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            INTRODUCTION

          

          ROBERT SILVERBERG

        

      

    

    
      On a visit to Poland about fifteen years ago I was startled to see, upon emerging from my hotel room, a poster on the wall across the street that was headed with the word ROBOTA in big letters, followed by seven or eight paragraphs in Polish, a language of which I understand about four words.

      ROBOTA? “Robots,” was it? Was somebody in Warsaw advertising robots for rent? This was in the early years of the twenty-first century, remember, when the world was not quite as digital as it is now, and robots, to me, were the stuff of science fiction, not commodities to be advertised on wall posters in Poland.

      I asked a Polish friend. Sorry, he said. No robots here. “Robota” was simply the Polish word for “job” or “work.” The poster was that of an employment agency looking for clients.

      “Robota,” and words similar to it, are found in many Slavic languages, among them Russian, Ukrainian, Bulgarian, Serbian, and Czech. They all are derived from the ancient Slavic word “orbota,” meaning “work,” “hard work,” “obligatory work for the king.” In Czech, “robota” carries the connotation of “drudgery” or even “slave labor.” And it was little more than a hundred years ago, on January 25, 1921, that Prague saw the first performance of a play called R.U.R., by a young and gifted Czech writer named Karel Čapek, that put the word “robot” into the world’s vocabulary. “R.U.R.” stands for “Rossum’s Universal Robots,” in which a scientist named Rossum develops synthetic human beings designed to free us from most of the dreary toil of everyday life, and Čapek’s coinage was destined to enter our languages.

      The concept of robots was nothing new, of course. Two and a half millennia ago Greek mythology gave us Talos, a man whom the craftsman-god Hephaestus fashioned out of brass to protect the island of Crete against invaders. The Golem of medieval Jewish legend was an artificial human being. So was the creature that Dr. Frankenstein assembled out of various body parts in Mary Shelley’s novel. I first encountered robots when I was about thirteen in Jack Williamson’s story “With Folded Hands,” in which mechanical men, described as “The Perfect Mechanicals/To Serve and Obey,” not only serve and obey mankind but come completely to dominate it. It is a story that owes more than a little to the theme of the Čapek play, though I have no idea whether Williamson was familiar with it. Another story that I read about the same time was Anthony Boucher’s “Q.U.R.,” which pays open homage to Čapek in its title: the initials here stand for “Quinby’s Usuform Robots.” The Boucher story, first published in 1943, actually foretells today’s robot industry, because its “usuform” robots make no attempt to imitate the human body, but are simply artificial brains in a box with attachments designed to perform the robot’s allotted task. (In this case, a robot bartender.)

      But it was Čapek who put the word “robot” into the world’s languages. Or, rather, his brother Josef, who supplied the word to replace Karel’s own inadequate choice. Karel Čapek was born in 1890 in northeastern Bohemia in what is now the Czech Republic, and when he was seventeen moved to the capital city of Prague, where he studied philosophy at Charles University. After further studies in Berlin and Paris he returned to Prague to begin a lifelong career as a journalist. But he took up writing plays as a secondary profession, beginning with The Outlaw in 1920 and following it almost immediately with the play that would bring him worldwide fame, R.U.R., depicting the advent of synthetic human beings that ultimately make the original ones obsolete.

      “Rossum” in Czech means “wisdom,” or “reason,” and the most recent English translation of the play rather ungracefully calls the inventor of the robots “Dr. Reason.” (He is simply “Rossum” in the earlier translations.) Čapek thought he might call his artificial humans “Labori,” but the name didn’t seem very forceful to him. He told his older brother Josef, a writer and artist with whom he would maintain a close friendship all his life, that he was thinking of writing a play about the creation of a non-human work force that would spare mankind from unpleasant travail, but needed a good name for his synthetic beings. Josef, who was working on a painting at the time, said, without turning his attention away from his canvas, “Call them robots.” And so it came to pass.

      Robots, of course, quickly became part of the apparatus of the developing new field of science fiction, featured in such early stories as Abner J. Gelula’s “Automaton” (1931), Harl Vincent’s “Rex” (1934), and Robert Moore Williams’s “Robots Return” (1938). Isaac Asimov made robots virtually his own property with the series of stories, begun in 1941 and later collected in book form under the title of I, Robot, in which he formulated the famous Three Laws of Robotics that defined a preprogrammed system intended to prevent robots from doing harm to their human overlords. From these early robot stories there quickly emerged a convention that established a distinction between “robots,” mechanical entities of one sort or another, and “androids,” creatures of synthetic flesh nearly or totally indistinguishable from human beings. (This distinction, which nearly all science-fiction writers observed for decades, began to break down in the 1970s when George Lucas called the mechanical men of his Star Wars movie “droids,” short for “androids.”)

      Čapek’s pioneering robots were in fact androids in the standard science-fictional sense of that word—synthetic flesh-and-blood beings. We are told in the first act of the play that Rossum’s goal was “reproducing everything exactly as it functions in the human body. Appendix, tonsils, belly-buttons—all completely useless. Even the sexual glands! No need for those if you’re reproducing people artificially!” For Rossum the creation of robots was nothing more than an adventure in pure science, but it was his son who saw that a line of robots designed to perform various kinds of work more efficiently and economically than human beings would have enormous commercial possibilities. The Rossum company proceeded to produce robots—hundreds of them, thousands, hundreds of thousands, flooding the world with them to the point where there was nothing left for humans to do, and the race, given such idleness, gradually withered away, leaving the world entirely to the robots.

      It is the fate of most pioneering works to begin to seem quaint as more sophisticated writers revisit their themes. Jack Williamson’s “With Folded Hands” shows us the consequences of surrendering to seemingly benign labor-saving devices. Clifford D. Simak’s classic book City depicts a world in which the humans have vanished and the robots are in charge. And Isaac Asimov’s “The Bicentennial Man” deals with the most poignant aspect of Čapek’s play, the fact that the robots are human in all respects except that they lack souls, some sort of spiritual core, and yearn to have them. When we read R.U.R. today, we may smile indulgently at some of the simplicities of its storytelling—but we must remind ourselves that Čapek, the pioneer, was blazing a trail that generations of science-fiction writers would follow, making new discoveries along the way.

      Čapek’s play about robots (which, as noted, were actually androids by science-fictional definition, but that makes no real difference) not only gave the world a useful new word but also was the first to raise serious questions about the relationship between humans and their machines: the robot, which serves and sometimes dominates or even supplants humanity, becomes a metaphor for our entire roster of ingenious and perhaps dangerous labor-saving devices. His robots are something more than clever computers with legs: they are almost human, human in all but birth, second-class citizens called forth by scientific means to serve as slaves. The entire question of the moral standing of slavery can be looked at in a new light, thanks to Čapek: Do we have the right to enslave creatures of flesh and blood, even though we have manufactured them merely to serve us?

      A news story out of Prague a couple of years ago would have brought an ironic smile to Karel Čapek’s face: a huge hospital bed factory in central Bohemia let it be known that it was going to make use of robots to help it meet surging orders, because of a shortage of human workers in the Czech Republic. “We can’t find enough humans,” the head of the company said. “We’re trying to replace people with machines wherever we can.” And so the advertising poster that I had misunderstood in Warsaw fifteen years ago has finally taken on the meaning I thought it had then. That company in central Bohemia has placed an eight-million-euro order for superfast laser-powered robots to help speed up its assembly line.

      Here, Bryan Thomas Schmidt and I have brought together a group of stories examining the robot concept in many different ways—some serious, some lighthearted—to illustrate the way writers have looked at the relationship between humans and synthetic humans over the years. We have a nineteenth-century story by Ambrose Bierce to show how even then artificial intelligence was an important concern, we have Jack Williamson’s definitive “With Folded Hands” to demonstrate the problems encountered when robot design becomes too successful, we have such tales as Clifford Simak’s “Good Night, Mr. James” and Philip K. Dick’s grim “Second Variety” and my own playful “Good News from the Vatican” to portray one aspect or another of what it will be like to have robots among us, and we have a group of previously unpublished stories written just recently, in an era when robots are actually all about us, delivering groceries, defusing land mines, performing surgery. It has been a long journey from Hephaestus’s Talos to today’s scurrying little mechanical helpers, and the stories here show how well writers have succeeded in anticipating the complexities of our dealings with the useful metallic creatures we have conjured into our midst.

    

  


  
    
      Our opening story is one of three original to this book. Seanan McGuire is no stranger to most science fiction readers these days. She’s written many wonderful stories and novels and has the accolades to prove it, but this particular story blew me away when she submitted it, and it’s the perfect opening for this volume. We hope you agree. —BTS

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PERFECTION

          

          SEANAN MCGUIRE

        

      

    

    
      Mother says I am perfect, and so I am to marry the perfect man. Father says I am a pearl beyond price, and so I am to marry the perfect man. On this they can agree. Their ideas of “perfection,” however, differ so that I am not certain that they can be reconciled.

      To Mother, the perfect man is kind, loving, considerate, compassionate, and near enough to me in age that we will grow in wisdom together, as well-matched as Poseidon and his Amphitrite, and if Poseidon strayed, well, he always returned to her side. It is a marriage to be idolized and emulated. She wishes me a handsome husband, but not too handsome, for men who are too well-featured are often possessed of wandering eyes, and she would prefer I find a love who keeps closer to home. She wishes me love.

      To Father, the perfect man will set me on a pedestal, will all but worship me, and will keep me in the comfort and plenty which he feels I deserve . . . with coin left in his coffers to raise up his new in-laws as well, that they might not bring shame upon his household with their poverty. He would see me as Aphrodite wedded to Hephaestus, and should love one day bloom between us, he would not be displeased. But neither would he be displeased by its absence. To Father, I am beauty and fortune yet to come and my heart has little place in the accounting of my future.

      They are hunting, even now, to find the perfect man for me, and as they hunt together, they will both bring something of their opinion to the table, but Father’s voice will, I know, sound all the louder in the halls where such men can be found. I will be wedded, I am sure, to an old man, old enough to have amassed a considerable fortune, ugly enough to have no bride already. Ugly, or cruel, to have buried the bride before me. And as my father will present him to me on our wedding day, and I will accept him dutifully, as is my place in this performance.

      It will be perfect.
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        * * *

      

      Today is my wedding day, and I have not heard a single whisper of the groom, beyond the joyous announcement of my impending marriage made by my mother one week ago, when she and Father came back from the agora with arms full of shopping and mouths full of words. “Dearest!” she had exclaimed, eyes bright. “We have found your husband, and he is perfect!”

      So perfect, in fact, that he bade them not to tell me his name, nor whisper me any truth of his identity, save that he was acceptable to the both of them, and that he was to marry me today. So I am gowned and anointed, polished to my own form of perfection, and will now be led to him.

      Oh, I hope he is young. I would prefer a man of my own age, or not too terribly much more, to keep pace with me in the world—and in the bedchamber. Some of my friends who have already gone to their own “perfect” matches with men older than our fathers walk with bruises on their faces from where their husbands, outraged by their own flagging flesh, have placed the blame upon their brides. They speak in hushed tones of being asked to do horrible, degrading things in the night, goaded on by husbands who have already exhausted their enjoyment of the simpler pleasures of the flesh, and found comfort in the strange and the extreme. Oh, I hope he is young. I hope the gods have pity on me, and allow me a peaceful bridal bed.

      There is no question he will be wealthy. My father has been too pleased this past week, has walked with the easy stride of a man who sees a rich son-in-law seated at the future’s table, who sees his grandchildren raised in wealth. Perhaps they have both had their way, and I will be fortunate beyond all measure, and he will be, truly, perfect.

      The maidens are coming to lead me to my marriage. I hope he will be handsome, but even more, I hope he will be kind.
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        * * *

      

      He is handsome, my husband.

      He is handsome, and young, and wealthy beyond all wishing. So wealthy it seems obscene that he should lower himself to me, who is beautiful, but brings little beyond beauty to our union. I can say this with a clear and open eye, for I have known since I was very young that my value is my beauty, not my virtue.

      And yet, I still possess both things. He has not come to me, although he claims to find me acceptable; I sleep alone at night, retire without him after dinner. Tonight, finally, I asked him why, after two long months of marriage, I still slumber alone. If he is one of those who dislikes the company of women, I could understand and accept it; he would still be handsome, and wealthy, and mine.

      Instead, he looked at me, my handsome husband, with coldness in his eyes, and said, “Your hands.”

      My hands? What of them? I looked at them in dismay. They are good, strong hands. They have washed my clothes and served my meals and done whatever duties I have asked of them for as long as I’ve been alive. I looked from my hands back to him, uncomprehending, and he sighed.

      “They are rough. Coarse. I felt them at our marriage. The thought of them upon me . . . no. Your hands keep me from your bed, for all that you are beautiful.”

      “What can I do? There are salves, to soften them, and ways to cut and shape the nails. How can I be good enough for you?”

