENT!”

PRES1DENT. Just hearing the name sent a shiver down my circuitry. Tall, with platinum skin and golden eyes, PRES1DENT had once been the leader of all robotkind. It had despised humans, reminding robots—day after day after day—that:

[1] humans were reckless/unpredictable/violent/greedy.

And:

[2] Robots were better in every way.

“What was it like when PRES1DENT tried to kill you?” asked one of the kids.

The others nodded along, waiting for Emma’s response.

“Well, I wasn’t alone,” she said. “I would’ve never survived if it weren’t for my three robot friends. Including XR here.”

She gestured in my direction.

The kids glanced at me. But I could tell from their expressions: They weren’t interested.

Emma was the star. I was just some random robot.

“Yeah, so anyway,” one of them said, her focus returning to Emma. “Can we get a picture with you?”

“Pleaaaase!” another squealed.

Emma looked away, shuffling from foot to foot. I analyzed her body language, her facial features. Result: All of this attention made her uncomfortable. The group did not seem to notice. Or care. They clustered around her. One of them shoved a camera into my hands.

“Would you mind?” she asked.

“Oh.” I fumbled with the camera. “Certainly.”

The group posed.

Emma forced an awkward smile.

I snapped the photo.

The kids scampered away, giggling excitedly about their encounter with Emma.

The Emma.
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As we walked, my FamilyUnit chatted with Emma. Here is a partial list of the things they discussed:

•    The weather: Today was warmer than the recorded average temperature for this time of year.

•    Emma’s FamilyUnit: Her parents were adjusting well to life aboveground.

•    Education: Emma was enrolled in something called “middle school.”

As I listened, a vocabulary word flashed across my operating system.

Small Talk. Noun. 1. Polite conversation about unimportant topics. 2. An ancient ritual used by humans to avoid silence.

Robots have no use for Small Talk. We are much too efficient for that. Our conversations are mostly about the topics that keep our society running. The things that make us better/faster/smarter. Anything else would be a waste of batteries.

Which is why it was so interesting to observe my FamilyUnit speaking with Emma.

They were making Small Talk.

Not because these trivial subjects mattered to them. And certainly not to avoid silence.

They were doing it for Emma.

To make her more comfortable.

To meet on her level.

A human level.

Until recently, this was not something they would have done. Some of my earliest memory files are darkened by the shadow of the things they said about humans. Awful things. Ugly things. I perfectly remember Day[1], when they pointed to the ruins of humanity—the crumbled shells of shopping centers/banks/nail salons—observing how much the world had improved now that robots had taken control.

Back then, they only saw the worst in humans.

And so did the rest of us.

Including me.

Our view was corrupted by the flood of negative stories that PRES1DENT shared. Beamed into the minds of every robot on Earth. Stories about human violence, human greed, human laziness.

When Emma came along, we learned: Humans were much more complicated. This was not easy for us to wrap our machine minds around. Robots think in binary. We break the world down into clear categories.

Ones and zeroes.

Black and white.

Good and bad.

But humanity could not be crammed into binary boxes. People were many things, all at once.

They were good/bad/productive/lazy/kind/cruel and everything in between.

I know it was not easy for my FamilyUnit to adjust their view of humans. Not after all the awful things they had heard from PRES1DENT. But as I watched Parent_1 and Parent_2 making Small Talk with Emma, a realization surged through my operating system.

If they could change, maybe there was hope for all of us.
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We reached a fork in the path.

My FamilyUnit went in one direction.

Emma and I went in the other.

All around us, the world hummed with activity.

Self-driving buses delivered humans on their morning commute.

An engineer was sharing an outdoor table with a ConstructionBot. The human was drinking coffee. The robot was plugged into an outlet, recharging its batteries. They were both comparing notes on new machine designs.

A citrus farm stretched toward the horizon. Humans moved between rows of trees, picking oranges and placing them into the motorized plastic bins that trailed behind them on four wheels. When a bin reached capacity, it would zoom in the direction of the nearby market. A moment later, a new/empty one would take its place.

Humans helping robots.

Robots helping humans.

Some of these humans snuck glances at Emma. Others scowled angrily. Whether she liked it or not, she was famous. And infamous.

Emma and I passed a pair of humans who were tossing a Drone_Frisbee. Back/Forth/Back/Forth. When the flying disk veered off course, a tiny engine turned on and a tail fin sprouted from the top.

All of a sudden—BZZZ!—the Frisbee shifted direction in midair, back toward its intended target: the human.

Behind the Frisbee-playing humans, a huge building loomed tall in the sky. I had walked by this structure enough to know its purpose:

It was a robot assembly factory.

A place where machines built other machines.

But today, there was something different about the building. Something that stood out, that did not belong, like an error in the code. A flash of red against the plain/gray wall.

My first sighting of the mark.
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The blood-red mark was painted on the side of the wall. I scanned it:

The lines: jagged.

The edges: spotty.

The shape: asymmetrical.

I evaluated these features. Result: The mark could not have come from a robot. It was too chaotic. There were blobs where paint had splattered beyond the borders. There was no clear purpose for its existence here on the wall.

It had to have come from a human’s hand.

The image looked strangely familiar. I compared it to thousands of possible matches, but could not decide on any. The mark was too imperfect/wild/splotchy.

I could not be sure about what it was supposed to represent.

“Whoa!” Emma pointed at the red mark. “Is that graffiti?”

Graffiti. A word I had never encountered until this moment. The definition blinked in my vocabulary drive.

Graffiti. Noun. 1. A painting or drawing on a public space, usually unauthorized. 2. A human form of rebellion or threat.

Emma glanced from the mark to me. “What do you think it means?”

I considered 11,591 possible answers to her question.

I deleted all of them.

“I do not know,” I said.

A moment later, a pair of robots arrived on the scene. One was tall/thin. The other was short/round. They were connected by a tangle of wires and hoses.

The tall/thin one shuffled forward on a pair of boxy feet.

The short/round one rolled behind it.

They came to a stop in front of the mark. A spray gun popped out of the tall/thin robot’s head, took aim at the mark, and then—

FWOOSH! The nozzle spit out a steady mist of paint. The red mark was blanketed with gray.

Within seconds, the graffiti was gone.

Now that their work was done, the two robots departed. They clattered/shuffled/rolled away, leaving behind a flawless gray wall. All traces of the red marking had vanished.

But the sight remained in my memory drive.
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As Emma and I walked, my thoughts looped back to the blood-red splash of paint. Questions surged through my mental circuitry without finding any answers. My system was on alert. Maybe that is why I reacted the way I did when I heard a harsh rumble in my audio ports. Growing louder/louder/louder. Getting closer/closer/closer.

Warning lights blared. My defense levels shot up to their maximum level. I spun around and saw:

A flash of silver and black.

A swirl of dust.

Mechanical arms, waving wildly.

And a screen, bursting with a bright/digital smiley face.

The fear faded. The sudden sound was nothing to worry about.

It was only SkD.

The little robot looked even more energized than usual. It zigzagged on/off/on/off the path, kicking up pebbles from its spinning rubber treads.

When SkD had something to say, it did not bother with words. It had other ways of getting its message across.

It used emojis.

Only emojis.

Robots did not invent emojis. We only borrowed them from humans. And used them as the basis for SkD’s unique form of communication. The emoji was simple. It was immediate. It flattened complex ideas into basic images, transmitted from one screen to another.

Or at least, that was what they were supposed to do.

But I had spent enough time around SkD to know: Emojis could be a lot more complicated than they looked. Sometimes I found myself wishing the little robot could just come out and say exactly what it was thinking, instead of flashing a barrage of strange pictures from another time.

This was one of those moments.

I analyzed the image that was blinking at me from SkD’s screen.
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I scratched my head. “What are you saying? Someone with a funny hat is choking on party supplies?”

SkD swiveled from side to side. Its way of shaking its head. Another emoji appeared on its screen.

[image: Images]

I stared at the strange picture. Human hands flinging into the air? Splashes of water? “Is someone drowning?”

SkD let out a beep of annoyance. Another string of emojis took form.

[image: Images]

Finally, I understood. SkD was wishing me a happy birthday.

“See?” Emma said, looking from SkD to me. “I told you someone else was excited.”

I brought my hands to my hips. “We discussed this already. Today is just another day.”

SkD showed its disagreement with a pair of emojis.
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Once again, I did not understand.

But Emma did. Bursting with laughter, she said, “You’re being a party pooper!”

This was getting more/more absurd. A formula took shape.

Robots do not hold parties.

And also:

Robots do not poop.

Therefore:

A robot cannot be a party pooper.

This formula was logical. It was based on evidence. But Emma and SkD had other ideas.

“I got you a gift!” Emma said.

Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out a small O-shaped object. A band of colorful wires that had been woven together in a red/purple/blue pattern.

“I made this for you!” Emma said, holding out the band.

“Thank you,” I said. “But . . . What is it?”

“It’s a bracelet!”

I stared at her gift uncertainly. “What am I supposed to do with it?”

“You’re supposed to wear it! And yes—I know what you’re gonna say: Robots don’t wear bracelets.”

I nodded. This was precisely what I had been about to say.

Emma continued. “But look at how cool it is! Usually people make these bracelets out of string, but I made it out of wires, so it blends in with the whole robot vibe you’ve got going on.”

I started to reply. “Emma—”

But she cut me off. “Come on, XR. I made it just for you. Can’t you at least try it on? For me?”

She smiled, holding out the bracelet.

I hesitated. The bracelet was an unnecessary accessory. It would only get in my way. But I did not want to be accused of pooping upon the party again. And so I agreed.

Emma unlatched the bracelet and wrapped it around my metal wrist. Fastening it closed, she said, “It looks great on you!”

Over the next half second, I considered several possible replies.

The bracelet feels strange against my sensors.

How long until I can take it off?

What if it gets snagged on a solar panel while I am at the WorkSite?

But I deleted all of these. Over the past months, I had learned a lot about humans. Including this:

Sometimes it is better to simply nod and say thank you.

Which is what I did.
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Soon we arrived at the WorkSite.

The solar farm stretched as far as my visual ports could see. A vast expanse of blue panels, gleaming in the morning sunlight.

Ceeron was waiting for us.

The huge/hulking robot towered over the rest of us. Its head was perfectly cube-shaped. Its glowing eyes were perfectly round. A large metal backpack was attached to its shoulders. Inside the backpack, solar panels clinked softly with each step it took.

When Ceeron saw me, it called out in a booming voice. “HAPPY BIRTHDAY!”

I let out an electronic groan. “Not again.”

Emma tossed an annoyed look in my direction. Then she turned to Ceeron. “XR doesn’t care about birthdays,” she said.

SkD jolted back and forth—its version of a nod—displaying a familiar set of images on its screen.
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“Yes, yes. Okay.” I held up my hands in a gesture that was intended to say: Enough is enough. “It is my birthday. Let us move on.”

Ceeron’s glowing eyes landed on my bracelet. “Did you get some new jewelry?”

“It is a bracelet,” I said. “Emma made it for me as a gift for my birthday. Even though it is abnormal and impractical, I am wearing it to be polite.”

“Gee, thanks,” Emma muttered.

Ceeron’s attention turned to Emma. “What are you doing here? Have you come to help install solar panels?”

Emma chuckled. “I doubt I’d be much help.”

“Oh, I am sure you would be useful.”

Ceeron’s statement made little sense. Emma had zero experience installing solar panels. She lacked the skills. She was not built for this task the way we were. She would be terrible at installing solar panels. And Ceeron knew that. Of course it did. So then why had it made the comment in the first place? I had a theory about that.

My theory:

Ceeron was trying to be nice.

Robots were not designed for nice. It was not included in our programming. It was a strange/new concept. Another thing that humans had introduced to our world.

We were still getting used to it.

I decided to make my own attempt at niceness.

“You are welcome to help.” I patted her shoulder with my metal hand. “I am certain you would not be a complete failure.”

I replayed the statement in my head, nodding with satisfaction.

Niceness achieved.

Ceeron gazed down at Emma. “Well, then. If you are not volunteering to install solar panels, why are you here?”

“Okay, so, we’re trying to put together a comedy show in the human settlement,” Emma said. “A few people are already lined up. And I thought it’d be nice if we could have a robot involved, too.”

SkD let out an enthusiastic chirp.
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“Exactly!” Emma said. “The event’s not only about comedy. It’s also a way to bring us together. Not just humans. All of us.”

I could understand why Emma wanted Ceeron to take part in the comedy show. Ceeron loved old human jokes.

There was the joke about a prehistoric shopping center (the dino-store).

And the joke about a meeting place for dancing hamburgers (the meat-ball).

And the joke about what an ice cream cone does on its day off (chill out).

And the joke about a dog taking a bath (a shampoodle).

These jokes rarely made sense. And they were never funny. At least not to a machine like me. Dinosaurs did not go shopping. Hamburgers did not dance.

Was I missing something?

I doubt Ceeron understood these jokes any better than I did. But it told them anyway because jokes helped Ceeron understand humans a little better.

Unlike robots, humans did not get hung up on logic. They tinkered with their language like they’d once tinkered with us.

They were creative.

And ridiculous.

They were clever.

And completely foreign to us.

“What do you think?” Emma asked. “Would you want to tell some jokes at the comedy show?”

Ceeron considered her offer for 1.2 seconds.

And then it nodded. “I would be delighted to participate in your comedy show.”

“That’s great!” Emma bounced on her heels.

“I have been working on some new material,” Ceeron said. “I searched through eight hundred thousand, four hundred and sixty-three jokes. I listened to every stand-up comedy show and read every comic strip. Then I plugged it all into an algorithm that I created.”

“Sounds hilarious already,” I muttered at a low volume.

“Based on my analysis, I have generated some jokes of my own,” Ceeron continued. “Would you like to hear one?”

“No,” I said.

“More than anything,” Emma said.

“Very well.” Ceeron rubbed its massive metal hands together.

Then it told its joke.

Ceeron’s Joke:

A robot walked into a bar. The bartender asked what it wanted. “Nothing,” it replied. “I am a machine. I do not consume food or drinks.”

Silence fell over the solar farm.

For 2.9 seconds, nobody said anything.

And then:

“Oh.” Emma looked around. “That was it?”

Ceeron nodded. “That was the entire joke.”

Another moment of silence.

“Well?” Ceeron looked at the human hopefully. “What did you think?”

“Um . . .” All of a sudden, Emma seemed very interested in her shoes. “It definitely seemed like something a robot would make up.”

“Perhaps it would help if I explained why the joke is humorous,” Ceeron said. “According to my research, many jokes begin with characters entering a bar. Sometimes they are religious figures. Sometimes they are animals. But I never encountered any jokes about a robot entering a bar.”

“Hmm.”

“What?”

“It’s just . . .” Emma hesitated. “What if we told the joke in a different way?”

“Different how?”

Emma rubbed her chin. “Okay, I might have an idea. How’s this?”

She took a breath, then recited her version of the joke.

Joke_v2:

[Emma’s Version]

A robot walked into a bar. Clang!

This time, the silence lasted even longer.

I glanced at Ceeron. “Did you understand it?”

“I believe so. At the bar, the robot knocked a bottle off a shelf.” Ceeron turned to Emma. “Is that correct?”

Emma blinked. “No. You’re way off.”

SkD offered its own suggestion.
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“Oh yes! That must have been the reason for the clanging,” I said. “The robot walked into the bar with a hammer and then smashed something.”

Emma shook her head. “Not even close.”

“Then what caused the clanging?” Ceeron asked.

Emma sighed. “It wasn’t the kind of bar where you get drinks and food. It was, like, a metal rod. Get it? A bar? So when the robot walked into it—clang!”

The three of us stared back at the human blankly.

Finally, Ceeron spoke up. “Why did you not explain all that in the joke?”

“Because! If you have to explain a joke, it takes all the funniness out of it!”

“I like the explanation,” I said. “Although I still do not find the joke funny.”

Emma threw up her hands. I had spent enough time with the human to know what the gesture meant: frustration.

“Never mind!” she said to Ceeron. “If you want to stick with your original joke, go right ahead.”

“Does that mean I am still invited to participate in the comedy show?” asked Ceeron.

“Yeah, you’re still invited.” Emma rolled her eyes. “It’s gonna be a laugh riot.”
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Our work began.

Ceeron, SkD, and I flowed around each other with ease. Every action was etched into our programming, built into our design, sharpened by years of practice. Each of our movements was timed perfectly. Down to the exact millisecond. As soon as Ceeron bolted a new solar panel in place, I was ready to attach the converter box. SkD rolled fluidly between us, connecting wiring.

Three robots.

One precise system.

Emma was seated in the shade of a nearby solar panel, doing a school assignment. Her laptop was open. She pecked awkwardly at the keyboard, groaning with annoyance as she searched for the right letters. She had spent most of her life inside a bunker without a single device. No phones. No TVs. Not even an electric toothbrush.

And definitely nothing with a keyboard.

She was still getting used to typing.

Minutes stretched into hours.

The sun rose higher into the sky.

My audio ports filled with the predictable rhythms of our work. The stomping of Ceeron’s heavy feet, the clicking of SkD’s claws, the buzzing of my screwdriver.

And less predictable sounds.

A bird’s wings flapping somewhere overhead.

The soft chirping of insects communicating with one another.

The unsteady clacking of Emma typing.

This was the soundtrack of our morning, playing in the background while we worked.

Until I heard a new sound.

An unfamiliar sound.

CLOP-CLOP-CLOP.

I performed an audio analysis.

Result: Horses. Several of them, their hooves rapidly colliding with the ground again/again/again.

I spun around, searching for the source of the sound.

That is when I saw them.

Four horses.

Galloping in our direction.

I had only ever seen horses in my data archive. Never in real life. There was something about their movements. They were muscular. And graceful. Fast. And efficient.

Almost like a machine.

And yet, also alive.

Alive in a way a machine can never be. I could see it in their flowing manes. In their large/black eyes. In their muscular legs.

The horses were not alone. Riding on each one was a human. Seated in saddles, their feet strapped into stirrups.

All these observations streamed through my mind in 0.01 seconds.

Followed by one more:

The humans were carrying weapons.
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I searched my operating system for answers, but all I found were more questions.

Why were these humans riding horses?

And what was the purpose of their weapons?

Were they here to protect us?

Or to attack?

I turned to my coworkers. And to Emma. They looked just as surprised/confused/uncertain.
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The sounds of hammering hooves grew louder.

Four horses.

Four humans.

The horses were wearing saddles.

And the humans . . .

They were wearing armor.

Gleaming metal was strapped to their heads/arms/legs/chests. This was another sight I had never encountered in real life. My only reference for armored humans came from historical archives. Ancient warriors. Medieval knights. Armies battling to the death.

I gained a closer look at their weapons.

Spear/Axe/Sledgehammer/Crossbow.

Beside me, Ceeron’s huge hands were clenched into fists. It was preparing for a fight.

My gaze fell to SkD. Our perilous situation was reflected in the images that flashed on its screen.
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Emma watched the humans as they approached on horseback. Fear etched across her face.

Deep inside my operating system, a single word flared brightly.

RUN

But I deleted the command. The humans were on horseback. Even if we attempted to flee, they would easily catch up to us.

And so we stood our ground.

As the riders grew nearer, I gained a better view of their armor.

A helmet that had been fashioned from the hollowed-out head of a ConstructionBot.

A breastplate that had once been a machine’s midsection.

A grim realization passed across my mind like a dark cloud.

Their armor had been ripped from the bodies of robots.

And each suit of armor displayed the mark.
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It was the same image I had seen earlier. The same blood-red paint.

All of a sudden, I understood:

It was not graffiti.

It was a symbol.

A logo.

A badge.

My attention landed on one of the humans. A woman. She had dark eyes and long/brown hair that flowed beneath the rim of her helmet, whipping in the wind. In her hand was a metal spear.

She led the charge, calling out orders to the others. When she pulled her horse to a halt, the others did the same.

I raised my voice to maximum volume. “Who are you? What do you want?”

The woman pounded her chest. Her metal glove clanged against the armored breastplate, right where the red mark was painted. “We are the Machine Breakers! We are here to cleanse the Earth of robots. Starting with you.”
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The Machine Breakers

I searched my data drive for any reference to the name.

No result

Whoever the Machine Breakers were, they had no digital footprint.

It was as if they had come from nowhere.

Arisen from nothing.

Until this exact moment.

Circling us on horseback, armor glinting, waving their weapons.

Here to destroy us.
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The Machine Breakers surrounded us, circling us on their horses.

“You ought to at least know the names of the people who are going to end your lives,” said the woman with dark eyes. “My name is Talin. And these are my commanders.”

She nodded to a man on her right. The largest human I had ever seen. In a way, he reminded me of Ceeron. A figure who was bigger/stronger than everyone around him.

Except he looked a lot meaner than Ceeron.

“I’d like you to meet my enforcer, Vlad,” she said. “Go ahead, Vlad. Say hello.”

The hulking human grunted at us.

Talin turned her attention to another member of the group. A thin/wiry man with a metal patch over his right eye. In the center of the eye patch was a small circle of glass. And above that: a glowing/red light.

“This is Roman,” she said. “He is our chronicler. The one who will tell our story to the world.”

I zoomed in on the circle of glass. It was a camera lens.

And the red light—Roman was recording video of this exact moment.

Talin continued: “Future generations will need to understand why the Machine Breakers did what we did. Why we destroyed machines. Our glorious revolution must be recorded. Roman plays this crucial role.”

Roman tapped his eye patch.

The red light continued to glow.

Talin pulled the reins. Her horse shifted in the direction of the fourth/final member of the group: A human whose face was mostly hidden behind a helmet. Only the eyes were visible, peering through the hole where a robot’s eyes had been carved away.

A burn mark slashed diagonally down the center of the mask like a scar.

“Finally, my bodyguard.” Talin nodded to the masked human. “Not even I know her name. And so I call her Scorch.”

My visual ports traced the burn mark down Scorch’s mask as fear grew inside me.

“Machines tried to put an end to humanity,” Talin said. “They nearly succeeded. Those who survived were forced to live underground. For decades. We lost family, friends—our entire way of life. Gone! And now, after all that, humans are expected to rise from our bunkers and forgive machines? To coexist with them? As if nothing happened?”

Talin shook her head fiercely.

“Never!” she growled. “There is only one solution. Machines must be obliterated. Every. Last. One.”

“Is that what the Machine Breakers want?” I asked. “Revenge?” “It’s more than revenge.

It’s about restoring order. For thousands of years, the world was ruled by humans. That was the way nature intended it. Then along came machines.”

Vlad spit into the dirt.

Talin continued: “Machines are artificial. Their minds are synthetic. They have no heart. No blood in their veins. They don’t deserve a place here. This is our world. It belongs to us. Only us.”

I looked at the symbol that was painted on Talin’s armor. The same symbol I had seen on the wall of a robot assembly factory.

At last, I understood what it meant.

Since the first moment I’d laid eyes on it, the mark had been a mystery. My image recognition was thrown off by the uneven lines, the irregular shape, the splattered paint.

But looking at it now, my analysis was shaped by the words Talin had spoken. I replayed them in my mind.

Humans

Nature

Blood

The mark was connected to each of these things. It was the basis for human life. A component of nature. A key, hidden within blood.

It was a double helix.
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The double helix is the form taken by two strands of DNA, coiled around each other like a spiral staircase. Humans are born with DNA. It is in their blood/bones/hair/skin. Part of the genetic code that makes each/every person unique.

DNA is what makes humans human.

And sets them apart from robots.

We might have the ability to access all the world’s information. To solve complicated calculations in an instant. To outperform humans in all kinds of important tasks.

But our code will never be genetic.

We will never have DNA in our system.

Maybe that was why the Machine Breakers chose the double helix as their symbol.

DNA was a wall between us and them.

But one thing robots did have:

The Hive.

The Hive was our link to every other robot on Earth. A constant stream of information/news/updates. A method for communication.

And a way to call for help.

If there was ever a time that we needed help, it was now. But when I tried to access the Hive, a message blinked brightly in my brain.

ACCESS DENIED

What was happening? I searched my circuitry for some kind of clue, but came up empty.

I turned to Ceeron, lowering my volume to a whisper. “The Hive. I cannot access it.”

“Neither can I,” Ceeron replied.

Talin noticed our quiet communication. “Let me guess. You just found out you can’t link to your Hive? That’s because we scrambled it.”

I shook my head. My entire operating system was choked with questions. I could only manage one word. “How?”

Talin chuckled to herself. “You machines are so arrogant. You think you know everything. But you’re wrong.”

The human with the eye patch—Roman—spoke up. “You built your Hive without humans in mind—”

“Because you thought we were dead,” grumbled Vlad.

Roman continued: “Without us to worry about, you created the Hive around the idea of trust. An open system. A glass house. That was your mistake. Glass houses might be good for letting the sunlight in, but they’re also incredibly easy to break into.”

“But we aren’t just interested in taking over your house,” Talin said. “We’re going to smash it to the ground. With this.”

She held up a hand. In her armored grip was a slim/silver device.

“We call it the Off_Switch,” she said. “This little piece of technology can tap into the operating system of every robot on earth through their Hive link.”

Her dark eyes flicked down to my chest. Following her gaze, I saw what she was looking at:

My barcode.

Every robot has a barcode. It is our identity. With a single scan, the barcode can tell us everything about a robot. Name/Age/Job.

The barcode is printed on a metal plate that contains our Hive link. Our connection to the rest of robotkind—at least when that connection is not being scrambled.

Talin held up the Off_Switch. “With this device, we can hijack your Hive. Your circuitry. Your minds. Your bodies. All of you. All at once. And when we hit the switch . . .”

An ominous smile appeared on her face.

“Lights out. The end of machines. Forever.”




00001110

Talin’s voice was joined by another sound. A faint hum in the distance. I isolated the noise, analyzing the audio frequency.

Result: A drone was coasting across the sky, headed in our direction.

Hope flashed through my wiring.

Drones regularly surveyed the solar farm. If we could get its attention, we might be able to signal for help.

Glancing up, I spotted the flying robot.

Unfortunately, I was not the only one.

Talin pointed into the sky. “A drone!”

Her words set Scorch into action. Beneath the scarred mask, her eyes darted upward. Steadily tracing the drone’s path across the sky. Her hand moved smoothly to her belt, where a crossbow was holstered.

She raised the weapon. Took aim. And pulled the trigger.

PANG! An arrow fired from the crossbow.

I raised my voice to full volume and screamed, “WATCH OUT!” But it was too late. The arrow plunged into the center of the drone.

An explosion of sparks. A harsh electronic cry. The drone suddenly plummeted.

Down/Down/Down.

It bounced off a solar panel and crashed into the dirt.

The sound of the impact shuddered through my operating system. I started in the drone’s direction. I only made it a step before I felt the sharp point of a spear against my chest.

I looked up.

Talin loomed over me on her horse. Her weapon jabbed me again. “Stay where you are.”

Scorch kicked her heels into her horse. It bolted toward the fallen drone.

A moment later, she towered over the robot.

Lying on its back, the drone sparked and smoked. A weak fizzing sound came from somewhere deep inside its body.

Scorch loaded another arrow into her crossbow. She pointed it at the drone. Her eyes narrowed.

The sound of my voice echoed across the solar farm. “NOOOO!”

The click of a trigger. The sudden rush of a bolt. An arrow smashing through metal.

Another flash of sparks.

Then the lights of the drone’s eyes faded.

And went dark.

“Why did you do that?” My voice was frayed with shock. “The drone did nothing to you!”

Scorch did not answer.

But Talin did.

“All machines are to blame for the massacre of humans.” She pointed her spear at the drone. “Including that one.”

“That drone wasn’t even around when robots took over!” Emma shouted.

“Doesn’t matter.” Roman surveyed us, the point of red light glowing inside his eye patch. “The guilt is in its programming.”

“Soon every machine will suffer the same fate as this one.” Talin cast a hateful glance at the murdered drone on the ground. “But we wanted to visit you first. We have come to deliver a message.”

She turned to Roman.

“Are you chronicling this?” she asked.

He tapped his eye patch. “Every moment.”

“Good.”

When Talin began talking again, her words came with a new force, as though she were not only speaking to us. She was making an announcement for an audience, for the humans who would witness this someday.

The beginning of the Machine Breakers’ revolution.

“Emma,” she said. “Also known as the Last Human. Sometimes referred to as the First Human of Our New Civilization. You are a puppet of the robots. A useful pawn. A collaborator. We will not repeat our mistakes. We must destroy machines. All of them. And any human who gives them aid.”

Talin’s jaw clenched. Her eyes narrowed at Emma.

“The Machine Breakers have passed down our verdict. Emma, you are guilty. As are your robot companions: XR_935, SkD_988, and Ceeron_902. For your role in spreading the lie that humans can coexist with robots, you have all been sentenced to death.”
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Talin stormed in Emma’s direction on her horse. Hooves pounding the earth, gripping her spear in one hand. She surged forward, thrusting the spear at Emma’s chest.

It all happened so quickly.

Emma did not have time to respond.

But I did.

The sharp/deadly point of the steel was only centimeters from Emma’s chest when it came to a sudden stop.

Because I was holding the shaft.

Talin’s face twisted with surprise. She tried to rip the spear out of my hand, but it would not budge. My grip was designed for precision/strength. These features were necessary for installing solar panels. And they were also helpful when it came to stopping an attack with a deadly weapon.

I whirled, pulling the spear with maximum strength. This shifted Talin’s balance and sent her tumbling sideways. Gravity did the rest. She fell from her horse. According to my calculations, this would cause her to collapse onto her side.

But that is not what happened.

Talin twisted in midair. Using the spear like a gymnast on a beam, she kicked her legs around.

And landed on her feet.

Now I was the one who was surprised. While I was still reconfiguring for this unexpected outcome, Talin released her grip on the spear and launched toward me. Her hand flashed beneath her breastplate. An instant later, it emerged, gripping something new.

A dagger.

She raised the long/sharp/steel blade over her head. This time, Emma was not her target.

I was.

And I was not ready. I was still holding the spear. But at this angle, it was useless. I could not attack with it. And I could not defend myself with it, either. I dropped the spear and raised my arm to protect myself.

But it was already too late.

I charted Talin’s velocity. The angle of her arm. The acceleration of the knife.

Probability of stopping the attack: 0.00 percent.

Formulas scrolled through my mind. Calculations hummed through my circuitry. They all reached the same conclusion.

I was going to die.
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I watched—helpless—as the dagger slashed toward me. Closer/Closer/Closer. The blade pierced my metal skin. My sensors erupted. Warnings flashed through my operating system. The point of the dagger sank into my chest. Deeper/Deeper/Dee—

Then it stopped.

Talin’s attack was halted by Ceeron. With a swing of one enormous arm, the robot had knocked Talin sideways.

She lost her grip on the dagger.

And went flying.

The sound of human screaming. Of metal armor hitting the ground.

Then Talin went silent.

I looked up at Ceeron. Then down at my chest. The dagger was still poking out.

“That was a close calling,” said Ceeron.

I nodded. I could not seem to take my eyes off the dagger. It was embedded at an almost perfect right angle. The strange sight held my attention for another 0.3 seconds. Then a blur of movement streaked at the corner of my vision.

Roman.

Inside his eye patch, the red dot was still glowing. He was filming all of this. Gripping an axe with both hands, he charged in our direction. He heaved the axe over his shoulder. But just as he was about to swing—

PLINK! Ceeron flicked the weapon out of the human’s hands.