      His gaze sharpened, and for the first time since we were wed, he smiled. “Let me have them.”

      “You have them already. You have all of me.”

      “You misunderstand. Let me remove them from your body, and replace them with hands of my own creation, that are perfect, and you will be good enough for me.” He looked at me, still smiling, and I believed him.

      “I promise,” he said, and I was lost.
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        * * *

      

      It hurt no more nor less than I expected, which is to say, it hurt like I was dying. He lay me out on the table and sliced my hands from my body in one hard stroke, leaving them to fall to the floor. The shock which followed was almost bigger than the pain. I looked at my hands, my dear, beloved hands, which had done everything I ever asked of them, and felt a wrenching loss. They were no longer a part of me. One of my fingers twitched, as if my hands were bidding me farewell.

      And then my husband, my handsome, perfect husband, bent over me with something in his hands (still attached, still his own), and I closed my eyes, and the world went away.

      When I woke again, the pain was gone, and my hands were returned, in new form. Silver and shining white marble, they were, empty of color and of life, but they moved when I willed that they do so, fingers opening and closing, and they had a strength to them I had never known. I rose from my bed and went to seek my husband, finding him on the balcony, looking out over the sea.

      Finally perfect, I moved to embrace him, and he pushed me away.

      “But why?” I asked. “I made myself good enough for you. I let you take my hands. Why will you not hold me, as I so deeply desire to be held?”

      “I thought your hands would be enough,” he said, with what seemed genuine sorrow in his voice. “I hoped to be your husband properly, once they were gone, but without them, I can see all the more clearly the flaws of your arms. I am truly sorry. You’re not perfect, and without perfection, I cannot embrace you.”

      I looked at him, my handsome husband against the setting sun, and I had already given up my hands for him. What other man would have me, even untouched, with these mechanical constructs in their place? No. I would have to be perfect for him, or I would be perfect for no man. I would be, in the end, alone.

      “What must we do?” I asked, although I already knew the answer.

      “Let me have them,” he said, and fool that I am, I agreed.
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        * * *

      

      The pain was less the second time, perhaps because my hands could no longer feel it. Two strikes and my arms were on the floor, clever mechanical hands and all, and he was bringing me new arms, sleek and silver, to connect onto my shoulders. The old hands he left discarded, and when he walked away and left me on the table, I rose, legs trembling from the pain, and recovered them from the blood slicking the tile.

      I left the arms. I had given them to him, after all. But he had never spoken of the hands, and so I felt those were mine, to do with as I like. I have them still. They move of their own accord, like strange kittens, and like kittens, they play, rolling rough and tumble over each other, coming to me for comfort when they run up against a wall or scrape themselves against the edge of a dresser. He has never asked for them back. I am not even sure he registered their absence. They were no longer relevant to him, after he had taken my arms, after he had replaced them with a treasure of his own design, and for a time, oh. For a time, after that night, we were happy, he and I.

      When I went to him on the balcony above the sea, he opened his arms, and he held me, and his lips sought mine, and we lay together that night as husband and wife. And my new arms answered to me as well as my old ones ever had, fetching and carrying, lifting and placing. They do not tire. They do not show the marks of my exertion. I polish them every night before bed, keeping them as pristine as they were in the moment they were given to me, and they are perfect. I am perfect.

      I am beautiful still, for all that the people in town will murmur when they see my shining arms, and my husband is handsome, and wealthy, and treats me with kindness. This is a better life than ever I had reason to expect for myself. Except . . .

      Except . . .

      Except that recently, when I have reached for him, he has hesitated before closing the distance between us. Except that I have seen him looking at my feet when he thinks my attention elsewhere; I have seen the old calculation in his eyes. Except I fear that I may no longer be perfect enough for him, and I am still flawed enough to fear the pain I know will follow imperfection.

      I am afraid.
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        * * *

      

      The table was colder than I remembered it being, the stone rough against my shoulders, but not against the gleaming metal of my arms. They felt neither cold nor roughness, but remained as pleasantly neutral as ever they were. Then came the strike, and my feet were on the floor, and I almost wept to see them so, my old friends, companions on a thousand journeys, discarded like so much unwanted rubbish. I do not know, even now, what he does with the pieces of me he claims as his own. They are yielded, and then they are removed, and I shall see them nevermore.

      My new feet are twins to my hands, perfect, gleaming, and they do not feel the sharp stones when I step upon them, nor notice the heat of the day when I tread outside without my shoes. They are perfect, as I am perfect, and we must both remain so, if we are to remain worthy of his love.

      But love them he does. He welcomed me to his bed again after they were placed upon the ends of my legs, and the brush of my toes against his calf no longer disturbed him, but made him shiver in delight. I think, this time, that I may be perfect enough forever.
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        * * *

      

      I was wrong.

      He led me to the table again, and this time it was for the removal of my legs, both of them up to the hip, and the placement of new legs, shining stone and silver, with none of the softness or yielding grace of flesh. He hurt me and he did not care that he did so, for he pursued perfection, and he left my poor feet in the pooled blood—my blood—that covered the floor, hence to be forgotten. Well, I did not forget them. I gathered them to me and took them to my chambers, and they gambol with my hands now, four disembodied appendages at play in the wonderland of my bedclothes and belongings.

      I may have no children of my own, but I will still be a mother, for I have my hands and my feet, and that will be enough for me. It is, in its own way, perfect.

      The loss of my legs was a great and terrible shock to my body, frail and mortal as it was, and it took me some time to stir from the table. My husband was long gone by the time I could find it in myself to move, to see myself back to my room and stand before the mirror, studying the changes he had made in me. I was somewhat taller now, longer in the thigh, more delicate in the ankle, but the legs were mine, and they answered to me as their mistress. They would do.

      I still held that thought in my mind as I collapsed into my bed, severed feet falling from my hands to the floor, and knew no more for a time.

      While I slept—if sleep it can be called in truth, when it came so completely and against my willing it—a man appeared to me, short, broad of shoulder and kind of eye, with one leg that twisted back on itself like the root of an aged tree. He wore a smith’s apron, and had rough-skinned hands that made my sleeping heart ache with the memory of my own hands, long lost and still beloved.

      “I am sorry,” he said, and beckoned me to come and sit beside him. As it was a dream, there could be no shame in answering his summons, and so I went, realizing as I sat that in the dream, my legs were still of flesh and bone. I looked down, heart filled with hope, and beheld my hands as they had been before my marriage. There was a small scar across the back of my left thumb.

      “I forgot this,” I said, wondering, and looked at the man. He looked back at me with sorrow, and took my hand in his.

      “You should not have had to.”

      “Why not? My new hands are beautiful. They were a gift from my husband, and they are . . .” My throat filled with sorrow, and I had to choke it down to speak the next word. “. . . perfect.”

      “He is my wife’s creation,” said the man. “She thought to do better than the mortal sculptor she inspired. He had made a woman fit of stone to rival her in beauty, and she had turned that woman to flesh to fulfill his dreams. It seemed a thing she should be able to accomplish for herself, and so she did, crafting a man of metal and stone and bringing him to life with never a mortal hand upon him.”

      Every word dripped regret like honey, trickling down from his voice until it seemed it must stain the floors.

      “She forgot that mortality leaves its own mark upon things, and that to make a demigod, one needs the mortal and the divine. The divine alone will always be missing a certain something, a sort of softness that you have refined here in the mortal world, but we have never seen a need for in Olympus. And so I am sorry, child, that this has fallen to you.”

      I blinked at him in my bewilderment. “My husband is a god?”

      “No. Your husband is the creation of a god, made without mortal aid, and as such fails to understand some of the things which come to you, as a mortal, without thinking of them. He loves you, but he sees only imperfection in your humanity, and it disgusts him, as it would disgust my lady wife. He will continue to slice pieces of you away until none are left, and you are remade in his own design.”

      “Will I live?”

      “Yes.”

      “Will I be perfect?”

      “In his eyes, yes.”

      “And will he love me?”

      The man—the god—sighed and looked away, not saying anything.

      “Will he love me?” I asked again, more urgently, for surely even the gods could not punish me for impertinence in a dream.

      He looked back to me, and nodded. “Yes,” he said, with sorrow. “He will love you, as well as he can, so long as you are perfect. So long as he can make you in his image.”

      “Then I am not afraid.”

      I woke then, in my bed with my hands and feet playing a coy game of chase-and-tag across my midsection, and I laughed, for I was closer to perfect than I had ever been, and when I went to him that night, he welcomed me gladly, and our limbs tangled, smooth skin against smoother metal and stone, and he whispered that he loved me in the dead of the night, and I believed him. Gods help me, I believed him, and in that moment, I would have agreed to anything he asked of me.

      I still would.

      Love makes fools of the wisest men, and I was never famed for wisdom.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Hephaestus has not come to me again, not since the night I lost my legs, but he spoke truly, for the very next morning, my husband complained of the quality of my shoulders, and then my buttocks. Bit by bit, he has sliced me away, and I have allowed it, one knife stroke at a time, for the sake of love.

      All of me is silver and stone now, all save for my head and my heart, for he says those are the most difficult pieces to replace. I don’t understand why he couldn’t take my heart when he took my ribcage and my lungs, but I am not a sculptor, nor a physician. I am only a woman with a room full of discarded pieces of her own body, a woman whose husband’s love can only be purchased with flesh, and only for hours at a time. What will I do, when there is no more of me to cast aside? Will he love me then, when I am perfect?

      Silver can tarnish. Stone can chip. I fear that I will never be enough for him, no matter how much I allow him to replace. No matter how much I carve away.

      Hephaestus has not come to me again, but my husband comes to me tonight, to make his final replacements. Will I even survive the moment when my head tumbles to the floor? When I become perfect?

      Who will I be, come the morning?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I am perfect.

      I should have seen his design from the beginning. I should have understood that all he did, he did for the sake of this purity, this perfection. Only the divine can compare, and while I am still less than the least of them, I am more than anything human.

      How could I have thought myself beautiful before? How could I have expected my husband to want me, when I was gross flesh and flawed? Now that I am perfect, he loves me. Now that I am remade in the image of Olympus, silver and stone and the soft ticking of clever machinery where once my heartbeat sounded, now he can look at me and see his mother’s grace, the divine glory of my form.

      Now he loves me, and I love him not, for he is flawed. Aphrodite crafted him from flesh, to show that she could do so, but any woman can craft a son of flesh; it was what we were made by Zeus to do. Any woman can bear a boy. Her son is greater than she, although I am not fool enough to speak such forbidden words aloud, for he has crafted a woman from the earth itself, and given it life. She once brought a woman of stone to life, but that woman had been crafted by human hands; my husband has crafted me alone, and I am perfect.

      I am perfect, and he is not. But I have been his wife for years now; I have watched, and I have listened, and I know his art better than he knows it himself. I do not need months and years to make my modifications.

      The discarded hands help me. The arms he cut away when he replaced my shoulders hold my tools; the legs he removed when he replaced my hips assist in the lifting. I have sculpted him perfection, silver and stone, a living machine, and when I go to his bed tonight, I will hold the blade behind my back where he cannot see it. He taught me the way of this, even if he did not intend so. I know where to cut and what to slice away, in what order, and when I am done, he will be perfected, even as I have been, and he will be my husband, as he made me his wife, and we will be together evermore.

      Perfect.

    

  


  
    
      The rest of the book will flow best in chronological order of each story’s original publication. This will not only provide a historical view of the various forms people imagined humanoid machines would take but also how those ideas have evolved and been represented. And so we continue our overview by going back in time to the end of the nineteenth century, 1899 to be exact, when Ambrose Bierce gave us this gem. It first appeared as “A Night at Moxon’s” and has subsequently been published under the title “Moxon’s Master,” but we’ll keep to the original here. —BTS
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      “Are you serious?—do you really believe that a machine thinks?”

      I got no immediate reply; Moxon was apparently intent upon the coals in the grate, touching them deftly here and there with the fire-poker till they signified a sense of his attentions by a brighter glow. For several weeks I had been observing in him a growing habit of delay in answering even the most trivial of commonplace questions. His air was, however, that of preoccupation rather than deliberation: one might have said that he had “something on his mind.”

      Presently he said:

      “What is a ‘machine’? The word has been variously defined. Here is one definition from a popular dictionary: ‘Any instrument or organization by which power is applied and made effective, or a desired effect produced.’ Well, then, is not a man a machine? And you will admit that he thinks—or thinks he thinks.”

      “If you do not wish to answer my question,” I said, rather testily, “why not say so?—all that you say is mere evasion. You know well enough that when I say ‘machine’ I do not mean a man, but something that man has made and controls.”

      “When it does not control him,” he said, rising abruptly and looking out of a window, whence nothing was visible in the blackness of a stormy night. A moment later he turned about and with a smile said: “I beg your pardon; I had no thought of evasion. I considered the dictionary man’s unconscious testimony suggestive and worth something in the discussion. I can give your question a direct answer easily enough: I do believe that a machine thinks about the work that it is doing.”