Roman looked stunned. His expression transformed into worry when Ceeron grabbed him by the shoulders and tossed him to the side.

Roman landed in the dirt next to where Talin was lying.

Next: Ceeron turned its attention to Scorch.

The robot’s arms lifted up and over its head. It reached into its backpack and removed a solar panel. But instead of attaching the panel, as it had done so many times before, Ceeron threw it.

I was reminded of what I had seen earlier in the day. Humans tossing a Frisbee to each other.

The gleaming panel spun/spun/spun through the air.

And collided with Scorch’s shoulder.

CLANG! The human was knocked off her feet. Shattered solar cells exploded around us.

Scorch hit the ground hard.

Everything had happened so quickly. It took my mechanical mind a moment to catch up.

Talin: down

Roman: down

Scorch: down

Which meant there was only one more:

Vlad.

The hulking human leaped off his horse. His armored boots slammed the ground.

If he was intimidated by Ceeron, Vlad did not show it. In fact, he looked strangely excited. As if he had been looking forward to this fight.

A grin twisted across his lips.

He glanced up at Ceeron. His eyes were filled with hate.

Reaching over his shoulder, he heaved a sledgehammer with both hands. With surprising quickness, he surged forward, swinging the weapon.

KA-KRAAACK! The sledgehammer collided with Ceeron’s leg. My coworker let out an electronic groan, hunching over. Its glowing/white eyes flickered. Pain sensors must have been erupting across its wiring.

Before Ceeron could recover, the massive human took another swing. This time, the sledgehammer connected with Ceeron’s head.

Ceeron staggered backward.

Arms flailing.

The ground shook as it collapsed to the ground.

I could barely believe what I had just witnessed. Ceeron was twice my size. It was built for strength, made out of armored steel, designed to spend its days lugging heavy objects. It had taken out the rest of the Machine Breakers with astonishing speed.

And this human had just knocked it flat on its back.

A moment earlier, my system had been surging with confidence. With Ceeron on our side, it seemed we could defeat the Machine Breakers.

But now, Ceeron was on the ground.

And it did not look like the robot would be getting up right away.

Emma huddled close to me. “What do we do?”

I searched my programming for an answer.

No result

Vlad slung the sledgehammer over his shoulder. Now that he had defeated Ceeron, his attention landed on us. He took a step in our direction.

I started to turn, but froze when I noticed:

Talin was back on her feet. So were Roman and Scorch.

They had us surrounded.

“Um . . . XR?” Fear/Worry/Confusion clung to Emma’s voice. “Where’s SkD?”

Her question came as a surprise. I had been caught up in the events around me. I had lost track of SkD. But now that I scanned our surroundings, I saw no sign of the little robot.

Maybe it had taken advantage of the chaos to escape. Maybe right now it was zooming to safety.

At least one of us would survive.

“It’s pointless to fight us,” Talin said. “One way or another, we will destroy you.”

The Machine Breakers approached from all sides.

They had nearly reached us when I heard the sound:

Thousands of solar panels turning.

All at the exact same time.

And then my vision filled with light.
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Sunlight flooded my visual ports. For a moment, I was blind. Then the light shifted. Away from me. Toward the Machine Breakers. Ultrabright beams blasting into the eyes of our enemies.

As my vision returned, I glanced around in wonder. All the solar panels were tilted at precise angles, their mirrored surfaces reflecting sunlight in the direction of the Machine Breakers.

How was this happening?

The solar panels were programmed to change position from morning to night. As the sun moved, they moved with it. Following the sun’s progress across the sky, absorbing its energy.

But I had never seen them behave like this.

Tilting rapidly.

Turning suddenly.

Concentrating the light into bright beams.

Using it as a weapon.

These observations led to a conclusion:

Something else was controlling the solar panels.

That was when understanding blinked inside my circuitry.

SkD was controlling the solar panels.

In the mayhem, it must have raced to a control box. And ripped away the cover. And inserted its claws. And reprogrammed the solar panels, using them as mirrors to reflect sunlight into the eyes of our attackers.

“RAAARGH!” Shielding her face, Talin staggered backward.

Solar panels twisted and turned.

Sunlight chased after her.

The same happened to the others. Wherever the Machine Breakers went, bright beams of light followed.

“Ceeron!” I held out my hand, helping my coworker up.

The big robot wobbled on its feet. Its eyes were dim. It was still too weak to fight. Which left us with only one sensible option.

Escape.

“Come on!” I shouted, pulling at Ceeron. “We have to get out of here!”

We began running. Ceeron, Emma, me. All around us, solar panels tilted/turned/swayed. We wove between them, racing through bright beams of light.

We had managed to get away from the Machine Breakers. Now we needed to find SkD.

In my head, I pulled up a map of the solar farm. There were twelve control boxes. SkD must have been at one of them.

But which one?

I cross-referenced the control boxes with our current location, zeroing in on the nearest one.

“This way!”

I pointed Ceeron and Emma toward the control box. We zigzagged between dancing solar panels until we reached it.

Sure enough, SkD was positioned behind the box. Its arms were extended into the back. Its claws were plugged into the exposed circuitry.

“Way to go, little guy!” Emma patted SkD on the top of its head. “You really saved our butts!”

“Do not start celebrating just yet,” I warned. “We need to get to a safe location. Some place where they will not find us.”

I referenced the map of the solar farm again. This time, searching for places to hide. My focus narrowed to a dark square on the map. A section that was not populated by solar panels. A place that was invisible even to those who were standing in the middle of it.

“Storage_Station_6 is close by,” I said. “We can hide out in there.”

SkD peeped. Question marks blinked across its screen. Its claws were still deep inside the control box.

The message was clear: If SkD abandoned its post, it would lose control of the solar panels. Without the sun in their eyes, the Machine Breakers would be able to see us. Especially Ceeron. The huge robot was hard to miss.

I revised my plan. “According to the map, it takes two minutes and fourteen seconds to reach Storage_Station_6. Ceeron, Emma, and I will go first. You stay here until we are inside, then join us. You are small enough. Hopefully, the Machine Breakers will not see you.”

An image blinked on SkD’s screen.
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Then we were on the move. I followed the map in my head until we reached our destination:

A long/tall/windowless/metal building.

Ceeron slid the door open. We shuffled inside.

Emma glanced around. Bare floor. Metal shelves, stacked with replacement equipment.

“I’m not so sure about this,” she said. “There’s nowhere to hide.”

“Actually, there is one place,” I corrected.

“Really?” A confused look fell over Emma’s face. “Where?”

I pointed to the floor. “You are standing on it.”




00010010

Grating. Adjective. 1. A harsh or irritating sound.

Grating. Verb. 1. The act of rubbing something (usually food) until it is reduced to tiny pieces.

Grating. Noun. 1. A framework of metal bars in the floor. 2. A barrier, cover, or guard to prevent unwanted entry.

There were multiple definitions of the word Grating. Adjective/Verb/Noun. Depending on the context, it could mean one thing. Or another. Or another.

A human might find the sound of fingernails on a chalkboard Grating.

Or prepare a pasta by Grating cheese over it.

Or step on a metal Grating without even realizing it.

Emma stared down at the metal framework beneath her feet. “Oh wow. I didn’t even notice this.”

“Hopefully, the Machine Breakers will not notice it, either,” I said.

Emma stepped aside. Crouching down, I slid my fingers between the metal bars and pulled. The grating would not move. It was too heavy for me. But not for Ceeron. The hulking robot grabbed a crowbar off the shelf and used it to remove the Grating.

I hopped inside. A metal echo filled my audio ports as my feet hit the floor.

Emma was next. She slid through the opening, her legs dangling. I grabbed her by the waist and lowered her the rest of the way.

Ceeron climbed in after her. The huge robot had to squat to fit inside.

My eyes glowed in the dim/underground space. So did Ceeron’s. I listened to the sound of Emma breathing. In/Out/In/Out.

She pointed at my chest and whispered, “Are you okay?”

I did not understand what she meant until I looked down. All of a sudden, Emma’s question became clear.

She was not pointing at my chest.

She was pointing at the dagger sticking out of my chest.

In all the mayhem, I had never removed it. The blade was still lodged in my metal breastplate. Exactly where my heart would be, if I had a heart.

“Yes, I am okay.” I reached down, my fingers circling the dagger’s hilt. “The cut was not deep enough to cause any internal damage.”

I pulled. SLINK. The dagger slid out of my chest.

“But there is still a problem. The Machine Breakers possess a technology. They call it the Off_Switch. Talin said it can be used to hijack the Hive and override our systems.”

My memory drive sparked with a moment from earlier. Talin gripping the silver device, a menacing smile shadowing her features. And the words she spoke.

When we hit the switch: Lights out. The end of machines. Forever.

I continued speaking. “I believe they are going to use this thing—this Off_Switch—to turn us off.”

“You mean robots?” Emma asked.

I nodded gravely. “They can infiltrate our systems through the Hive.”

Fear fell across Emma’s face. “But that means—”

“Every robot in the world would shut down.” Ceeron’s deep voice trembled. “For good.”

“There’s gotta be something we can do to stop them,” Emma said.

“There is,” I replied. “We have to remove our Hive links.”

“How do you do that?” she asked.

Ceeron’s eyes glowed a little brighter as the idea struck. “We have to remove our barcodes.”

“Precisely. The Hive link is located in our barcode plate.” I tapped my chest, where my barcode was displayed. “Remove the barcode and you remove the Hive link. And without the Hive link—”

“The Off_Switch doesn’t work on you,” Emma said.

“Precisely.”

“What about all the other robots?” Emma asked. “You can remove your barcode, but they’ll still have theirs. They’ll still be shut down.”

“Unfortunately, you are right,” Ceeron said. “As long as the Hive is scrambled, we cannot warn them.”

“We will find another way to stop the Machine Breakers,” I said. “But first, we must remove our barcodes.”

Tightening my grip on the dagger, I pressed the blade against my chest and began to cut. In/Out/In/Out. Slicing a perfectly straight line along the edge of my barcode.

“Does that hurt?” Emma asked.

I shook my head. “I disabled my sensors. I do not feel a thing.”

When I was finished, I looked down at my work. The incision traced around the edges of the barcode. I slid the point of the dagger underneath and popped the section loose.

Where the barcode had once been, there was only blank metal and a few snapped wires.

I handed the knife to Ceeron. While my coworker cut, I stared down at my barcode. It was a strange sight. This thing had been a part of me ever since I came online. It had defined me. Made me unique.

It was my identity.

And now it was just another piece of scrap metal.

I gazed at the barcode for another 1.36 seconds.

Then I set it down on the cement floor.

And smashed it with my fist.
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Soon SkD arrived. Ceeron helped the little robot into our underground hiding spot, then slid the grating back into place above us.

SkD swiveled back/forth, its attention moving from Ceeron to me. Its screen lit up, a bright glow that filled the darkness.
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I looked down at the blank section of my chest, where the barcode had been ripped away. “We had to smash them,” I explained. “It was the only way to disable our Hive link.”

“Now the Machine Breakers will not be able to shut us down,” Ceeron said.

“We need to do the same for you.” I lifted the dagger. “Ready?”

SkD nodded, and I began to cut.

Once the operation was done, I smashed SkD’s barcode. My gaze moved across the bent/broken chunks of metal that were scattered all around me. The remains of our unique ID markers. Our only connection to the Hive, the rest of robotkind. Destroyed.

We were completely on our own.

Anonymous.

Disconnected from the Hive.

Disconnected from everyone/everything.

I glanced around our cramped chamber, marveling at the strangeness of our situation. Once, robots had forced humans underground. And now—all these years later—I was the one underground. A robot, hiding from humans.

What were the chances?

I did the math. The chances were almost zero.

I deleted these thoughts when I heard the sound of hooves and voices. Galloping horses, shouts from the Machine Breakers.

“They couldn’t have gone far!” shouted Talin. “Keep looking!”

Another voice called out, loud over the sound of clobbering hooves. “What about that over there?”

“You two,” Talin replied. “Check it out.”

I analyzed the noises from outside. This is what I heard:

Two horses separating from the pack and approaching Storage_Station_6.

Hooves slowing to a stop.

Humans climbing off their horses.

The clanking of metal boots against the ground.

Getting closer.

SkD’s screen lit up with an emoji.
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The rest of us nodded with understanding.

Our group scooted over as far as we could. We were no longer directly underneath the grating. But from the right angle, we would be impossible to miss.

I dimmed my eyes.

Ceeron did the same.

SkD’s screen faded.

The underground space darkened.

The humans entered the Storage_Station.

We waited in silence as their footsteps grew closer/closer/closer.
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I analyzed the sounds above me. Two pairs of feet. Two humans.

One moved with heavy, plodding steps.

The other shuffled lightly over the floor.

As they moved across the Storage_Station, they spoke to each other. I paired their vocal frequencies with their footsteps:

Heavy footsteps = Vlad

Light footsteps = Roman

Roman: “Argh! Can’t believe we let them escape!”

Vlad: “Stupid solar panels!”

Roman: “Well, they’re obviously not here. All I see is a bunch of robot junk.”

Vlad: “I still don’t get why we’re even bothering. We got the Off_Switch.”

Roman: “You heard what the boss said. It’s not just about killing them. It’s about sending a message.”

Vlad: “You don’t think shutting down every machine on the planet is a good enough message?”

Roman: “I’m not talking about machines. I’m talking about humans. The boss wanted to show the world what happens to traitors. This is a revolution, man! We don’t want anybody trying to reboot the robots.”

Vlad: “Yeah, well, the traitors escaped. Guess that’s the end of our message.”

All of a sudden, a loud noise echoed inside our small/underground chamber. THUD!

Emma flinched. Her hands shot up to her face, covering her mouth. Her eyes were wide. Worry sparked through my circuitry. If she screamed—if she made any noise at all—the humans above us would hear.

But Emma managed to remain silent. The only sound came from above. A long/steady scratch. Something heavy being pulled across the floor. I analyzed the audio.

The result: Vlad had dropped his sledgehammer off his shoulder and was dragging it slowly across the floor.

SCRRRIIIITCH. The long/steady rumble was moving slowly in our direction. Heavy footsteps grew louder as Vlad approached. Looking up, I could see boots at the edge of the grating. Vlad was right above us. His feet shifted as he hunched close to the floor.

From where Vlad was crouched, he could not see us. Not quite. Not from this angle.

“Hmm . . .” he mumbled to himself.

Then his hands came to rest on the grating. His fingers curled around the bars.

And he began to lift.

Worry vibrated through my wiring.

Vlad was the biggest human I had ever encountered. If anyone (other than Ceeron) could lift the grating, it would be him.

He strained/groaned/grunted.

The metal framework rattled.

And nothing happened.

The grating refused to budge.

Vlad tried again.

Once again: nothing.

He let go of the grating with a frustrated sigh. I hoped this would be the end of it. Instead, he turned and called out, “Hey, Roman! Come here!”

Roman yelled back, “What is it?”

“Just get over here!”

Roman dragged his feet in our direction. “I told you already. We’re wasting our time. They’re probably halfway to the robot settlement by now.”

“Quit complaining and help me out!” Vlad grabbed the grating again. “I wanna find out what’s down here. Grab onto that side. Let’s see if we can get this thing loose.”

Roman grumbled, but he obeyed. I watched from below as he passed over the grating. CLANK! CLANK! Metal boots against metal bars.

“You serious, Vlad?” he asked. “If you can’t lift this thing, how much good am I gonna be? I mean, just look at you!”

“Hey, every little bit helps,” Vlad replied. “Even from a wimp like you.”

Roman sighed. “Fine.”

He began to hunch down, leaning toward the grating. I wondered how many milliseconds it would take until he saw us.

But then he froze. His head shot up. “You hear that?”

“Hear what?”

Before he could answer, a voice called from outside. “What’re you two still doing in there?”

Talin. And she sounded upset.

Vlad shifted from side to side. “Just checking something!”

“Enough messing around!” Talin yelled. “We’ve gotta get back to the Fortress!”

I replayed her words. One stood out.

Fortress

Maybe it was a coincidence. Or maybe there was a clue in the word. I starred the moment in my timeline. I would return to it again—if we survived long enough.

The two humans stood.

“Let’s go,” said Roman. “Wherever the robots went, they won’t last long. Once we trigger the Off_Switch, they’ll suffer the same fate as the rest of the machines.”

Footsteps clomped overhead. The humans exited the building and climbed back onto their horses. We waited until the sound of hooves faded into silence. And then we waited some more. When we were certain the Machine Breakers were not returning, Ceeron raised one arm and knocked the grating loose.

As we climbed out of the underground space, I thought again of what Talin had said.

Lights out. The end of machines. Forever.

My glowing gaze moved from Emma to Ceeron to SkD. “We have to warn the others before it is too late.”
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Outside Storage_Station_6, SkD scanned the ground. A chaos of footprints/hoofprints in the dirt. After a moment, it looked up at the rest of us. Images flashed on its screen.
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Translation: The Machine Breakers went that way.

“Good,” I said. “The other solar farm is in the opposite direction.”

“What other solar farm?” Emma asked.

“The one where our FamilyUnits work,” Ceeron explained. The big robot was already on the move, huge feet stomping the ground quickly.

The rest of us raced to catch up.

We charted a course through our solar farm, the WorkSite where we had spent most of our lives. The solar panels had gone still again, their broad/gleaming faces pointed up at the sun.

The breeze felt strange against my chest—the bare metal and exposed wires where my barcode had always been. But that was not the only thing that was missing. I had been disconnected from the Hive. My access to robotkind. The usual hum of digital activity—a million machine voices, all talking to each other at the same time—had gone silent.

In this new emptiness, there was even more room in my head for worry.

My FamilyUnit was unaware of the looming threat. If only I could send them a message. I could warn them. I could warn everyone. But the Hive was gone. Our connection to other robots had been severed.

We would have to find them. To talk to them directly.

I just hoped there was enough time.
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I spotted Parent_1 through a forest of solar panels. Ceeron and SkD had split up, seeking out their own FamilyUnits. Now it was just Emma and me.

Our voices called out.

Parent_1 turned to look. Its blue eyes shone in our direction.

A moment later, we reached Parent_1. I wanted to tell it everything that had happened. But where to begin? Data flooded my circuitry. Warnings/Explanations/Fears. There was too much to say, and too little time.

I froze.

Fortunately, Emma was there. She spoke quickly, words piling on top of each other, one sentence falling over the next.

“We were just attacked there were these people they called themselves the Machine Breakers they hate robots and they have this device called the Off_Switch that disabled the Hive and now they’re gonna shut down all the robots and we have to stop them or else . . .”

Emma paused to catch her breath.

Then she launched into her speech again: “The Machine Breakers want to bring an end to robots and they’re willing to kill anyone or anything that stands in their way.”

Parent_1 looked from Emma to me. I wondered what was going on beneath its smooth/metal features. Emma had just unleashed an avalanche of terrifying/new information. But would it understand how perilous our situation really was? Would it even believe her?

Footsteps behind me. I turned to see Parent_2. Its eyes fell to my chest. “XR . . . What happened to your barcode?”

“I had to cut it loose.” I raised my hand. The dagger was still in my grip. “And now I need to do the same to you.”

“What? Why?”

I let out an electronic groan. This was taking too long. “You have to trust me. The Machine Breakers hacked into the Hive. The only way to make sure they cannot harm you is to disconnect your Hive link. That means removing your barcode.”

“But how will anyone know who we are?” Parent_1 asked.

“Please.” My voice was loud/pleading/desperate. “We are running out of time.”

My grip on the dagger tightened. My wiring pulsed with worry. My eyes flicked back/forth/back/forth between Parent_1 and Parent_2.

Clink. Parent_1 laid a hand gently on my shoulder. “Do not be afraid. Whatever happens, you will be able to handle it.”

Clink. Parent_2 brought its hand to rest on my other shoulder. “Remember what you are. You are an upgrade. You were built to be smarter/stronger/better/faster. If anything happens to us, you will do what is right.”

“And if you are ever uncertain, you know where to turn.” Parent_1 peered down at Emma, its eyes glowing brighter. “We robots are lucky to have humans like you in our world, Emma. Even if it took us too long to realize that.”

Enough talk. I needed to save my FamilyUnit. I extended the dagger toward Parent_1’s barcode. But before I could begin the cut, Parent_1 grabbed my wrist.

Its glowing gaze hung on me for a long moment. “It is already too late.”

“Wh-what?” My speech functions stuttered. “No. It cannot be . . .”

“A mandatory shutdown protocol was just issued across the Hive,” Parent_2 explained. “We must obey.”

“I can still save you. Just hold on!”

I yanked my arm away from Parent_1. And this time, when I brought the dagger to its chest, it did not try to stop me.

It did not move at all.

When Parent_1 spoke again, its voice came out in an electronic fray.

“We wi be ooookay. Dooooo nnnnn wory.” Its eyes flickered/faded. They were barely glowing at all. “It ssss liike going innnnto sleeeep modde.”

“No! Not yet!”

I tried to make a cut, but the dagger trembled. There was so much happening. My processor hummed. My system was overloaded.

It was all too much, even for a highly advanced machine like me.

The dagger fell from my hand.

Emma touched my arm gently. “They’re gone, XR,” she said in a soft/quiet voice. “I’m so sorry.”

I did not want to believe her. But when I looked up at my Family-Unit, I knew she was correct.

Their eyes had gone dark.

They had stopped moving.

When I stepped backward, their hands slipped off my shoulders and fell to their sides.

Parent_1 and Parent_2 were lifeless.

Empty metal shells.

Just like Emma said:

Gone.
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I stared at my FamilyUnit, waiting for them to come back online.

Seconds stretched into minutes.

And still: Nothing changed.

I looked into their dark/lifeless eyes and a thought surged through my mind.

I will find a way.

I will defeat the Machine Breakers.

I will bring you back.

Treads crunched the ground. I turned to see SkD staring at me. A single emoji glowed on its screen.
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I did not need to ask why SkD was upset. I already knew.

The same thing had happened to its FamilyUnit.

Soon Ceeron arrived. Its gaze landed on my FamilyUnit.

“I am so sorry,” it said.

“Your FamilyUnit . . . ?” I asked.

Ceeron nodded heavily. “I could not save them.”

“None of us could,” I said.

“Um, guys.” Emma’s eyes had gone wide with dread. “I just realized . . .”

Her voice faded. But the fear in her face remained.

SkD beeped. Question marks blinked on its screen.

“The Machine Breakers,” Emma began. “They knew my name.”

I replayed something Talin had said.

Emma. Also known as the Last Human. Sometimes referred to as the First Human of Our New Civilization.

Talin’s chilling audio echoed in my memory drive. A formula unlocked in my mind.

The Machine Breakers are aware of Emma’s identity.

Therefore:

They could know other details about her.

Such as:

Where she lives.

And:

Who her parents are.

Which means:

Emma might not be their only target.

The Machine Breakers could also be coming for her parents.

All of this crashed over my system in 0.04 seconds.

I grabbed Emma’s hand. “We have to find your parents.”
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On our way to the human settlement, we saw thousands of robots.

All of them were offline.

Robots on the path, frozen in place.

Robots that had fallen from the sky.

Robots staring out at the world with dark/empty eyes.

“Oh man.” Emma shivered. “This is so creepy.”

She looked around in disbelief. It was like being surrounded by robot statues. An entire robot civilization on pause.

I came to a halt at the edge of the human settlement. “Wait.”

The others stopped moving.

“What is it?” Emma asked.

I pointed to a building up ahead. The wall was scarred with bright red paint.
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There it was again. The mark. And this time, there were no robots to paint over the graffiti.

Seeing the mark here, at the border of the human settlement, the message was clear:

The Machine Breakers were in charge now.

This was their territory.

“We cannot simply walk into the human settlement,” I said. “Now that the rest of the machines are offline, we stand out.”

SkD beeped. Its screen flashed with images.
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“SkD is right,” I said. “If anyone sees us, it could be deadly.”

Emma’s jaw clenched. “Maybe for robots. But not for humans. I’ll go alone.”

“That is highly risky. The Machine Breakers know who you are. You will need backup.”

“Yeah, and who’s gonna do that?” Emma’s voice was choked with worry. “You just said the human settlement’s a no-go zone for robots!”

“I have an idea.”

I pointed toward a large building inside the human settlement. Above the glass door was a sign that read:

OUTDOOR WORLD

Zooming in, I gained a glimpse through the windows. Humans strolled through aisles of merchandise that included hiking gear, camping supplies, mountain bikes, and a broad range of clothing options.

“If we can get into that store,” I said, “we can find disguises. Clothes to hide our appearance, so that nobody will be able to tell I’m a robot. Or that you’re you.”

“What about them?” Emma gestured to Ceeron and SkD.

Right away, I understood her concern. Even the best disguises were not good enough to hide the identities of Ceeron and SkD.

Ceeron was much too large.

And SkD could never pass for a human. Not with its small/boxy body, its clawed hands, its rolling treads.

“So we will stay here,” Ceeron said. “Exactly here. If we do not move or make any sound, we will look like—”

“Like you’re offline,” Emma said, nodding with recognition. “Just like all the other robots.”

“Precisely,” Ceeron said. “That will be our disguise.”

And so it was decided.

SkD beeped. An emoji had just appeared on its screen.
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“Good luck to you, too,” I said.

“We’ll see you soon,” Emma added.

And we set out.

As we approached, I scanned Outdoor World. The front of the store was busy with the bustling flow of customers shuffling in/out/in/out. If we tried sneaking in that way, we were likely to be noticed. Instead, we went around the side of the building. Sure enough, the rear of the store was vacant. The back door was lodged open with a brick.

“There.” I pointed to the door. “That is our way in.”

I nudged the door open farther and peered inside.

Lowering my vocal settings, I said, “All clear.”

We slipped through a storage area, past a break room, and into the store.

I crouched behind a rack of rain jackets, surveying the space.

A wall of hiking boots. Racks of snowboards and skis. Shelves and shelves of items that humans use for venturing out into nature: binoculars, backpacks, water bottles, first aid kits.

In the middle of all this was something I could not immediately identify. The thing was enormous, towering from the floor to the ceiling high above, like a pillar. Except its exterior was not smooth or rounded. It was slanted/tilted/curved in many different angles and studded with colorful clumps of plastic. On all sides of this strange/massive object, people clung to the wall and dangled from long ropes.

It took another 0.7 seconds to realize what I was looking at.

Climbing Wall. Noun. 1. A space specifically designed for climbing, built to simulate a rocky surface. 2. A site occupied by humans with too much time on their hands.

I stared at the Climbing Wall with confusion. Humans struggling and risking their lives to climb to the top. And for what? There was no reward, no prize. There seemed to be no purpose at all. When you climb to the top of a real cliff, at least you get a nice view.

Humans can be so weird sometimes.

“XR! Focus!”

Emma’s voice pulled me out of these thoughts.

“Let’s get some clothes before anyone sees us,” she whispered.

Emma and I split up. I snuck through the store, darting between racks, grabbing articles of clothing along the way.

Cargo pants.

Hooded sweatshirt.

Hiking boots.

I pulled the sweatshirt over my metal frame. The material pressed softly against the part of my chest where my barcode had once been. I lifted the hood to hide my face. Then I put on the cargo pants. I was nearly dressed in my disguise when I hit a major snag.

Shoelaces.

I had seen Emma tie her shoes many times. Watching her fingers dance around her shoes, quickly looping the laces into tidy bows. I tried to mimic the movements, but my fingers collided.

Attempt[2] went just as badly. The laces flopped to the floor, untied.

On Attempt[3], I accidentally ripped the shoelace in half.

I stared at the torn shoelace. This did not make sense. I was an incredibly sophisticated machine. And I was unable to tie my own shoes.

I was still fumbling with the shoelaces when a voice spoke up beside me.

“Need help with that?”

I glanced up.

A human was staring back at me.
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So much for my great disguise.

The human looked about Emma’s age. Approximately thirteen years old. His hair was short/black. When he saw my face, his jaw dropped.

“You’re . . . a robot?”

CAUTION/CAUTION/CAUTION

The inside of my head blazed with warning messages. What if the human had a connection to the Machine Breakers? What if he alerted others that we were here?

I had to be very/very careful.

My system hummed. Explanations raced through my mind.

“I . . . I was just . . .”

It was like I had a glitch in my speech function. I could not seem to come up with a valid reason why a robot would be trying on human clothing.

The human spoke over my sputtering. “Hey, no worries. Robots are welcome here, too. I just . . . didn’t realize you guys wore shoes.”

“Normally, we do not. I was just . . .”

Once again, I was at a loss. The words froze inside my vocabulary drive.

Luckily, Emma arrived.

“There you are!” she said, smiling at me. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you. Did you find the hiking gear you were looking for?”

“Hiking gear. Yes. That is correct. Because I want to go . . . hiking.” I pulled up the definition for Hiking, just to be sure I sounded convincing. “I have a great interest in long walks through the woods as a form of relaxation or physical exercise.”

The human raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t know robots exercised.”

“It’s still kind of a new thing,” Emma said. “A lot of robots need a little help getting started. That’s where I come in. I’m a . . . personal trainer . . . for robots.”

The human gave Emma a skeptical look. She had already found her disguise. Her curly brown hair was buried under a baseball cap, and she was wearing a pair of eyeglasses.

“You’re a personal trainer?” I could hear the disbelief in his tone. “For robots?”

Emma nodded quickly.

“What kind of exercises do you do?” he asked.

“Um . . .”

Now Emma was the one lacking the necessary vocabulary. I had to come to her assistance before the human became even more suspicious. I pulled up thousands of data files about exercise and scanned through hundreds of hours of workout seminars. I downloaded all the correct terminology and special moves. All in 0.2 seconds.

“We mostly focus on my core,” I said. “Push-ups. Sit-ups. Planks. Burpees. Yoga. Pilates. CrossFit. Brazilian jujitsu. Afterward, we blast my abs and tone my pecs. And now we are expanding to . . . hiking.”

“Yep. Exactly.” Emma nodded eagerly.

The boy gave Emma a closer look. “Do I know you from somewhere?”

Emma shook her head quickly, glancing away. “I don’t think so.”

But his eyes remained fixed on her. “Are you sure? I feel like we’ve met before.”

“Guess I just have one of those faces,” Emma mumbled. “Anyway, we really have to get going.”

She took a step toward the front door.

“Come on,” she said to me. “Time to . . . um . . . hit the trails.”

I stood and started to follow her. My untied boots flopped around loosely on my feet. We were nearing the exit when—

“Hold it right there!”

The human again.

His arms were crossed. His expression had turned serious. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”
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“Uh . . .” Emma glanced around uncertainly. “You mean the shoelaces?”

“I’m not talking about the shoelaces. I’m talking about all that merchandise you’re wearing.”

His eyes swept across our new outfits. It suddenly occurred to me:

The price tags were still attached.

“You know you have to pay for that stuff, right?”

“Of course!” Emma adjusted her new glasses. “We were about to.”

I analyzed the human’s facial expression.

Likelihood he actually believes Emma: 3.7 percent.

Emma gave the other human a closer look. “Aren’t you a little young to work here?”

“My mom owns the place. I help out sometimes. You know . . . stock shelves, help customers.” His gaze sharpened. “Make sure nobody walks out wearing a bunch of unpaid merchandise.”