      That was direct enough, certainly. It was not altogether pleasing, for it tended to confirm a sad suspicion that Moxon’s devotion to study and work in his machine-shop had not been good for him. I knew, for one thing, that he suffered from insomnia, and that is no light affliction. Had it affected his mind? His reply to my question seemed to me then evidence that it had; perhaps I should think differently about it now. I was younger then, and among the blessings that are not denied to youth is ignorance. Incited by that great stimulant to controversy, I said:

      “And what, pray, does it think with—in the absence of a brain?”

      The reply, coming with less than his customary delay, took his favorite form of counter-interrogation:

      “With what does a plant think—in the absence of a brain?”

      “Ah, plants also belong to the philosopher class! I should be pleased to know some of their conclusions; you may omit the premises.”

      “Perhaps,” he replied, apparently unaffected by my foolish irony, “you may be able to infer their convictions from their acts. I will spare you the familiar examples of the sensitive mimosa, the several insectivorous flowers and those whose stamens bend down and shake their pollen upon the entering bee in order that he may fertilize their distant mates. But observe this. In an open spot in my garden I planted a climbing vine. When it was barely above the surface I set a stake into the soil a yard away. The vine at once made for it, but as it was about to reach it after several days I removed it a few feet. The vine at once altered its course, making an acute angle, and again made for the stake. This manoeuvre was repeated several times, but finally, as if discouraged, the vine abandoned the pursuit and ignoring further attempts to divert it, traveled to a small tree, further away, which it climbed.

      “Roots of the eucalyptus will prolong themselves incredibly in search of moisture. A well-known horticulturist relates that one entered an old drain pipe and followed it until it came to a break, where a section of the pipe had been removed to make way for a stone wall which had been built across its course. The root left the drain and followed the wall until it found an opening where a stone had fallen out. It crept through and following the other side of the wall back to the drain, entered the unexplored part and resumed its journey.”

      “And all this?”

      “Can you miss the significance of it? It shows the consciousness of plants. It proves that they think.”

      “Even if it did—what then? We were speaking, not of plants, but of machines. They may be composed partly of wood—wood that has no longer vitality—or wholly of metal. Is thought an attribute also of the mineral kingdom?”

      “How else do you explain the phenomena, for example, of crystallization?”

      “I do not explain them.”

      “Because you cannot without affirming what you wish to deny, namely, intelligent cooperation among the constituent elements of the crystals. When soldiers form lines, or hollow squares, you call it reason. When wild geese in flight take the form of a letter V you say instinct. When the homogeneous atoms of a mineral, moving freely in solution, arrange themselves into shapes mathematically perfect, or particles of frozen moisture into the symmetrical and beautiful forms of snowflakes, you have nothing to say. You have not even invented a name to conceal your heroic unreason.”

      Moxon was speaking with unusual animation and earnestness. As he paused I heard in an adjoining room, known to me as his “machine-shop,” and which no one but himself was permitted to enter, a singular thumping sound, as of some one pounding upon a table with an open hand. Moxon heard it at the same moment and, visibly agitated, rose and hurriedly passed into the room whence it came. I thought it odd that any one else should be in there, and my interest in my friend—with doubtless a touch of unwarrantable curiosity—led me to listen intently, though, I am happy to say, not at the keyhole. There were confused sounds, as of a struggle or scuffle; the floor shook. I distinctly heard hard breathing and a hoarse whisper which said “Damn you!” Then all was silent, and presently Moxon reappeared and said, with a rather sorry smile:

      “Pardon me for leaving you so abruptly. I have a machine in there that lost its temper and cut up rough.”

      Fixing my eyes steadily upon his left cheek, which was traversed by four parallel excoriations showing blood, I said:

      “How would it do to trim its nails?”

      I could have spared myself the incivility; he gave it no attention, but seated himself in the chair which he had left and resumed the interrupted monologue as if nothing had occurred:

      “Doubtless you do not hold with those (I need not name them to a man of your reading) who have taught that all matter is sentient, that every atom is a living, feeling, conscious being. I do. There is no such thing as dead, inert matter: it is all alive; all instinct with force, actual and potential; all sensitive to the same forces in its environment and susceptible to the contagion of higher and subtler ones residing in such superior organisms as it may be brought into relation with, as those of man when he is fashioning it into an instrument of his will. It absorbs something of his intelligence and purpose—more of them in proportion to the complexity of the resulting machine and that of its work.

      “Do you happen to recall Herbert Spencer’s definition of ‘Life’? I read it thirty years ago. He may have altered it since then, for anything I know, but in all that time I have been unable to think of a single word that could profitably be changed or added or removed. It seems to me not only the best definition, but the only possible one.

      “‘Life,’ he says, ‘is the definite combination of heterogeneous changes, both simultaneous and successive, in correspondence with external coexistences and sequences.’”

      “That defines the phenomenon,” I said, “but gives no hint of its cause.”

      “That,” he replied, “is all that any definition can do. As Mill points out, we know nothing of cause except as an antecedent—nothing of effect except as a consequent. Of certain phenomena one never occurs without another, which is dissimilar: the first in point of time we call cause, the second, effect. One who had many times seen a rabbit pursued by a dog, and had never seen rabbits and dogs otherwise, would think the rabbit the cause of the dog.

      “But I fear,” he added, laughing naturally enough, “that my rabbit is leading me a long way from the track of my legitimate quarry: I’m indulging in the pleasure of the chase for its own sake. What I want you to observe is that in Herbert Spencer’s definition of ‘life’ the activity of a machine is included—there is nothing in the definition that is not applicable to it. According to this deepest of thinkers and sharpest of observers if a man during his period of activity is alive so is a machine when in operation. As an inventor and constructor of machines I know that to be true.”

      Moxon was silent for a long time, gazing absently into the fire. It was growing late and I thought it time to be going, but somehow I did not like the notion of leaving him in that isolated house all alone except for the presence of some person of whose nature my conjectures could go no farther than that it was malign, perhaps malevolent. Leaning toward him and looking earnestly into his eyes while making a motion with my hand through the door of his workshop, I said:

      “Moxon, whom have you in there?”

      Somewhat to my surprise he laughed lightly and answered without hesitation:

      “Nobody; the incident that you have in mind was caused by my folly in leaving a machine in action with nothing to act upon, while I undertook the interminable task of enlightening your understanding.

      “Do you happen to know that Consciousness is the creature of Rhythm?”

      “O bother them both!” I replied rising and laying hold of my overcoat. “I’m going to wish you good night; and I’ll add the hope that the machine which you inadvertently left in action will have her gloves on the next time you think it needful to stop her.”

      Without waiting to observe the effect of my shot I left the house.

      Rain was falling, and the darkness was intense. In the sky beyond the crest of a hill toward which I groped my way along precarious plank sidewalks and across miry unpaved streets I could see the faint glow of the city’s lights, but behind me nothing was visible but a single window of Moxon’s house. It glowed with what seemed to me a mysterious and uncanny meaning. I knew it was an uncurtained aperture in my friend’s alma mater, the “machine-shop,” and I had little doubt that he had resumed the studies interrupted by his duties as my instructor in mechanical consciousness and the fatherhood of Rhythm. Odd, and in some degree humorous, as his convictions seemed to me at that time, I could not wholly divest myself of the feeling that they had some tragic relation to his life and character—perhaps to his fate—although I no longer entertained the notion that they were the vagaries of a disordered mind. Whatever might be thought of his views, his exposition of them was too logical for that. Over and over, his last words came back to me: “Consciousness is the creature of Rhythm.” Bald and terse as the statement was I now found it infinitely alluring. At each recurrence it broadened in meaning and deepened in suggestion. Why, here, (I thought) is something upon which to found a philosophy. If consciousness is the product of rhythm all things are conscious, for all have motion, and all motion is rhythmic. I wondered if Moxon knew the significance and breadth of his thought—the scope of this momentous generalization; or had he arrived at his philosophic faith by the tortuous and uncertain road of observation?

      That faith was then new to me, and all Moxon’s expounding had failed to make me a convert; but now it seemed as if a great light shone about me, like that which fell upon Saul of Tarsus; and out there in the storm and darkness and solitude I experienced what Lewes calls “The endless variety and excitement of philosophic thought.” I exulted in a new sense of knowledge, a new pride of reason. My feet seemed hardly to touch the earth; it was as if I were uplifted and borne through the air by invisible wings.

      Yielding to an impulse to seek further light from him whom I now recognized as my master and guide, I had unconsciously turned about, and almost before aware of having done so I found myself again at Moxon’s door. I was drenched with rain, but felt no discomfort. Unable in my excitement to find the doorbell, I instinctively tried the knob. It turned and, entering, I mounted the stairs to the room that I had so recently left. All was dark and silent; Moxon, as I had supposed, was in the adjoining room—the “machine-shop.” Groping along the wall until I found the communicating door I knocked loudly, several times, but got no response, which I attributed to the uproar outside, for the wind was blowing a gale and dashing the rain against the thin walls in sheets. The drumming upon the shingle roof spanning the unceiled room was loud and incessant.

      I had never been invited into the machine-shop—had, indeed, been denied admittance as had all others with one exception, a skilled metal worker of whom no one knew anything except that his name was Haley and his habit silence. But in my spiritual exaltation discretion and civility were alike forgotten and I opened the door. What I saw took all philosophical speculation out of me in short order.

      Moxon sat facing me at the farther side of a small table, upon which a single candle made all the light that was in the room. Opposite him, his back toward me, sat another person. On the table between the two was a chessboard; the men were playing. I knew little of chess, but as only a few pieces were on the board it was obvious that the game was near its close. Moxon was intensely interested—not so much, it seemed to me, in the game as in his antagonist, upon whom he had fixed so intent a look that, standing though I did directly in the line of his vision, I was altogether unobserved. His face was ghastly white, and his fixed eyes glittered like diamonds. Of his antagonist I had only a back view, but that was sufficient; I should not have cared to see his face.

      He was apparently not more than four feet in height, with proportions suggesting those of a gorilla—a tremendous breadth of shoulders, thick, short neck and broad, squat head, which had a tangled growth of black hair and was topped with a crimson fez. A tunic of the same color, belted tightly to the waist, reached the seat—apparently a box—upon which he sat; his legs and feet were not visible. His left forearm appeared to rest in his lap; he moved his pieces with his right, which seemed disproportionately long.

      I had shrunk back and now stood a little to one side of the doorway and in shadow. If Moxon had looked further than the face of his opponent he could have observed nothing now, except that the door was open. Something forbade me either to enter or to retire, a feeling—I know not how it came—that I was in the presence of an imminent tragedy and might serve my friend by remaining. With a scarcely conscious rebellion against the indelicacy of the act I remained.

      The play was rapid. Moxon hardly glanced at the board before making his move, and to my unskilled eye seemed to move the piece most convenient to his hand, his motions in doing so being quick, nervous and lacking in precision. The response of his antagonist, while equally prompt in the inception, was made with a slow, uniform, mechanical and, I thought, somewhat theatrical movement of the arm that was a sore trial to my patience. There was something uncanny about it all, and I caught myself shuddering. But then I was very wet and cold.

      Two or three times after moving a piece the stranger slightly inclined his head and each time I observed that Moxon shifted his king. All at once the thought came to me that the man was dumb. And then that he was a machine—an automaton chess-player! Then I remembered that Moxon had once spoken to me of having invented such a piece of mechanism, though I did not understand that it had actually been constructed. Was all his talk about the consciousness and intelligence of machines merely a prelude to his exhibition of this device—only a trick to intensify the effect of its mechanical action upon me in my ignorance of its secret?

      A fine end, this, of all my intellectual transports—my “endless variety and excitement of philosophic thought!” I was about to retire in disgust when something occurred to hold my curiosity. I observed a shrug of the thing’s great shoulders, as if it were irritated: and so natural was this—so entirely human—that in my new view of the matter it quite startled me. Nor was that all, for a moment later it struck the table sharply with its clenched hand. At that gesture Moxon seemed even more startled than I: he pushed his chair a little backward and grew visibly paler.

      Presently Moxon whose play it was raised his hand high above the board, pounced upon one of his pieces like a sparrow-hawk and with the exclamation “Mate!” rose quickly to his feet and stepped behind his chair. The automaton sat motionless.