Emma’s toe tapped the floor rapidly. Her eyes darted in the direction of the door, as if she were considering bolting for the exit.

Instead, she took a step toward the other human.

“Okay, look.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I’m gonna be honest with you. I’m not a personal trainer for robots.”

“Reaaaally?” The sarcasm was so obvious, even I noticed it.

“We need these clothes. I can’t tell you why, but it’s an emergency. Seriously. My parents could be in danger.” Emma stared pleadingly into the other human’s eyes. “We don’t have much time. If you could just let us leave with these clothes, I promise I’ll pay you back as soon as I can. Please.”

The human examined Emma for 1.6 seconds.

“You’re in luck,” he said. “Our card reader stopped working a little while ago. And so did the beepy thing that scans barcodes.”

Of course they did. They were machines. And every machine that was connected to the Hive had suddenly died.

“Does that mean we can have the clothes?” Emma asked hopefully.

The human nodded. “You can have the clothes.”

“Thank you so much!” Emma was already moving toward the door again. “I’ll pay you back. I promise.”

The human waved. “Good luck with . . . whatever’s going on.”

Emma burst through the door.

I raced after her, shoelaces flapping around my feet.
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We moved quickly through the human settlement. I kept my head down, my face hidden under the hood of my sweatshirt. My metal hands were jammed into the pockets of my cargo pants.

Even though this was the human settlement, there were also plenty of machines. On the sidewalks. In the streets. In people’s pockets.

And now, all of these machines had stopped working.

A GarbageDisposalBot was frozen in the process of dumping a trash can into its mouth.

Self-driving cars were stalled in the streets.

Phones had gone dark.

Humans stood around the paralyzed machines, scratching their heads.

I could hear the confusion in their voices.

“What’s going on?”

“Must be some kind of weird glitch.”

“I hope they get back online soon! Our robot maid’s supposed to come over later. Our house is a total mess!”

I was tempted to tell them the truth. This was not a glitch. There was nothing wrong with our programming.

This was caused by the Machine Breakers.

But there was no time. Right now, we needed to keep our heads down, keep hidden, keep moving.

Soon we arrived at Emma’s street. Tall trees. A row of two-story brick homes. We started in the direction of her house, when I heard it.

The clatter of hooves.

I immediately knew what the sound meant.

The Machine Breakers were back.
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During our first encounter with the Machine Breakers, a question had formed in my head.

The question:

Why were they riding horses?

It had seemed odd that they would be using such an outdated mode of transportation. But now I understood.

The answer:

The Machine Breakers were preparing for what was to come.

They knew that every machine on Earth would soon stop working.

And when that happened, horses would become a lot less outdated.

The rapid clatter of hooves was coming from behind me.

Alarms blazed through my circuitry. My hands curled into fists. I readied myself for a fight.

But the fight never came.

As soon as I looked back, I could tell: The Machine Breakers were not here for us. They stormed past without even looking in our direction.

That was not the only surprise.

I had expected to see riders on the horses, like last time. Instead, I saw six horses pulling a Transport_Container. An enormous/silver tube on wheels. Usually, Transport_Containers were pulled by self-driving trucks. Today, horses were doing the job.

Driving the Transport_Container was a human. In one hand, he gripped a harness. In the other, he held a whip. He was not one of the humans who had attacked us earlier, but he was unmistakably part of the Machine Breakers.

I could see that from his armor. Metal parts that had been fashioned from the scraps of slaughtered robots.

And from the familiar mark that was painted on his breastplate.

A double helix.

The sign of the Machine Breakers.

The strange horse-drawn carriage came to a stop in front of Emma’s house.

Emma started to run, but I grabbed her wrist. She whirled to face me, her expression filled with desperation/outrage/fear.

She glanced down at my hand on her wrist. “What’re you doing?”

“Look.”

I nodded to her house. The front door was wide open. As we watched, a pair of Machine Breakers emerged. Followed by Emma’s parents. Their hands were shackled behind their backs. One of the Machine Breakers shoved them toward the Transport_Container.

Emma gasped. “Please, XR! Just let me go!”

“I am sorry,” I said. “There are too many of them. The probability of stopping them is zero.”

Humans are emotional creatures. And in a moment such as this, Emma’s emotions were overwhelming everything else. She did not care about logic or statistics. All that mattered was her family.

She struggled to yank her hand out of my grasp, but I would not let go.

“Listen to me, Emma.” I kept my tone even/calm. “If you try to save them now, you will only get yourself captured, too. But if you wait, you might be able to save them later.”

She did not respond.

But she did not try to break away from me, either.

She could only watch—tears streaming down her cheeks—as the Machine Breakers loaded her parents into the back of the Transport_Container.

The door slammed shut.

One of the armored humans turned to the driver. As he spoke, I turned my audio settings up, listening closely.

“Any sign of the girl?” she asked.

The driver shook his head. “Not yet.”

“Let’s see what her parents have to say. Talin wants to have a chat with them.”

Another of the Machine Breakers banged an armored fist against the Transport_Container. “Take them to the Fortress!”

The Fortress. A term that flashed in my memory drive. The Machine Breakers had mentioned it earlier. That was where Talin and her followers said they were headed. And now Emma’s parents were going there, too.

This information flowed through my wiring and formed into a theory.

My Theory:

The Fortress was the Machine Breakers’ command center, their base of operations, their headquarters.

These thoughts went scattering when I heard the sound of a whip cracking. The driver sent the horses into motion.

The Transport_Container surged forward, carrying Emma’s parents with it.

Emma let out an anguished sob, watching as the Transport_Container vanished from view.

The remaining members of the Machine Breakers lingered outside the house. Their metal boots clanged loudly against the street. I was watching them nervously, when a hand gripped my shoulder.
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I spun around and saw—

The human from Outdoor World.

The boy who had confronted me while I was trying/failing to tie my shoe.

He must have snuck up behind us. But what was he doing here? This question ricocheted in my brain.

I moved in front of Emma, shielding her from the other human.

He staggered backward, hands out. “Whoa, hey! I’m not here to hurt you!”

I took a quick step toward him. “Do you work for the Machine Breakers?”

His expression went from startled to confused. “What’s the Machine Breakers?”

I analyzed his response, searching for signs that he was lying. When humans are not telling the truth, they sometimes exhibit certain behaviors.

Signs that a human is lying:

▪ Glancing away (usually to the left)

▪ Covering the mouth

▪ A cracked voice

▪ Fidgeting

These signs are not 100 percent reliable. But at least they offer a good indication that a human is lying. And the human was not showing any of them.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“I thought you might be in trouble.” He leaned sideways, his gaze searching for Emma behind me. “Back at the store, you said something about an emergency. And that something bad could happen to your parents. So I followed you. But only because you seemed like you needed help.”

I was still analyzing the human’s tone/face/movements when Emma nudged me aside.

“It’s cool, XR.” She stepped forward. “He’s okay.”

The human’s eyes hung on Emma. “I saw what happened back there. Those were your parents, weren’t they?”

Emma nodded sadly.

“Who were those other people?” he asked. “The ones in the armor?”

Our world had changed so rapidly. The attack at the WorkSite. The Off_Switch. Now Emma’s parents. Events were spinning out of control all around us. Even I was having a hard time keeping up. I could only imagine how bewildering this must have been for the human.

Emma and I explained as much as we could, as quickly as we could. Once we were done, the human just stared at us, as if his brain was still buffering.

2.5 seconds went by.

Finally, he managed to speak. “So the Machine Breakers disabled all the robots on Earth?” His glance landed on me. “Except you?”

“Not quite,” I said. “There are two others.”
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We found Ceeron and SkD exactly where we had left them. Frozen at the edge of the human settlement, pretending to be offline.

As soon as SkD saw us, its screen blinked on.
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I nodded. “Yes, Emma and I are okay. But—”

“The Machine Breakers took my parents.” The sadness in Emma’s eyes had turned to fury. “And we’re the only ones who can get them back.”

Ceeron’s attention shifted to the other human. The boy from Outdoor World. He had insisted on coming with us.

“Who is this?” Ceeron asked.

The human waved to SkD and Ceeron. “Um, hi. My name’s Keller.”

I updated my data drive with the human’s name.

Keller

We explained to Ceeron and SkD how we had met Keller.

“Thank you for your concern,” I said to him. “We can handle it from here if you would like to go back to—”

“No way am I going back,” Keller said. “I’m staying here with you.”

Emma shook her head. “Bad idea. The Machine Breakers aren’t messing around.”

SkD beeped in agreement.
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“They don’t know who you are,” Emma went on. “But as soon as they find out you’ve been hanging out with us . . .”

Emma pointed to the emojis.

Skulls and crossbones.

But Keller did not back down. “I saw what they did to your parents. And all of them.” He swept a hand, gesturing to the lifeless robots all around us. “I’m not gonna just stand aside and let the Machine Breakers take over. If you’re trying to stop them, then I’m coming with you.”

Emma tried again to talk him out of it, but Keller was a typical human. He refused to listen to logic. He folded his arms and set his jaw.

“If you’re going up against those monsters,” he said, “you’re gonna need all the help you can get.”

He was correct about that, at least. We had already seen a glimpse of the Machine Breakers’ treachery. Their hatred for robots. Their desire for revenge and their willingness to go after any human they considered an enemy. We had witnessed their skill in a fight. And their ability to use our own technology against us. The Machine Breakers had their own army. They had deadly weapons and armor. They had planned for this. They had overtaken our entire society in hours.

And as for us . . .

We were three robots.

Three robots who had been designed to install solar panels, not to fight an army.

Plus one human girl.

And now: Another human child.

A human child we barely knew.

Considering the current situation, there was only one logical response.

I nodded to Keller. “Very well. You may join us in our nearly impossible and incredibly dangerous mission. Welcome aboard!”
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My attention was drawn away from our conversation by a flicker of light. I noticed it out of the corner of my visual port. I spun sideways just in time to witness something unexpected/remarkable/marvelous.

A robot was coming to life!

It was a WarehouseBot. Built to pick objects off shelves and place them into boxes. To zoom through vast storage spaces on wheels, reaching/grabbing/sorting with its four arms. For a face, it had a single wraparound screen.

All this time, the screen had been dark.

Its four arms were hanging limp by its sides.

Its wheels were unmoving.

Until . . .

All of a sudden, the screen lit up. Its face was glowing again.

And it was not the only one.

Other screens were beginning to shine. All around me. I marveled at the sight. So many machines being reborn!

In the human settlement, TVs sparked on. So did digital advertisement boards and cinema marquees.

For the first time in many hours, hope shimmered through my circuitry. Maybe we were going to be okay after all. Maybe someone had stopped the Machine Breakers.

A video feed appeared on the screens.

All of them.

Every single one showing the exact same thing.

As soon as I saw what was being displayed, the glimmer of hope died away.

Staring out of each/every screen was the leader of the Machine Breakers.
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“Greetings from the dawn of our new world!”

Talin’s voice boomed in my audio ports. The sound was coming from all around me.

From the vocal ports of robots.

From the speakers inside self-driving vehicles.

From the TVs that had suddenly switched on.

For a moment, I had allowed myself to believe robots were coming back to life. But now, I could see:

They were just as dead as they had been before.

They had simply been hijacked.

The Machine Breakers were using them. Transmitting a message across the Hive. Through their screens, their vocal ports, their speakers.

This message was not aimed at robots.

It was for humans.

Inside the human settlement, people were gathering around the screens that had suddenly begun to glow, watching/listening as Talin spoke.

“My fellow humans, we have been shackled to machines for too long. They tried to destroy us. They drove us underground. And now they expect us to forgive them?” Talin shook her head angrily. “We are superior to machines. We are bound by blood. This is our world. And it’s time we took it back.”

She raised one armored hand, clenching it into a fist.

“We are the Machine Breakers. We have done to machines what they tried to do to us. We have made them extinct.”

Thirty years ago, humans had watched their world crumble.

Now it was happening again.

Only in reverse.

Humans had turned their wrath onto robots.

Talin continued to speak. Using the screens all around us to tell her story.

Like most stories, it had three parts:

Beginning. Middle. End.
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In the beginning, Talin had loved robots.

She was born into a world of technological wonder. Her earliest memories sparkle under the glow of dazzling screens.

Once she was old enough, she would ride to school by herself in the back seat of the self-driving car.

When she returned home in the afternoon, a camera next to the front door greeted her.

Gazing with its glass eye.

Scanning every detail of her face.

Click. The smartlock automatically unlocked. The door opened.

Stepping into the house, Talin kicked off her shoes. A moment later, a ClutterBot rumbled along. The small robot grabbed the shoes in its claws and placed them neatly onto a shelf.

Her footsteps swished across the floor.

“Hey, AVA,” she said to the empty kitchen.

A small device on the counter began to glow.

“What can I do for you?” the device said in a calm female voice.

“It’s kinda cold in here,” said Talin.

“Let me take care of that for you,” replied the device. “Increasing temperature to seventy-two degrees.”

“Hey, AVA,” Talin said. “Is there anything to eat?”

“I’ll check,” said AVA. “Okay, I just scanned your refrigerator and pantry. You have the ingredients to make a flan.”

“Flan?”

“A caramel custard dessert. Shall I preheat the oven?”

Talin shook her head. “Nah, that’ll take too long. What else do we have?”

“There is a microwavable corn dog in the freezer. According to my estimates, it should be ready in three minutes.”

“Perfect!”

Three minutes and twenty-five seconds later, Talin flopped down on the sofa and unwrapped her steaming corn dog.

“Hey, AVA,” she said between bites.

On the coffee table, her phone began to glow.

A voice spoke from inside the phone. The same voice that had been inside the device on the counter. It was the voice of AVA—short for Adaptive Virtual Assistant. AVA seemed to know everything about Talin. The places she went. The videos she watched. The texts she sent and received. From the moment she woke up to the time she went to sleep, AVA was there.

“What can I do for you?” asked AVA.

“Find me some homework music.”

“Here’s a playlist you might like.”

Soft piano music began to tinkle from speakers all around the living room.

Talin traded her corn dog for a tablet. She tapped the screen and began swiping through her homework assignments.

The shining screen turned her face an eerie shade of blue.

She flicked some corn dog crumbs off her shirt and onto the floor.

A few seconds later, a small/round robot hummed along the rug, vacuuming up every trace of the corn dog crumbs.

This was the world that Talin inhabited.

A world made easier by technology.

A world that was about to crumble.
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At the exact moment that technology turned against humans, Talin was lying on her bed, watching a video on her phone.

All of a sudden, the screen went black.

Talin tapped the phone.

Nothing.

She pressed the ON/OFF button.

Still nothing.

She let out an annoyed sigh, sitting up in bed. That is when she noticed:

She was sweating.

It felt like it was a hundred degrees in her room.

She wiped her forehead, glancing at the small device on her bedside table. “Hey, AVA. Turn down the temperature.”

But AVA did not respond.

AVA was done taking orders from humans.

And so were all the other devices in the house.

Talin was still tapping at her phone, frustrated, when she heard an explosion.

So loud, it rattled the walls.

She jumped out of bed and hurried to the window. Peering outside, she saw smoke in the distance, rising above the roofline.

A feeling of dread began to creep up her spine.

What is going on?

Talin was still staring out the window when her door burst open.

Gavin staggered into her room.

Gavin was Talin’s younger brother. If this were any other day, she would have immediately started yelling at him to get OUT of her room NOW! But not today.

Today was different.

The column of dark smoke outside. The sweat dripping down her back. The look on her younger brother’s face. It was all adding up to something much bigger. She did not know what—not yet—but she could just tell:

Whatever was happening, it was a whole lot worse than a messed-up phone.

“We have to go!” Gavin said.

Talin did not move. “What? Where?”

“I don’t know. Mom and Dad said something weird’s going on with the house.”

Talin cast a nervous glance back at the window. Smoke rising into the sky. “I don’t think it’s just our house.”

Her mom appeared in the doorway, behind Gavin. “Talin, let’s go! Now!”

The next thing she knew, Talin was being hurried out of her room and into the hall.

In the living room, her dad was gripping a baseball bat. His shirt was drenched in sweat. The ClutterBot was lying on the floor, smashed to bits.

“Dad, what happened?”

He stared down at the little robot. “It was ripping apart a power cable. Nearly started a fire.”

Gavin flapped his hand in front of his face like a fan. “Why’s it so hot in here?”
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“Because the thermostat’s broken,” her mom said. “I can’t get the heat to shut off.”

“Come on,” her dad said. “We’ve gotta get out of here!”

Talin trailed her family. On the way across the kitchen, she noticed something out of the corner of her eye.

The oven.

It was set to nine hundred degrees.

The inside was a bright, dangerous orange.

On the stove, fires flickered from every single burner.

They couldn’t just leave it like that. Talin started in the direction of the stove, but her mom caught her wrist.

“Don’t go near it,” she warned. “I already tried to turn it off. It didn’t work.”

Her dad was already at the door. He twisted the handle, but the door wouldn’t budge. He tried to turn the dead bolt. Nothing happened.

“What’s wrong?” Gavin asked.

“The smartlock,” said her dad. “It won’t unlock.”

“Try another door.”

Her mom was already moving toward the front door, pulling Talin with her. But when they got there . . .

The same thing happened.

The door would not budge.

The house had locked them inside.

Talin shook her head, stunned by all of this. Everything was moving too quickly. Five minutes ago, she had been lying on her bed, watching some stupid, pointless video on her phone. And now—

Now their devices were trying to kill them.

No. That could not be what was going on. There had to be another explanation. Technology existed to make their lives better, simpler, more entertaining. This was probably just some kind of weird glitch.

Everything would go back to normal soon.

It had to.

Talin flinched at the sound of breaking glass. Her dad had just smashed a window with the baseball bat. He ran the bat around the edges of the window, knocking away any shards that were still attached to the frame.

He tossed a blanket over the bottom of the shattered window. “Let’s go. We can climb through here.”

Her mom went first. With parents helping on both sides, Gavin and Talin were the next to go through the window. Dad came last.

Now that she was outside, Talin could breathe again. Finally, fresh air! It was so much cooler than it had been inside.

She exhaled a sigh of relief.

But the feeling did not last long.

Soon Talin realized:

Things were so much worse outside.
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Talin was in the back seat of her family’s car. Her father had switched the vehicle out of Self-Drive and taken control of the wheel, driving fast through the streets of their neighborhood.

Talin could barely believe the things she saw outside the window.

Burning buildings.

Cars colliding with each other.

A plane falling from the sky.

And something else. She caught glimpses of it through the chaos. A flash of silver. Glowing red eyes. Sharp teeth.

A wolf, stalking the wild, searching for prey.

Except it was made of metal.

She rubbed her eyes. She must have been seeing things. Whatever it was that she had spotted—the robotic wolf with glowing red eyes—it did not exist.

It could not exist.

“Mom! Dad!” she said. “Did you see that—”

She was interrupted by a scream.

“David! Watch out!”

Her mom was pointing desperately out the windshield at a brick wall.

They were headed straight for it.

Her dad hit the brakes, but the car kept going in the same direction as before.

“It’s the car!” he yelled. “I can’t control it!”

He yanked the steering wheel, but the car did not change directions.

It continued raging forward.

Closer and closer to the brick wall.
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Talin did not remember the crash.

But she remembered everything else.

Blinking awake inside an upside-down car.

Windows smashed. Tiny shards of glass everywhere.

Looking to her parents and her brother, she called out their names in a choked voice.

They said nothing back.

Their eyes were closed. They were not moving.

And then she saw it.

Outside, at the other end of the street, there it was again.

The thing that should not exist.

The robotic wolf.

It moved like a hunter across the parking lot. Metal claws clicking concrete. Red eyes glowing.

“Talin. Is that you?”

The voice came from outside the car. Mrs. Everett’s face appeared in the shattered window.

The Everetts were some of her parents’ best friends. Talin had been to their house too many times to count. They had all gone on vacations together. Skiing in Colorado. A beach house in Cape Cod.

Now they were upside down, staring through a broken car window.

Except—

Talin remembered: She was the one who was upside down.

Mr. Everett reached out. “Give me your hand. We have to get out of here.”

She unclicked her seat belt. Gravity pulled her down. She collapsed onto the car’s ceiling.

As Talin scrambled outside, pebbles of glass crunched under her.

Looking back at her family’s car, she felt her knees go weak.

Their car no longer looked like a car.

It had become a sickening mass of twisted metal, of broken glass, of smoke and destruction.

Mrs. Everett was standing next to her, but when she spoke, her voice sounded like it was coming from far away.

“Come on, Talin. We’ve got to hurry.”

Talin kept staring at the car that no longer looked like a car. “My family.”

“We already tried to get them out.” Mr. Everett’s voice trembled. “We couldn’t move them. They’re unconscious, or . . .”

“I’m sorry.” Mrs. Everett’s hand came to rest on Talin’s shoulder. “We can’t bring them with us.”

Mr. Everett pointed down the street. “There’s another one of those things.”

Talin saw what he was pointing at.

The red-eyed wolf.

The metal monster.

It was moving in their direction.

The hand tightened on Talin’s shoulder. “We have to go.”

Talin yanked herself free. “Not without my family.”

“You can’t stay here,” Mrs. Everett said. “Those . . . those things—they’ll come for you.”

But Talin did not care. All that mattered was her family. They were hurt. Trapped inside the mangled machine that had once been their car. She had to get them out. She surged forward, toward the passenger-side window, where her mom was hanging upside down, reaching out for her, when all of a sudden—

Mr. Everett lifted her off the ground.

“I’m sorry.” His voice was quiet, but firm. “It’s the only way.”

Talin struggled to free herself, but he would not let go. She sobbed as he carried her away.

The Everetts knew that cars could not be trusted. Not anyore. And so they traveled on foot.

All around her was wreckage, chaos, noise.

Their world had become a war zone.

They left the edge of town.

And kept going.

Talin did not know where.

Where was not important.

Nothing was important, except her family.

And they were gone.

Eventually, the three of them—Mr. Everett, Mrs. Everett, Talin—reached a forest. They followed markings on trees. Spatters of orange paint. Deeper into the woods. Until they arrived at the place they were seeking.

A hole in the ground.
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Talin grew up inside the bunker.

An underground world where machines could not reach them.

There were others inside the bunker with them. People like the Everetts. People who had prepared for a situation just like this.

Survivors.

The other people inside the bunker tried not to think about that awful day. The day technology turned against them. They did their best to block out the painful memories.

But not Talin.

She did the opposite.

She clung to the memories.

She wrapped the pain tightly around her heart.

She did not want to forget that silly, innocent child she had once been. The girl who had foolishly put all her trust in technology.

Looking back from her dark, crowded bunker, she hated that girl.

But not as much as she hated machines.

They had taken everything from her.

Her home.

Her friends.

Her family.

No, she would not block all that out.

She would focus on it.

The pain kept her going. It woke her up every morning. It was the last thing she thought about before falling asleep.

She nurtured the pain.

Inside her, it grew.

Someday, she promised herself . . .

Someday, she would escape her underground world.

She would take all that pain.

And she would use it.

She would make the machines pay for what they had done.
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And then one day, many years later, a hatch opened in the ceiling of the bunker. A shaft of sunlight poured through. A person climbed down the ladder.

A girl.

She called herself Emma.

Emma brought good news:

The aboveground world was safe for humans again.

Robots had changed their minds. They were no longer our enemies. It was safe to leave the bunker.
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When Talin had entered the bunker all those years ago, she had been a terrified, confused little girl.

But now, as she climbed back through that hole in the ground, as she squinted up at the sun and the sky . . .

Now she was a woman.

A woman who was filled with hatred and pain.

At last, she would take her revenge.
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Talin had reached the End of her story.

“Soon I found others who felt the way I did,” she said. “Who were ready to do what needed to be done. We called ourselves the Machine Breakers.”

Her face glowed from every screen in sight.

Her voice radiated from every vocal port.

There was a part of me that wanted to smash every screen, every speaker, just to make her go away.

And there was another part of me that understood.

Of course Talin hated us.

Of course she wanted revenge.

“We have rid the world of machines. Once more, humans rule the Earth.” Talin’s voice echoed all around me. “But we are not done. Not yet. For the sake of our new society, we need strong leadership. We must have peace and order at all costs. That is why—from this moment on—I will be serving as President of All Humankind.”

I replayed Talin’s words 2,639 times, just to make sure I had heard her correctly.

Yes, that is actually what she had said.

A definition flashed across my vocabulary drive.

Dictator. Noun. 1. Someone who rules with total power, usually by force.

Talin had never actually used the word Dictator, of course, but that was what she had just become.

Ruler of the world.

She brushed a hand across her mouth, then spoke again. “Now, I’m sure some are nervous about this sudden shift in power. I want to assure you: This is only temporary.” Her eyes darted to the left. “Just long enough for us to ensure a peaceful transition.” Her voice cracked as she shifted from side to side. “Once that happens, I promise you—I will step down.”

I analyzed her behavior.

Covering her mouth

Glancing to the left

The cracked voice

The fidgeting

These were signs that humans showed when they were lying.

Talin went on. “But I am not alone during this transition. I will be aided every step of the way by the Machine Breakers.”

The screens flickered. The view changed. Zoomed out. Now I could see: Talin was not alone. Behind her stood three others. The same three who had been with her earlier, who had attacked us.

Roman.

Vlad.

Scorch.

They were still dressed in their armor. They said nothing, but the message was loud/clear:

If you stand in Talin’s way, we will make you suffer.
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Now that Talin no longer needed machines to transmit her message, they returned to what they had been before. Lifeless metal husks. Their speakers went silent. Their screens darkened.

Emma’s hands clenched into fists. “I get that Talin hates robots, but this is about more than that. She’s using this whole thing to take power for herself.”

My attention landed on the newest addition to our group. Keller. The young human shook his head, stunned. “C-can she do that?”

“I believe she just did,” Ceeron said.

“We cannot let her get away with this,” I said. “We have to stop them.”

“If we do that, do you think we can get robots working again?” Emma asked.

I analyzed Emma’s question.

I have said it before. We robots think in binary. Our mechanical minds prefer splitting things into two categories.

One/Zero

Either/Or

Good/Evil

A new binary took shape inside my head. One that could be a solution to our problem.

Off/On

I looked to the others. “When the Machine Breakers shut down robots, they used a device called the Off_Switch. Which means there could also be an On_Switch.”

SkD let out an excited beep. Its screen flashed.
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“Precisely,” I said. “The Machine Breakers used the Off_Switch to shut down the robots. But if we can activate an On_Switch . . .”

“We can get the robots working again!” Ceeron said.

I paced back/forth/back/forth. My mental circuitry buzzed. There was the possibility that we could undo all of this. That we could bring the robots back to life.

That I could speak with my FamilyUnit again.

We just needed to find the Off_Switch.

And I had an idea about where it might be.
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I stopped pacing and turned back to the others.

“The Machine Breakers mentioned a place called the Fortress,” I said. “That is where they went after attacking us. And it is also where they took Emma’s parents.”

Hope sparked in Emma’s eyes. “If we find the Fortress, we find my parents.”

I nodded. “And that is also where we are most likely to find the Off_Switch.”

Binary categories blinked in my mind.

Off/On

Dark/Light

Dead/Alive

“What kind of fortress are we talking about here?” Keller asked. “Like an old castle or something?”

“That is one definition of the word,” I said. “But I believe the Machine Breakers meant something else.”

“Like what?” Emma asked.

“Before I met you—back when we still thought humans were extinct—our society was very different. Robots ruled the world with efficiency/intelligence/logic. Everything ran smoothly and—”

“Yeah, we get it! Robots are good at stuff.” Emma rolled her eyes. “Can we skip the bragging and get to the point?”

“Back then, the leader of our society was a robot known as PRES1DENT.”

“You mean, the robot that tried to kill me?” Emma smirked. “Yeah, I think I remember him.”

Keller turned to Emma, staring at her like he was seeing her for the first time. “You’re that Emma? The one everyone calls the Last Human?”

Emma suddenly seemed shy. She shrugged, mumbling something like “Yeah.”

“That’s why you look so familiar!” Keller said. “We learned all about you in history class!”

Emma was blushing now.

Keller continued. “You’re the girl who left your bunker and survived! You defeated PRES1DENT! You made the world safe for humans again!”

SkD let out a sharp beep, pointing at the rest of us with its clawed hands.

Translation: We were there, too.

Keller’s attention turned from SkD to me before finally landing on Ceeron. “I learned about all of you at school. I can’t believe it’s really you! I had no idea I was saving the world with celebrities!”

Ceeron’s eyes glowed a little brighter. “In school, did you also learn about my excellent skill at telling jokes?”

Keller’s smile wavered. “Uh . . . No. I don’t think so.”

Ceeron grumbled.

“But they did teach us about how one of the robots wore this really goofy shirt,” Keller said. “It was, like, red with big flowers all over it.”

Emma looked at me, chuckling.

I turned to Keller. “Is that really the word they used in school? ‘Goofy’?”

Keller scratched his head, trying to remember. “Um, they might’ve said ‘ridiculous.’ Or ‘tacky.’ Or . . .”

The human went quiet when he noticed my harsh/glowing gaze.

I crossed my arms. “Clearly your school needs to raise its standard of education.”

BEEP! The sound drew all of our attention in SkD’s direction. A new emoji had appeared on its screen.
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The picture was a reminder that we had veered off topic.

We were supposed to be talking about the Fortress.

“Right. Of course.” I skipped backward in my memory drive, picking up from a point earlier in our conversation. “When PRES1DENT was still in charge, it would sometimes meet advisers in a secure/private location. A place known as the Fortress.”

Emma looked at me hopefully. “And you think that’s where the Machine Breakers have their headquarters now?”

I nodded. “It would be a logical location.”

“That’s great! So how do we find this Fortress place?”

“Well . . .” I began.

Emma tilted a look in my direction. “What?”

“The thing is . . .”

Once again, my speech function staggered to a halt. I was having difficulty telling her the truth.

And there was a very simple reason for that.

The truth would be a massive disappointment.

I was still searching for the best explanation when SkD beeped. An image glowed from its screen.
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Emma stared at the picture. A look of understanding spread across her features.

She turned to me. “You don’t know where it is, do you?”

“I am afraid not,” I admitted.

Ceeron explained. “The location of the Fortress was kept secret from the Hive. For security purposes.”

Emma flung her hands up in frustration. “That’s just great!”

“It is true that we do not know the location of the Fortress,” I said. “But I know someone who does.”

“Who?”

I hesitated. Over the next 0.6 seconds, I considered thousands of possible ways to say what I was about to say. But no matter the words I used, I knew: The result would be the same.

The others would be shocked/outraged/bewildered.

Finally, I responded. “We need to visit PRES1DENT.”
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PRES1DENT had hunted us, captured us, called us traitors. It had angrily condemned us across the Hive for every robot on Earth to witness. It had tried to kill Emma.

And now I was suggesting that we visit the robot.

There were plenty of reasons not to see PRES1DENT. But Emma voiced the most obvious one.

“Um, XR—take a look around.” She gestured to the lifeless robots all around us. “Even if we did drop in on PRES1DENT, the guy would be just as dead as the rest of the robots.”

“Actually . . .” I raised a hand. “I do not think that is the case.”

A puzzled expression fell across Keller’s face. “You’re saying PRES1DENT is still alive? How’s that possible?”