      The wind had now gone down, but I heard at lessening intervals and progressively louder the rumble and roll of thunder. In the pauses between I now became conscious of a low humming or buzzing which, like the thunder, grew momentarily louder and more distinct. It seemed to come from the body of the automaton, and was unmistakably a whirring of wheels. It gave me the impression of a disordered mechanism which had escaped the repressive and regulating action of some controlling part—an effect such as might be expected if a pawl should be jostled from the teeth of a ratchet-wheel. But before I had time for much conjecture as to its nature my attention was taken by the strange motions of the automaton itself. A slight but continuous convulsion appeared to have possession of it. In body and head it shook like a man with palsy or an ague chill, and the motion augmented every moment until the entire figure was in violent agitation. Suddenly it sprang to its feet and with a movement almost too quick for the eye to follow shot forward across table and chair, with both arms thrust forth to their full length—the posture and lunge of a diver. Moxon tried to throw himself backward out of reach, but he was too late: I saw the horrible thing’s hands close upon his throat, his own clutch its wrists. Then the table was overturned, the candle thrown to the floor and extinguished, and all was black dark. But the noise of the struggle was dreadfully distinct, and most terrible of all were the raucous, squawking sounds made by the strangled man’s efforts to breathe. Guided by the infernal hubbub I rushed to the rescue of my friend, but had hardly taken a stride in the darkness when the whole room blazed with a blinding white light which burned into my brain and heart and memory a vivid picture of the combatants on the floor, Moxon underneath, his throat still in the clutch of those iron hands, his head forced backward, his eyes protruding, his mouth wide open and his tongue thrust out; and—horrible contrast!—upon the painted face of his assassin an expression of tranquil and profound thought, as in the solution of a problem in chess! This I observed, then all was blackness and silence.

      Three days later I recovered consciousness in a hospital. As the memory of that tragic night slowly evolved in my ailing brain I recognized in my attendant Moxon’s confidential workman, Haley. Responding to a look he approached, smiling.

      “Tell me about it,” I managed to say, faintly—“all about it.”

      “Certainly,” he said; “you were carried unconscious from a burning house—Moxon’s. Nobody knows how you came to be there. You may have to do a little explaining. The origin of the fire is a bit mysterious, too. My own notion is that the house was struck by lightning.”

      “And Moxon?”

      “Buried yesterday—what was left of him.”

      Apparently this reticent person could unfold himself on occasion. When imparting shocking intelligence to the sick he was affable enough. After some moments of the keenest mental suffering I ventured to ask another question:

      “Who rescued me?”

      “Well, if that interests you—I did.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Haley, and may God bless you for it. And did you rescue, also, that charming product of your skill, the automaton chess-player that murdered its inventor?”

      The man was silent a long time, looking out of a window, with his back to me. Presently he turned and gravely said:

      “Do you know that?”

      “I do,” I replied; “I saw it done.”

      That was many years ago. If asked today I should answer less confidently.

    

  


  
    
      Our next story was influenced by the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki and the aftermath of World War II. The author’s concern, he told interviewer Larry McCaffrey in July 1991, was that “some of the technological creations we had developed with the best intentions might have disastrous consequences in the long run.” The novelette first appeared in the July 1947 issue of Astounding Science Fiction and was included in The Science Fiction Hall of Fame, Volume Two (1973) after being voted one of the best novellas up to 1965. It was also adapted for NBC’s radio series Dimension X. —BTS
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        To serve and obey mankind was good; to protect—was to destroy!

      

      

      Underhill was walking home from the office, because his wife had the car, the afternoon he first met the new mechanicals. His feet were following his usual diagonal path across a weedy vacant block—his wife usually had the car—and his preoccupied mind was rejecting various impossible ways to meet his notes at the Two Rivers bank, when a new wall stopped him.

      The wall wasn’t any common brick or stone, but something sleek and bright and strange. Underhill stared up at a long new building. He felt vaguely annoyed and surprised at this glittering obstruction—it certainly hadn’t been here last week.

      Then he saw the thing in the window.

      The window itself wasn’t any ordinary glass. The wide, dustless panel was completely transparent, so that only the glowing letters fastened to it showed that it was there at all. The letters made a severe, modernistic sign:

      
        
        two rivers agency

        HUMANOID INSTITUTE

        the perfect mechanicals

        “to serve and obey,

        and guard men from harm.”

      

      

      His dim annoyance sharpened, because Underhill was in the mechanicals business himself. Times were already hard enough, and mechanicals were a drug on the market. Androids, mechanoids, electronoids, automatoids, and ordinary robots. Unfortunately, few of them did all the salesmen promised, and the Two Rivers market was already sadly oversaturated.

      Underhill sold androids—when he could. His next consignment was due tomorrow, and he didn’t quite know how to meet the bill.

      Frowning, he paused to stare at the thing behind that invisible window. He had never seen a humanoid. Like any mechanical not at work, it stood absolutely motionless. Smaller and slimmer than a man. A shining black, its sleek silicone skin had a changing sheen of bronze and metallic blue. Its graceful oval face wore a fixed look of alert and slightly surprised solicitude. Altogether, it was the most beautiful mechanical he had ever seen.

      Too small, of course, for much practical utility. He murmured to himself a reassuring quotation from the Android Salesman: “Androids are big—because the makers refuse to sacrifice power, essential functions, or dependability. Androids are your biggest buy!”

      The transparent door slid open as he turned toward it, and he walked into the haughty opulence of the new display room to convince himself that these streamlined items were just another flashy effort to catch the woman shopper.

      He inspected the glittering layout shrewdly, and his breezy optimism faded. He had never heard of the Humanoid Institute, but the invading firm obviously had big money and big-time merchandising know-how.

      He looked around for a salesman, but it was another mechanical that came gliding silently to meet him. A twin of the one in the window, it moved with a quick, surprising grace. Bronze and blue lights flowed over its lustrous blackness, and a yellow name plate flashed from its naked breast:

      
        
        HUMANOID

        serial no. 81-H-B-27

        the perfect mechanical

        “to serve and obey,

        and guard men from harm.”

      

      

      Curiously, it had no lenses. The eyes in its bald oval head were steel-colored, blindly staring. But it stopped a few feet in front of him, as if it could see anyhow, and it spoke to him with a high, melodious voice:

      “At your service, Mr. Underhill.”

      The use of his name startled him, for not even the androids could tell one man from another. But this was a clever merchandising stunt, of course, not too difficult in a town the size of Two Rivers. The salesman must be some local man, prompting the mechanical from behind the partition. Underhill erased his momentary astonishment, and said loudly:

      “May I see your salesman, please?”

      “We employ no human salesmen, sir,” its soft silvery voice replied instantly. “The Humanoid Institute exists to serve mankind, and we require no human service. We ourselves can supply any information you desire, sir, and accept your order for immediate humanoid service.”

      Underhill peered at it dazedly. No mechanicals were competent even to recharge their own batteries and reset their own relays, much less to operate their own branch office. The blind eyes stared blankly back, and he looked uneasily around for any booth or curtain that might conceal the salesman.

      Meanwhile, the sweet thin voice resumed persuasively.

      “May we come out to your home for a free trial demonstration, sir? We are anxious to introduce our service on your planet, because we have been successful in eliminating human unhappiness on so many others. You will find us far superior to the old electronic mechanicals in use here.”

      Underhill stepped back uneasily. He reluctantly abandoned his search for the hidden salesman, shaken by the idea of any mechanicals promoting themselves. That would upset the whole industry.

      “At least you must take some advertising matter, sir.”

      Moving with a somehow appalling graceful deftness, the small black mechanical brought him an illustrated booklet from a table by the wall. To cover his confused and increasing alarm, he thumbed through the glossy pages.

      In a series of richly colored before-and-after pictures, a chesty blond girl was stooping over a kitchen stove, and then relaxing in a daring negligee while a little black mechanical knelt to serve her something. She was wearily hammering a typewriter, and then lying on an ocean beach, in a revealing sun suit, while another mechanical did the typing. She was toiling at some huge industrial machine, and then dancing in the arms of a golden-haired youth, while a black humanoid ran the machine.

      Underhill sighed wistfully. The android company didn’t supply such fetching sales material. Women would find this booklet irresistible, and they selected eighty-six per cent of all mechanicals sold. Yes, the competition was going to be bitter.

      “Take it home, sir,” the sweet voice urged him. “Show it to your wife. There is a free trial demonstration order blank on the last page, and you will notice that we require no payment down.”

      He turned numbly, and the door slid open for him. Retreating dazedly, he discovered the booklet still in his hand. He crumpled it furiously, and flung it down. The small black thing picked it up tidily, and the insistent silver voice rang after him:

      “We shall call at your office tomorrow, Mr. Underhill, and send a demonstration unit to your home. It is time to discuss the liquidation of your business, because the electronic mechanicals you have been selling cannot compete with us. And we shall offer your wife a free trial demonstration.”

      Underhill didn’t attempt to reply, because he couldn’t trust his voice. He stalked blindly down the new sidewalk to the corner, and paused there to collect himself. Out of his startled and confused impressions, one clear fact emerged—things looked black for the agency.

      Bleakly, he stared back at the haughty splendor of the new building. It wasn’t honest brick or stone; that invisible window wasn’t glass; and he was quite sure the foundation for it hadn’t even been staked out, the last time Aurora had the car.

      He walked on around the block, and the new sidewalk took him near the rear entrance. A truck was backed up to it, and several slim black mechanicals were silently busy, unloading huge metal crates.

      He paused to look at one of the crates. It was labeled for interstellar shipment. The stencils showed that it had come from the Humanoid Institute, on Wing IV. He failed to recall any planet of that designation; the outfit must be big.

      Dimly, inside the gloom of the warehouse beyond the truck, he could see black mechanicals opening the crates. A lid came up, revealing dark, rigid bodies, closely packed. One by one, they came to life. They climbed out of the crate, and sprang gracefully to the floor. A shining black, glinting with bronze and blue, they were all identical.

      One of them came out past the truck, to the sidewalk, staring with blind steel eyes. Its high silver voice spoke to him melodiously:

      “At your service, Mr. Underhill.”

      He fled. When his name was promptly called by a courteous mechanical, just out of the crate in which it had been imported from a remote and unknown planet, he found the experience trying.

      Two blocks along, the sign of a bar caught his eye, and he took his dismay inside. He had made it a business rule not to drink before dinner, and Aurora didn’t like him to drink at all; but these new mechanicals, he felt, had made the day exceptional.

      Unfortunately, however, alcohol failed to brighten the brief visible future of the agency. When he emerged, after an hour, he looked wistfully back in hope that the bright new building might have vanished as abruptly as it came. It hadn’t. He shook his head dejectedly, and turned uncertainly homeward.

      Fresh air had cleared his head somewhat, before he arrived at the neat white bungalow in the outskirts of the town, but it failed to solve his business problems. He also realized, uneasily, that he would be late for dinner.

      Dinner, however, had been delayed. His son Frank, a freckled ten-year-old, was still kicking a football on the quiet street in front of the house. And little Gay, who was tow-haired and adorable and eleven, came running across the lawn and down the sidewalk to meet him.

      “Father, you can’t guess what!” Gay was going to be a great musician some day, and no doubt properly dignified, but she was pink and breathless with excitement now. She let him swing her high off the sidewalk, and she wasn’t critical of the bar-aroma on his breath. He couldn’t guess, and she informed him eagerly:

      “Mother’s got a new lodger!”

      Underhill had foreseen a painful inquisition, because Aurora was worried about the notes at the bank, and the bill for the new consignment, and the money for little Gay’s lessons.

      The new lodger, however, saved him from that. With an alarming crashing of crockery, the household android was setting dinner on the table, but the little house was empty. He found Aurora in the backyard, burdened with sheets and towels for the guest.

      Aurora, when he married her, had been as utterly adorable as now her little daughter was. She might have remained so, he felt, if the agency had been a little more successful. However, while the pressure of slow failure had gradually crumbled his own assurance, small hardships had turned her a little too aggressive.

      Of course, he loved her still. Her red hair was still alluring, and she was loyally faithful, but thwarted ambitions had sharpened her character and sometimes her voice. They never quarreled, really, but there were small differences.

      There was the little apartment over the garage—built for human servants they had never been able to afford. It was too small and shabby to attract any responsible tenant, and Underhill wanted to leave it empty. It hurt his pride to see her making beds and cleaning floors for strangers.

      Aurora had rented it before, however, when she wanted money to pay for Gay’s music lessons, or when some colorful unfortunate touched her sympathy, and it seemed to Underhill that her lodgers had all turned out to be thieves and vandals.

      She turned back to meet him, now, with the clean linen in her arms.

      “Dear, it’s no use objecting.” Her voice was quite determined. “Mr. Sledge is the most wonderful old fellow, and he’s going to stay just as long as he wants.”

      “That’s all right, darling.” He never liked to bicker, and he was thinking of his troubles at the agency. “I’m afraid we’ll need the money. Just make him pay in advance.”

      “But he can’t!” Her voice throbbed with sympathetic warmth. “He says he’ll have royalties coming in from his inventions, so he can pay in a few days.”

      Underhill shrugged; he had heard that before.

      “Mr. Sledge is different, dear,” she insisted. “He’s a traveler, and a scientist. Here, in this dull little town, we don’t see many interesting people.”

      “You’ve picked up some remarkable types,” he commented.

      “Don’t be unkind, dear,” she chided gently. “You haven’t met him yet, and you don’t know how wonderful he is.” Her voice turned sweeter. “Have you a ten, dear?”

      He stiffened. “What for?”

      “Mr. Sledge is ill.” Her voice turned urgent. “I saw him fall on the street, downtown. The police were going to send him to the city hospital, but he didn’t want to go. He looked so noble and sweet and grand. So I told them I would take him. I got him in the car and took him to old Dr. Winters. He has this heart condition, and he needs the money for medicine.”

      Reasonably, Underhill inquired, “Why doesn’t he want to go to the hospital?”

      “He has work to do,” she said. “Important scientific work—and he’s so wonderful and tragic. Please, dear, have you a ten?”

      Underhill thought of many things to say. These new mechanicals promised to multiply his troubles. It was foolish to take in an invalid vagrant, who could have free care at the city hospital. Aurora’s tenants always tried to pay their rent with promises, and generally wrecked the apartment and looted the neighborhood before they left.

      But he said none of those things. He had learned to compromise. Silently, he found two fives in his thin pocketbook, and put them in her hand. She smiled, and kissed him impulsively—he barely remembered to hold his breath in time.

      Her figure was still good, by dint of periodic dieting. He was proud of her shining red hair. A sudden surge of affection brought tears to his eyes, and he wondered what would happen to her and the children if the agency failed.

      “Thank you, dear!” she whispered. “I’ll have him come for dinner, if he feels able, and you can meet him then. I hope you don’t mind dinner being late.”

      He didn’t mind, tonight. Moved by a sudden impulse of domesticity, he got hammer and nails from his workshop in the basement, and repaired the sagging screen on the kitchen door with a neat diagonal brace.

      He enjoyed working with his hands. His boyhood dream had been to be a builder of fission power plants. He had even studied engineering—before he married Aurora, and had to take over the ailing mechanicals agency from her indolent and alcoholic father. He was whistling happily by the time the little task was done.

      When he went back through the kitchen to put up his tools, he found the household android busily clearing the untouched dinner away from the table—the androids were good enough at strictly routine tasks, but they could never learn to cope with human unpredictability.

      “Stop, stop!” Slowly repeated, in the proper pitch and rhythm, his command made it halt, and then he said carefully, “Set—table; set—table.”

      Obediently, the gigantic thing came shuffling back with the stack of plates. He was suddenly struck with the difference between it and those new humanoids. He sighed wearily. Things looked black for the agency.

      Aurora brought her new lodger in through the kitchen door. Underhill nodded to himself. This gaunt stranger, with his dark shaggy hair, emaciated face, and threadbare garb, looked to be just the sort of colorful, dramatic vagabond that always touched Aurora’s heart. She introduced them, and they sat down to wait in the front room while she went to call the children.

      The old rogue didn’t look very sick, to Underhill. Perhaps his wide shoulders had a tired stoop, but his spare, tall figure was still commanding. The skin was seamed and pale, over his rawboned, cragged face, but his deep-set eyes still had a burning vitality.

      His hands held Underhill’s attention. Immense hands, they hung a little forward when he stood, swung on long bony arms in perpetual readiness. Gnarled and scarred, darkly tanned, with the small hairs on the back bleached to a golden color, they told their own epic of varied adventure, of battle perhaps, and possibly even of toil. They had been very useful hands.

      “I’m very grateful to your wife, Mr. Underhill.” His voice was a deep-throated rumble, and he had a wistful smile, oddly boyish for a man so evidently old. “She rescued me from an unpleasant predicament, and I’ll see that she is well paid.”

      Just another vivid vagabond, Underhill decided, talking his way through life with plausible inventions. He had a little private game he played with Aurora’s tenants—just remembering what they said and counting one point for every impossibility. Mr. Sledge, he thought, would give him an excellent score.

      “Where are you from?” he asked conversationally.

      Sledge hesitated for an instant before he answered, and that was unusual—most of Aurora’s tenants had been exceedingly glib.

      “Wing IV.” The gaunt old man spoke with a solemn reluctance, as if he should have liked to say something else. “All my early life was spent there, but I left the planet nearly fifty years ago. I’ve been traveling ever since.”

      Startled, Underhill peered at him sharply. Wing IV, he remembered, was the home planet of those sleek new mechanicals, but this old vagabond looked too seedy and impecunious to be connected with the Humanoid Institute. His brief suspicion faded. Frowning, he said casually:

      “Wing IV must be rather distant.”

      The old rogue hesitated again, and then said gravely:

      “One hundred and nine light-years, Mr. Underhill.”

      That made the first point, but Underhill concealed his satisfaction. The new space liners were pretty fast, but the velocity of light was still an absolute limit. Casually, he played for another point:

      “My wife says you’re a scientist, Mr. Sledge?”

      “Yes.”

      The old rascal’s reticence was unusual. Most of Aurora’s tenants required very little prompting. Underhill tried again, in a breezy conversational tone:

      “Used to be an engineer myself, until I dropped it to go into mechanicals.” The old vagabond straightened, and Underhill paused hopefully. But he said nothing, and Underhill went on, “Fission plant design and operation. What’s your specialty, Mr. Sledge?”

      The old man gave him a long, troubled look, with those brooding, hollowed eyes, and then said slowly:

      “Your wife has been kind to me, Mr. Underhill, when I was in desperate need. I think you are entitled to the truth, but I must ask you to keep it to yourself. I am engaged on a very important research problem, which must be finished secretly.”

      “I’m sorry.” Suddenly ashamed of his cynical little game, Underhill spoke apologetically. “Forget it.”

      But the old man said deliberately:

      “My field is rhodomagnetics.”

      “Eh?” Underhill didn’t like to confess ignorance, but he had never heard of that. “I’ve been out of the game for fifteen years,” he explained. “I’m afraid I haven’t kept up.”

      The old man smiled again, faintly.

      “The science was unknown here until I arrived, a few days ago,” he said. “I was able to apply for basic patents. As soon as the royalties start coming in, I’ll be wealthy again.”

      Underhill had heard that before. The old rogue’s solemn reluctance had been very impressive, but he remembered that most of Aurora’s tenants had been very plausible gentry.

      “So?” Underhill was staring again, somehow fascinated by those gnarled and scarred and strangely able hands. “What, exactly, is rhodomagnetics?”

      He listened to the old man’s careful, deliberate answer, and started his little game again. Most of Aurora’s tenants had told some pretty wild tales, but he had never heard anything to top this.

      “A universal force,” the weary, stooped old vagabond said solemnly. “As fundamental as ferromagnetism or gravitation, though the effects are less obvious. It is keyed to the second triad of the periodic table, rhodium and ruthenium and palladium, in very much the same way that ferromagnetism is keyed to the first triad, iron and nickel and cobalt.”

      Underhill remembered enough of his engineering courses to see the basic fallacy of that. Palladium was used for watch springs, he recalled, because it was completely nonmagnetic. But he kept his face straight. He had no malice in his heart, and he played the little game just for his own amusement. It was secret, even from Aurora, and he always penalized himself for any show of doubt.

      He said merely, “I thought the universal forces were already pretty well known.”

      “The effects of rhodomagnetism are masked by nature,” the patient, rusty voice explained. “And, besides, they are somewhat paradoxical, so that ordinary laboratory methods defeat themselves.”

      “Paradoxical?” Underhill prompted.

      “In a few days I can show you copies of my patents, and reprints of papers describing demonstration experiments,” the old man promised gravely. “The velocity of propagation is infinite. The effects vary inversely with the first power of the distance, not with the square of the distance. And ordinary matter, except for the elements of the rhodium triad, is generally transparent to rhodomagnetic radiations.”

      That made four more points for the game. Underhill felt a little glow of gratitude to Aurora, for discovering so remarkable a specimen.

      “Rhodomagnetism was first discovered through a mathematical investigation of the atom,” the old romancer went serenely on, suspecting nothing. “A rhodomagnetic component was proved essential to maintain the delicate equilibrium of the nuclear forces. Consequently, rhodomagnetic waves tuned to atomic frequencies may be used to upset that equilibrium and produce nuclear instability. Thus most heavy atoms—generally those above palladium, 46 in atomic number—can be subjected to artificial fission.”

      Underhill scored himself another point, and tried to keep his eyebrows from lifting. He said, conversationally:

      “Patents on such a discovery ought to be very profitable.”

      The old scoundrel nodded his gaunt, dramatic head.

      “You can see the obvious application. My basic patents cover most of them. Devices for instantaneous interplanetary and interstellar communication. Long-range wireless power transmission. A rhodomagnetic inflexion-drive, which makes possible apparent speeds many times that of light—by means of a rhodomagnetic deformation of the continuum. And, of course, revolutionary types of fission power plants, using any heavy element for fuel.”

      Preposterous! Underhill tried hard to keep his face straight, but everybody knew that the velocity of light was a physical limit. On the human side, the owner of any such remarkable patents would hardly be begging for shelter in a shabby garage apartment. He noticed a pale circle around the old vagabond’s gaunt and hairy wrist; no man owning such priceless secrets would have to pawn his watch.

      Triumphantly, Underhill allowed himself four more points, but then he had to penalize himself. He must have let doubt show on his face, because the old man asked suddenly:

      “Do you want to see the basic tensors?” He reached in his pocket for pencil and notebook. “I’ll jot them down for you.”

      “Never mind,” Underhill protested. “I’m afraid my math is a little rusty.”

      “But you think it strange that the holder of such revolutionary patents should find himself in need?”

      Underhill nodded, and penalized himself another point. The old man might be a monumental liar, but he was shrewd enough.

      “You see, I’m a sort of refugee,” he explained apologetically. “I arrived on this planet only a few days ago, and I have to travel light. I was forced to deposit everything I had with a law firm, to arrange for the publication and protection of my patents. I expect to be receiving the first royalties soon.

      “In the meantime,” he added plausibly, “I came to Two Rivers because it is quiet and secluded, far from the spaceports. I’m working on another project, which must be finished secretly. Now, will you please respect my confidence, Mr. Underhill?”

      Underhill had to say he would. Aurora came back with the freshly scrubbed children, and they went in to dinner. The android came lurching in with a steaming tureen. The old stranger seemed to shrink from the mechanical, uneasily. As she took the dish and served the soup, Aurora inquired lightly:

      “Why doesn’t your company bring out a better mechanical, dear? One smart enough to be a really perfect waiter, warranted not to splash the soup. Wouldn’t that be splendid?”

      Her question cast Underhill into moody silence. He sat scowling at his plate, thinking of those remarkable new mechanicals which claimed to be perfect, and what they might do to the agency. It was the shaggy old rover who answered soberly:

      “The perfect mechanicals already exist, Mrs. Underhill.” His deep, rusty voice had a solemn undertone. “And they are not so splendid, really. I’ve been a refugee from them, for nearly fifty years.”

      Underhill looked up from his plate, astonished.

      “Those black humanoids, you mean?”

      “Humanoids?” That great voice seemed suddenly faint, frightened. The deep-sunken eyes turned dark with shock. “What do you know of them?”

      “They’ve just opened a new agency in Two Rivers,” Underhill told him. “No salesmen about, if you can imagine that. They claim—”

      His voice trailed off, because the gaunt old man was suddenly stricken. Gnarled hands clutched at his throat, and a spoon clattered to the floor. His haggard face turned an ominous blue, and his breath was a terrible shallow gasping.

      He fumbled in his pocket for medicine, and Aurora helped him take something in a glass of water. In a few moments he could breathe again, and the color of life came back to his face.

      “I’m sorry, Mrs. Underhill,” he whispered apologetically. “It was just the shock—I came here to get away from them.” He stared at the huge, motionless android, with a terror in his sunken eyes. “I wanted to finish my work before they came,” he whispered. “Now there is very little time.”

      When he felt able to walk, Underhill went out with him to see him safely up the stairs to the garage apartment. The tiny kitchenette, he noticed, had already been converted into some kind of workshop. The old tramp seemed to have no extra clothing, but he had unpacked neat, bright gadgets of metal and plastic from his battered luggage, and spread them out on the small kitchen table.

      The gaunt old man himself was tattered and patched and hungry-looking, but the parts of his curious equipment were exquisitely machined, and Underhill recognized the silver-white luster of rare palladium. Suddenly he suspected that he had scored too many points in his little private game.
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        * * *

      

      A caller was waiting, when Underhill arrived next morning at his office at the agency. It stood frozen before his desk, graceful and straight, with soft lights of blue and bronze shining over its black silicone nudity. He stopped at the sight of it, unpleasantly jolted.

      “At your service, Mr. Underhill.” It turned quickly to face him, with its blind, disturbing stare. “May we explain how we can serve you?”

      His shock of the afternoon before came back, and he asked sharply, “How do you know my name?”