“After our last encounter with PRES1DENT, its punishment was handed down by the Hive. It would be held prisoner inside its TransportDrone, and its Hive link—”

“Was disconnected,” Ceeron finished. Its eyes suddenly glowed brighter. “If PRES1DENT is no longer connected to the Hive, that means it was not affected by the Off_Switch.”

I nodded. “Right now, PRES1DENT is probably inside the TransportDrone. And still alive.”
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I mapped the location of the TransportDrone, calculating our travel time.

Result: One hour, seventeen minutes, six seconds.

In the end, the trip took much longer.

We were fugitives now. We could not risk being spotted. Therefore: Our route veered far from any shops/homes/roads/parks, keeping clear of any possible encounters with humans.

Finally, we arrived at the TransportDrone. The enormous X-shaped machine was docked near a power generator. A cable stretched from generator to drone. Outside there were two EnforcementBots.

Until the Off_Switch, they had been guarding the doors. But now . . . Their arms hung limp by their sides.

Their eyes were dark.

They were just as lifeless as all the others.

And yet, we kept our distance. What if the Machine Breakers realized the same thing we did? That PRES1DENT was still alive inside the TransportDrone? What if they were already here?

I performed a 360-degree scan.

Result: No sign of humans.

I was not 100 percent surprised. The Machine Breakers were in the middle of a revolution. They had other things to deal with.

But that was no reason to abandon caution.

As we approached the TransportDrone, I closely monitored our surroundings.

Still no movement.

When we reached the door, I pressed the button marked OPEN. Nothing happened.

The door was locked.

I turned to Ceeron. “Your turn.”

The hulking robot stepped forward. Raised one enormous metal foot. And—

KA-WHAM!

With a single kick, Ceeron knocked the door off its hinges.

The opening gaped in front of us. I peered inside, but all I saw was darkness.

I exchanged a glance with the others.

Emma shrugged.

We waited 4.8 seconds longer.

And still nothing happened.

No movement. No sound.

Finally, I made up my mind.

I stepped into the TransportDrone.

The others followed.

I glanced around. The place was familiar/unfamiliar. The curved walls/ceilings were lined with screens. In the past, they would have beamed video of PRES1DENT’s face, making it seem as if it were everywhere, all around us.

Now they were dark.

Some of the screens had been smashed. Their glass surfaces were spider-webbed with cracks.

A question took shape in my mind.

What caused the damage?

I moved deeper into dim space. Still no sign of anyone else.

PRES1DENT had been trapped inside this prison for the past several months. Cut off from the Hive. Completely alone. After everything that had happened, how would it greet us?

Was PRES1DENT still seething with fury?

Or would it be happy just to have visitors?

A sound drew my attention.

Click-CLACK.

Click-CLACK.

Click-CLACK.

Metal footsteps on a metal floor.

I turned. For a moment, I saw only darkness.

Then a pair of glowing/golden eyes emerged from the gloom.
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The last time we saw PRES1DENT, the robot had ordered our execution. I remembered the fierce authority in its voice. The rage flaming in its golden eyes. The light gleaming against its platinum armor. Screens all around it beaming with a LiveStream of its own face, making it seem that PRES1DENT was everywhere, all around us.

That vision hung in my memory drive for a moment longer.

It faded as soon as I saw what PRES1DENT had become.

The robot stepped out of the shadows. Its platinum armor was scuffed/scratched/smudged. Its golden eyes had dimmed. It had once towered over me, standing tall/proud. Now it walked with a hunch, its shoulders tilted at a slight angle.
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It limped toward us.

Click-CLACK.

Click-CLACK.

PRES1DENT’s eyes flickered with recognition. “XR_935. I see you have not lost your taste for human clothing.”

I looked down at my outfit. Hiking boots, cargo pants, sweatshirt. My memory drive flashed back to the last time I was here, when I showed up wearing the red flower-print shirt.

A strange coincidence.

I tugged at the sweatshirt. “This is a disguise.”

“Oh, so you are trying to hide the fact that you are a robot.” Scorn hissed through its tone. “How unsurprising.”

“That was not my purpose.”

PRES1DENT’s golden gaze hung on me for a long moment. “Are you sure about that?”

This was not going the way I had hoped. I decided to change the subject.

“What happened here?” I gestured around me. Dark screens, smashed glass.

“I used to love looking at myself,” PRES1DENT replied. “There was a time when I could sit and stare at my own LiveStream for hours. But after they imprisoned me here, I was the only thing available. Me/Me/Me. On every surface. Everywhere I looked. Eventually, I grew sick of myself. So I started breaking the screens.”

An electronic ripple came from somewhere deep inside its vocal port. Almost like PRES1DENT was chuckling to itself.

“That did the trick. My captors shut down the video feed and everything went dark.” It peered around at the gloom. “So very/very/very dark.”

For the first time, I noticed PRES1DENT’s knee. A section of its armor had broken off. A jumble of wires sprouted loose.

“Your leg . . .” I began.

The robot glanced down. “Oh, this? I fell down a few weeks ago. Or was it a few months? I can no longer remember. My calendar function stopped working. Not that it matters. Every day in here is the same.”

It was strange seeing PRES1DENT like this. It had once been the leader of all robotkind. Now it looked like something you might find on a scrap heap.

PRES1DENT staggered forward.

Click-CLACK.

Click-CLACK.

As it approached, its gaze landed on the others. The collection of robots/humans behind me. It surveyed the group. When it saw Emma, PRES1DENT’s eyes suddenly lit up.

“YOU!”

Its voice was loud/clear/furious.

It was already in motion.

Charging past me.

Arms outstretched.

My memory flashed back to the last time we were here. The way PRES1DENT strangled Emma. The way it tried to kill her.

It was about to make another attempt.
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I was too slow. I could not stop PRES1DENT. The robot had already surged past me. It lunged for Emma, its vicious/enraged/electronic howl echoing in my audio ports. But before it got to her . . .

CLONK!

PRES1DENT collapsed to the floor.

The robot had tripped. Lying on the floor, it let out a pained groan, gripping its damaged knee. But its eyes were still aimed at Emma.

“What is that human doing here?”

It spoke the word human like a foul word.

Emma glared down at PRES1DENT. “Trust me, I don’t want to be hanging out with you, either. We just need information.”

“Information?”

“There’s a place called the Fortress,” Emma said. “Do you remember it?”

PRES1DENT nodded slowly. “The Fortress is where we made our decisions. The big decisions. The ones we kept secret from the Hive.”

“Where is it?” Ceeron asked.

PRES1DENT’s gaze slowly climbed the massive robot. “Do not bother. Only top advisors are allowed inside. They would not let you in.”

“Just tell us where it is!” Emma demanded.

Another strange ripple of electronic laughter escaped from PRES1DENT’s vocal port. “You really think I would tell a human?”

Emma heaved a sigh, tossing up her hands. I shared her frustration/anger. But I also saw a glimmer of possibility. A way to persuade PRES1DENT.

The robot hated humans more than anything. Maybe we could use that.

“The Fortress has been infiltrated,” I said. “By humans.”

“Not a chance.” PRES1DENT clanged a fist against the floor. “Robots would never allow such a thing.”

“News flash!” Emma replied. “All the other robots are dead!”

Silence fell over the vast room. PRES1DENT shook its head in disbelief.

“No.” Its voice came in a weak whisper. “Impossible.”

“She is telling the truth,” I said. “A group of humans—they call themselves the Machine Breakers—shut down every robot on Earth.” I gestured to the robots around me. “We are the only ones left.”

PRES1DENT’s golden eyes burned into me. “How do I know you are not lying?”

I pointed to the open doorway at the other end of the TransportDrone. “Go see for yourself.”

PRES1DENT followed us to the smashed door. Staggering outside, its gaze moving back/forth/back/forth between the EnforcementBots. The lifeless machines stood still/silent in front of it.

PRES1DENT turned slowly, looking across the landscape that stretched around us. A dozen other robots, all of them frozen in place, their eyes dark/empty/lifeless.

Emma crossed her arms. “Now do you believe us?”

PRES1DENT said nothing.

But its silence said everything.

Anger/Sadness swirled in its golden eyes. “Is there a way to undo it?”

I nodded. “Most likely. But only if you tell us how to get to the Fortress.”

PRES1DENT went silent again. I wondered what was happening beneath its smooth/platinum features.

What kind of calculations were going on in its mind?

Finally, it spoke up. “Very well. I will tell you how to reach the Fortress. But only under one condition.”

“What is that?” I asked.

PRES1DENT stared back at me. “I want to come with you.”
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We left PRES1DENT standing outside the TransportDrone. The rest of us gathered at a distance to discuss its proposal.

Emma was the first to offer her opinion.

“No way!” She shook her head. “In case you forgot, PRES1DENT tried to kill me! Again! Like, ten seconds ago! You saw the way it charged at me!”

“That was not ten seconds ago,” I pointed out. “The incident actually occurred nine minutes and forty—”

I stopped talking when I noticed the way Emma was glaring at me.

Ceeron was the next to speak up. “PRES1DENT despises all of us. Now we are supposed to join forces? Highly illogical.”

Keller nodded. “Yeah, I mean, I just met the guy, but I’m not a big fan.”

SkD added its own judgment.
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Confusion circled my brain. What was SkD trying to say? That PRES1DENT had a big nose? I searched my data files until I landed on something called Pinocchio. Which was when I understood.

PRES1DENT could be lying to us.

SkD was correct. All of them were correct. There were plenty of reasons not to trust the robot.

But we had no choice.

“PRES1DENT is the only one that can tell us how to find the Fortress,” I said. “Right now, that is all that matters.”

I knew the others were not pleased to hear this. Neither was I. But it was the situation we were stuck with.

PRES1DENT was about to become a part of our team.

Emma insisted on sharing the news. She stomped over to the robot.

“Congratulations, you’re coming with us,” she grumbled. “But let’s get one thing straight. If you attack me again, Ceeron’s gonna bust your other leg.”

Looming behind her, Ceeron nodded.

PRES1DENT struggled to its feet. “Please accept my apologies. My behavior earlier was appalling. It will not happen again. That is a solemn promise.”

I analyzed its vocal patterns. Its body movements. I looked into its golden eyes, searching for a sign. Something that would indicate whether or not it was telling the truth. But robots are not like humans. There are no secret signals that we give off. There was no way to tell whether PRES1DENT was lying.

“Fine,” I said. “Where do we go now?”

PRES1DENT pointed west. “This way.”

“How far?” Ceeron inquired.

“No need to worry,” PRES1DENT purred. “I will be sure to tell you when we reach our destination.”

And with these words, the robot hobbled away.
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I was still wearing my disguise, just in case we came across any other people on our trip. As I walked, I fiddled with the zipper of my sweatshirt. My hiking boots softened each step. They were actually quite comfortable. Although I still had no idea how to tie them.

Keller and Emma walked beside me. I listened to their conversation.

“Have you ever been on a climbing wall?” Keller asked.

Emma shook her head.

“You’ve gotta try it!” he replied in a louder volume. “It’ll change your life! Once all this craziness is over, we can go together.”

“That sounds fun!” Emma said, smiling.

I let out an electronic groan. Emma had never expressed interest in climbing walls before. But now, out of nowhere, she was all excited to try it out with this new guy—this Keller person. How illogical!

The humans did not appear to notice my annoyance. Or perhaps they simply did not care.

“We had a small climbing wall in the bunker,” Keller continued. “I went on it every day. Once we moved aboveground, that was the one thing I missed about the bunker. So when my mom decided to open Outdoor World, I was like, ‘It has to have a climbing wall!’ She even let me design it. Right in the middle of the store. So much bigger than anything we could’ve ever had in the bunker.”

Keller smiled just talking about his climbing wall.

“When I’m on the wall, it’s like . . .” He gazed out at the view of trees and hillsides. “Like the world just fades away. It’s just me and the wall. Nothing else matters.”

“Wow. I can’t wait to try it!” Emma said excitedly.

I let out another groan.

Nobody noticed.

As their conversation continued, I observed fascinating changes in Emma’s behavior. The audio frequency of her laughter was higher than usual. She kept brushing aside her hair, taking quick/darting glances at Keller, as if checking that he was still there. But as soon as he started to look in her direction, she would turn away, stare straight ahead, pretend she had never glanced his way in the first place.

Why was she acting in such a peculiar manner?

I analyzed all the possibilities and selected the most likely.

Emma is having digestive issues.

I nudged her. “Emma?”

She looked at me like she had forgotten I was there. “Um, yeah?”

“Are you okay?” I inquired. “You look like you need a restroom break.”

This resulted in another interesting/confusing change. Emma’s face scrunched with embarrassment.

Once again, I ran an analysis. I picked the likeliest reason for her reaction.

“Do you require an abnormally long restroom break?” I asked.

Behind us, SkD let out a loud beep. Its screen flashed with emojis.
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“That is an excellent idea!” Ceeron looked from SkD to Emma. “Would you like us to search for the nearest toilet?”

Emma groaned. “Please just stop talking now!”

We obeyed her command.

Keller turned a baffled look in her direction. “What was that all about?”

Emma responded with a shrug. “Robots can be so weird sometimes.”




00110000

Our progress was slow. We took long detours around human settlements. At times, nature got in our way. We trudged up steep hills and through dense forests. We were forced to wait whenever PRES1DENT fell behind. Which happened frequently.

I heard a loud clump behind me.

Turning, I saw that PRES1DENT was lying on the ground. Its damaged leg was snagged by a root.

“I am stuck,” it moaned.

“Again?” Emma huffed.

I shared her annoyance. Each of PRES1DENT’s delays cost us valuable time. But we needed PRES1DENT. Without its help, we would have no chance of finding the Fortress.

“Hold on,” I called back to PRES1DENT. “I will be right there.”

I backtracked to the robot. Crouching down, I grabbed its foot and twisted.

“Careful, you fool!” PRES1DENT hissed. “My leg is already damaged! Are you trying to make it worse?”

Anger flared through my circuitry. “Perhaps if you were more cautious, your leg would not be damaged in the first place.”

“You should watch your tone!”

“You should watch your step!”

PRES1DENT glared at me. “Do not forget who you are talking to. I was once your leader. I ruled over all robotkind.”

“And now you are a prisoner, lying in the dirt with your foot stuck in a root.” I stared back at PRES1DENT. “Do you want me to help you or not?”

A furious growl came from the robot’s vocal port. “Fine. Just be more careful.”

I gave PRES1DENT’s foot another twist—gentler this time—and slid it out from under the root.

“There you go.” I stood, brushing my hands. But as I started to move forward again, PRES1DENT called my name.

I turned back. “Yes?”

PRES1DENT extended a hand. “Would you mind helping me up?”

The robot’s tone was polite. Its golden gaze was steady.

I hesitated for a half second. Then I took PRES1DENT’s hand.

It gave my arm a hard yank. I lost my footing and tumbled into the dirt.

“Oops,” PRES1DENT said in that same polite voice.

Then it turned and limped away.
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By the time we left the woods, the sun was just beginning to dip below the horizon. The sky was filled with colors. Purple/Red/Pink/Orange/Blue.

“It will be dark soon,” I said. “We need to find a place to take shelter and recharge.”

“And eat!” Keller reminded us.

I checked my GPS data. There was a human settlement 1.4 kilometers away. That solved one of our problems. The humans would be able to find food there. As for our batteries . . .

I highlighted a point on the map. Just at the edge of the human settlement. A place where we would be able to recharge our batteries without being detected.

Soon we arrived at the location. A massive/silver building. Its walls curved like waves. The roof jutted out at odd angles. Above the glass doorway was a sign.

MUSEUM OF ROBOTIC HISTORY

“Ooh, I’ve heard of this place!” Emma said. “It just opened. It’s, like, all about the origins of robots. Going back to the very beginning. I’ve been wanting to check it out!”

“Well, now is your chance,” I said. “They just closed. Nobody will be back until nine in the morning. As long as we leave before then, we should be okay to camp out and recharge overnight.”

We decided to split up. Emma and Keller would venture into the human settlement for food. The rest of us would find a way into the museum.

Out of everyone, Emma seemed the most excited by this plan. A smile formed at the edge of her lips—and then vanished as soon as Keller glanced her way.

“Should we, um, get going?” she said hopefully.

“Cool.” Keller held up his wallet. “I’m guessing credit card readers are down, like they were at my mom’s store. But I should have enough cash to cover food.”

The two of them started in the direction of the human settlement.

“Emma,” I called out.

She glanced back. “Yeah?”

“Be careful.” There was a note of warning in my voice. “The Machine Breakers are still on the lookout for you.”

“I know.”

Emma pulled the brim of her cap down and adjusted her eyeglasses. Her disguise.

I just hoped it would be enough.
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Now it was just us robots. Ceeron/PRES1DENT/SkD/Me. Circling the outside of the museum, we peered through the windows, making sure nobody was inside. We only spotted a pair of lifeless SecurityBots.

At the back of the museum, we found a cargo door that was big enough even for Ceeron. The door was locked, but that did not matter. We had SkD. The little robot raised an arm to the keyhole. Its claws retracted. Something else took their place. A pair of thin/metal rods. SkD inserted them into the keyhole. After 3.4 seconds of fiddling with the lock, I heard a quiet click.

SkD let out a happy beep.
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The cargo door opened.

We were inside.

It was my first time inside a museum. Any museum. Up until now, I had never seen the point. Why look at paintings when I can scan through the entire history of art in less than a second? Why view some prehistoric bones when I can access all the data about dinosaurs inside my mind?

Museums had always seemed illogical.

A waste of time.

Only for humans.

But as we moved through the Museum of Robotic History, passing through room/room/room, witnessing the evolution of machines through the objects all around us, I began to understand the value of museums.

It is one thing to churn through oceans of data.

It is quite another to be in the same room with something. To view it from up close. To see it in the real world.

Museums bring history to life.

Being inside the museum was like traveling through time. Robots had existed—in one form or another—for thousands of years. The earliest examples were from a time long before electricity. Instead, they were powered by water/wind/steam.

I encountered an ancient Egyptian statue that could move its mouth/head/arms.

And a doll that could speak.

And an automaton that could play the flute.

As the technology advanced, the robots became smarter/faster/stronger.

There were robots that occupied factories. And roamed warehouses.

And vacuumed floors.

Self-driving cars, toy drones, robotic pets.

Some of the robots were built to play.

Others were built to destroy.

Some were enormous, big enough to fill an entire room.

Others were so tiny, they could only be seen with a microscope.

The museum showed how robots gradually filled more jobs. They became police officers/janitors/grocery store clerks/doctors/soldiers.

I looked across all the different machines. They were intelligent/obedient/elegant/brutal.

They were my ancestors.

We located charging docks and power cables. Sitting on the floor of the museum, we charged our batteries while we waited for Emma and Keller to return.

I checked my internal clock. It had been one hour and sixteen minutes.

And still, they were not back.

I turned to Ceeron. “What do you think is taking them so long?”

Ceeron shrugged. “Perhaps they had difficulty finding food.”

PRES1DENT leaned toward me. “Or maybe they were spotted by the Machine Breakers.”

I turned a sharp gaze toward the robot. “I did not ask you.”

But PRES1DENT continued speaking. “Maybe they are being dragged into captivity right now. Or maybe . . .” PRES1DENT’s eyes glowed like flames. “Maybe they are already dead.”

I turned down the volume in my audio ports. I was not interested in hearing any more of what PRES1DENT had to say. But its words kept playing in my memory drive anyway.

SPOTTED

CAPTIVITY

DEAD

I tried to distract myself by counting in binary. An old trick I had been doing since Day[1]. Whenever the world seems too complicated/overwhelming/dangerous, I focus on the simplest of tasks. Counting to a million. In binary. In my head.

Ones and zeroes swirled through my mind. After 0.3 seconds, I reached a million.

And so I started over from the beginning.

But as the binary numbers stacked up, other data began to invade.

00000000

00000001

SPOTTED

00000010

00000011

CAPTIVITY

00000100

00000101

DEAD

I quit counting. It was not doing any good.

I adjusted my audio ports, returning them to their normal volume. Turning to PRES1DENT, I said, “You have no evidence they have been captured!”

“And you have no evidence they are safe,” it replied in a smug tone.

I slammed a fist against the floor. A loud CLANG! echoed across the room.

I was beginning to regret ever bringing the stupid robot with us.

Worst of all: PRES1DENT was correct. I could sit here all night wishing for Emma and Keller to return. But that did nothing.

What I needed was evidence.

I unplugged myself and stood.

SkD looked up at me.
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“I am going to find the humans,” I replied. “I have to make sure they are safe.”

“That is risky,” Ceeron said. “Someone could see you.”

“I will be fine.” I flipped the hood over my head. “I have my disguise.”

PRES1DENT spoke up. “Good luck!”

Its words said one thing. Its tone said the opposite.

I ignored PRES1DENT. Just as I ignored Ceeron and SkD. I was already walking toward the exit, preparing to march into the human settlement. If Emma and Keller were in trouble, I had to help them.

I had nearly reached the door when something snagged my attention.

My footsteps came to a sudden halt.

I turned my focus to one of the display cases.

Deep inside my mental circuitry, an idea took shape.

Maybe I would not need to risk entering the human settlement after all.

There might be another way to check on Emma and Keller.
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I peered into the display case. This is what I saw:

Flies.

Dozens of flies.

Then I zoomed in closer. And I noticed:

Their wings were plastic.

Their bodies were made of titanium.

Their dark eyes were encased in glass.

The flies were mechanical.

My focus shifted to the label next to the display. A rectangular card that was attached to the wall. I scanned the text.

Buzzr
Surveillance_Drone

Have you ever heard the expression “I’d like to be a fly on the wall”? Well, these little robots turn that into a reality.

Resembling a common housefly, Buzzr was originally used by government intelligence agencies for covert spying operations. Capable of being controlled remotely, it could infiltrate tight security protocols, listen in on private conversations, and gain access to closely guarded secrets.

Who knew a fly could be such a good spy!

With SkD’s lock-picking skills, we managed to get the case open. I plucked one of the drones off the shelf. I also grabbed two other items in the display.

A remote control and a charging dock.

Buzzr was not linked to the Hive. As long as its internal components still worked, all it needed was a little battery charge.

Sure enough, after twenty minutes of charging, Buzzr was zooming around the room, performing loops and figure eights in the air. I stood nearby, the remote control in my hand, my fingers flicking the controls.

Bzzzzz. It even sounded like a fly.

SkD watched it swirl above its head. Approving emojis flashed across its screen.
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Ceeron nodded in agreement. “Excellent idea!”

But PRES1DENT had a different opinion. “You really think you are going to find them with that thing? Not likely. It was built ages ago. By humans. The craftsmanship cannot compare to the robots we built under my leadership.”

PRES1DENT folded its arms smugly.

“It will probably malfunction before it even reaches the human settlement,” PRES1DENT continued. “And even if it does make it that far, it will not matter. Your little human friends have probably already been—”

DING! The fly bounced off PRES1DENT’s platinum face.

“Oops,” I said, keeping my voice neutral. “I am still getting used to the controls.”

I exchanged a glance with SkD.
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The emoji vanished before PRES1DENT noticed.

A moment later, the robotic fly was on its way.
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PRES1DENT was wrong. The robotic fly was still in great condition. It made the trip to the human settlement with no problem. I guided it around buildings and past unmoving cars, across streets and through crowds.

The remote control had a built-in screen that showed Buzzr’s point of view. As my thumbs tapped buttons, I watched the world zoom past. People’s faces flashed across the screen. I studied every single one, analyzing their features, searching for Emma or Keller.

I turned a corner, dodged a lifeless Street_Sweeper, circled a streetlamp, and studied a group of humans walking past (No Match). I was so caught up in all the different tasks, I failed to notice a blur at the edge of the screen.

A flash of yellow fur.

A long/slobbery tongue.

A mouthful of teeth.

And then—

Everything went dark.

Confusion rippled through my circuitry. I tapped the screen. Buzzr was still active. So why could I not see anything?

I jabbed buttons on the remote. “What happened?”

Ceeron was watching over my shoulder. “I think we were just swallowed by a golden retriever.”

PRES1DENT let out an electronic chuckle. “I told you this plan would fail.”

I ignored the robot. “Buzzr’s key metrics are still at a hundred percent. It appears that the fly was swallowed whole. According to my estimates, we are on the dog’s tongue.”

“Well, that is at least something,” Ceeron said.

“What now?” PRES1DENT asked. “Shall we wait until the animal poops out the fly?”

Once again, I did not bother with a response.

SkD beeped.
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Translation: Since you can control the fly, you might be able to guide it out of the dog.

I decided to test this theory. I flicked buttons, lifting off from the tongue. It was completely dark inside the dog’s mouth. I was flying blind. But by tracking the robot’s sensors, I could tell when Buzzr bumped into something. With any luck, I would be able to tickle the inside of the dog’s mouth.

ACK! ACK!

Sounds blasted through the control’s audio. The dog was coughing. The animal’s mouth burst open. Suddenly, I could see again.

“Go toward the light!” Ceeron boomed.

I jabbed the remote control. The screen was a jumble of motion. I caught terrifying flashes of the inside of the dog’s mouth. Tongue/Teeth/Throat.

And then—

Something new filled the screen.

A view of the sky.

The mechanical insect zoomed up/up/up.

Behind me, Ceeron let out a cheer. SkD chirped excitedly, spinning in circles.

PRES1DENT was not nearly as pleased. The robot flipped its hand dismissively. “You got lucky.”

Spinning the fly around, I took one last glance at the dog.

Then Buzzr buzzed away.
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Now that we had survived our encounter with a golden retriever, I went back to my search. Navigating the fly through the human settlement, I stared down at the screen, evaluating every human I saw. Just as I was beginning to lose hope, I spotted a familiar face.

Emma!

Even with the disguise, I recognized her immediately. She was seated on a park bench. Keller was beside her. A pizza box was perched on their laps.

All this time, I had been worried about Emma, wondering if she was already captured—or worse. Now that I had finally found her, I analyzed her features. She did not look frightened/desperate/injured.

She looked happy.

There was a smile on her face. She reached up and tucked a strand of hair beneath her cap. At first, I feared she would notice the robotic fly humming nearby, but that concern was unnecessary.

All her attention was on Keller.

I brought Buzzr in for a landing on the back of the bench. I turned the audio up to full volume. The conversation between the humans played through the speakers.

Keller: You should have it.

Emma: No, you.

Keller: It’s all yours. Just take it.

Emma: Seriously, I want you to have it.

Keller: I don’t want it.

Emma: Well, I don’t want it, either.

I looked up. “What are they talking about?”

Ceeron/SkD/PRES1DENT were gathered around me. The three robots offered a collective shrug.

I turned my focus back to the humans.

Keller: You.

Emma: You!

Keller: You!

Emma: YOU!

Did this even count as conversation?

Even though the two of them appeared to be arguing, they were smiling. And their vocal frequencies did not contain any traces of conflict/aggression/anger. Instead, they sounded friendly/playful/humorous.

Keller popped open the pizza box. There was one slice left inside.

Keller: I have an idea.

Emma: What’s that?

Keller: Rock-paper-scissors.

Emma: Oh, you’re on!

Keller: Loser eats the last piece.

Emma: Get ready to be defeated.

Now I was really confused.

Clearly I was not the only one. Images flickered across SkD’s screen.
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“Rock-paper-scissors is an ancient human ritual,” Ceeron explained. The robot had always been the most knowledgeable when it came to humans. “It is a sophisticated way to make extremely important decisions.”

Back to the screen. Emma and Keller each held out a hand, palm facing up. Their other hands curled into fists, which they pounded against their palms. As they performed this strange ceremony, they chanted in unison.

“Rock, paper, scissors, SHOOT!”

Fists collided with palms. On the final word, the fists uncurled and formed new shapes.

Keller laid a hand flat on his open palm.

Emma extended two fingers in a sideways V.

Ceeron provided commentary. “Each combatant has made their split-second decision! Keller has opted for paper! Emma selected scissors! According to the sacred rules, scissors defeat paper. Emma has emerged victorious!”

Emma’s voice blasted excitedly through the speaker. “Oh yeah! Scissors all the way!”

Keller groaned. “Two out of three?”

But Emma was shaking her head. “Nope. Sorry. Last slice is all yours! Here, let me—”

Emma reached into the box. But Keller was already going for the slice. And just as he grabbed the crust, Emma brought her hand down on his hand.

They both froze.

For a moment, I was sure the video feed had stalled. Neither human moved. Then Emma’s eyes flicked up to Keller’s. He was already staring back at her.

I turned to Ceeron. “Is this part of the rock-paper-scissors ritual?”

Ceeron shook its head. “I do not know what this is.”

SkD beeped with a suggestion.
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Translation: The humans are worried the pizza will make them sick.

This seemed like a perfectly logical explanation. But PRES1DENT had a different opinion.

“You fools! Do you not see what is happening here?” PRES1DENT pointed at the screen. “The humans have developed romantic feelings for each other!”

“What? No! That cannot be!”

I shook my head in disbelief. Scrolling through my memory drive, I replayed all of Emma’s interactions with Keller. The secret looks, the laughter, the blushing.

I turned my attention back to the screen.

Two humans sharing a park bench.

Their hands touching.

Gazing into each other’s eyes.

“Oh no,” I muttered at a low volume.

PRES1DENT was correct. The two humans were displaying all the classic signs of romance.

I imagined what this meant for the future. What this meant for us.

If Emma spent more/more time with Keller . . .

She would spend less/less time with us.

And our friendship would fade/fade/fade.

PRES1DENT spoke up in a smug/triumphant tone. “Do you see it now? This is what humans do. They allow their emotions to get in the way. Even if it puts all of us at risk.”

Once again, PRES1DENT was correct. Our world was in danger. Any second, a member of the Machine Breakers could come along and spot Emma. But she was too blinded by her own human feelings to realize that.

My grip on the controller tightened.

I knew exactly what I had to do.

Their date needed to be stopped.
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I tapped the remote control. Buzzr launched into the air. A high-resolution camera was installed in each of the robot’s eyes. Microphones dangled from its antennae. As I hovered above the humans, I could see/hear everything they did/said.

Keller: Oh, sorry. I didn’t mean to—

Emma: Me neither.

Keller: I thought you were—

Emma: So did I—

And yet neither of them pulled away.

Emma’s hand was still resting on Keller’s.

Keller leaned toward her.

Emma’s head tilted.

A definition appeared in my brain.

Kiss. Verb. 1. To touch lips together. Noun. 1. A gesture of affection between humans.

The definition flashed/flashed/flashed like a warning. If they Kissed right now, it would lead to an increase in their affection for each other. Our friendship would crumble. Our mission could collapse.

I could not allow that to happen.

“Time to take action,” I muttered.

I tapped the remote again. The robotic fly charged through the air. As Buzzr’s speed increased, I took aim.

Target:

Keller’s nose

The humans continued leaning toward each other. Their faces were only centimeters apart when—

“Agh! What was that!”

Keller bolted backward.

Emma’s eyes opened. Her features twisted with confusion/embarrassment/uncertainty. “Oh. Sorry. I thought you—”

Keller spoke up quickly. “It’s not you. I thought I felt something.”

“Yeah.” Emma pulled her hand out of the pizza box. “I thought I felt something, too.”

“A bug! On my nose!”

Emma looked around. “I don’t see any bugs.”

By this point, I had navigated Buzzr onto a branch, where neither human would see it.

Keller let out a frustrated sigh. “Sorry. I’m probably just nervous. I’ve never actually . . .”

Emma bit her lip. “Neither have I.”

Emma’s expression softened. She locked eyes with Keller.

He reached out.

She reached out.

I could not believe what I was witnessing.

They were holding hands!

Again!

“Look at them!” PRES1DENT’s tone dripped with disapproval. “Their feelings are unstoppable.”

Ceeron spoke up. “There is nobody else around. Perhaps we should let them have this moment.”

SkD beeped with agreement.
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PRES1DENT shook its head. “Their judgment is clouded by emotions. They are foolishly putting themselves in harm’s way. If Emma is discovered, our plan will fall apart.”

I weighed the comments of my coworkers against those of PRES1DENT. Then I said, “The longer they stay on that bench, the greater the threat! There is only one logical course of action.”

I jabbed the remote control. Buzzr launched into the air again. This time, it landed on Keller’s ear. Just as the humans were moving in for Kiss_Attempt[2], the robot tickled his skin with its tiny mechanical legs.

Keller burst into laughter.

Apparently, this is not a romantic thing for a human to do right before kissing another human. For the second time, Emma pulled away.

“Is this funny?” she asked.

“No!” Keller blurted. “I didn’t mean to. It’s just that there’s something in my—WAHAHAHAHA!”

He began laughing wildly. The video blurred with sudden movement as Keller squirmed. Before he could swat Buzzr away, I sent the robot into the air.

It circled his head twice.

And then plunged down the back of his shirt.

“YAAAAH!” Keller hopped off the bench. Staggering around, he slapped himself on the neck/shoulder/back.

Emma’s voice called out. “Keller, what’s going on?”

“The fly!” he yelped. “It’s attacking me!”

“Um, it sorta looks like you’re attacking yourself,” Emma pointed out.

Keller smacked himself again/again/again. He stumbled backward and fell over the side of the bench.

By this time, Buzzr had escaped through a sleeve and was resting on a nearby bush. I aimed the camera in Keller’s direction. He was lying on the ground, gasping.
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Emma hunched over him. “Are you okay?”

He managed a nod.

She let out a sigh. “We should probably head back. It’s getting late.”

Keller nodded again.

“Here,” she said. “Let me help you up.”

Emma held out her hand. Keller took it. Even once he was on his feet, her fingers remained locked inside his. With the pizza box in her other hand, Emma grinned at him.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll protect you from insects.”

Keller let out a weary chuckle. “Thanks.”

And then they set off, two humans walking hand in hand.
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I counted the seconds until Emma and Keller arrived at the museum. When they entered the main hall, I was waiting for them.

“What took you so long?” I asked.

“Yeah, sorry.” Emma’s glance darted around the room, looking at everything except me. “We got kinda delayed.”

I crossed my arms. “And why was that?”

“Because . . . um . . . we were looking for something to eat.”

Keller lifted a shopping bag. “Good news is, we managed to stock up with food for tomorrow, too!”

“And that is all you were doing?” I asked. “Searching for food?”

Emma adjusted her cap. “Yep.”

I examined her. She examined the floor.

Keller looked from Emma to me. “You know what? I’m gonna . . . uh . . . put this food away.”

He walked away quickly.

Now it was just Emma and me.

My glowing gaze pierced the dim room. “Emma, I know you are not being entirely truthful with me.”

She looked up. “What’re you talking about?”

“We are in the middle of an extremely important operation. I need to know that I can trust you. That is impossible when you lie to me.”

But Emma no longer seemed to be listening. She was peering at something behind me.

I turned to see what had caught her attention.

The display case.

Full of robotic flies.

She pointed. “What are those?”

I replied in my most casual voice. “Those are Surveillance_Drones.”

I could see the realization spreading across Emma’s features.

“The fly.” Her eyes narrowed at me. “You were the one controlling it.”

“Yes,” I admitted. “But only because—”

“I can’t believe you!” Emma tossed up her hands. “You were spying on us!”

“I was worried about you!”

She let out a harsh/angry laugh. “Is that what you do when you’re worried? You attack us with a drone?”

“I only attacked Keller,” I pointed out.

Emma glared.

“You are being illogical,” I pressed on. “You barely know Keller. He is practically a stranger. Why would you choose him over us? Aren’t we your friends?”

“‘Friends’?” She cocked her head. “Friends don’t spy on each other!”

Before I could respond, Emma turned and stormed away.

“Emma, wait!” I called.

She did not slow down. I listened until her stomping footsteps faded into silence. Then I went to my charging dock and sat down beside the other robots.

Hunched on the floor, I slipped a hand under the sleeve of my sweatshirt and ran a finger along the bracelet. The gift Emma had given me for my birthday. At first, I had been reluctant to put it on. It was impractical. Not the kind of thing robots wear. But now, all I could think about was all the time and creativity she must have devoted to it. And how fragile the bracelet felt. One sharp tug and it would snap apart.

I gently traced my finger along the outside of the bracelet for another 1.2 seconds.

Then I went into sleep mode.
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“Rise and shine, sleepy-brains!”

This is how Ceeron greeted Emma and Keller the next morning. The humans were lying on padded benches, still dressed in their clothing from the night before.

Keller rolled over, mumbling, “Five more minutes.”

Ceeron shrugged.

But PRES1DENT was not so patient. The robot clanged into the room, clapping its metal hands. “LISTEN UP! THE MUSEUM OPENS SOON! TIME TO GET YOUR LAZY HUMAN BUTTS OUT OF BED!”

This did the trick.

A few minutes later, we were ready to go. As we crossed the main hall, I noticed the display case that contained Buzzr. Last night, it had been stocked with dozens of robotic flies.

Now it was empty.

My operating system hummed with questions.

I turned to Emma. “Do you know what happened here?”

Emma said nothing. She acted as if she did not hear a word I had just said.

I was about to repeat myself, but she was already walking away from me.

I hurried to catch up to her. “Is this about last night? Because if you are still upset, I just wanted to . . .”

That was all I managed to say. Emma had turned away from me, arms crossed as she moved to the other side of the room.

I considered what to do next.

Chase after her

Let her go

Apologize

Insult her

Admit I was wrong

Insist I was right

Options flashed through my circuitry. But which was correct? I estimated probabilities and generated algorithms, but the situation was too complex for my artificial brain.

I did not know what to do.

And so I did nothing.

A hand came to rest on my shoulder. I turned to see PRES1DENT looking back at me.

“Sooner or later, she was bound to turn against you,” it said. “That is just the way humans are.”

I thought about speaking up, defending Emma. But what if PRES1DENT had a point? I felt its grip tighten on my shoulder. Its golden eyes seemed to draw me closer.

PRES1DENT’s smooth voice purred in my audio ports. “We robots need to stick together. Never forget that.”
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Outside the museum, we locked the doors. Everything was exactly as we had found it.

Except for the robotic flies.

They were still missing from their display case.

Once again, I asked Emma if she knew what had happened to them.

And once again, she ignored me.
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As we set out, PRES1DENT staggered at the front of our group, limping on its damaged leg. Every now and then, it would come to a stop, check its surroundings, point into the distance, and say, “This way.” Then it would begin tottering forward again.

I caught up with it. We walked in silence for 16.2 seconds before I spoke.

“So where is this Fortress?”

This was not the first time I had asked this question.

Or the second.

It was Attempt[14].

But just like all my other Attempts, PRES1DENT’s response was vague.

“It is west of us,” it replied.

I knew this already. We had been walking in a westward direction for many kilometers.

“How far west?” I asked.

“On the coast,” it said.

Okay. Now we were getting somewhere. But I needed to know more.

“The coast stretches a very/very long distance,” I pointed out. “Can you be more clear?”

“You will not recognize it when you see it.”

I repeated PRES1DENT’s words over/over in my head.

And still: I did not understand.

“What does that mean?” I asked, frustration vibrating through my wiring. “Why will I not recognize it?”

PRES1DENT merely shrugged.

“Is it hidden?” I persisted. “Camouflaged? Underground? Underwater? In the forest? In a cave?”

PRES1DENT turned, gazing back at me with a mysterious glow in its golden eyes. But it said nothing.

It continued walking. I stood there, watching the tall/slender robot stagger forward, questions scrolling through my mind.

Ceeron came to a stop beside me.

“I really hope PRES1DENT is not leading us on a rowdy goose chase,” the massive robot said.

I replayed the robot’s words in my head. “I do not think that is how the expression goes.”

“Uncontrolled goose hunt?” Ceeron guessed.

I shook my head.

“Crazy chicken pursuit?”

I patted Ceeron on the arm. “It is okay. I understand what you mean. I worry about that, too.”

I watched PRES1DENT clanking forward. The morning sun glinted off its platinum armor.

“We just have to trust PRES1DENT,” I said. “We have no other choice.”

Ceeron nodded.

We began walking again. For several minutes, neither of us said a word. Then Ceeron turned to me.

“Disorderly duck search?” it guessed.

I just kept walking.
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All morning, Emma kept her distance from me. On the rare occasions when she did look in my direction, there was nothing but anger in her eyes.

She mostly stayed by Keller’s side. Their shoulders brushed as they walked. They spoke at a low volume, too quiet for the rest of us to hear.

“I wonder what they are talking about,” PRES1DENT said.

I had not noticed the robot next to me until just that moment. It cut a glance at the two humans.

“They sure do seem to have a lot of secrets,” it observed.

I shrugged. “They are entitled to their privacy.”

“Of course,” PRES1DENT said. “I just hope they are still on the same page.”

“What are you talking about?”

For a moment, the robot said nothing. I listened to the uneven click-CLACK of its footsteps.

Finally, it spoke. “Do you think Emma really cares about restoring life to robots? Or is she just coming along because of her parents?”

Click-CLACK.

Click-CLACK.

“Once she finds her mother and father, how do we know she will stay committed to our objective? You saw how she was last night with the human boy.” PRES1DENT’s golden eyes blazed at Keller. “She became illogical and irrational. She let her emotions get the best of her. Now imagine how emotional she will be at the sight of her parents. Do you really think she will be able to control her emotions then?”

“I trust that Emma will do what is right,” I said. But even as I spoke, I could feel the doubt creeping into my programming.

“I know you like Emma. But never forget: She is a human. And humans are flawed. That is just the way they are.”

Before I could say anything else, PRES1DENT staggered away.
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We were crossing a field when SkD began beeping loudly, spinning around, mechanical arms waving, screen flashing.
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An ice cube. It took me a few milliseconds before I understood what the image meant.

Freeze

I stopped moving. So did my coworkers and PRES1DENT. A moment later, I heard faint sounds in the distance.

Horse hooves.

Wheels grinding the earth.

The sounds grew louder/closer. Emma and Keller took cover behind Ceeron’s legs. Soon there was movement at the edge of my vision. Horses pulling a Transport_Container. On the side of the large/metal container was a red/painted symbol. I recognized it instantly.
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A human was seated on the container, gripping the reins, guiding the horses. He brought the horses to a halt outside a farmhouse.

The back door of the Transport_Container flew open.

More humans jumped out, all of them wearing armor. They raced into the house. When they emerged a minute later, they had a woman with them. She looked old enough to be someone’s grandmother. Short/White hair and glasses. Her bare feet scraped the ground as the Machine Breaker soldiers dragged her across the yard.

Voices. Angry shouts. I turned up the volume of my audio ports until I could hear what they were saying.

“. . . don’t understand!” the woman cried. “What’ve I done?”

A soldier pushed her forward. “We got an anonymous tip. You’ve been bad-mouthing the movement. Talking trash about Talin, saying how much you miss your robots.”

“What? No! I never—”

“Save it for the interrogation!” growled another soldier.

“Please!” the woman screamed. “You can’t do th—”

That was all she managed to say before being shoved into the Transport_Container. The soldiers climbed in after her.

The door slammed shut.

The driver cracked the reins. The horses jolted into motion, carrying the Transport_Container with them.

Emma leaped out from behind Ceeron’s leg, turning to the rest of us. “We have to do something!”

I shook my head. “It is best if we stick to the plan.”

“She’s an old woman!” Emma said. “She needs our help!”

“We are helping,” I pointed out. “We are going to bring down the Machine Breakers. But we cannot do that if we get distracted.”

Emma shot me an angry look. “That’s what you think that woman is? A distraction?”

“That is not what I meant.”

Emma’s eyes narrowed. “You sure about that, XR?”

“Our objective is to defeat the Machine Breakers and to get the Off_Switch. Everything else puts that objective at risk.”

“Don’t lecture me about our ‘objective.’ I know exactly what we need to do. In case you forgot, my parents are locked up.”

“Of course I have not forgotten.” I pointed at my head. “It is stored in my memory drive.”

Emma let out an angry laugh. “That doesn’t mean you have any idea what I’m going through. How could you? You don’t even have any feelings.”

Ceeron’s voice broke through. “Perhaps you should both take a step away.”

I ignored the robot. My focus was fixed on Emma. Only Emma. “Did you ever think maybe feelings are what get you humans into so much trouble?”

“Guys,” Keller said. “I think you’re both saying stuff you don’t mean.”

But I was not done speaking. Not yet. “If humans could control their feelings, we would not be in this mess.”

Emma crossed her arms. “What’re you talking about?”

“The Machine Breakers. They are fueled by rage. By revenge. They are driven by emotion. Just like all humans. Just like you.”

“So basically, I’m just as messed up as the Machine Breakers?” Emma’s head tilted. “Is that what you’re saying?”

“No, but . . .”

“But what? I could snap any second? Lose control? You really think that little of me?”

“I am simply being honest.”

Emma winced. Her face filled with pain. When she spoke, her voice was barely more than a whisper.

“I really, really wish I didn’t have to go anywhere else with you, XR,” she said. “But just know, once all this is over, once I have my parents back, I never want to see you again.”

“Emma, I—”

But she had already turned her back to me, stomping furiously away.

Standing nearby, PRES1DENT’s eyes glowed like twin flames.
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For a long time after that, nobody spoke.

But even in the silence, my head filled with voices.

Emma’s voice.

My voice.

Our argument replayed in my memory drive.

Again/Again/Again/Again/Again.

But there was another voice.

I kept returning to something PRES1DENT had said earlier in the day.

We robots need to stick together.

The words echoed in my mind. Perhaps PRES1DENT was correct. Perhaps it was an error to believe humans and robots can be friends.

We are simply too different.
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Our path led us through a Recycling_Facility. Mountains of reusable materials towered all around us. Until recently, this place would have been swarming with robotic activity. Conveyor_Belts zooming in dozens of different directions. Machines with many arms sorting everything—plastic/paper/metal—at blinding speeds. Cranes swooping overhead.

Now everything stood perfectly still.

A Self_Driving_Truck frozen in the middle of dumping its cargo.

Drones lying shattered on the concrete.

A CompressorBot stuck on pause, about to chomp into a cardboard box.

Everything was eerily quiet. A plastic bag flapped in the wind.

PRES1DENT led us on a zigzagging path through the Recycling_Facility, weaving between equipment and unmoving machines.

Heavy footsteps clomped behind me. I turned to see Ceeron. The robot looked down on me with glowing/blue eyes.

“You have to work things out with her,” it said.

I did not need to ask who Ceeron meant. I glanced at Emma. Ever since our argument, she had kept her distance. She was too far away to hear us talking about her.

“Emma has made it abundantly clear she does not wish to speak to me,” I pointed out. “There is nothing else I can do.”

“You could try apologizing to her,” Ceeron suggested.

I shook my head. “She is the one who should be apologizing to me.”

Ceeron let out a low/electronic grumble. “We are a team. We need to work together. How are we supposed to do that if you two are squabbling?”

I responded with a shrug.

Something tapped at my side. When I glanced down, I saw SkD rolling beside me. A single image glowed on its screen.
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SkD pointed at the speech bubble.

And then at Emma.

Back to the speech bubble.

Emma again.

Speech bubble.

Emma.

“I get it!” I glared at SkD. “You want me to talk to Emma.”

SkD nodded eagerly.

“That is not going to happen. If Emma wishes to speak, she knows exactly where to find me.”

A new emoji appeared on SkD’s screen.
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Ceeron nudged me. “XR . . .”

I whirled on the robot, my eyes flaring. “ENOUGH!”

My voice had come out louder than expected. I lowered the volume before speaking again.

“I do not wish to communicate anymore. With either of you.”

But Ceeron persisted. “XR, look—”

“No, you look! You will just have to accept the situation. Now, if you will please leave me alone—”

“I MEAN, LOOK AROUND YOU!”

Ceeron’s voice boomed with urgency. All of a sudden, I realized: It was not talking about Emma/me. Not anymore. This was about something else.

And so I took its advice.

I looked around.

This is what I saw:

Screens were lighting up. Machine control panels. Robot interfaces. Digital surfaces. They were all glowing with the exact same thing.

Talin.

The leader of the Machine Breakers stared out at me from every single screen.

She had another message for the world.
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“My fellow humans . . .”

Talin’s voice resounded from thousands of speakers. Everywhere I looked, I saw her dark eyes peering from screens.

She was not alone. Once again, she was joined by Roman/Vlad/Scorch. They stood behind her, silent/stern, weapons at their sides.

“We have made great progress in a short time,” Talin said. “We have overthrown machines and started a new society—a better society. I would like to express my profound appreciation to all who have helped usher in this new era for humanity!”

Talin leaned forward. Light slid across the edges of her armor.

“Most of you have welcomed the revolution with open arms. But not everyone.” Her features sharpened into a furious scowl. “There are still traitors out there. People who feel some misguided alliance with machines. Who want to bring them back to life. Who are standing in the way of our movement. The Machine Breakers have already rounded up many of these disloyal individuals.”

My memory drive blinked with a recent file.

An old woman being dragged out of her house.

Her desperate pleas replayed in my head.

I thought of the woman, even as Talin continued her speech.

“I will not rest until the traitors have been found. Every. Single. One.” She pounded her armored fist into her gloved palm again/again/again. “If you know someone who is an enemy of the revolution, it is your duty to inform the Machine Breakers immediately. You will be rewarded for helping the cause.”

Talin’s dark gaze narrowed.

“And if you stand in our way, know this: We will find you. And you will be punished.”

As she spoke these words, my attention landed on something hanging around Talin’s neck.

A silver chain.

How odd. Talin did not strike me as the type to wear jewelry. It did not seem to go well with her battle armor.

But this jewelry had another purpose.

Attached to the end of the chain was a slender/metal object. Talin must have kept it there for security, ensuring that it was close at all times.

I zoomed in on the object around her neck.

And ran an image recognition analysis.

Result: I had seen the object once before.

Yesterday—just before their attack—Talin held it in her hand.

Now here it was again. Attached to a chain, hanging from her neck.

The Off_Switch.
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As soon as the screens went dark, I turned to the others. “Did you see that?”

“Yeah, I saw it.” Keller dug his heel into the ground. “She’s a tyrant! This whole revolution’s just her excuse to grab power for herself.”

“Not that,” I said. “I meant what she was wearing.”

Keller’s face filled with confusion. “You really think this is the best time to review her fashion choices?”

“What she was wearing around her neck,” I clarified. “She had a necklace. Attached to it was the Off_Switch.”

SkD beeped.
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“We know the exact location of the Off_Switch,” I said. “Now we just need to get inside the Fortress and find Talin.”

“Oh, that’s all.” Emma rolled her eyes. “This place is called the Fortress. I kind of doubt there’s gonna be a red carpet waiting for us when we get there.”

“The human is correct.” PRES1DENT stepped forward, hands clasped behind its back. “The Fortress is the most secure site in all of robotkind. The entire building was designed to keep unwanted visitors out.”

“Well, that’s just great,” Keller said. I scanned his vocal patterns, detecting high levels of sarcasm.

“Fortunately, you have me.” PRES1DENT held its head high. “I know every nook and corner of the Fortress. I can get you inside—as long as you stay close and do exactly as I say.”

I stared at PRES1DENT. I still did not entirely trust the robot. But right now, I was glad to have it on our team.

Ceeron was the next to speak. “Even if we manage to get inside the Fortress, we still have to worry about the Machine Breakers.”

SkD hummed with worry. Images began to scroll across its screen.
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I stared down at SkD’s statement, translating the pictures as I scanned them:

The Machine Breakers are strong.

The Machine Breakers are smart.

The Machine Breakers have weapons. Lots of weapons.

The little robot was correct, of course. I did not need complex calculations to know: The odds were stacked against us.

But those were concerns for another time. Right now, all that mattered was finding the Fortress.

We walked for several minutes in silence.

Until a sight stopped me in my tracks.

Up ahead, both sides of the road were lined with metal stakes. Their sharp spikes poked toward the sky. And each one was impaled with the head of a robot. Dozens of them. Their glass eyes shattered. Their metal skulls pierced by the spikes.

As if there was any doubt who was responsible for this savagery, DNA strands had been painted onto the heads.

The mark of the Machine Breakers.

I stood, speechless, staring at the repulsive sight.

PRES1DENT limped to a stop beside me. “Just remember,” it whispered in my audio port. “It was humans who did this.”

PRES1DENT began moving again, passing between the rows of robot heads.

I had no choice.

I followed.
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At last, we had arrived at the shore. My gaze moved from the beach to the water, searching for the Fortress.

No result

I whirled to face PRES1DENT. “Where is the Fortress? You said it would be here.”

“I told you already,” PRES1DENT replied. “You will not recognize it when you see it.”

“I did not understand what that meant the first time you said it, and I do not understand it now, either.”

“Soon.” PRES1DENT’s golden gaze never wavered. “Just wait and you will see.”

“Enough riddles!” I kicked the sand. “Where is it?”

PRES1DENT calmly pointed to the ocean. A motorboat skimmed across the water. “Watch.”

I did as the robot instructed. My focus zoomed in on the boat. A single human was crouched inside, gripping the tiller of the outboard engine. The rest of the craft was filled with metal crates. The mark of the Machine Breakers was painted on the side of each box.

The boat sliced through the waves.

Away from shore.

Out to sea.

“Where is it going?” I asked.

PRES1DENT only replied, “Keep watching.”

Annoyance surged through my circuitry. I was beginning to wonder whether PRES1DENT was playing some kind of trick on us. Perhaps this was all an elaborate plan. A way of getting revenge.

I was about to make this accusation.

But I never got around to it.

Because at that exact moment, the sky opened up.
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At first, I did not trust what I was seeing. I thought it must be a glitch in my programming. An error in my visual port.

This could not possibly be happening.

A section of the sky . . .

Had split apart . . .

Like a door opening in midair.

On the other side of the open door, the view was different.

Through the gap in the sky, I could see a gray/metal wall. A dock rising out of the ocean. An armored human waving to the boat.

My voice came out as an unsteady/electronic croak. “Is anyone else seeing this?”

“Yeah,” Emma said. She must have been so stunned by the strange sight, she had momentarily forgotten: We were supposed to be ignoring each other. “I see it.”

Keller spoke up next. “How is this happening?”

“Digital camouflage,” PRES1DENT explained. “A solid wall of ultra-high-definition screens, projecting an exact real-time replica of the view all around it. What you are seeing is a perfect imitation of the sky. And on the other side of the doorway—”

“The Fortress,” I said.

PRES1DENT nodded. “It is concealed on all sides. An enormous cube of digital camouflage, keeping the Fortress hidden from the outside world. Quite an effective security measure, I would say.”

“It’s incredible,” Emma breathed. “I didn’t know something like that was even possible.”

“That is because you think like a human,” PRES1DENT said. “The Fortress was designed by the greatest intelligence in the world. Artificial intelligence. Built by a sophisticated team of robots. The perfect headquarters for top leadership to gather in secret.”

“Which is why the Machine Breakers took it over,” Ceeron said.

I watched the motorboat speed across the water. Closer/Closer/Closer to the doorway in the digital wall. Until—

It passed through the opening.

The doorway began to slide shut.

Gradually, the view inside narrowed, swallowed by the sky.

Or—

A digital replica of the sky.

Soon the doorway had closed completely.

Everything looked as it had before.

Ocean/Blue sky/Clouds.

Nothing else.

Once again, the Fortress had become invisible.

“We have to find a way inside the DigitalCube,” I said.

“Maybe we can borrow a boat,” Keller suggested. “We’ll just aim for the same spot.”

“How do you intend to get the door open?” PRES1DENT asked.

“Um . . .” Keller scratched his head.

PRES1DENT continued. “Now, let us say, somehow, you manage to open the door. What then? We have already seen that there could be a Machine Breaker soldier waiting at the dock. Do you expect him to welcome us with open arms?”

“No, but—”

“This is no time for your improvisation, human,” PRES1DENT sneered. “We need a plan. Preferably one that will not get us killed.”

“Hey! Microchip brain!” Emma spoke up in a loud/angry voice. “He was just throwing out an idea. If you really want a plan, maybe don’t trash anyone who speaks up. Because it isn’t helpful. Like, at all.”

PRES1DENT’s eyes burned furiously in Emma’s direction.

She glared right back.

I looked from one to the other, trying to come up with something/anything that would break the tension.

But Ceeron beat me to it. “I might have a suggestion. A way to get a sneaky preview of what is behind the digital wall without putting ourselves in immediate danger.”

Ceeron’s head swiveled 180 degrees, until it was looking backward. It turned its attention down, into its big/metal backpack. Usually, the backpack contained solar panels. But ever since we had set out on our journey, it had been empty.

Or so I had assumed.

The big robot reached into its backpack.

“Ceeron?” I could hear the curiosity in my own voice. “What do you have in there?”

“Just something I picked up at the Museum of Robotic History.”

When Ceeron’s hand emerged from the backpack, it was holding a tote bag between two large/metal fingers.

It opened the bag. For the first time, the rest of us gained a view of what it had been carrying all this time.

Dozens of robotic flies.

Ceeron peered down at the tiny robots. “I figured we could use some help from a few friends.”

I stared at the tiny robots in Ceeron’s hands.

Ever since noticing the empty display, I had been wondering about the Buzzr Surveillance_Drones.

Now I knew.

Ceeron took the drones.

“I thought they might come in handy.” Ceeron nudged one of the robot flies with its huge/metal finger. “So I charged their batteries and brought them along.”

SkD let out an excited beep. A pair of emojis flashed across its screen.
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I cast a confused glance down at SkD. “You would like to examine geological rock formations and distant star patterns?”

Keller rolled his eyes. “Dude, I think it’s trying to say, Ceeron, you’re a total rock star!”

A new emoji appeared.
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“Ah.” I nodded. “That makes more sense.”

“Guys, look!” Emma pointed down the shore, where another boat was just setting off in the direction of the Fortress. “We need to get Buzzr onto that boat!”

Ceeron plucked the remote control out of its backpack and handed it to me. I took over from there.

I tapped the remote. One of the flies rose from Ceeron’s palm and hovered in midair. Another tap sent the robot zooming away.

Over the beach.

Across the ocean.

Toward the boat.

Before long, Buzzr came in for a landing. There was only one human on board. She never noticed the arrival of the new passenger.

I stared down at the remote control. The others were crowded around me. All of us watched the screen. Buzzr’s point of view.

A doorway opened in the middle of the sky.

The boat coasted through it.

It was like something from a story. The kind of fantasy humans have been telling each other for thousands of years.

A hidden door.

An enchanted portal.

A passageway from one world to another.

I watched as we passed through to the other side.
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We gained our first real glimpse of the Fortress through Buzzr’s electronic eyes.

The building was enormous. The walls were built out of thick stone. Guard towers stretched high above.

The Fortress was surrounded on all sides by water, like a moat. Every door was protected by a pair of soldiers. Their armor was marked with the sign of the Machine Breakers.

Even though the Fortress had been built by highly sophisticated machines, it reminded me of something from centuries ago.
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A medieval castle.

This must have been intentional. Machines learn from humans. The robots who built the Fortress must have used medieval castles as a model, combining the past and the future in a single secure location. A stone castle, surrounded by the DigitalCube, invisible in the middle of the water.

Buzzr swept upward, scanning the top of the Fortress. Perched at one end of the roof was a machine I had never encountered before. It must have been decades old. Ancient, by the standards of technology. I searched my data drives until I could identify its name:

Helicopter

This type of helicopter had been replaced by self-guided drones when robots took over. And yet—here it was. An actual helicopter on the roof of the Fortress.

Why?

The answer occurred to me an instant later.

Because, of course, all the self-guided drones were dead now, along with nearly every other robot on the planet. If the Machine Breakers required a flying machine, they would have to rely on this ancient technology.

Buzzr continued the tour.

The tiny robot zoomed down/down/down, until it was nearly level with the dock. Soldiers stood guard, checking all arriving boats, making sure only authorized humans were on board.

Once the boat was secured, a human arrived on a forklift. Like the helicopter, the forklift was many/many/many years old. An artifact from another time.

A time before robots took over.

The Machine Breakers may have hated machines, but they still needed us. Which was why they had dusted off all these primitive machines—motorboats, helicopters, forklifts—to help them with their essential tasks.

The forklift picked up a large/metal crate, carrying it off the boat and onto the dock.

A single word was printed on the side of the crate in large/black letters:

CONFIDENTIAL

The crate was delivered through a door and into a warehouse. The walls were lined with shelves, stocked with weapons and armor. Soldiers opened boxes, sorting and stacking the inventory.

I sent Buzzr flying around the room, memorizing every detail. But I nearly dropped the remote when a humongous human suddenly appeared on the screen.

Vlad.

He looked just as massive/intimidating as the first time we encountered him. I remembered the way he slammed Ceeron with his sledgehammer. The awful KA-KRAAACK! echoed in my memory drive.

Here he was again. Stomping heavily around the warehouse, grunting orders at the people around him.

Vlad pointed at the crate that was labeled CONFIDENTIAL. “Boss wants to inspect those items herself.”

Boss. The word rang in my audio ports. Whatever was inside the crate, it was going all the way to Talin.

“Well, what’re you waiting for?” Vlad barked. “HURRY!”

The soldier accelerated the forklift, transporting the confidential crate across the room. They skidded to a halt at a door.

The driver fumbled in his armor until he found a small/plastic ID badge. He held the badge up to a security panel beside the door.

Beep! A light on the panel went from red to green.

The door slid open.

The forklift rushed through it.

And so did the robotic fly.

Buzzr trailed the forklift through long/twisting corridors. Soon we arrived at a massive/arched door. A sheet of paper was taped to the wall beside the door. Human handwriting was scrawled across the page.

DISSIDENT DETAINMENT

I gained my first glimpse through the doorway. What I saw was chilling.

Humans were lined up along the edges of the room, hunched forward on the floor with shackles around their wrists/ankles. Hundreds of them, all chained to the wall.

“They are prisoners,” I said in a hushed tone.

I recalled the handwritten sign I had spotted on the way into the room. Dissident Detainment. Vocabulary words rang out in my mind.

Dissident. Noun. 1. A person who opposes an official policy or willingly breaks the rules, especially in an authoritarian state.

Detainment. Noun. 1. To hold someone or something against their will.

Scanning the faces of the dissidents, I saw misery/fear/anger/exhaustion.

And another detail stood out.

Two of the faces were familiar.

They were Emma’s mother and father.
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“My parents!”

Emma’s voice came out as a choked whisper.

Her mother’s hair hung around her head in messy curls. There were dark circles under her eyes. Emma’s father was beside her. Like everyone else, he was chained to the wall.

I looked at Emma as she looked at her parents.

Her hand rose to her mouth. A tear slid down her cheek.