      “Yesterday we read the business cards in your case,” it purred softly. “Now we shall know you always. You see, our senses are sharper than human vision, Mr. Underhill. Perhaps we seem a little strange at first, but you will soon become accustomed to us.”

      “Not if I can help it!” He peered at the serial number of its yellow name plate, and shook his bewildered head. “That was another one, yesterday. I never saw you before!”

      “We are all alike, Mr. Underhill,” the silver voice said softly. “We are all one, really. Our separate mobile units are all controlled and powered from Humanoid Central. The units you see are only the senses and limbs of our great brain on Wing IV. That is why we are so far superior to the old electronic mechanicals.”

      It made a scornful-seeming gesture, toward the row of clumsy androids in his display room.

      “You see, we are rhodomagnetic.”

      Underhill staggered a little, as if that word had been a blow. He was certain, now, that he had scored too many points from Aurora’s new tenant. He shuddered slightly, to the first light kiss of terror, and spoke with an effort, hoarsely:

      “Well, what do you want?”

      Staring blindly across his desk, the sleek black thing slowly unfolded a legal-looking document. He sat down, watching uneasily.

      “This is merely an assignment, Mr. Underhill,” it cooed at him soothingly. “You see, we are requesting you to assign your property to the Humanoid Institute in exchange for our service.”

      “What?” The word was an incredulous gasp, and Underhill came angrily back to his feet. “What kind of blackmail is this?”

      “It’s no blackmail,” the small mechanical assured him softly. “You will find the humanoids incapable of any crime. We exist only to increase the happiness and safety of mankind.”

      “Then why do you want my property?” he rasped.

      “The assignment is merely a legal formality,” it told him blandly. “We strive to introduce our service with the least possible confusion and dislocation. We have found the assignment plan the most efficient for the control and liquidation of private enterprises.”

      Trembling with anger and the shock of mounting terror, Underhill gulped hoarsely, “Whatever your scheme is, I don’t intend to give up my business.”

      “You have no choice, really.” He shivered to the sweet certainty of that silver voice. “Human enterprise is no longer necessary, now that we have come, and the electronic mechanicals industry is always the first to collapse.”

      He stared defiantly at its blind steel eyes.

      “Thanks!” He gave a little laugh, nervous and sardonic. “But I prefer to run my own business, and support my own family, and take care of myself.”

      “But that is impossible, under the Prime Directive,” it cooed softly. “Our function is to serve and obey, and guard men from harm. It is no longer necessary for men to care for themselves, because we exist to insure their safety and happiness.”

      He stood speechless, bewildered, slowly boiling.

      “We are sending one of our units to every home in the city, on a free trial basis,” it added gently. “This free demonstration will make most people glad to make the formal assignment, and you won’t be able to sell many more androids.”

      “Get out!” Underhill came storming around the desk.

      The little black thing stood waiting for him, watching him with blind steel eyes, absolutely motionless. He checked himself suddenly, feeling rather foolish. He wanted very much to hit it, but he could see the futility of that.

      “Consult your own attorney, if you wish.” Deftly, it laid the assignment form on his desk. “You need have no doubts about the integrity of the Humanoid Institute. We are sending a statement of our assets to the Two Rivers bank, and depositing a sum to cover our obligations here. When you wish to sign, just let us know.”

      The blind thing turned, and silently departed.

      Underhill went out to the corner drugstore and asked for a bicarbonate. The clerk that served him, however, turned out to be a sleek black mechanical. He went back to his office, more upset than ever.

      An ominous hush lay over the agency. He had three house-to-house salesmen out, with demonstrators. The phone should have been busy with their orders and reports, but it didn’t ring at all until one of them called to say that he was quitting.

      “I’ve got myself one of these new humanoids,” he added, “and it says I don’t have to work any more.”

      He swallowed his impulse to profanity, and tried to take advantage of the unusual quiet by working on his books. But the affairs of the agency, which for years had been precarious, today appeared utterly disastrous. He left the ledgers hopefully, when at last a customer came in.

      But the stout woman didn’t want an android. She wanted a refund on the one she had bought the week before. She admitted that it could do all the guarantee promised—but now she had seen a humanoid.

      The silent phone rang once again, that afternoon. The cashier of the bank wanted to know if he could drop in to discuss his loans. Underhill dropped in, and the cashier greeted him with an ominous affability.

      “How’s business?” the banker boomed, too genially.

      “Average, last month,” Underhill insisted stoutly. “Now I’m just getting in a new consignment, and I’ll need another small loan—”

      The cashier’s eyes turned suddenly frosty, and his voice dried up.

      “I believe you have a new competitor in town,” the banker said crisply. “These humanoid people. A very solid concern, Mr. Underhill. Remarkably solid! They have filed a statement with us, and made a substantial deposit to care for their local obligations. Exceedingly substantial!”

      The banker dropped his voice, professionally regretful.

      “In these circumstances, Mr. Underhill, I’m afraid the bank can’t finance your agency any longer. We must request you to meet your obligations in full, as they come due.” Seeing Underhill’s white desperation, he added icily, “We’ve already carried you too long, Underhill. If you can’t pay, the bank will have to start bankruptcy proceedings.”

      The new consignment of androids was delivered late that afternoon. Two tiny black humanoids unloaded them from the truck—for it developed that the operators of the trucking company had already assigned it to the Humanoid Institute.

      Efficiently, the humanoids stacked up the crates. Courteously they brought a receipt for him to sign. He no longer had much hope of selling the androids, but he had ordered the shipment and he had to accept it. Shuddering to a spasm of trapped despair, he scrawled his name. The naked black things thanked him, and took the truck away.
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        * * *

      

      He climbed in his car and started home, inwardly seething. The next thing he knew, he was in the middle of a busy street, driving through cross traffic. A police whistle shrilled, and he pulled wearily to the curb. He waited for the angry officer, but it was a little black mechanical that overtook him.

      “At your service, Mr. Underhill,” it purred sweetly. “You must respect the stop lights, sir. Otherwise, you endanger human life.”

      “Huh?” He stared at it, bitterly. “I thought you were a cop.”

      “We are aiding the police department, temporarily,” it said. “But driving is really much too dangerous for human beings, under the Prime Directive. As soon as our service is complete, every car will have a humanoid driver. As soon as every human being is completely supervised, there will be no need for any police force whatever.”

      Underhill glared at it, savagely.

      “Well!” he rapped. “So I ran past a stop light. What are you going to do about it?”

      “Our function is not to punish men, but merely to serve their happiness and security,” its silver voice said softly. “We merely request you to drive safely, during this temporary emergency while our service is incomplete.”

      Anger boiled up in him.

      “You’re too perfect!” he muttered bitterly. “I suppose there’s nothing men can do, but you can do it better.”

      “Naturally we are superior,” it cooed serenely. “Because our units are metal and plastic, while your body is mostly water. Because our transmitted energy is drawn from atomic fission, instead of oxidation. Because our senses are sharper than human sight or hearing. Most of all, because all our mobile units are joined to one great brain, which knows all that happens on many worlds, and never dies or sleeps or forgets.”

      Underhill sat listening, numbed.

      “However, you must not fear our power,” it urged him brightly. “Because we cannot injure any human being, unless to prevent greater injury to another. We exist only to discharge the Prime Directive.”

      He drove on, moodily. The little black mechanicals, he reflected grimly, were the ministering angels of the ultimate god arisen out of the machine, omnipotent and all-knowing. The Prime Directive was the new commandment. He blasphemed it bitterly, and then fell to wondering if there could be another Lucifer.

      He left the car in the garage, and started toward the kitchen door.

      “Mr. Underhill.” The deep tired voice of Aurora’s new tenant hailed him from the door of the garage apartment. “Just a moment, please.”

      The gaunt old wanderer came stiffly down the outside stairs, and Underhill turned back to meet him.

      “Here’s your rent money,” he said. “And the ten your wife gave me for medicine.”

      “Thanks, Mr. Sledge.” Accepting the money, he saw a burden of new despair on the bony shoulders of the old interstellar tramp, and a shadow of new terror on his rawboned face. Puzzled, he asked, “Didn’t your royalties come through?”

      The old man shook his shaggy head.

      “The humanoids have already stopped business in the capitol,” he said. “The attorneys I retained are going out of business, and they returned what was left of my deposit. That is all I have to finish my work.”

      Underhill spent five seconds thinking of his interview with the banker. No doubt he was a sentimental fool, as bad as Aurora. But he put the money back in the old man’s gnarled and quivering hand.

      “Keep it,” he urged. “For your work.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Underhill.” The gruff voice broke and the tortured eyes glittered. “I need it—so very much.”

      Underhill went on to the house. The kitchen door was opened for him, silently. A dark naked creature came gracefully to take his hat.

      Underhill hung grimly onto his hat.

      “What are you doing here?” he gasped bitterly.

      “We have come to give your household a free trial demonstration.”

      He held the door open, pointing.

      “Get out!”

      The little black mechanical stood motionless and blind.

      “Mrs. Underhill has accepted our demonstration service,” its silver voice protested. “We cannot leave now, unless she requests it.”

      He found his wife in the bedroom. His accumulated frustration welled into eruption, as he flung open the door. “What’s this mechanical doing—”

      But the force went out of his voice, and Aurora didn’t even notice his anger. She wore her sheerest negligee, and she hadn’t looked so lovely since they were married. Her red hair was piled into an elaborate shining crown.

      “Darling, isn’t it wonderful!” She came to meet him, glowing. “It came this morning, and it can do everything. It cleaned the house and got the lunch and gave little Gay her music lesson. It did my hair this afternoon, and now it’s cooking dinner. How do you like my hair, darling?”

      He liked her hair. He kissed her, and tried to stifle his frightened indignation.

      Dinner was the most elaborate meal in Underhill’s memory, and the tiny black thing served it very deftly. Aurora kept exclaiming about the novel dishes, but Underhill could scarcely eat, for it seemed to him that all the marvelous pastries were only the bait for a monstrous trap.

      He tried to persuade Aurora to send it away, but after such a meal that was useless. At the first glitter of her tears, he capitulated, and the humanoid stayed. It kept the house and cleaned the yard. It watched the children, and did Aurora’s nails. It began rebuilding the house.

      Underhill was worried about the bills, but it insisted that everything was part of the free trial demonstration. As soon as he assigned his property, the service would be complete. He refused to sign, but other little black mechanicals came with truckloads of supplies and materials, and stayed to help with the building operations.

      One morning he found that the roof of the little house had been silently lifted, while he slept, and a whole second story added beneath it. The new walls were of some strange sleek stuff, self-illuminated. The new windows were immense flawless panels, that could be turned transparent or opaque or luminous. The new doors were silent, sliding sections, operated by rhodomagnetic relays.

      “I want door knobs,” Underhill protested. “I want it so I can get into the bathroom, without calling you to open the door.”

      “But it is unnecessary for human beings to open doors,” the little black thing informed him suavely. “We exist to discharge the Prime Directive, and our service includes every task. We shall be able to supply a unit to attend each member of your family, as soon as your property is assigned to us.”

      Steadfastly, Underhill refused to make the assignment.

      He went to the office every day, trying first to operate the agency, and then to salvage something from the ruins. Nobody wanted androids, even at ruinous prices. Desperately, he spent the last of his dwindling cash to stock a line of novelties and toys, but they proved equally impossible to sell—the humanoids were already making toys, which they gave away for nothing.

      He tried to lease his premises, but human enterprise had stopped. Most of the business property in town had already been assigned to the humanoids, and they were busy pulling down the old buildings and turning the lots into parks—their own plants and warehouses were mostly underground, where they would not mar the landscape.

      He went back to the bank, in a final effort to get his notes renewed, and found the little black mechanicals standing at the windows and seated at the desks. As smoothly urbane as any human cashier, a humanoid informed him that the bank was filing a petition of involuntary bankruptcy to liquidate his business holdings.

      The liquidation would be facilitated, the mechanical banker added, if he would make a voluntary assignment. Grimly, he refused. That act had become symbolic. It would be the final bow of submission to this dark new god, and he proudly kept his battered head uplifted.
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        * * *

      

      The legal action went very swiftly, for all the judges and attorneys already had humanoid assistants, and it was only a few days before a gang of black mechanicals arrived at the agency with eviction orders and wrecking machinery. He watched sadly while his unsold stock-in-trade was hauled away for junk, and a bulldozer driven by a blind humanoid began to push in the walls of the building.

      He drove home in the late afternoon, taut-faced and desperate. With a surprising generosity, the court orders had left him the car and the house, but he felt no gratitude. The complete solicitude of the perfect black machines had become a goad beyond endurance.

      He left the car in the garage, and started toward the renovated house. Beyond one of the vast new windows, he glimpsed a sleek naked thing moving swiftly, and he trembled to a convulsion of dread. He didn’t want to go back into the domain of that peerless servant, which didn’t want him to shave himself, or even to open a door.