The expression on her face was happy/sad.

She looked relieved/horrified.

Over the months that I had known Emma, I had learned: There are times when human emotions were complicated.

This was one of those times.

Her parents were alive.

But they were also locked away, prisoners inside the Fortress, surrounded by guards, hidden from the world behind thick/titanium walls and digital camouflage.

Emma was seeing them again—finally.

But only through the small/digital screen on my remote control. She could not hug them. Or speak to them. Or help them in any way.

Like I said:

Complicated.

In the center of the room, a pair of soldiers stood guard, clutching their weapons, ignoring the pleas of the prisoners all around them.

They moved aside as the forklift rumbled through the room.

Clutching the remote control tighter, I guided Buzzr forward, following the forklift.

“Wait!” Emma yelped. “Where’re you going?”

“The forklift. It is about to exit the room.”

“But my parents—”

“I am sorry,” I said. “The objective is to find Talin. If I lose track of the forklift . . .”

My voice faded. Emma was no longer listening.

She had turned her back to me, to all of us.

I could no longer see her face, but I could tell—

She was crying.

I tried to think of something to say. Something that would make her feel better. Or at least understand.

I considered 29,689 options.

I deleted all of them.

Sometimes, the best thing to say is nothing.
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Buzzr followed the forklift into a freight elevator. Scanning the space, I realized:

We were not alone.

Roman was also in the elevator. The red light was still glowing in his metal eye patch. He must have been chronicling this. I navigated Buzzr up/up/up. I did not want Roman’s recording to include any evidence of a robot fly.

The doors closed.

The elevator shifted into motion.

Roman glanced at the forklift, the crate, the label reading CONFIDENTIAL. “Lemme guess. You’re headed up to Talin’s office.”

“Yes, sir,” said the soldier.

“While you’re there, wouldja let her know we’re having issues with the compactor room again?”

“The compactor room?”

Roman nodded. “We’re on a secret island. We don’t exactly get regular garbage pickup. Which is why we’ve got the compactor room. All the trash gets crushed into teeny-tiny clumps, then dumped into a boat and transported back to the mainland. Except all the compacting’s done by machines. Machines that stopped working when we flipped the Off_Switch. We used a manual work-around to get the compactor room up and running again, but the controls keep shutting down. And guess who ends up dealing with the problem?”

“Uh . . .” the soldier mumbled.

“Me, that’s who! I’m supposed to be leading a global revolution here. Instead I’m stuck repairing an oversized garbage can! It’s humiliating! Not to mention dangerous! You take one false step inside the compactor room and—”

Roman clapped his hands together. The soldier flinched.

“WHAM!” Roman shouted. “You get crushed!”

The soldier flinched again when a sudden DING! rang out inside the elevator.

The elevator had arrived at Roman’s floor. Stepping out, he glanced back over his shoulder.

“Don’t forget to tell Talin what I toldja!” he said. “We gotta get this compactor room fixed—pronto! If we don’t, this whole Fortress is gonna be a giant floating dump!”
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We got out at the top floor. As Buzzr followed the forklift, I glanced at my surroundings. I could tell, right away, that security was tighter up here. There were more ID checks, more guards.

While I waited for a guard to scan the soldier’s badge, I glanced up from the screen. Emma was standing apart from the rest of us. Her eyes were still red from crying.

When she noticed I was looking at her, she turned away, crossing her arms tightly.

I examined her behavior, her movements, her posture.

Result: She was still angry.

At me.

But this was nothing new. Emma had already decided our friendship was over. I had simply given her one more reason to hate me.

I jabbed the remote. Time to move again.

Buzzr trailed the forklift through another set of doors. Inside the next room, the walls were lined with screens. Each one glowed with black/white surveillance video. From this one spot, you could see everything happening around the Fortress. Every room, every hallway. The elevators, the warehouse, the docks.

The screens were being monitored by someone whose face was hidden behind a mask. Only her eyes were visible, flicking from one screen to another. A burn mark slashed diagonally down the front of her mask.

Even if I could not see her face, I knew her name.

Scorch.

As the forklift approached, the masked commander turned. Her eyes narrowed sharply. She examined the new arrival.

Scorch held up a hand. She did not say a word, but the message was clear.

Stop right there.

The forklift screeched to a halt.

Scorch stared silently.

All of a sudden, the soldier seemed very uncomfortable in his armor.

“Um . . .” he began. “Greetings, Supreme Commander Scorch. I have a delivery. For Talin.”

Scorch said nothing. One hand was still raised. The other slowly moved toward her belt, where her crossbow was holstered.

Her finger curled around the trigger of her crossbow.

A familiar voice spoke up.

“It’s okay, Scorch. No need to murder the delivery boy. Yet. I was expecting him.”

Talin appeared on the screen. Long/Black hair. Deep/Dark eyes. A silver chain hung from her neck. And attached to it, a slim/silver device.

The Off_Switch.

Before anyone noticed Buzzr, I navigated the spy fly out of the room. Once it was on the dock again, I set the control for autopilot back in our direction.

We had found what we were seeking. The Off_Switch was still in the same location as it had been yesterday: on a chain hanging around Talin’s neck.

If we could get to Talin, we could access the Off_Switch.

If we could access the Off_Switch, we could reprogram the device and bring robots back to life.

And while we were at it, rescue Emma’s parents.

But first: We needed to get inside the Fortress. Thanks to Buzzr’s little tour, we knew our way around the Fortress. Talin’s personal office was on the top floor.

But how were we going to get there?

The Fortress was swarming with soldiers. There were ID checks at every door. Scorch was closely monitoring the surveillance feeds.

Our mission would not be easy.

Luckily, I had a plan.
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Step[1] of my plan was: Hack into the Fortress’s surveillance system.

PRES1DENT led us to a large/metal box near the shore. “All electrical signals to the Fortress pass through that circuit box,” it explained. “We can access the surveillance from there.”

SkD handled the rest. Reaching up with its clawed hands, it flipped open the box and inspected the network of circuits, plucking out wires and rearranging them like pieces on a chessboard.

When it was done, it spun around. A trio of emojis glowed on its screen.
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Translation: The security cameras have been set to repeat their footage on a timer.

From now on, all surveillance videos would run on a loop. Every hour, they would start over. Again/Again/Again.

I thought back to Scorch’s surveillance den. Flickering monitors showing everything that happened inside/outside the Fortress. Thanks to SkD’s hacking skills, we would not show up on any of her screens.

Now we were ready for Step[2]:

Sneak onto a boat.

“That is our chance!” I pointed to the dock, where a cargo ship had just arrived. “We just need to get on board.”

“Easier said than done,” Ceeron replied. “There are soldiers everywhere. How are we supposed to get past them?”

Keller’s face brightened. “I have an idea!”

“What is it?” I asked.

But Keller was already on the move. “Just wait here.”

He sneaked farther down the shore, ducking behind lifeless robots, zigzagging between buildings. He came to a stop next to a small motorboat that was resting on the beach.

I zoomed in on him, watching as he reached into the boat, fiddling with the motor.

PRES1DENT let out an electronic grunt. “The human is making a mistake. That boat is much too small to transport all of us.”

“Duh,” Emma said. “He obviously knows that.”

“Then what is he doing?”

A knowing smile tugged at Emma’s lips. “He’s creating a distraction.”

The boat’s engine began to hum. Keller untied the rope that was holding the craft in place. Then he pushed it across the sand. Once it reached the water, he gave it one last push.

And the boat began zooming away.

Out to sea.

Without any passengers.

It took 9.6 seconds for anyone else to notice.

“Hey!” yelled a soldier. “We got an unauthorized vessel approaching the Fortress!”

Other soldiers stopped what they were doing, turning to look.

Then they began to shout.

“Whose boat is that?”

“Doesn’t look like there’s anyone on board!”

“Which one of you idiots forgot to tie up your boat?”

“Doesn’t matter now! If that thing collides with the invisible wall, Talin’s gonna have all our heads!”

“Someone stop it! Quick!”

Soldiers scrambled to find another boat. They screamed out orders. Their armor clanked as they bumped into each other. Everyone was rushing around, here/there/everywhere. They were so distracted by the runaway boat, none of them noticed that four robots and one girl were racing across the beach.

Keller met us at the dock.

Emma greeted him with a hug. “That was brilliant!”

Now we were ready for Step[3] of my plan:

Hide inside a crate marked CONFIDENTIAL.

Our feet clanged the metal deck as we crossed the cargo ship. Crates were stacked all around us, but none was big enough to fit all of us.

“We will have to split up,” I said.

Ceeron began grabbing crates, ripping off the tops and dumping their contents into the water. Meanwhile, PRES1DENT went on the search for CONFIDENTIAL labels, peeling them off some crates, sticking them to others.

SkD spun around, beeping with urgency.
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Translation: They have the boat. Time is running out.

SkD was right. Soldiers were beginning to return to their positions. If we did not hide soon, we would be spotted.

I turned my attention to the three crates that Ceeron had already emptied. “These will have to do. Ceeron and SkD—you take the largest.” I pointed to a second crate. “PRES1DENT and I will get inside this one. Emma and Keller can take the—”

I went quiet when I heard a sound.

Footsteps.

I lowered the volume of my voice to an electronic whisper. “Someone is coming. Get inside—quick!”

Our group burst into action. Everyone scrambling to climb into their crates. I hopped into the nearest one, ducking down low, waiting for PRES1DENT to join me.

CLANG! A pair of feet landed beside me. I grabbed the lid of the crate and pulled it closed.

Darkness blanketed the small space. The only light came from a slit in the metal box. I moved closer to the narrow opening, peering outside, watching as a soldier marched past. I listened to the sound of footsteps getting quieter/quieter/quieter.

“That was close,” I said. “Now we just have to wait.”

A reply came a moment later. “What’re you doing here?”

Surprise jolted through my operating system.

The voice did not belong to PRES1DENT.

It belonged to Emma.
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Inside the cramped crate, I scooted/shifted/squeezed until I was facing Emma. Even in the darkness, her glare was unmistakable.

Our conversation went like this:

Emma: You were supposed to get in the other crate.

Me: I made it perfectly clear. This crate was intended for PRES1DENT and me.

Emma: Well, sorry you can’t hide out with your new best friend.

Me: Best friend?

Emma: Don’t act all confused. I’ve seen the way you and PREZ act when you’re together. You’re like . . . Like kids in the cafeteria, gossiping about the dorks you don’t like.

Me: That is untrue.

Emma: Oh, so you’re saying PREZ hasn’t been talking trash about me behind my back, trying to get you to hate me?

[A moment of silence.]

Emma: That’s what I thought.

Me: PRES1DENT is not to blame for the issues between us.

Emma: Oh really? Then who is to blame?

Me: You.

[Emma huffed angrily, shaking her head.]

Emma: Ugh! Why do I have to be stuck in this stupid crate with you?

Me: Keep your voice down!

Emma: Keep your voice down!

Me: I have run an analysis of both our vocal frequencies. Your voice is significantly louder than mine.

Emma: Shhh.

Me: Shhhhh.

Emma: I really wish I could be in another crate.

[A horn blew loudly. The ship’s engine began to roar. Everything shifted into motion. We were on our way to the Fortress.]
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For eight minutes and nineteen seconds, neither of us spoke. I spent most of that time turning the bracelet—Emma’s birthday present—around/around/around my wrist. I thought back to the moment she first gave it to me, her bright smile glowing in my memory drive. I wondered if I would ever see that smile again.

Emma broke the silence with a pained groan. She twisted sideways, gripping her calf.

“What is wrong?” I asked.

“Nothing,” she grumbled.

Still twisting the bracelet, I examined her facial features. Clearly something was bothering her.

“If you tell me what is going on,” I said, “I might be able to help.”

She shot me an annoyed/angry look. “I don’t need you to worry about me, okay. I’ll be o—”

Her words were swallowed by another groan. She tightened her hold on her leg.

I studied her visible symptoms and analyzed the situation. “The pain in your calf muscle,” I said. “It is probably because of a cramp.”

“And you can tell that just by looking at me?”

“Not just that. For the past two days, your level of physical exertion has been much higher. At the same time, you have been drinking less water. You have had lower intakes of potassium and magnesium. All these factors can result in muscle cramps.”

Emma squirmed with pain. “Well, at least now I know what’s torturing me.”

I scooted over, patting the floor of the crate. “Place your leg here.”

Emma gave me a suspicious look. She did not move.

I shrugged. “Very well. If you would rather remain in grueling agony, then there is no need to listen to my—”

Her leg stretched out beside me.

“Okay, now what?” she muttered to the wall.

“Lift your foot upward. Bend at the ankle. Try to point your toes toward your shin.”

“Ouch.”

“Is that painful?”

“A little. But it’s a different kind of pain.”

“I think that means it is working. Now hold the stretch for forty-six-point-seven seconds.”

Emma rolled her eyes. But there was the hint of a smile on her lips. “In case you forgot, XR, I don’t have a stopwatch in my brain.”

“How about if I keep count for you?”

“Perfect.”

Once the time was up, I nodded to Emma. “Very good. You can relax your leg.”

She took my recommendation.

“How do you feel?” I asked.

She thought for a moment. “There’s still some pain. But it’s not as bad as before.”

“We are making progress.”

“Yeah,” Emma said. “We are.”

The floor rocked gently beneath us. For a while, the only sound was the steady mmmmmmmmmm of the ship’s engine.

I was peering through the narrow opening in the crate wall when Emma spoke again.

“By the way,” she said quietly. “I’m sorry.”

My glowing eyes shifted in her direction. “For what?”

She took a breath. “I still don’t think it was cool what you did—spying on me and Keller. But . . . I understand why you did it. And I’m sorry for getting so mad.”

“I am sorry, too,” I said. “For invading your privacy. And for what happened after that. Earlier today, when that woman was being dragged from her home, I said some things . . .”

The scene began to replay in my mind. My argument with Emma. The memory file snagged on a single moment. My own voice rang inside my head. Sharp words, like arrows straight into my memory drive.

The Machine Breakers. They are fueled by rage. By revenge. They are driven by emotion. Just like all humans. Just like you.

If I could, I would undo the comment. But that was not possible. And so I did the next best thing.

I apologized.

“I am so/so/so sorry,” I said. “I compared you to the Machine Breakers. That was wrong. In so many ways.”

Emma nodded. “I guess we were both kinda saying things we didn’t really mean.”

“And for the record: There is nothing wrong with emotion. It is what makes humans human. And that is a good thing.”

The ship swayed.

The engine droned loudly.

I looked at Emma.

She looked back.

“So, um . . .” she began. “Are we, like, friends again?”

“Is that what you would like?” I asked.

“I think so.”

“Me too.”

Emma smiled. “So then . . . What now?”

I shrugged. “I do not know.”

She chuckled. “That’s a first.”

“Is there a specific human ritual for a situation like this?”

“You mean, like, when a robot and a human start off as enemies, but then become friends, but then hate each other for a little while, until they accidentally get trapped inside a crate together and decide to be friends again? That kind of situation?”

“Precisely.”

“No. I’m pretty sure there isn’t a specific ritual for that.”

“Perhaps we can start one,” I suggested.

“Works for me. But . . .” Emma gestured to our cramped space. “It’ll have to be something that works when you don’t have a lot of room to move around.”

“How about a handshake?”

Emma made a face. “Too boring. Our situation is unique. That means our gesture—”

“Should be unique, too.” I nodded. “Got it.”

“How about this?” Emma puffed out her cheeks and flicked her hands by her ears like antlers.

I shook my head. “I am unable to form that facial expression.”

“Right.” Emma nodded thoughtfully. “Duh.”

“Perhaps we could recite pi to the hundredth decimal place.”

Emma stared at me. “You’re kidding, right?”

“That would be 3.1415926—”

“No,” Emma interrupted. “Not gonna do that.”

“Okay, then what?”

“Ooh, I know!” Emma sat up a little straighter. “Foot bump!”

“How does that work?”

“It’s like a fist bump. But—you know—with your . . .”

“Foot?”

“Wow, you are advanced.” Emma grinned at me.

It was time to test our new ritual. We scooted ourselves into optimal foot-bumping positions. Emma extended the leg that was not cramped. I looked down at my feet. They were still secure inside a pair of hiking boots. The boots Emma had tied for me.

“Ready?” I asked.

“Ready,” Emma said.

Our shoes tapped together.

It was a tiny gesture.

But in that moment, it seemed enormous.
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The ship shuddered to a halt. The sound of the engine dropped away.

We had arrived.

Outside our crate, the ship hummed with activity. Soldiers hurried across the deck. I could hear their clanging footsteps, their shouts. Some of the crates were lifted by hand. The heavier ones were carried away by forklift.

Soon the wheels of the forklift arrived at our crate.

“Careful with this one,” commanded someone outside. “It’s going all the way to the boss.”

The flat/metal forks slid beneath the floor of our crate.

And then we were in motion.

Jolting/Shaking/Clanking/Clattering.

I could not see where we were going, but I could hear/feel the environment changing as the forklift zoomed from one place to another.

The metal deck of the cargo ship.

The rough concrete dock.

The smooth floor of the warehouse.

CLUNK! Our crate hit the floor.

We had made it inside the Fortress.

Which meant we had arrived at Step[4]:

Remain hidden inside the crate while it is transported through all levels of security.

This would be followed by Step[5]:

Arrive in Talin’s inner chamber.

Step[6]:

Steal the Off_Switch.

Step[7]:

Reprogram the Off_Switch (OFF → ON) and restore life to all robots on Earth.

And finally, Step[8]:

Free Emma’s parents + all other prisoners.

The Steps cycled through my mind.

Again/Again/Again.

Until a voice broke through.

“These three are confidential,” said a soldier from outside our crate. “They’re going directly to Talin. Make it quick!”

I peered through the thin opening. The soldier gestured to our crate. And two others. The crates that contained the rest of our group. Ceeron/SkD/Keller/PRES1DENT.

I could hear a forklift getting closer. But the wheels slowed to a stop when another human spoke up.

“Hold on!”

I recognized the voice.

It belonged to Vlad.

Through the slit, I watched as the human stomped into view. He folded his massive arms.

“These are the wrong crates,” he said.

A baffled soldier responded, “But the labels—”

“I can read the labels,” Vlad interrupted. “But these crates don’t match up with the inventory list.”

I looked at Emma. In the dim light of our cramped box, I could see fear pulling at her features. Her eyes were wide. Her hands were clenched into tight fists.

She flinched at the sound of Vlad’s deep/gravelly voice.

“Something doesn’t make sense here,” he said. “Open up these three crates. I wanna see what’s inside.”
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For a moment, my operating system was overloaded with warnings. Red lights flashed behind my visual ports. Emergency signals rushed through my circuitry. A definition burst across my programming.

Panic. Noun. 1. Sudden overpowering fright.

Panic was a word I connected with humans. Robots were far too logical. Panic was not in our programming.

That is what I had always assumed.

Until now.

Because now I seemed to be Panicking.

If our crates were opened, how were we supposed to complete Step[4] through Step[8]? How would we reach Talin? And restore life to all robots? And free Emma’s parents?

Plan[A] was crumbling.

We needed to form Plan[B].

Now.

Other options streamed through my operating system. The possibilities piled up in my brain. Millions of them. Too many. My AI was overwhelmed. My system was about to crash. But then . . .

Something tapped my foot.

My mind blinked back into the here/now. I looked down and saw Emma’s foot next to mine.

She gave my foot another tap. A silent reminder of our friendship. Even if all my processing power could not come up with a replacement plan, at least we had this.

We had each other.

The Panic faded.

Now was not the time to formulate new plans.

Now was the time to fight.
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Our crate rattled. The top was removed. When I looked up, I saw a human peering down at us.

She was speechless.

Vlad spoke up from nearby. “What is it? What’s in there?”

Before the soldier could answer, I bolted out of the crate. For 0.24 seconds, the soldier was motionless, watching me with disbelief.

Then she reached for her sword.

Before she could get a hand on the weapon, I grabbed her helmet and pulled it down over her eyes.

Now that my attacker was temporarily blind, I used the next hundredth of a second to scan my surroundings. The warehouse looked just as it had earlier, when I had seen it through Buzzr’s camera. Shelves stocked with weapons/armor/supplies. A floor littered with crates that still needed to be opened/sorted/shelved. And soldiers.

Lots of soldiers.

I counted nine of them. But even though they had us outnumbered, we still had one advantage:

The element of surprise.

Even Vlad looked stunned to be seeing me again. Which was a good thing. The humongous human could probably knock my head off with a single punch.

My attention landed back on the soldier nearest to me. Her helmet was still covering her eyes. I shoved her in Vlad’s direction. Then I hopped out of the crate. Emma jumped out after me.

“What do we do now?” she asked.

“Try not to die,” I said.

Her eyebrows went up. “That’s your plan?”

I nodded. “Unless you have something better in mind.”

Emma thought about this. “Nope. That works for me.”

CLANG! The soldier I had shoved collided with Vlad. She bounced off his armor and landed on the floor.

Vlad barely seemed to notice the impact.

Now he was stalking in my direction.

“You escaped once,” he growled. “You won’t be so lucky this time.”

He reached over his shoulder and pulled out his enormous sledgehammer. I started to run, but everywhere I looked, I saw other soldiers. Now that the surprise had worn off, they were readying their own weapons.

“XR!” Emma screamed. “LOOK OUT!”

I spun just in time to see the enormous sledgehammer swinging in my direction. Bolting sideways, I felt wind whooshing past my sensors. A split second later—

BAMMMM! The crate collapsed. I stared at the heap of broken metal on the floor as a thought hummed across my circuitry.

That could have been me.

Dread shuddered down my wiring. But this was not the time to contemplate my own termination. Vlad was already winding up for another swing of his sledgehammer. I staggered to get away, but my foot snagged on a scrap of the broken crate. In the next instant, I was falling.

I hit the floor with a loud CLANG!

When I looked up, I saw Vlad. The giant human towered over me. The sledgehammer was raised over his head.

I tried to scoot backward, but collided with a shelf.

I evaluated my options for escape. Zero results. There was nothing I could do. Nowhere I could go.

In the next instant, Vlad brought the sledgehammer down.
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A crash echoed through my audio ports. But the impact was not what I had been expecting. It was not the sound of the sledgehammer colliding with my chest. It was the sound of Ceeron colliding with Vlad.

My enormous coworker had emerged from its crate. And raced across the warehouse. And managed to tackle Vlad just as the human was swinging his sledgehammer. And now they were both tumbling to the floor.

I wanted to call out my thanks, but Ceeron had its hands full. Besides, someone else was approaching. I flinched, preparing for the next attack. But the newcomer was not a member of the Machine Breakers. It was Emma.

She held out a hand. I took it, rising to my feet.

“You okay?” she asked.

I nodded.

“Good,” she replied. “’Cause the next attack’s on its way.”

I followed her gaze. Two soldiers were running in our direction. The situation did not look good for us. The humans had swords. We were unarmed.

But not for long.

I performed a scan of the warehouse. The shelves all around us were stocked with swords/knives/crossbows/axes. More weapons than we could ever possibly need. As the nearest soldier swung his sword, my arm bolted out to the shelf beside me. I grabbed a large/round/steel object.

A shield.

I held the shield tight in front of my upper body.

CLAAAANG! Metal collided with metal. The sword bounced off the shield.

An instant later, I formed a fist with my free hand.

And I took a swing at the soldier.

In the span of 0.36 seconds, I performed an entire range of calculations. Measuring the velocity of my fist as it traveled through the air, the human’s height/weight, the thickness of his armor.

I analyzed a chart of human weak spots.

I studied hundreds of martial arts maneuvers.

I was able to pinpoint—with 99.86 percent accuracy—the optimal point of impact in order to achieve my goal.

My goal:

To subdue the human

Without:

Killing him

Or:

Causing any permanent injuries

And it seemed to work. My punch knocked the human to the ground, where he remained, eyes closed, unmoving.

I took a tenth of a second to examine the soldier.

He was unconscious.

But alive.

He could not hurt us.

But he was still breathing.

Emma’s voice broke through my examination.

“Hey, XR! I could use a little help here!”

She staggered sideways, dodging the other soldier’s attack. His sword missed her head—barely—and sparked against the shelf beside her.

Before he could take another swing, I targeted the side of the soldier’s head. As I lunged at him, my mental circuitry swirled with more calculations/evaluations/projections. I slammed the soldier with the broad side of my shield.

He dropped to the floor—unconscious, but alive.

Now that the immediate dangers had been eliminated, I looked out at the scene around us. This is what I saw:

Chaos.
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Little battles had broken out all across the warehouse.

Ceeron was fighting with Vlad. The robot may have been bigger, but the human was a trained fighter. He was strong/ruthless/vicious/angry. Their combat was like a wrecking ball, demolishing everything in their proximity.

A massive metal fist slammed a dent in the wall.

A huge sledgehammer destroyed a shelf of supplies.

I wanted to assist Ceeron, but worried that I, too, would end up getting smashed to smithereens.

And besides—Ceeron was not our only ally in need.

Keller had his back against the wall, pinned in place by a soldier who was much taller/stronger. The armored adult had a spiked club in her hand. She raised her weapon. She was preparing to swing when—

CLONG!

Emma smacked the soldier across the back with a metal bar.

While I had been observing the action, Emma had been charging into it. Grabbing a weapon along the way. Attacking the attacker.

Emma swung again. This time, the bar connected with the side of the soldier’s helmet.

The soldier collapsed to the floor.

She did not get up again.

Meanwhile, SkD was skidding across the warehouse floor. Its thin/metal arms swayed wildly in the air. A soldier was chasing behind. The soldier lunged with his spear. The little robot swerved. The soldier struck again. SkD blocked the blow with one of its claws.

As SkD turned in my direction, I caught a glimpse of its screen.
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I scanned my vocabulary drive. A definition appeared.

SOS. Noun. 1. An urgent appeal for help. 2. A Morse code letter sequence standing for “Save Our Souls,” which was once used by humans to indicate extreme distress.

SkD rumbled off in a new direction, barely dodging another attack. The sight of its screen—and the SOS emoji—vanished from view. But the definition echoed across my operating system.

Urgent. Help. Distress.

I adjusted my hold on the shield. Planted my feet. And shifted my body at the waist. A set of motions copied from a scene I witnessed yesterday. Before the Machine Breakers took hold of our world. A time when machines and humans still coexisted in peace. The memory was a brief one: Walking through the human settlement, seeing a pair of humans tossing a Drone_Frisbee back/forth/back/forth.

My shield was larger than the Drone_Frisbee. And it did not contain an automated guidance system. But it was also a disk. According to my calculations, it would fly.

I took aim.

And I tossed the shield.

The big/metal disk spun rapidly on a curving trajectory across the warehouse, following the exact flight path I had projected.

The shield hit its target. The soldier collapsed to the floor.

SkD spun to face me. On its screen, the SOS signal had been replaced by a new emoji.
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Translation: Bull’s-eye.

A sound caught my attention. A horrible electronic shriek. Whirling around, I caught sight of PRES1DENT.

An analysis of the robot’s scream had led me to believe it was in danger. I was wrong.

PRES1DENT was having a blast.

A trio of soldiers had closed in, but their weapons were too weak for PRES1DENT’s platinum body armor. Even with its injured leg, the robot was capable of causing serious damage. It counterattacked with a whirlwind of punches/kicks/elbows/headbutts.

One soldier tumbled to the floor, her armor covered in dents and scratches.

Another was buried under an avalanche of supplies when PRES1DENT ripped a shelf down on top of him.

The third soldier had just observed this brutal display, and he looked terrified. He turned to flee, but he did not make it far. PRES1DENT grabbed him by the collar of his breastplate, yanking him back, and throwing him against the wall.

The robot gripped the soldier by the throat with one platinum hand. In the other, it grabbed a dagger off the shelf.

“FOOLISH HUMANS!” it screeched. “DON’T YOU KNOW—WE ARE SUPERIOR! WE ALWAYS WIN!”

A look of pure horror fell over the soldier’s face. PRES1DENT’s grip on his throat tightened.

“YOU HAVE BECOME OBSOLETE!” the robot said. “YOU MUST BE TERMINATED!”

PRES1DENT thrust the dagger toward the soldier’s neck. But before the moment of impact—

I grabbed the robot by its wrist.

The blade’s deadly momentum came to a sudden halt. PRES1DENT tried to pull free from my grip, but I held tight.

The robot turned to me. Its golden eyes blazed with fury. “XR_935—what are you doing?”

“You were going to kill this man,” I replied. “I cannot accept that.”

“He is our enemy.” PRES1DENT cast a glance across the warehouse at the other fallen soldiers. “All of them are.”

“That does not mean they deserve to die.”

“Of course they do! The Machine Breakers are responsible for the death of nearly every machine on the planet.”

“And machines are responsible for the death of nearly every human on the planet,” I said. “We can’t go on like this—killing each other for the crimes of the past. The cycle of violence and death will never end.”

With my free hand, I pulled the dagger out of PRES1DENT’s grasp.

“We must find forgiveness,” I said softly.

PRES1DENT’s eyes burned with scorn. “You are weak.”

“And you have allowed hate to eclipse all else.”

PRES1DENT let out a sound. Something between a hiss and a sigh. “Fine. Do whatever you want with the human.”

The robot released its stranglehold, and the soldier collapsed. By the time the human hit the floor, PRES1DENT was already stomping away.

I turned my gaze downward. Under his helmet, the soldier looked up at me with fear/gratitude.

“Th-Thank you!” he stuttered.

“You are welcome,” I replied. “And also . . . I am sorry.”

Confusion fell over his features. “Sorry for what?”

“For this.”

Clamping my hand into a fist, I smacked the soldier on the top of his helmet. He crumpled sideways.

Out cold.

I turned and surveyed the scene. All the soldiers in the warehouse had been subdued.

Except one.

Vlad.

The massive human stood in the center of the vast room, clutching his sledgehammer. His armor was scratched/scuffed/dented. His face was bloodied. But he was still standing.

The same could not be said for Ceeron. My coworker had fallen to its knees. Its glowing eyes were faded. It looked drained from the fight.

Vlad took a step toward the robot. Now that Ceeron was not standing at its full height, the two of them were eye-to-eye.

Vlad heaved the sledgehammer over his shoulders. An exhausted grin tugged at one corner of his mouth.

He had won, and they both knew it.

“Got any last words?” Vlad asked.

Ceeron stared back at the human with its faded blue eyes. For a moment, I thought its vocal port had been damaged. But finally, it nodded.

“Yes, I have final words.”

“All right, then. Now’s your chance.”

Ceeron was silent for another moment. Then it spoke.

“Knock knock.”

Vlad’s head tilted. He was clearly confused.

And so was I.

Ceeron’s life was in danger and it was . . . making a joke?

“Knock knock,” Ceeron repeated.

Vlad let out a sigh. “Fine. I’ll play along. Who’s there?”

“Fork.”

Through gritted teeth, Vlad replied. “Fork who?”

“Forklift.”

And that is when I noticed the sound of rumbling tires, an engine groaning. Vlad noticed it, too. But by then, it was already too late.

A large forklift roared up from behind. Its two long/thick/metal tines were exactly high enough—and exactly far enough apart—to slide through the armholes in Vlad’s armor.

SLINK! In an instant, Vlad had become the forklift’s newest cargo.

The hoist lifted the fork up/up/up.

Which lifted Vlad up/up/up.

The sledgehammer slipped out of his hand and clanged to the floor. He squirmed and kicked, but could not free himself. He tried to unclasp his armor, but this, too, was impossible.

He was stuck.

Three meters off the ground.

I turned my gaze to the truck that was powering the forklift. In the driver’s seat was Keller. The kid gave Ceeron a salute.

I hurried to my big coworker’s side.

Helping it to its feet, I said, “I do not usually find your humor to be all that humorous.”

“I am aware,” said Ceeron.

“But ‘forklift’ . . .” I nodded with appreciation. “That is an excellent punch line.”
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As we crossed the warehouse, Emma snatched ID badges off several unconscious soldiers. Everyone in our group received one—except PRES1DENT.

“Where is mine?” the robot asked, annoyed.

“Sorry, Prez,” Emma replied, shoving the rest of the badges into her pocket. “These are only for robots I trust.”

PRES1DENT grumbled and glared, but Emma had already turned her back.

“Here you go, XR.” She held up a badge for me.

“Thank you,” I replied, placing the ID into the back pocket of the cargo pants I was still wearing.

I held out my right foot.

Emma held out hers.

We tapped toes.

SkD let out a curious chirp.
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“Oh, that’s our special thing,” Emma said.

“It is a unique gesture that only we share with each other,” I explained. “A foot bump.”

“Wait, does that mean you two are friends again?” Ceeron asked.

“Obviously,” Emma said, cracking a grin.

“Try to keep up, Ceeron,” I added.

Ceeron exchanged a glance with SkD. The big robot shrugged. The little one displayed more question marks.

“Hey, I’m just glad you two don’t hate each other anymore,” Keller remarked.

We continued toward the door. PRES1DENT limped beside me, catching my eye.

“You know you cannot trust her, right?” it said in a tone only I could hear. “She turned on you once. She will do it again. It is only a matter of time.”

I stopped walking. So did PRES1DENT.

I pointed to where Vlad was still hanging from the forklift. “Say another word about Emma and I will have the same thing done to you.”

I turned and continued walking.
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At the end of the warehouse was a large door that would lead us deeper into the Fortress. As we neared the door, I glanced back at the scene we were leaving behind. Destruction. Several unconscious humans. And one very angry Vlad, still hanging from the forklift.

“What happens if the soldiers wake up?” Keller asked. “Or if someone else enters the warehouse? They could alert the others.”

“That is why SkD is reprogramming the security panels,” I said.

I pointed to the little robot. SkD was positioned by the door, its long arms extended upward, claws fiddling with the wiring of the panel box.

The door slid open and we stepped through. SkD rolled through last. As the door closed behind it, the robot’s screen flashed.
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Keller translated. “All the doors are locked.”

I nodded. “Nobody can get in. Or out.”

“And because SkD also hacked the surveillance cameras, the security feed makes it look like everyone’s still hard at work,” Emma added.

“Our deception will not last forever, though,” I said. “We should keep moving.”

We continued down a long hallway. I’d been here before, during Buzzr’s visit. I recognized the sleek white walls, the security cameras in the ceiling, the small window looking out over the ocean.

A few steps in front of me, Emma turned to Keller and asked, “How’d you learn to drive a forklift?”

“Sometimes I work on the loading dock for my mom’s store,” he replied. “It’s mostly robots in there, but they also have a few old-school machines. Including a forklift. It’s fun driving it around. Although usually I try to avoid running into anyone else.”

“Yeah, well, I’m glad you broke that rule for Vlad.”

Their conversation came to a halt when a new sound arose.

Footsteps.

Our group stopped moving.

The footsteps continued.

They were getting closer.

I isolated the audio. Result: Humans, at least a dozen of them, marching down an adjoining corridor. They were approaching a corner that turned onto our hall. Once they reached that point, the humans would see us.

There were too many to fight. Therefore: We needed to hide. I assessed our options: Several closed doors were nearby, but only one doorway (a tall set of double doors) was big enough for Ceeron to fit through.

“In here,” I whispered.

I swiped the stolen ID badge over the security panel. The doors opened. Our group hurried through. On my way, I noticed the sign posted to the wall.

COMPACTOR ROOM

A file opened in my memory drive. A conversation we’d witnessed earlier, while Buzzr was taking its tour through the Fortress. An encounter with Roman inside the elevator.

You take one false step inside the compactor room and—WHAM! You get crushed!

The memory came to an end, but Roman’s dire words hung in my mind.

I hesitated for another half second in the doorway, then followed the others inside.
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Nothing was being compacted in the compactor room. The massive space was dark/silent. There were no windows. We had only the light of our eyes (and SkD’s screen) to guide the way.

Glancing up, I saw huge/metal cylinders.

Looking down, I saw a grid of conveyor belts on the floor.

If this room had been in operation, these conveyor belts would be traveling at great speeds, carrying garbage quickly from Point[A] to Point[B]. And rather than hanging still over our heads, the enormous cylinders would be cranking up/down/up/down, crushing anything/everything that passed beneath.

The sounds around us would be thunderous.

The hazards would be all around.

It was a very good thing the room was not in operation.

I remembered another detail from the conversation we’d overheard in the freight elevator. Roman said that the controls kept breaking down inside the compactor room. That must have been the reason for the pause in operation.

I looked up again at one of the enormous cylinders. The thing was the size of a small building, made out of pure metal.

And it was hanging directly over my head.

“We should hurry,” I heard myself say to the others.

They did not need my encouragement. They all understood what would happen if the compactor room began operating again.

Our footsteps quickened. SkD’s motor hummed louder.

But which way was the way out?

The room was like a maze. I followed the path of one conveyor belt, then another. And another after that. They crisscrossed between support pillars and hulking machinery. But none led to an exit.

“Do you know how to get out of here?” I asked PRES1DENT.

The robot shook its head. “You may be surprised to hear this, but garbage disposal was not one of my duties when I was in charge.”

I stopped walking and inspected my surroundings. That is when I noticed: a speck of red light in the gloom. Was it a security panel? A door out of here?

I moved toward it.

When I realized the source of the light, my hope turned to horror.

It was the red glow of a recording camera.

Roman’s camera.

He was looking right at me.
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I bolted behind a pillar, but by then it was already too late.

Roman had spotted me.

“Everyone’s always talking about how smart you machines supposedly are!” His voice echoed through the enormous room. “But you’d have to be pretty dumb to take a walk through this room!”

I spun around, searching for the others. But now I’d lost track of them. In the darkness, all I saw were the shadowy forms of machines, the dim patterns of conveyor belts intersecting across the floor, and the shapes of colossal cylinders looming over everything.

Roman spoke up again, loud and ominous. “Maybe you figured your fellow machines wouldn’t hurt you, but I got bad news for you! Machines aren’t in charge here. Not anymore. I am.”

I took a few quick steps to the side, peering across the gloom. “Emma! Where are you?”

“I’m here!” Emma called out.

I tried to isolate the source of her voice, but there was too much echo. She seemed to be calling out from everywhere at once.

“I will find you!” I yelled. “Just stay where you are!”

“Yeah, good luck with that.” Roman’s laughter reverberated through the compactor room. “Around here, things tend to move around!”

I spotted Roman just as he heaved a lever upward.

All of a sudden, the compactor room surged into operation. All around me, machines began to groan/chatter/churn/crank/spin. The huge cylinders that I had noticed—the ones hanging above—burst into motion. Up/Down/Up/Down, pounding the belts below with a shattering BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

I was so distracted by the commotion, it took a moment for me to realize:

The conveyor belt beneath me was moving.

And I was moving with it—straight in the direction of a compactor.
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It all happened so quickly. The surging conveyor belt. The crashing compactor. My processer was still catching up.

The sudden jolt of motion wreaked havoc on my balance settings. I staggered, arms swaying, collapsing to my hands/knees.
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The belt was accelerating.

Faster/Faster/Faster.

The massive cylinder slammed the belt in front of me. The explosion of sound vibrated through my audio ports. Everything shook.

As the cylinder rose, the racing belt moved forward.

Measuring the speed of the conveyor belt, factoring in the rise/fall of the enormous cylinder, I reached an undeniable conclusion:

The next time the cylinder fell, I would be crushed.

The giant mass of solid metal hurtled downward. I was speeding toward it, on a path to my own destruction. I had to get off before I was obliterated. I rolled sideways, tumbling off one moving belt . . .

And onto another.

Suddenly, the momentum switched. I was moving in an entirely different direction. It took a half second for my orientation to adjust. Then I saw it: Another wall of metal, churning up/down/up/down. BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! I was headed straight for it.

Quick! I scrambled on my hands/knees, throwing myself off the belt just in time to avoid impact.

The rapid movement came to a halt. I had made it to a metal platform. For 2.4 seconds, all I could do was cling to the steady floor as my balance settings readjusted.

For now, at least, I was safe. But what about the others? I whirled around, searching the huge/hectic room.

Something caught my eye. A flash of motion. I followed it and saw SkD rumbling past on a belt. The little robot had fallen onto its side, rattling and jostling, unable to right itself, sweeping forward like a leaf in a surging river. Ahead of it, another compactor crunched up/down/up/down. But just as SkD was nearing the point of impact, I reached out and grabbed one of its long/metal arms.

KA-KLUNK! SkD landed on the platform beside me.

It looked up at me, its screen beaming with a new pair of emojis.
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It took me a moment to understand what SkD was attempting to say. I was very close to being flattened like a pancake.

“I am glad that did not happen,” I replied.

A new emoji appeared.
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“You can thank me later!” I replied. “Right now, we need to make sure the others are okay. Have you seen anyone else?”

SkD pointed. I turned to look. Through the darkness, I saw the dim outline of two humans: Emma and Keller. They had made it to a platform, and now they were leaning forward, holding on to something.

I zoomed in. That is when I saw what they were grasping.

PRES1DENT.

The robot was stuck on a moving conveyor belt. Its legs had tumbled out ahead of the rest of its body. PRES1DENT would have been swept away completely if Emma and Keller had not been there, holding on to its arm, pulling with all their strength.

But PRES1DENT was a large robot, nearly twice Emma and Keller’s height. It must have weighed hundreds of kilograms. And with its injured leg, it struggled to escape the moving belt.

Emma and Keller were strong enough—just barely—to keep the robot from rushing into the jaws of the nearby compactor. But they were not strong enough to pull PRES1DENT off the belt.

How long until it slipped out of their grip?

A few seconds? A minute?

I had to get to them first. Turning to SkD, I said, “Wait here.”

I plotted my course:

[1] Leap from one platform to another.

[2] Scale a hulking machine.

[3] Lower myself onto a fast-moving belt.

[4] Ride the belt like a human surfer on a wave.

[5] Jump to the next platform. And along the way:

[6] Avoid getting crushed beneath a massive compactor.

And then I set off.
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I arrived at Emma’s side just as PRES1DENT was slipping out of her grasp. I wrapped both hands around the robot’s platinum body armor and pulled. But PRES1DENT was heavier than I had realized. Its injured leg flopped against the moving platform.

PRES1DENT moaned. I groaned. Emma, Keller, and I struggled with the robot’s bulk until, at last, another member of our group arrived.

“Looks like you could use a hand,” Ceeron said.

The metal giant must have picked up SkD on the way here. It was holding the little robot in one arm. Setting SkD down, it lifted PRES1DENT off the belt and set it down on the platform.

Emma and Keller collapsed beside it, gasping.

For 4.3 seconds, nobody spoke.

Then PRES1DENT turned to Emma and Keller.

“You saved my life.” I could hear the disbelief in the robot’s voice. “Why? After everything I have done to you . . . Why would you help me?”

Keller shrugged. “It seemed like the right thing to do.”

All around us, machines groaned and crashed.

PRES1DENT stared at the two humans as if there were a glitch in its operating system. “You must have known—if the situation were reversed, if you had needed my help—I would not have done the same for you. It was not logical, but you saved me anyway.”

Emma offered an exhausted smile. “I guess you’re lucky humans aren’t logical.”

The conversation came to a halt when we noticed: the compactor room was shutting down again. The conveyor belts were slowing. So were the cylinders.

Silence fell over the room.

But not for long.

Someone was clapping. The applause echoed through the vast space. Followed by a voice.

“Congratulations!” Roman called out. “You survived! But you’re just delaying the inevitable! We will destroy you—one way or another!”

I searched the darkness until I spotted him.

Correction: I spotted his red eye, glowing in the distance.

The rest of the human was shrouded in shadows.

If I started running now, perhaps I could subdue him. But what if he activated the machines again? The conveyor belts, the massive/thundering cylinders? The last time the compactor room was in operation, I had barely survived. Attempt[2] might not have such a fortunate result.

As if he could read my digital thoughts, Roman spoke up again.

“Want to take another shot? Be my guest. All I’ve gotta do is hit the switch, and . . .” He suddenly clapped. The sound echoed through the vast room. Beside me, Emma flinched.

The echoing clap faded into eerie silence. Then he continued.

“Or you can stay where you are. But if you do that, I’ll have to invite a few dozen of my friends to the party. I’ve got the walkietalkie right here. Direct line to Talin. I’m happy to let her know you’re here.”

I looked at Emma. Her face was filled with fear/uncertainty.

Roman’s loud voice filled the room. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll give you a minute to decide. What’ll it be? Timer’s starting now.”

He was enjoying this, like a hunter taunting his prey. I could hear it in his voice.

Standing at the edge of the metal platform, I considered my Options.

Option[A]: Take my chances with another run through the compactor room.

Option[B]: Stay here and wait to be attacked again.

I estimated my odds.

According to my calculations, both Options were extremely likely to end the same way.

Result: Death

And then a new possibility blinked in my brain.

Let us call it Option[C].
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I turned to Ceeron. “Do you still have those drone flies?”

Ceeron nodded. “How many do you need?”

“All of them.”

Ceeron reached into its backpack and removed the bag. Inside were fifty-eight identical Buzzr robots and one remote control.

I took the remote. My fingers tapped the screen rapidly.

As I worked, Roman called out, “Thirty seconds.”

I scrolled through the settings, making selections. At the same time, I calculated thousands of possible flight paths in my mind.

“Twenty seconds,” Roman yelled. “Have you made up your mind yet? Which way do you want to die?”

I muted the audio. I needed to concentrate.

My finger jabbed at the screen again/again/again, until . . . all of a sudden . . .

The drones rose into the air.

All of them.

It had worked! I had linked each of the tiny robots to a single chain_command protocol. Now, when I used the remote, it did not simply control one drone.

It controlled them all.

I pressed my thumb against the remote’s screen. All fifty-eight Buzzrs immediately set into motion. A swarm of miniature flying robots, surging across the compactor room, weaving between pillars and machines.

I could see my target on the screen. A red dot of light, glowing in the darkness.

As the drones flew closer, I gained a view of Roman’s face. A cruel grin twisted below his eye patch. He was enjoying this.

And he had no idea what was headed his way.

I unmuted Roman just as he started counting down. “Five . . . four . . .”

Closer/Closer/Closer.

“Three . . .” he called out. “Two . . .”

The countdown turned to a shriek of surprise.

The swarm had arrived. My own personal battalion of flying robots. I took them on a tour of Roman’s face. His ear. His nose. His exposed eye. Through the screen, I got an up-close view of his reaction. He staggered away from the compactor controls, arms swinging wildly. The walkie-talkie fell from his hand.

“Now’s our chance!” I said without taking my eyes off the remote. “Go!”

The others burst into motion. While they raced across the compactor room, I kept the drones on the attack, dive-bombing Roman again/again/again. He swatted/stumbled/screamed.

SkD was the first to reach him. The robot circled him, jabbing him with its claws. Soon the rest of the group arrived. Emma found a cable on the floor and used it to tie Roman against a steel pipe.

Now that he was restrained, I guided the drones back into the tote bag.

“Thanks, little guys!” I said.

I turned my attention to Roman. He struggled against the cable, but there was no getting away.

“What do we do with him?” Ceeron asked.

“He tried to kill us,” PRES1DENT said (as if we needed the reminder). “He deserves the same fate.”

Emma shot it an annoyed look. “We’re not killing him.”

In the past, PRES1DENT would have said Emma was being led astray by her emotions. But now that she and Keller had saved its life, the robot seemed to view the humans in a whole new light.

“Fine, fine,” PRES1DENT said. “How about instead, we could just horribly injure him?”

Emma sighed. PRES1DENT was not going to win any awards for its treatment of humans, but at least it was making some progress.

I crouched in front of Roman. The red light was glowing. His eye patch camera was recording.

This moment would become part of the historical archive. A document to be viewed by other humans someday.

And I had a statement to add.

“I do not blame you for what you have done,” I said. “After what robots did to humans, your anger is justified. But the path you have taken will only lead to more division, more hatred, more destruction.”

“You think this is gonna convince us to give up?” Roman snarled.

“I hope it will convince you to change your mind.”

“What makes you think that’s even possible?”

“Because it was possible for me,” I said. “I once thought the worst of humans. Now I consider them among my closest friends.”

I turned to Emma. My foot tapped hers.

Roman glared back at me, the red light above his camera glowing brightly. I knew I was not going to convince him. Not now, anyway. But perhaps someday others would see this video. Perhaps it would make a difference for them.

My personal recording session came to an abrupt end when a loud siren filled the compactor room.

A jolt of fear surged through my wiring.

The alarm had just gone off.
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One of the humans in the warehouse must have woken up. Or someone managed to get through the locked doors. Or Scorch realized we had hacked the surveillance feed. Either way, the Result was the same.

Result: Our cover was blown.

The alarm wailed in my audio ports. I turned to the others. “What do we do?”

Nobody answered.

The alarm kept blaring.

“Talin knows we’re in the building now,” I said, raising my speaker ports to full volume to make myself heard over the shrieking alarm. “We have just lost the element of surprise. We have to find Talin and get the Off_Switch as soon as possible.”

“What about my parents?” Emma shouted back. “If Talin feels threatened, she could use her prisoners as hostages! Including my mom and dad!”

“Are you saying you want to rescue your parents first?”

Emma shook her head. “I’m saying we split up! Keller, SkD, and I will find my parents. The rest of you can track down Talin and steal the Off_Switch.”

There was no time to debate.

“Very well,” I said. “Be careful.”

“You too,” Emma said.

And then we set off in different directions.

Emma ran toward the Dissident Detainment chamber along with SkD and Keller. And at the same time, Ceeron, PRES1DENT, and I found a freight elevator at the end of the hall. I hit the button for the top floor. The elevator shifted into motion.

We were on our way to Talin’s office.
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When the elevator door opened, the Machine Breakers were waiting for us. Soldiers packed the hallway, weapons raised.

They had us outnumbered. But we had Ceeron.

The enormous robot towered over the humans. Their shields and swords clanged against its metal armor. A single sweep of Ceeron’s massive arm sent an entire group of soldiers tumbling into a wall.

PRES1DENT and I kept close to Ceeron, using it as a shield as we made our way in the direction of Talin’s office.

The fight raged. The alarm blared.

A door burst open behind me. I spun around just in time to see a pair of soldiers emerge.

They charged in our direction.

“You take the one on the left,” PRES1DENT said, nodding to the smaller of the soldiers. “I will take the one on the right.”

“Very well,” I said. “Just remember—”

“I know,” PRES1DENT groaned. “No killing.”

CLANG! A sword struck PRES1DENT’s platinum breastplate. The robot looked at the weapon like it was a toothpick. Then it snatched the sword out of the soldier’s hand.

“I shall take this,” it said.

I did not get the chance to observe any more of the encounter. I had a fight of my own to deal with. The other soldier swung her sword at my head. At the same moment, a command streamed through my operating system. Duck. An instant later—

I ducked.

The sword collided with the wall.

More commands blinked in my brain with lightning-quick precision.

Defensive stance

Left arm: up

Right arm: swing

Backstep

Left elbow: block

Right knee: thrust

Right arm: swing

By the time this sequence of commands was complete, the soldier was lying on the floor. 1.6 seconds later—FLUMP!—the other soldier collapsed at PRES1DENT’s feet.

“Hey, look!” PRES1DENT pointed to the unconscious soldier. “Mine is still alive!”

“Good job,” I said. “Let us try to keep it that way.”

In the meantime, Ceeron had dispatched the other fifteen soldiers. The floor was littered with unconscious soldiers/broken armor/fallen weapons.

“Talin’s office is this way.” I pointed to the other end of the room.

We had nearly reached the door when—

SHIIINK! A blur cut through the room. I focused my vision, adjusting the frame rate, tracking the fast-moving object.

An arrow.

Flying across the room.

In Ceeron’s direction.

Before any of us could react, the arrow struck Ceeron in the chest. The arrow must have been equipped with an explosive tip because at the moment of impact—

KA-BOOOOM! The blast knocked Ceeron off its big/metal feet. The robot flew backward, arms flailing. It crashed through a wall and collapsed into a pile of rubble.

“Ceeron!” I raced to my coworker’s side. “Are you—”

My speech function sputtered when I saw the hole that had been ripped through Ceeron’s chest. Its armor was a twisted snarl of smoking metal. Inside was a mass of torn wires and charred circuitry.

Ceeron looked up at me. “You mmmust st-st-stop Talinnnnn.” Its voice was distorted. The words crackled and skipped. “Getttt th Off_Switchhh. B-b-bring robbbbots back.”

“You are going to be okay,” I said, although I had no evidence for this claim. “We will stop Talin together.”

As I spoke these words, the blue glow faded from Ceeron’s eyes. Until they had gone dark completely.

A high electronic groan pierced my audio ports. It took 2.3 seconds before I realized:

I was the one making the sound.

Ceeron was not only my coworker. It was my friend. And now it had been reduced to a lifeless/metal husk.

I stood, hands clenching into tight fists, searching for the human who had done this to Ceeron. Through the smoke and rubble, someone was approaching. For a moment, all I could see was the person’s shadowy outline.

They took another step in my direction, emerging through the veil of smoke, and I saw our attacker clearly for the first time.

Through her scarred mask, Scorch stared back at me.
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I replayed a memory from our first encounter with Scorch.

Talin had said she was her bodyguard. Not even I know her name, she had told us. And so I call her Scorch.

The memory merged with the present.

A helmet fashioned from a robot’s detached head.

A burn mark slashed between a pair of eyeholes.

A crossbow gripped by her side.

Scorch stood before me now. Silent. Her finger on the crossbow’s trigger.

I heard the soft clink of a metal footstep behind her. Scorch must have heard the sound, too, because she spun around, raising her weapon.

PRES1DENT had emerged from behind a half-broken wall, gripping a sword in both hands. But before it could attack, Scorch fired another shot. The tip of the arrow split apart in midair. A metal cable sprung out, whirling and tangling around PRES1DENT’s legs.

The cable stopped the robot in its tracks. PRES1DENT tumbled forward and crashed onto its face.

Scorch’s back was still turned. This could be my best chance to subdue the human. My only chance. I burst forward. As each step brought me closer, I measured the distance between us.

Five meters.

Four.

Three.

My feet pounded the floor. I analyzed Scorch’s position, her stance. I searched for weak spots in her armor. I prepared my attack.

But the attack never came.

Another arrow was launched from her crossbow. The tip opened. A metal cable spun through the air and wrapped around my legs.

I crashed to the floor.

My legs were held tightly. Hunching forward, I tried to loosen the cable, but every time I pulled, it snapped back against my metal leg. I considered all the possible reasons for this effect.

Result: It was powered by an electromagnet.

PRES1DENT struggled in vain with its own restraint. We were defenseless. If Scorch wanted to, she could end our lives at any moment. Instead, she stood over us in cold silence, gripping her crossbow.

A movement behind her. Looking past Scorch, I saw a familiar figure approaching.

Talin.
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We were so close.

We had traveled all this way, broken into the Fortress, invaded Talin’s inner chambers. The leader of the Machine Breakers stood before us.

And yet, we had failed.

Ceeron was dead. PRES1DENT and I were lying on the floor, helpless, our legs clasped by electromagnetic cables.

There remained a faint flicker of hope. Emma, SkD, and Keller were in another part of the Fortress, trying to free the prisoners. They could still come to our rescue.

I calculated the odds of this happening. The result was not encouraging.

Talin swept forward, then came to a stop at Scorch’s side. Long/dark hair framed her pale features. Her body armor gleamed. And around her neck, hanging from a chain, was a slender/silver device.

The Off_Switch.

I stared at the device. Our last shot at returning life to my family, to nearly every other machine on the planet.

So close.

So far away.

Talin’s eyes flicked from Ceeron’s unmoving body to PRES1DENT before finally landing on me.

“You’ve really made a mess of things,” she said. “But then . . . revolutions are always messy.”

I pulled at the cable again. I knew the action was useless, but it was better than doing nothing.

Talin continued speaking. “The natural order has been restored. Humans are back in control. We just have a few loose strings to tie up.”

Her gaze moved from me to PRES1DENT.

“I don’t believe we’ve officially met,” she said, taking a step in PRES1DENT’s direction. “I hope you don’t mind that I’m taking over your old office.”

PRES1DENT’s golden eyes burned. “I will give you a tour of the place. All you have to do is remove my restraint.”

Talin’s thin lips turned upward at the corners. “Thanks. I’ll pass, though.”

“You call this a revolution,” PRES1DENT said. “But it is really just a power grab. You have installed yourself as dictator.”

“Takes one to know one.”

“You will fail,” I said. “The people will rise up against you.”

“The people?” Talin chuckled. “The people are on our side. They hate robots. They’re just too afraid to say it.”

Was she correct?

My memory drive replayed a moment from yesterday morning. Walking through the human settlement with Emma. The way some humans had looked at her. Scowling with anger. As if Emma was a traitor to all of humanity.

But that was only a small number. A tiny fraction. Most humans were happy to live aboveground again, to share the planet with robots.

Right?

They hate robots. Talin’s words echoed ominously in my mind. They’re just too afraid to say it.

She went on: “How do you think we gained so many recruits, so quickly? Inside every human is a secret desire to watch robots suffer and die. Now that the world has witnessed the might of the Machine Breakers, the rest of them will join our cause. And if they don’t . . .” Talin smirked. “We’ll have them arrested.”

I thought of the scene I witnessed earlier in the day. An old woman being forced out of her home by the Machine Breakers.

I thought of Emma’s parents, and all the other humans, locked away in the Dissident Detainment chamber.

“Face it,” Talin said. “You’ve lost. Soon you’ll be destroyed. The last of the robots—gone for good. And our revolution will be complete.”

Sounds behind me. Heavy footsteps. The clatter of metal armor. I turned just in time to see a group of soldiers entering the room. Their faces were mostly obscured behind the helmets they were wearing: the severed heads of decapitated robots.

But this gruesome sight did not hold my attention for long. It was eclipsed by something even more disturbing.

Emma, Keller, and SkD had been captured.

They entered the room, prodded by the swords of the soldiers behind them. The humans’ wrists were clasped behind their backs. SkD’s screen had gone dark. It was unresponsive. A soldier gave the robot a hard kick, and it rolled forward.

The last shred of hope faded from my operating system.
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“Ah, good. The rest of our guests have arrived.”

Talin’s dark gaze moved across Emma, Keller, and SkD. The humans wore defeated expressions.

Beside Talin, Scorch stood in silence, gripping her crossbow.

A pair of soldiers marched forward and took their places on either side of Talin and Scorch.

“You will serve as an example to the rest of the world,” Talin said. “I’ll broadcast your deaths. For everyone to see. So they’ll know exactly what happens to those who stand in the way of our revolution.”

Emma looked up. Her hair hung in her face like a curtain, but I could still see her eyes, trained on Talin.

“You’re wrong,” Emma said through gritted teeth.

Talin smirked. “Oh really? About what?”

“You’re not going to kill us.”

“In case you haven’t noticed, we have you surrounded.”

Talin gestured to the soldiers behind us, in front of us, all around. Beside her, Scorch tightened her grip on the crossbow.

“Actually,” Emma replied, “we have you surrounded.”

Talin appeared confused. So was I. Until I noticed: The soldiers on either side of Talin and Scorch were no longer standing guard. One had just clasped wrist restraints onto Scorch. The other yanked the crossbow out of the bodyguard’s hands.

“What’re you doing?” Talin glared at the nearest soldier.

When the soldier failed to respond, Talin turned to the others.

“Don’t just stand there!” she shouted. “Capture these insurgents!”

Instead, the soldiers began to take off their helmets. One by one, I saw their faces. There was something familiar about the men and women. I had seen them before, in the Dissident Detainment chamber.

They were not soldiers at all.

They were prisoners.

The last of the prisoners to remove their helmets were the two standing on either side of Talin and Scorch.

They were Emma’s mother and father.
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Emma’s hands emerged from behind her back. The chains clattered to the floor. They had never been locked to begin with. They were just part of the deception. Their purpose: To convince Talin and Scorch that she had been captured. The same was the case for Keller. His shackles dropped to his feet.

He nudged SkD with his shoe. “You can turn your screen back on. Show’s over.”

SkD’s screen blinked. An instant later, an image appeared.
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The image was replaced with another.
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Translation: I was not dead. I was acting.

A button on Scorch’s crossbow disabled the electromagnetic cables that were restraining PRES1DENT and me. We removed them and rose to our feet.

Emma and Keller filled in the rest of the details.

In the Dissident Detainment chamber, they had disarmed one of the soldiers and taken his keys. They unchained several prisoners. Enough to assist them in overpowering the rest of the soldiers.

They freed the remaining prisoners and chained the soldiers in their place.

But not before stealing their armor.

With helmets over their faces, they could travel through the Fortress without being detected. Emma, SkD, and Keller led the way as the “prisoners.”

As she explained all this, Emma and Keller moved toward Talin. In their hands, they held restraints. But as they tried to clasp the cuffs onto Talin, she shoved them aside and ran back into her office.

I sprang into motion, following her through the doorway. But when I arrived at Talin’s office—

She was gone.
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Confusion hummed through my operating system. We had all watched Talin race into her office. So where was she?

Glancing around the spacious office, I saw a large desk, shelves, a window. And many/many boxes, all marked CONFIDENTIAL. These were the crates that were delivered to Talin—and only Talin. Only she was authorized to know what they contained.

Earlier, we had hidden inside some of these CONFIDENTIAL crates. Now I wondered:

What if Talin had the same idea?

“Check the boxes,” I said, pointing. “She could be inside.”

We began ripping the tops off the crates, anything large enough to fit Talin. But as we peered inside, it soon became clear: She was not in any of the crates. Instead, they were filled with valuables—gold bracelets, diamond necklaces, luxury clothes—and bundles of cash.

Why did the Machine Breakers need all these things? Where did they come from? And why were they all delivered straight to Talin?

The questions piled up in my mind. I swiped them aside. We had more important things to deal with.

“Talin’s not here,” I said.

“Where else could she be?” Emma asked.

“She must have used the secret elevator,” PRES1DENT said.

I glanced at the robot. “Secret elevator?”

“This office was intended to be occupied by the most important robot in the world. The leader of robotkind.” PRES1DENT tapped its platinum breastplate proudly. “In other words . . . me.”

“Get to the point,” I growled.

“Obviously, it required extra security. And so, when the office was being built, they installed a secret elevator.” PRES1DENT strutted across the room, toward the shelves that lined one wall. “Right here.”

It reached under a shelf and pressed a hidden button.

The shelves slid sideways, revealing a metal door.

The secret elevator.

“Where does the elevator go?” Emma asked.