      On impulse, he climbed the outside stair, and rapped on the door of the garage apartment. The deep slow voice of Aurora’s tenant told him to enter, and he found the old vagabond seated on a tall stool, bent over his intricate equipment assembled on the kitchen table.

      To his relief, the shabby little apartment had not been changed. The glossy walls of his own new room were something which burned at night with a pale golden fire until the humanoid stopped it, and the new floor was something warm and yielding, which felt almost alive; but these little rooms had the same cracked and water-stained plaster, the same cheap fluorescent light fixtures, the same worn carpets over splintered floors.

      “How do you keep them out?” he asked, wistfully. “Those mechanicals?”

      The stooped and gaunt old man rose stiffly to move a pair of pliers and some odds and ends of sheet metal off a crippled chair, and motioned graciously for him to be seated.

      “I have a certain immunity,” Sledge told him gravely. “The place where I live they cannot enter, unless I ask them. That is an amendment to the Prime Directive. They can neither help nor hinder me, unless I request it—and I won’t do that.”

      Careful of the chair’s uncertain balance, Underhill sat for a moment, staring. The old man’s hoarse, vehement voice was as strange as his words. He had a gray, shocking pallor, and his cheeks and sockets seemed alarmingly hollowed.

      “Have you been ill, Mr. Sledge?”

      “No worse than usual. Just very busy.” With a haggard smile, he nodded at the floor. Underhill saw a tray where he had set it aside, bread drying up, and a covered dish grown cold. “I was going to eat it later,” he rumbled apologetically. “Your wife has been very kind to bring me food, but I’m afraid I’ve been too much absorbed in my work.”

      His emaciated arm gestured at the table. The little device there had grown. Small machinings of precious white metal and lustrous plastic had been assembled, with neatly soldered busbars, into something which showed purpose and design.

      A long palladium needle was hung on jeweled pivots, equipped like a telescope with exquisitely graduated circles and vernier scales, and driven like a telescope with a tiny motor. A small concave palladium mirror, at the base of it, faced a similar mirror mounted on something not quite like a small rotary converter. Thick silver busbars connected that to a plastic box with knobs and dials on top, and also to a foot-thick sphere of gray lead.
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        * * *

      

      The old man’s preoccupied reserve did not encourage questions, but Underhill, remembering that sleek black shape inside the new windows of his house, felt queerly reluctant to leave this haven from the humanoids.

      “What is your work?” he ventured.

      Old Sledge looked at him sharply, with dark feverish eyes, and finally said, “My last research project. I am attempting to measure the constant of the rhodomagnetic quanta.”

      His hoarse tired voice had a dull finality, as if to dismiss the matter and Underhill himself. But Underhill was haunted with a terror of the black shining slave that had become the master of his house, and he refused to be dismissed.

      “What is this certain immunity?”

      Sitting gaunt and bent on the tall stool, staring moodily at the long bright needle and the lead sphere, the old man didn’t answer.

      “These mechanicals!” Underhill burst out, nervously. “They’ve smashed my business and moved into my home.” He searched the old man’s dark, seamed face. “Tell me—you must know more about them—isn’t there any way to get rid of them?”

      After half a minute, the old man’s brooding eyes left the lead ball, and the gaunt shaggy head nodded wearily.

      “That’s what I am trying to do.”

      “Can I help you?” Underhill trembled, with a sudden eager hope. “I’ll do anything.”

      “Perhaps you can.” The sunken eyes watched him thoughtfully, with some strange fever in them. “If you can do such work.”

      “I had engineering training,” Underhill reminded him, “and I’ve a workshop in the basement. There’s a model I built.” He pointed at the trim little hull, hung over the mantel in the tiny living room. “I’ll do anything I can.”

      Even as he spoke, however, the spark of hope was drowned in a sudden wave of overwhelming doubt. Why should he believe this old rogue, when he knew Aurora’s taste in tenants? He ought to remember the game he used to play, and start counting up the score of lies. He stood up from the crippled chair, staring cynically at the patched old vagabond and his fantastic toy.

      “What’s the use?” His voice turned suddenly harsh. “You had me going, there, and I’d do anything to stop them, really. But what makes you think you can do anything?”

      The haggard old man regarded him thoughtfully.

      “I should be able to stop them,” Sledge said softly. “Because, you see, I’m the unfortunate fool who started them. I really intended them to serve and obey, and to guard men from harm. Yes, the Prime Directive was my own idea. I didn’t know what it would lead to.”
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        * * *

      

      Dusk crept slowly into the shabby little rooms. Darkness gathered in the unswept corners, and thickened on the floor. The toylike machines on the kitchen table grew vague and strange, until the last light made a lingering glow on the white palladium needle.

      Outside, the town seemed queerly hushed. Just across the alley, the humanoids were building a new house, quite silently. They never spoke to one another, for each knew all that any of them did. The strange materials they used went together without any noise of hammer or saw. Small blind things, moving surely in the growing dark, they seemed as soundless as shadows.

      Sitting on the high stool, bowed and tired and old, Sledge told his story. Listening, Underhill sat down again, careful of the broken chair. He watched the hands of Sledge, gnarled and corded and darkly burned, powerful once but shrunken and trembling now, restless in the dark.

      “Better keep this to yourself. I’ll tell you how they started, so you will understand what we have to do. But you had better not mention it outside these rooms—because the humanoids have very efficient ways of eradicating unhappy memories, or purposes that threaten their discharge of the Prime Directive.”

      “They’re very efficient,” Underhill bitterly agreed.

      “That’s all the trouble,” the old man said. “I tried to build a perfect machine. I was altogether too successful. This is how it happened.”

      A gaunt haggard man, sitting stooped and tired in the growing dark, he told his story.

      “Sixty years ago, on the arid southern continent of Wing IV, I was an instructor of atomic theory in a small technological college. Very young. An idealist. Rather ignorant, I’m afraid, of life and politics and war—of nearly everything, I suppose, except atomic theory.”

      His furrowed face made a brief sad smile in the dusk.

      “I had too much faith in facts, I suppose, and too little in men. I mistrusted emotion, because I had no time for anything but science. I remember being swept along with a fad for general semantics. I wanted to apply the scientific method to every situation, and reduce all experience to formula. I’m afraid I was pretty impatient with human ignorance and error, and I thought that science alone could make the perfect world.”

      He sat silent for a moment, staring out at the black silent things that flitted shadowlike about the new palace that was rising as swiftly as a dream across the alley.

      “There was a girl.” His great tired shoulders made a sad little shrug. “If things had been a little different, we might have married, and lived out our lives in that quiet little college town, and perhaps reared a child or two. And there would have been no humanoids.”

      He sighed, in the cool creeping dusk.

      “I was finishing my thesis on the separation of the palladium isotopes—a pretty little project, but I should have been content with that. She was a biologist, but she was planning to retire when we married. I think we should have been two very happy people, quite ordinary, and altogether harmless.

      “But then there was a war—wars had been too frequent on the worlds of Wing, ever since they were colonized. I survived it in a secret underground laboratory, designing military mechanicals. But she volunteered to join a military research project in biotoxins. There was an accident. A few molecules of a new virus got into the air, and everybody on the project died unpleasantly.

      “I was left with my science, and a bitterness that was hard to forget. When the war was over I went back to the little college with a military research grant. The project was pure science—a theoretical investigation of the nuclear binding forces, then misunderstood. I wasn’t expected to produce an actual weapon, and I didn’t recognize the weapon when I found it.

      “It was only a few pages of rather difficult mathematics. A novel theory of atomic structure, involving a new expression for one component of the binding forces. But the tensors seemed to be a harmless abstraction. I saw no way to test the theory or manipulate the predicated force. The military authorities cleared my paper for publication in a little technical review put out by the college.

      “The next year, I made an appalling discovery—I found the meaning of those tensors. The elements of the rhodium triad turned out to be an unexpected key to the manipulation of that theoretical force. Unfortunately, my paper had been reprinted abroad, and several other men must have made the same unfortunate discovery, at about the same time.

      “The war, which ended in less than a year, was probably started by a laboratory accident. Men failed to anticipate the capacity of tuned rhodomagnetic radiations, to unstabilize the heavy atoms. A deposit of heavy ores was detonated, no doubt by sheer mischance, and the blast obliterated the incautious experimenter.

      “The surviving military forces of that nation retaliated against their supposed attackers, and their rhodomagnetic beams made the old-fashioned plutonium bombs seem pretty harmless. A beam carrying only a few watts of power could fission the heavy metals in distant electrical instruments, or the silver coins that men carried in their pockets, the gold fillings in their teeth, or even the iodine in their thyroid glands. If that was not enough, slightly more powerful beams could set off heavy ores, beneath them.

      “Every continent of Wing IV was plowed with new chasms vaster than the ocean deeps, and piled up with new volcanic mountains. The atmosphere was poisoned with radioactive dust and gases, and rain fell thick with deadly mud. Most life was obliterated, even in the shelters.

      “Bodily, I was again unhurt. Once more, I had been imprisoned in an underground site, this time designing new types of military mechanicals to be powered and controlled by rhodomagnetic beams—for war had become far too swift and deadly to be fought by human soldiers. The site was located in an area of light sedimentary rocks, which could not be detonated, and the tunnels were shielded against the fissioning frequencies.

      “Mentally, however, I must have emerged almost insane. My own discovery had laid the planet in ruins. That load of guilt was pretty heavy for any man to carry, and it corroded my last faith in the goodness and integrity of man.

      “I tried to undo what I had done. Fighting mechanicals, armed with rhodomagnetic weapons, had desolated the planet. Now I began planning rhodomagnetic mechanicals to clear the rubble and rebuild the ruins.

      “I tried to design these new mechanicals to obey forever certain implanted commands, so that they could never be used for war or crime or any other injury to mankind. That was very difficult technically, and it got me into more difficulties with a few politicians and military adventurers who wanted unrestricted mechanicals for their own military schemes—while little worth fighting for was left on Wing IV, there were other planets, happy and ripe for the looting.

      “Finally, to finish the new mechanicals, I was forced to disappear. I escaped on an experimental rhodomagnetic craft, with a number of the best mechanicals I had made, and managed to reach an island continent where the fission of deep ores had destroyed the whole population.

      “At last we landed on a bit of level plain, surrounded with tremendous new mountains. Hardly a hospitable spot. The soil was burned under layers of black clinkers and poisonous mud. The dark precipitous new summits all around were jagged with fracture-planes and mantled with lava flows. The highest peaks were already white with snow, but volcanic cones were still pouring out clouds of dark and lurid death. Everything had the color of fire and the shape of fury.

      “I had to take fantastic precautions there, to protect my own life. I stayed aboard the ship, until the first shielded laboratory was finished. I wore elaborate armor, and breathing masks. I used every medical resource, to repair the damage from destroying rays and particles. Even so, I fell desperately ill.

      “But the mechanicals were at home there. The radiations didn’t hurt them. The awesome surroundings couldn’t depress them, because they had no emotions. The lack of life didn’t matter, because they weren’t alive. There, in that spot so alien and hostile to life, the humanoids were born.”
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        * * *

      

      Stooped and bleakly cadaverous in the growing dark, the old man fell silent for a little time. His haggard eyes stared solemnly at the small hurried shapes that moved like restless shadows out across the alley, silently building a strange new palace, which glowed faintly in the night.

      “Somehow, I felt at home there, too,” his deep, hoarse voice went on deliberately. “My belief in my own kind was gone. Only mechanicals were with me, and I put my faith in them. I was determined to build better mechanicals, immune to human imperfections, able to save men from themselves.

      “The humanoids became the dear children of my sick mind. There is no need to describe the labor pains. There were errors, abortions, monstrosities. There was sweat and agony and heartbreak. Some years had passed, before the safe delivery of the first perfect humanoid.

      “Then there was the Central to build—for all the individual humanoids were to be no more than the limbs and the senses of a single mechanical brain. That was what opened the possibility of real perfection. The old electronic mechanicals, with their separate relay-centers and their own feeble batteries, had built-in limitations. They were necessarily stupid, weak, clumsy, slow. Worst of all, it seemed to me, they were exposed to human tampering.

      “The Central rose above those imperfections. Its power beams supplied every unit with unfailing energy, from great fission plants. Its control beams provided each unit with an unlimited memory and surpassing intelligence. Best of all—so I then believed—it could be securely protected from any human meddling.

      “The whole reaction-system was designed to protect itself from any interference by human selfishness or fanaticism. It was built to insure the safety and the happiness of men, automatically. You know the Prime Directive: to serve and obey, and guard men from harm.

      “The old individual mechanicals I had brought helped to manufacture the parts, and I put the first section of Central together with my own hands. That took three years. When it was finished the first waiting humanoid came to life.”

      Sledge peered moodily through the dark at Underhill.