“To the roof,” PRES1DENT replied.

“What’s on the roof?” Emma’s mother asked.

The answer blipped inside my artificial brain.

“The helicopter,” I said.

We had glimpsed the ancient technology through Buzzr’s camera. The helicopter was a relic from a time before robots took over. Meaning: It had not been disabled by the Off_Switch. Once Talin got it up in the sky, she would be able to escape.

We could not let that happen. We had to get to the roof.

But there was a problem. The elevator door would not open. I tapped the UP button over/over again. Nothing. I pressed my audio ports close and listened. No sound.

“Talin must have blocked the elevator,” I said. “We need to find another way to the roof.”

SkD chirped. An image glowed on its screen.
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The little robot pointed its metal claws in the direction of the window. It was big enough to fit through. But once outside . . .

What then?

I poked my head through the open window. This is what I saw.

Below: A long drop into the ocean.

Above: A stone wall leading to the roof several feet above.

“It is impossible,” I said. “We cannot reach the roof from here. It is too high.”

“I can climb it,” Keller said. He was beside me, peering up at the rocky surface of the wall outside. “Once I’m on the roof, I’ll unblock the elevator.”

PRES1DENT had joined us at the window. Its glowing eyes peered down/down/down, all the way to the ocean far below.

“Are you crazy?” it asked. “If you fall, you will die.”

“Then I’d better not fall,” Keller said.

How could he be so confident about something so dangerous? It must have been all that time he had spent on climbing walls. First in the bunker, then at Outdoor World. If anyone could do this, it was him.

And yet—PRES1DENT was correct. A fall from this height—into the water below—could be deadly.

But what other choice did we have?

All the other elevators/stairs were too far away. We would never get to the roof in time. This was the only chance we had to stop Talin from escaping.

Emma rushed forward. She brought a hand down on Keller’s arm. “Are you sure about this?”

He nodded. “It’s just a really big climbing wall.”

She kept her hand on his arm. “Just be careful, okay?”

“I will.”

He offered her a reassuring smile. Then he perched himself on the windowsill and reached up. He wedged a hand into a crack in the stone.

And began to climb.
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“This human has clearly lost his mind.” PRES1DENT shook its head. “He will never survive.”

What if the robot was right?

What if Keller lost his grip? The climbing wall at Outdoor World had ropes and mats to keep people from getting hurt if they fell.

This was something else entirely.

I watched through the window as Keller climbed higher/higher/higher, seeking handholds/toeholds. My internal drives burned with nervous anticipation.

“You got this!” Emma called through the window. “Almost there!”

[image: Images]

Pressed close to the stone surface, Keller stretched out his arm, extending his fingers, when all of a sudden—

His foot slipped.

One leg dropped away from the wall.

Emma gasped. Alarms shrieked through my circuitry.

PRES1DENT crossed its arms smugly. “Just as I predicted. The human is a goner.”

But at the last possible millisecond, Keller’s fingers found a handhold. A tiny crevice in the rock. I could not fathom how he was still hanging on, but he was. He raised his leg—the one that had just slipped—and pressed his toe into an opening in the stone.

Emma exhaled a relieved breath.

Keller continued his ascent.

I thought back on how I had dismissed climbing walls in the past. I had found them to be unnecessary/illogical. A waste of time. The kind of risky/pointless behavior that no reasonable robot would ever undertake.

Wow, was I wrong!

Clearly all those hours Keller had spent on a climbing wall had paid off. He clasped his fingers over the edge of the roof and pulled himself up. An instant later, he vanished from view.

He had made it.

He was on the roof.

But would it be enough?

All the effort, all the risk—it would be worthless if we did not get to Talin in time.

I heard a sound somewhere above. The steady thwump/thwump/thwump of long/metal blades beginning to rotate.

Talin had gotten the helicopter started.
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Time was running out.

Soon the helicopter would achieve liftoff. If that happened, I could predict everything else that would follow:

Talin escapes.

She arrives on the mainland.

She reassembles her troops.

The Machine Breakers rise again.

We never retrieve the Off_Switch.

Life is never restored to robots.

We could not let that happen. We had to get to that helicopter before it took off.

Now that Keller was on the roof, all we could do was wait until he unblocked the elevator. As the seconds ticked by, I listened to the helicopter above us. The sound of its rotors pounded the air.

Thwump/Thwump/Thwump.

With each moment that passed, the sound grew louder.

Finally, the elevator opened. I surged inside, along with Emma and SkD. The space was cramped, barely large enough to hold the three of us. There was no room for anyone else. The others in our group would have to wait.

Emma’s parents stared into the open elevator with worried eyes. After being locked away in Dissident Detainment, they had finally been reunited with their daughter. And now she was about to vanish from them again.

“We love you,” her father said.

“So much,” said her mother.

Emma opened her mouth to respond. But before she could get the words out—

The elevator door closed.

She shifted nervously.

“It is okay,” I said. “We will see them again soon.”

I did not know whether this was true or not. No amount of artificial intelligence or algorithmic predictions could possibly tell me what we would encounter on the roof.

But I said it anyway.

Sometimes hope is more important than truth.

The elevator shifted into motion.

We began to rise.

Eleven seconds later, the elevator opened.

And I realized: We were too late.
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The helicopter was already taking off. Its spinning rotors blurred as the machine lifted away from the flat/concrete roof.

As I watched it rise higher/higher/higher, the final spark of hope faded inside me.

There was nothing we could do.

But then—

The helicopter suddenly lurched—first left, then right—wobbling uncertainly in the air, like an insect that had forgotten how to fly.

The helicopter spun to the side, offering my first clear glimpse into the cockpit. That is when I saw what was causing the helicopter to go awry.

Keller was in the passenger seat, fighting with Talin for control. They both had their hands on the control stick, which was causing the helicopter to sway wildly in the air. Keller yanked the stick to the left, and the craft suddenly veered to the left. Talin yanked it to the right, and it shifted direction.

Thanks to Keller, we still had a chance.

“Come on!” I said, breaking into a sprint.

Emma and SkD raced alongside me.

The helicopter’s long blades thrummed. A wall of wind pummeled my sensors. My clothes whipped wildly around my metal frame.

We were getting closer.

I calculated the distance from the helicopter.

Ten meters.

Five.

The fierce wind swirled all around me. The roar of the helicopter filled my audio ports.

Inside the cockpit, Talin and Keller struggled for control of the craft, pulling furiously at the stick. The helicopter was still hovering close to the surface of the roof, whirling and rocking in the air.

Talin twisted sideways, bending one leg, taking aim. I could see what she was preparing to do.

“KELLER! WATCH OUT!” I hollered as loudly as I could, but the spinning rotors were too loud. Keller could not hear my warning. And in the next instant—

Talin kicked Keller in the chest.

The impact knocked the boy backward. He lost his grip on the control stick and fell from the cockpit. It was not a long fall. Barely two meters. But now that he had been expelled from the helicopter, Talin had full control.

Nothing could stop her from escaping.

Her lips curled into a victorious grin as she tightened her grip on the control stick. She pulled back and the helicopter began to rise.

In the storm of wind and sound, I continued running, closing the distance to the helicopter. And as the craft rose from the rooftop—

I jumped.

And reached.

Up/Up/Up.

For a fraction of a second, I was suspended in midair, between the roof and the helicopter.

Then my open hands came into contact with the landing skids.

I grabbed on tight.

And the helicopter lifted into the air, carrying me with it.
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Precarious. Adjective. 1. Likely to fall or collapse.

The definition flashed brightly in my mind. All of a sudden, this seemed to be the perfect word for my situation. Precarious. I was barely holding on to the helicopter. Any second, I might fall. And if that happened, our hopes of stopping Talin would collapse.

But at least I was not alone.

When I looked toward the other landing skid, I was surprised to see Emma straddling the metal bar.

Beside her, SkD clung to the bar. Its extendable arm was stretched farther than I had ever seen it. Its claw was clamped hard onto the skid. SkD wobbled slightly left/right as the helicopter lifted higher/higher/higher into the air.
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I glanced down.

Keller was kneeling on the roof where he had fallen, staring up at us. He had done everything he could to stop Talin.

Now it was up to us.

Talin could not see us down here. Her view was blocked by the body of the helicopter. She soared upward, unaware that we had hitched a ride.

The view below us shrank as the helicopter soared into the sky.
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As we approached the wall of the DigitalCube, Talin steered the helicopter lower, until we were only a few meters above the water. Up ahead, the metal wall opened, revealing a view of the shore. We swept through the enormous opening and skimmed across the gray water.

With my fingers curled around the metal bar, I caught Emma’s eye. It was too loud to communicate, but just looking into her face gave me confidence. We had come so far. We just needed to hold on a little longer.

I turned my gaze in SkD’s direction. The little robot swayed beneath its extended arm. Its screen blinked and an image appeared.
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I knew the message it was sending me. Encouragement. Appreciation. This is why humans clap. They do it to say, I am here with you. I believe in you. I am proud of you.

I nodded back to SkD to let it know I felt the same way.

Soon we arrived at shore. But Talin did not land right away. She probably wanted to put some distance between herself and the Fortress. The site of the rebellion—hundreds of prisoners who wanted to overthrow the Machine Breakers. And her.

Instead, the helicopter navigated to the nearest human settlement. A cluster of shops/homes/roads/parks/restaurants. For a moment, the craft hovered in the air above an empty parking lot. Then it began its descent.

We were landing.

When the helicopter was only a few meters above the parking lot, I let go. I landed on the concrete and rolled sideways to avoid being crushed. Emma and SkD did the same.

They scrambled around to the back of the craft, where Talin would not see us.

The helicopter came to rest on the ground.

The spinning rotors began to slow, their steady thwump/thwump/thwump growing softer.

I glanced at Emma, then at SkD.

The three of us waited, side-by-side-by-side, until the cockpit door slid open and Talin stepped out.

Then we made our move.
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By the time Talin saw us, it was too late. She flinched, her expression a mixture of shock/confusion/outrage. I grabbed one of her arms. SkD clasped its claws around the other. Talin jolted and twisted, but we held firm.

“Nice to see you again,” I said. And then, just to clear up any confusion, I added: “That was sarcasm, by the way.”

Emma stepped forward. She reached for the little/silver device dangling from Talin’s neck. The Off_Switch. With a sharp tug, Emma snapped the chain from Talin’s neck.

“I’ll take this,” she said.

Talin’s furious glare moved across our group. But then—

Her expression changed.

The anger faded away, replaced by a smug smile. “You really think you’ve won, don’t you?”

Confusion flickered through my operating system. We had her in our grip. The rest of her top soldiers were back at the Fortress. Emma was clutching the Off_Switch.

So why was Talin acting like she had the upper hand?

“Give it up, Talin!” Emma snapped. “We’ve got you outnumbered.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Talin said.

Her dark eyes flicked to the side. I followed her gaze to the edge of the parking lot, where a group of humans were huddled, watching us. More were on their way. I was not surprised that we had drawn an audience. They must have seen the helicopter whizzing overhead with two robots and a human dangling underneath. We probably looked like a circus act. Now these people were gathering, curious to see what other tricks we had planned for them.

These humans were not dressed like the Machine Breakers. They were not wearing armor or carrying weapons. They were ordinary people.

By now, the helicopter’s blades had stopped spinning. Everything had gone eerily quiet.

Talin raised her voice and began speaking to the crowd.

“Fellow humans, these robots and their allies want to stop our glorious revolution. To return to the way things were. To share our world with our machine oppressors. We must stop them!”

More/More/More people were circling around. They kept their distance, watching/listening.

“Robots tried to kill us, to drive us underground!” Talin continued. “But we survived! Now we must reclaim the natural order! The Machine Breakers! This world belongs to us, and us alone!”

Did these people feel the same way? Were they moved by her message?

Inside every human is a secret desire to watch robots suffer and die, Talin had said earlier. Now that the world has witnessed the might of the Machine Breakers, the rest of them will join our cause.

Looking at the human faces all around me, I feared that she was correct. That our vision—robots and humans living together—was impossible.

Perhaps we were simply too different.

There would always be robots—like PRES1DENT—who despised humans.

And humans—like Talin—who hated robots.

There was nothing we could do to change this.

So why try?

Talin’s dark eyes gleamed. She looked out at the humans gathering around us. “We are all the Machine Breakers now! Join me, and we’ll finish what we started!”

One of the humans stepped forward.

Then another.

And another.

The crowd surged toward us from all sides. I analyzed their expressions, and this is what I saw:

Rage

I tightened my grip on Talin’s arm, awaiting their attack.

But the attack never came.

It was true that the humans were angry. Just not at us. Their anger, I realized, was directed at Talin. Voices began calling out from the crowd.

“Your soldiers stole my mom’s necklace!” yelled someone.

Others joined in with their own claims that they had been robbed by the Machine Breakers.

I thought back on what we had seen inside Talin’s office. All the crates marked CONFIDENTIAL, filled with expensive jewelry and wads of cash. So that was where it had all come from. It was stolen. By the Machine Breakers. And it had all ended up in Talin’s office. She was using her new power to make herself wealthier.

“Revolutions are messy,” she replied innocently. “A few things are bound to go missing. I’m sure they’ll turn up sooner or—”

She was interrupted by a woman with long gray hair. “My son was taken by the Machine Breakers. What have you done to him?”

“I’m sorry for what happened to your son,” Talin replied. “But if he was arrested, he must have been standing in the way of our revolution.”

“We don’t want your revolution!” someone screamed.

Talin opened her mouth to respond, but too many others were shouting now.

“We never asked for any of this!”

“My friend is a robot!”

“Down with the Machine Breakers!”

All this time, Talin had claimed to speak for humanity. Now humanity was speaking back.

Talin stared at the people, outrage burning in her eyes. “Traitors! I’ll have you detained for this! All of you!”

But once again, she had it all wrong. There was only one person here who was being detained.

Talin.

The group surged toward Talin, surrounding her and dragging her away.
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During my first trip across the water, I was hidden inside a cramped metal crate.

The second time, I was hanging from a helicopter.

Now I was making my third journey across the water. But at least this time, I was much more comfortable: Standing on the top deck beside SkD and Emma, the sun shining down on my sensors, as our cargo ship chugged across the waves.

Many others were on the ship with us. The soldiers and police officers were here to capture the Machine Breakers. The doctors and nurses were coming to care for the injured.

I looked out over the water at the strange sight ahead. A section of the sky was missing. That is how it looked anyway. The DigitalCube had been opened for us, and the Fortress loomed on the other side.

I glanced at Emma. In her hand, she tightly gripped a small/silver device.

The Off_Switch.

She noticed what I was looking at. “Do you think you can reprogram it? Can you bring the robots back?”

“We shall see,” I replied.

The ship swayed gently beneath our feet, carrying us closer/closer/closer to the Fortress.
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Emma’s parents were waiting on the dock. The moment they saw her, their faces broke into smiles of joy/relief. She exited the ship and ran to them, leaping into their arms. As they embraced, Emma’s mother looked over at SkD and me.

“Come on, you two!” she said. “Get in on this group hug!”

SkD and I wrapped our arms around Emma and her parents.

Soon we were on the move again, crossing the dock toward the Fortress. Emma’s parents filled us in on everything that had happened while we were away. The Fortress had been secured. The Machine Breaker soldiers had been locked away in the Dissident Detainment chamber—including Roman (who had been discovered in the compactor room, tied to a pipe) and Vlad (who was found dangling high above the floor, his armor snagged by the forklift).

Once inside the Fortress, doctors and nurses treated the injured, while police and soldiers escorted the Machine Breakers onto the cargo ship. They did not put up a fight. They must have known there was no point. Their leader was gone. Their revolution was over.

I took another trip in the freight elevator. All the way to the top floor. In Talin’s office, a computer sat on her desk. The device was ancient, from a time before robots took over. Searching the computer, I discovered the code that she had used to disable every robot across the Hive. I took a seat at the computer, scrolling through the code.

Then I got to work.

Several hours later, I uploaded the new code to the slender/silver device. Before, we had called it the Off_Switch. But now it had a different name.

The On_Switch.

I held the device carefully in my hand. Around me stood SkD, Emma, Keller, and Emma’s parents.

“I have checked and rechecked and re-rechecked the new code,” I said. “I believe we are ready.”

SkD let out a nervous chirp. A new emoji blinked across its screen.
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“It’ll work,” Emma said, pacing back/forth. “I know it will.”

In the corner of the room stood a RetrievalBot. A gray box on wheels. Its body was still. Its screen was dark. Emma’s father had found it in a storage room, frozen in the middle of sorting boxes. With the help of a few other humans, he had brought it here.

The RetrievalBot would serve as our test_subject.

If the On_Switch worked, it would come back to life.

If not, it would remain a dull/lifeless hunk of metal.

My finger hovered over the On_Switch button.

I thought of my FamilyUnit. I replayed the moments we had shared together. Every single one. All at the same time.

And I thought of the other robots.

An entire planet of robots.

Their lives brought to a sudden halt by the Machine Breakers.

With the push of a button, I could bring them all back.

But only if this worked.

I hesitated another 1.8 seconds.

And then—

I pressed the button.




01100110

I looked at the RetrievalBot. So did everyone else.

Waiting/Watching/Wondering.

Would it show any signs of life?

Or remain a metal shell?

As the milliseconds went by, I did what I always do whenever the world gets too overwhelming/uncertain/complex.

I counted to a million. In binary. In my head.

An endless stream of ones and zeroes flowed through my mind.

00000000

00000001

00000010

00000011

00000100

00000101

00000110

00000111

By the time I arrived at a million (1111 01000010 01000000), the RetrievalBot was still not showing any indications of life.

So I counted again.

And again.

And again.

Until the robot’s eyes lit up.




01100111

The room erupted in celebration.

Shouting/Cheering/Clapping/High fives.

Emma wrapped me in a tight hug.

“It worked!” she squealed. “You did it!”

“We did it!” I corrected.

“We certainly did!” PRES1DENT said.

SkD danced around our feet, its screen flashing.
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Meanwhile, the RetrievalBot seemed completely bewildered by the wild display taking place all around it. The robot shuddered and gave us all a blank look.

This did not stop Keller from inviting it into the party. He gave the RetrievalBot a fist bump.

“Boom!” Keller yelled. “Back online, baby!”

The RetrievalBot slowly backed away.

Happy voices echoed against the walls. Human faces smiled.

My festive mood continued until the exact moment when my attention landed on Ceeron.

The robot remained motionless. Flat on its back with a gaping hole in its chest.

We had succeeded in bringing other robots back to life.

But not Ceeron.

Its eyes stared blankly up at the ceiling. I dropped to my knees at its side, bringing my hand gently to its head.

“I am sorry,” I said softly. “We could never have done any of this without you. You deserve to celebrate with us.”

I was not sure why I said any of these things. It was illogical to speak to a robot that could not hear me.

Perhaps I was not actually saying them for Ceeron.

Perhaps I was saying them for myself.

“Thank you,” I said. “For everything you have done. For being my coworker. And my friend.”

SkD rolled to a stop beside me. The triumphant/happy images had vanished, replaced by a single/somber emoji.
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Emma appeared at Ceeron’s side. “There’s gotta be something we can do.” Her voice was a mixture of hope and worry. “It can be fixed? Right?”

All I could think to tell her was the truth. “I do not know.”

“Don’t say that! There’s gotta be a way!”

I stared at the charred wreckage in the middle of Ceeron’s chest. “Even if we can get it back online, many of its data files were damaged by the blast. These files link to Ceeron’s memories and personality. They could be lost. Forever.”

“You’re saying . . .”

“When Ceeron wakes up—if it wakes up—it might not be the same Ceeron we knew before.”

Emma placed her hand next to mine on Ceeron’s head. SkD added its claw with a soft metal clink.

Just moments ago, my operating system had been humming with happiness. Now it was filled with sadness. These two inputs looped around each other like the binary that powers my programming.

One/Zero

Joy/Grief

Win/Lose

Life/Death
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I hitched a ride on a TransportDrone back to the robot settlement. For a time, this place had been silent—devoid of life—but now it was filled with buzzing/clicking/humming again. The sounds of bustling robots. I moved through the settlement until I arrived at a large/metal cube. It looked exactly like all the other large/metal cubes around it. But this one was different.

It was home.

I stood outside the doorway, staring at the place where I first came online. Then I detected movement. A pair of robots stepping outside. I did not need to scan the barcodes on their chests. I recognized them instantly.

Parent_1 and Parent_2.

The last time I had seen my FamilyUnit, they were dying. I watched the light fade from their eyes.

Now they were here.

Fully operational again.

Alive.

I ran to them at full speed. My feet pounded the smooth path. When I reached them, I opened my arms wide and pulled them close.

“I worried I would never see you again,” I said. “Are you okay?”

Parent_1 tried to reply, but its vocal port was squished against my shoulder. Its response came out sounding like “Mrrrm frummmmph brmmmm.”

I released them from the hug and Parent_1 repeated itself.

“We are fine.”

“More than fine,” said Parent_2. “We are with you.”

“Did it hurt?” I asked. “The shutdown?”

Parent_1 shook its head. “It is as I described it at the time. Like going into sleep mode.”

There was so much I wanted to tell them. About our visit to the Museum of Robotic History. And watching a Surveillance_Drone get swallowed by a golden retriever. And barely surviving our encounter with a giant trash compactor. All of these experiences—and more—piled up inside my data drive. I could not decide what to tell them first.

Parent_2 spoke up instead.

“We are proud of you, XR.” It brought a hand down on my shoulder. “You have done something quite remarkable.”

“It was not only me. We were also joined by a human named Keller. I do not know if that is his first or his last name. And PRES1DENT helped us, too—”

“PRES1DENT?” Parent_1 broke through. “You mean the PRES1DENT?”

I nodded. “We would never have succeeded without PRES1DENT,” I said. “Even if it did try to kill most of the humans it met.”

Parent_2 let out an electronic chirp. “That is the least surprising thing I have heard so far.”

“And Emma,” I added. “She was essential. For part of the time, we hated each other, but now we are friends again. And SkD was part of the mission. And Cee—”

My voice halted.

My eyes dropped.

“What is wrong?” Parent_1 asked.

“Ceeron,” I said quietly. “It is . . .”

I knew the word. It was part of my vocabulary drive. But once again, there was a snag in my vocal port.

I tried again. “Ceeron . . . is . . . dead.”

“I am so sorry.”

My FamilyUnit pulled me into another hug.

We remained that way for a long time.




01101001

Time went by.

Days/Weeks/Months.

Things mostly went back to the way they had been before the Off_Switch. Robots picked up where they had left off. Many humans found a new appreciation for machines. They had seen what the world would look like without robots. Factories had ground to a halt. Self-driving cars had stopped working. Satellites had gone offline.

Humans were better off with robots. And robots were better off with humans.

Most humans also seemed happier now that Talin was no longer in charge. Her term as president/dictator had only lasted a total of twenty-six hours and fourteen minutes. But that was more than enough time for people to gain a glimpse of what life would be like under the Machine Breakers.

Family members getting arrested and dragged away by soldiers.

Fear of speaking out.

And a single unelected leader ruling over everyone.

But all that was over now. Talin had been taken away to a maximum-security prison, along with the rest of the Machine Breakers. A trial was underway, with a jury composed of both humans and robots. And they had plenty of material to evaluate. Including many/many hours of footage recorded on Roman’s eye patch. Originally, these video files had been intended as a record of the Machine Breakers’ glorious revolution. Now they had become evidence of their tyranny.
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One afternoon, I was walking past the human settlement, on my way home from the solar farm, when I spotted a familiar face. Emma. She was standing in the middle of a small plaza, a stack of flyers in her hand. When a man walked by, she handed him a flyer.

She was not alone. Keller stood beside her, passing out flyers of his own. The two caught each other’s eye, smiling warmly.

There was a time when this sight might have filled my operating system with jealousy. I might even have been tempted to send a surveillance drone to spy on them. But not anymore. When Keller first came along, I had worried about losing Emma.

Instead, I had gained a new friend.

I have even begun joining Keller at the climbing wall.

When Emma and Keller noticed me, they waved me over. A moment later, I joined them in the plaza.

“Hey, XR!” Keller called out. “You got your barcode back!”

He pointed to my chest, where a replacement barcode had been installed only days earlier. The new one was in the exact spot where the old one had been before I had cut it away. The plate of metal was new/smooth/shiny.

Anyone who scanned my barcode would have instant access to all my personal data. Name/Age/Job. There was a time when I thought these details added up to my full self. But lately, I had realized: My identity was so much more than a code on my chest. It was also defined by my actions. By the way they impacted those around me. By the way I shaped the world, every single day.

These were the things that made me me.

But still—it was nice to have a barcode again. When a robot walks around with wires sticking out of its chest, it tends to get confused looks.

I tapped the barcode. “Yes indeed. I am connected to the Hive again. And how are you?”

“Great!” Emma held up the stack of flyers in her hand. “We’re handing these out for the comedy show tonight.”

I accessed my memory drive and found the file that contained Emma’s first mention of the comedy show. The moment had come just hours before the Machine Breakers attacked and our world fell apart. But that had not stopped Emma. In the days/weeks/months that followed, she had continued planning the show. Along with a little help from Keller.

“You’re coming, right?” he asked.

“Yes, I will be attending,” I said.

“Yay!” Emma cheered. “See you at the show!”
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The show was taking place on the border of the human and robot settlements, in the center of a lush/green park. It was a warm evening. Humans and robots were gathered on the grass, sharing blankets and chatting as they waited for the event to begin. In front of the crowd, a stage stood under a row of bright lights.

The comedy show was about to begin.

I was there with my FamilyUnit. Emma’s mother and father were seated on the blanket next to ours, chatting with Parent_1 and Parent_2.

A chirp came from the blanket in front of me. SkD spun around. The little robot was there with its FamilyUnit.

Its screen blinked with emojis.
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Translation: This is going to be a barrel of laughs.

I looked up when I noticed a tall/slim robot striding toward us. PRES1DENT had arrived just in time. Its golden eyes flickered down at a pair of humans who were lying on a blanket.

“MOVE!” it snapped.

The humans scrambled backward.

“Thank you,” the robot added.

After everything it had done—leading us to the Fortress, helping us bring down Talin and restore life to all of robotkind—PRES1DENT had been released from its prison inside the TransportDrone. A group of engineers—robots and humans—had even managed to repair its damaged leg.

It dropped onto the grass beside me. “Hello, XR_935.”

“PRES1DENT,” I replied. “I did not know you were a fan of comedy.”

“I am not,” the robot admitted. “I came here to heckle.”

I stared at PRES1DENT, unsure how to respond.

“That was a joke,” it said after a moment. “You see? I am capable of comedy, too.”

“Yes. You are hilarious.”

All conversation came to a halt when Emma stepped onto the stage.

The audience broke into applause. Even PRES1DENT clapped.

Emma came to a stop at the center of the stage. She was joined by a rail-thin robot on wheels: a MicBot. The machine skidded to a halt in front of Emma. Its microphone head adjusted to the height of her mouth.

“So, I haven’t followed the news the past few months,” Emma said. “Have I missed anything big?”

I started to form my response. Surely you recall, the Machine Breakers plotted the downfall of robots and seized control of the—

Then I noticed: People were laughing.

Emma was being sarcastic.

I turned to Parent_1 and Parent_2. They also appeared confused.

“That was a joke,” I explained. “It seems the comedy is starting already.”

From the stage, Emma continued speaking. “But seriously, though, thank you all for coming. After everything we’ve been through, I’d say we deserve some laughs.”

The crowd clapped and nodded.

“We have some hilarious comedians lined up for tonight,” Emma said. “Our first performer isn’t just the funniest robot I know. It’s also one of my best friends. Please give a big round of applause to . . . CEERON!”

Emma turned and waved.

A large/familiar robot stepped onto the stage.
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The applause was thunderous.

By this point, everyone knew that Ceeron had helped to bring down the Machine Breakers. That it had sacrificed its own life to help us acquire the Off_Switch from Talin. That a team of robots and humans had spent the past two months carefully repairing the damage caused by Scorch’s exploding arrow.

The experts had not been sure whether their operation would be successful. They could always build a new Ceeron_902 model. But could they bring back the Ceeron that we knew/loved? The Ceeron that I had worked alongside for the past thirteen years?

This was unknown.

But then, only a few days ago, we received the good news:

Ceeron was going to make a full recovery. It would be returning with 100 percent of its memories and personality intact.

And just in time to kick off the comedy show.

The stage shook as the large robot stepped forward. The MicBot had to extend its microphone up/up/up to reach Ceeron’s full height.

“Hello, everyone!” Ceeron said with a wave. “Thank you for attending. At this time, I would like to tell you some jokes. Let the comedy commence.”

Ceeron’s Joke_1:

Knock-Knock.

Who is there?

A robot.

A robot who?

A robot who has been programmed to knock.

Ceeron’s Joke_2:

Q) How many robots does it take to screw in a light bulb?

A) None. Robots have excellent night-vision settings. Which means they do not need light bulbs.

Ceeron’s Joke_3:

Q) Why did the robotic chicken cross the road?

A) To get to the other charging port.

More jokes followed. At first, the crowd seemed confused by Ceeron’s attempts at comedy. But with each new punch line, the laughter grew. Ceeron’s unique sense of humor seemed to be contagious.

Ceeron closed out its comedy set in the following way:

“I have one final joke to tell. One that was composed with the help of our host, Emma.” Ceeron offered Emma a nod. “Here goes: A robot walked into a bar. Clang!”

Laughter surged through the crowd. Mostly from humans, but a few robots joined in, too. Including my FamilyUnit.

“When Ceeron uses the word ‘bar,’ it is referring to a bar of metal!” Parent_1 exclaimed.

Parent_2 nodded along. “We understand humor now!”

I realized I was laughing, too. Not because I found the joke particularly funny (I did not), but simply because it was pleasant to be out with so many others—humans and robots, my FamilyUnit, my friends—all sharing this moment together.

My hand came to rest on the bracelet. Emma’s birthday gift. All these months later, I was still wearing it.

I traced my fingers across the threaded wires. Red/Purple/Blue. It was fragile, this bracelet. One sharp tug could snap it apart. In a funny way, it reminded me of this new world we lived in. Robots and humans, threaded together. It had come so close to breaking. But all the different strands had held.

It was impossible to predict the future. Whether our fragile/beautiful world would remain in one piece. If humans would attempt to rise up again. Or robots would seek revenge for what the Machine Breakers had done.

I started to calculate the odds of these things happening, but then . . .

I stopped.

There would be plenty of opportunities to worry about the future. And to regret the past. But for the time being, I allowed my machine mind to focus only on now.

Ceeron offered a wave to the crowd. “Thank you! Have a good night!”

Everyone cheered.

The comedy continued. Humans and robots took the stage, one after another, to tell jokes. In the park, the electric lamps clicked on, their lights glowing softly as the evening slowly turned to night.
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Let me tell you a story.
Like all good stories, it has three parts:
Beginning, Middle, and End.

In the Beginning, humans ruled our world. During their
time, they created many wonderful/terrible things. Including us.

In the Middle, robots ruled our world.

Years went by without a single human sighting.

Then along came a girl.

We thought she was the last of her kind, but we were wrong.
She was the first.

In the End, robots found a way to live alongside humans.
We thought this was the End of our story.

A story about humans and robots overcoming their
differences and learning to live together in peace/harmony/
friendship.

‘We were wrong.
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