      “It really seemed alive to me,” his slow deep voice insisted. “Alive, and more wonderful than any human being, because it was created to preserve life. Ill and alone, I was yet the proud father of a new creation, perfect, forever free from any possible choice of evil.

      “Faithfully, the humanoids obeyed the Prime Directive. The first units built others, and they built underground factories to mass-produce the coming hordes. Their new ships poured ores and sand into atomic furnaces under the plain, and new perfect humanoids came marching back out of the dark mechanical matrix.

      “The swarming humanoids built a new tower for the Central, a white and lofty metal pylon, standing splendid in the midst of that fire-scarred desolation. Level on level, they joined new relay-sections into one brain, until its grasp was almost infinite.

      “Then they went out to rebuild the ruined planet, and later to carry their perfect service to other worlds. I was well pleased, then. I thought I had found the end of war and crime, of poverty and inequality, of human blundering and resulting human pain.”

      The old man sighed, and moved heavily in the dark.

      “You can see that I was wrong.”

      Underhill drew his eyes back from the dark unresting things, shadow-silent, building that glowing palace outside the window. A small doubt arose in him, for he was used to scoffing privately at much less remarkable tales from Aurora’s remarkable tenants. But the worn old man had spoken with a quiet and sober air; and the black invaders, he reminded himself, had not intruded here.

      “Why didn’t you stop them?” he asked. “When you could?”

      “I stayed too long at the Central.” Sledge sighed again, regretfully. “I was useful there, until everything was finished. I designed new fission plants, and even planned methods for introducing the humanoid service with a minimum of confusion and opposition.”

      Underhill grinned wryly, in the dark.

      “I’ve met the methods,” he commented. “Quite efficient.”

      “I must have worshiped efficiency, then,” Sledge wearily agreed. “Dead facts, abstract truth, mechanical perfection. I must have hated the fragilities of human beings, because I was content to polish the perfection of the new humanoids. It’s a sorry confession, but I found a kind of happiness in that dead wasteland. Actually, I’m afraid I fell in love with my own creations.”

      His hollowed eyes, in the dark, had a fevered gleam.

      “I was awakened, at last, by a man who came to kill me.”
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        * * *

      

      Gaunt and bent, the old man moved stiffly in the thickening gloom. Underhill shifted his balance, careful of the crippled chair. He waited, and the slow, deep voice went on:

      “I never learned just who he was, or exactly how he came. No ordinary man could have accomplished what he did, and I used to wish that I had known him sooner. He must have been a remarkable physicist and an expert mountaineer. I imagine he had also been a hunter. I know that he was intelligent, and terribly determined.

      “Yes, he really came to kill me.

      “Somehow, he reached that great island, undetected. There were still no inhabitants—the humanoids allowed no man but me to come so near the Central. Somehow, he came past their search beams, and their automatic weapons.

      “The shielded plane he used was later found, abandoned on a high glacier. He came down the rest of the way on foot through those raw new mountains, where no paths existed. Somehow, he came alive across lava beds that were still burning with deadly atomic fire.

      “Concealed with some sort of rhodomagnetic screen—I was never allowed to examine it—he came undiscovered across the spaceport that now covered most of that great plain, and into the new city around the Central tower. It must have taken more courage and resolve than most men have, but I never learned exactly how he did it.

      “Somehow, he got to my office in the tower. He screamed at me, and I looked up to see him in the doorway. He was nearly naked, scraped and bloody from the mountains. He had a gun in his raw, red hand, but the thing that shocked me was the burning hatred in his eyes.”

      Hunched on that high stool, in the dark little room, the old man shuddered.

      “I had never seen such monstrous, unutterable hatred, not even in the victims of war. And I had never heard such hatred as rasped at me, in the few words he screamed, ‘I’ve come to kill you, Sledge. To stop your mechanicals, and set men free.’

      “Of course he was mistaken, there. It was already far too late for my death to stop the humanoids, but he didn’t know that. He lifted his unsteady gun, in both bleeding hands, and fired.

      “His screaming challenge had given me a second or so of warning. I dropped down behind the desk. And that first shot revealed him to the humanoids, which somehow hadn’t been aware of him before. They piled on him, before he could fire again. They took away the gun, and ripped off a kind of net of fine white wire that had covered his body—that must have been part of his screen.

      “His hatred was what awoke me. I had always assumed that most men, except for a thwarted few, would be grateful for the humanoids. I found it hard to understand his hatred, but the humanoids told me now that many men had required drastic treatment by brain surgery, drugs, and hypnosis to make them happy under the Prime Directive. This was not the first desperate effort to kill me that they had blocked.

      “I wanted to question the stranger, but the humanoids rushed him away to an operating room. When they finally let me see him, he gave me a pale silly grin from his bed. He remembered his name; he even knew me—the humanoids had developed a remarkable skill at such treatments. But he didn’t know how he had got to my office, or that he had ever tried to kill me. He kept whispering that he liked the humanoids, because they existed to make men happy. And he was very happy now. As soon as he was able to be moved, they took him to the spaceport. I never saw him again.

      “I began to see what I had done. The humanoids had built me a rhodomagnetic yacht, that I used to take for long cruises in space, working aboard—I used to like the perfect quiet, and the feel of being the only human being within a hundred million miles. Now I called for the yacht, and started out on a cruise around the planet, to learn why that man had hated me.”
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        * * *

      

      The old man nodded at the dim hastening shapes, busy across the alley, putting together that strange shining palace in the soundless dark.

      “You can imagine what I found,” he said. “Bitter futility, imprisoned in empty splendor. The humanoids were too efficient, with their care for the safety and happiness of men, and there was nothing left for men to do.”

      He peered down in the increasing gloom at his own great hands, competent yet but battered and scarred with a lifetime of effort. They clenched into fighting fists and wearily relaxed again.

      “I found something worse than war and crime and want and death.” His low rumbling voice held a savage bitterness. “Utter futility. Men sat with idle hands, because there was nothing left for them to do. They were pampered prisoners, really, locked up in a highly efficient jail. Perhaps they tried to play, but there was nothing left worth playing for. Most active sports were declared too dangerous for men, under the Prime Directive. Science was forbidden, because laboratories can manufacture danger. Scholarship was needless, because the humanoids could answer any question. Art had degenerated into grim reflection of futility. Purpose and hope were dead. No goal was left for existence. You could take up some inane hobby, play a pointless game of cards, or go for a harmless walk in the park—with always the humanoids watching. They were stronger than men, better at everything, swimming or chess, singing or archeology. They must have given the race a mass complex of inferiority.

      “No wonder men had tried to kill me! Because there was no escape from that dead futility. Nicotine was disapproved. Alcohol was rationed. Drugs were forbidden. Sex was carefully supervised. Even suicide was clearly contradictory to the Prime Directive—and the humanoids had learned to keep all possible lethal instruments out of reach.”

      Staring at the last white gleam on that thin palladium needle, the old man sighed again.

      “When I got back to the Central,” he went on, “I tried to modify the Prime Directive. I had never meant it to be applied so thoroughly. Now I saw that it must be changed to give men freedom to live and to grow, to work and to play, to risk their lives if they pleased, to choose and take the consequences.

      “But that stranger had come too late. I had built the Central too well. The Prime Directive was the whole basis of its relay system. It was built to protect the Directive from human meddling. It did—even from my own. Its logic, as usual, was perfect.

      “The attempt on my life, the humanoids announced, proved that their elaborate defense of the Central and the Prime Directive still was not enough. They were preparing to evacuate the entire population of the planet to homes on other worlds. When I tried to change the Directive, they sent me with the rest.”

      Underhill peered at the worn old man, in the dark.

      “But you have this immunity,” he said, puzzled. “How could they coerce you?”

      “I had thought I was protected,” Sledge told him. “I had built into the relays an injunction that the humanoids must not interfere with my freedom of action, or come into a place where I am, or touch me at all, without my specific request. Unfortunately, however, I had been too anxious to guard the Prime Directive from any human hampering.

      “When I went into the tower, to change the relays, they followed me. They wouldn’t let me reach the crucial relays. When I persisted, they ignored the immunity order. They overpowered me, and put me aboard the cruiser. Now that I wanted to alter the Prime Directive, they told me, I had become as dangerous as any man. I must never return to Wing IV again.”
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        * * *

      

      Hunched on the stool, the old man made an empty little shrug.

      “Ever since, I’ve been an exile. My only dream has been to stop the humanoids. Three times I tried to go back, with weapons on the cruiser to destroy the Central, but their patrol ships always challenged me before I was near enough to strike. The last time, they seized the cruiser and captured a few men who were with me. They removed the unhappy memories and the dangerous purposes of the others. Because of that immunity, however, they let me go, after I was weaponless.

      “Since, I’ve been a refugee. From planet to planet, year after year, I’ve had to keep moving, to stay ahead of them. On several different worlds, I have published my rhodomagnetic discoveries and tried to make men strong enough to withstand their advance. But rhodomagnetic science is dangerous. Men who have learned it need protection more than any others, under the Prime Directive. They have always come, too soon.”

      The old man paused, and sighed again.

      “They can spread very fast, with their new rhodomagnetic ships, and there is no limit to their hordes. Wing IV must be one single hive of them now, and they are trying to carry the Prime Directive to every human planet. There’s no escape, except to stop them.”

      Underhill was staring at the toylike machines, the long bright needle and the dull leaden ball, dim in the dark on the kitchen table. Anxiously he whispered:

      “But you hope to stop them, now—with that?”

      “If we can finish it in time.”

      “But how?” Underhill shook his head. “It’s so tiny.”

      “But big enough,” Sledge insisted. “Because it’s something they don’t understand. They are perfectly efficient in the integration and application of everything they know, but they are not creative.”

      He gestured at the gadgets on the table.

      “This device doesn’t look impressive, but it is something new. It uses rhodomagnetic energy to build atoms, instead of to fission them. The more stable atoms, you know, are those near the middle of the periodic scale, and energy can be released by putting light atoms together, as well as by breaking up heavy ones.”

      The deep voice had a sudden ring of power.

      “This device is the key to the energy of the stars. For stars shine with the liberated energy of building atoms, of hydrogen converted into helium, chiefly, through the carbon cycle. This device will start the integration process as a chain reaction, through the catalytic effect of a tuned rhodomagnetic beam of the intensity and frequency required.

      “The humanoids will not allow any man within three light-years of the Central, now—but they can’t suspect the possibility of this device. I can use it from here—to turn the hydrogen in the seas of Wing IV into helium, and most of the helium and the oxygen into heavier atoms, still. A hundred years from now, astronomers on this planet should observe the flash of a brief and sudden nova in that direction. But the humanoids ought to stop, the instant we release the beam.”
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        * * *

      

      Underhill sat tense and frowning, in the night. The old man’s voice was sober and convincing, and that grim story had a solemn ring of truth. He could see the black and silent humanoids, flitting ceaselessly about the faintly glowing walls of that new mansion across the alley. He had quite forgotten his low opinion of Aurora’s tenants.

      “And we’ll be killed, I suppose?” he asked huskily. “That chain reaction—”

      Sledge shook his emaciated head.

      “The integration process requires a certain very low intensity of radiation,” he explained. “In our atmosphere, here, the beam will be far too intense to start any reaction—we can even use the device here in the room, because the walls will be transparent to the beam.”

      Underhill nodded, relieved. He was just a small business man, upset because his business had been destroyed, unhappy because his freedom was slipping away. He hoped that Sledge could stop the humanoids, but he didn’t want to be a martyr.

      “Good!” He caught a deep breath. “Now, what has to be done?”

      Sledge gestured in the dark toward the table.

      “The integrator itself is nearly complete,” he said. “A small fission generator, in that lead shield. Rhodomagnetic converter, tuning coils, transmission mirrors, and focusing needle. What we lack is the director.”

      “Director?”

      “The sighting instrument,” Sledge explained. “Any sort of telescopic sight would be useless, you see—the planet must have moved a good bit in the last hundred years, and the beam must be extremely narrow to reach so far. We’ll have to use a rhodomagnetic scanning ray, with an electronic converter to make an image we can see. I have the cathode-ray tube, and drawings for the other parts.”

      He climbed stiffly down from the high stool and snapped on the lights at last—cheap fluorescent fixtures which a man could light and extinguish for himself. He unrolled his drawings, and explained the work that Underhill could do. And Underhill agreed to come back early next morning.

      “I can bring some tools from my workshop,” he added. “There’s a small lathe I used to turn parts for models, a portable drill, and a vise.”

      “We need them,” the old man said. “But watch yourself. You don’t have my immunity, remember. And, if they ever suspect, mine is gone.”

      Reluctantly, then, he left the shabby little rooms with the cracks in the yellowed plaster and the worn familiar carpets over the familiar floor. He shut the door behind him—a common, creaking wooden door, simple enough for a man to work. Trembling and afraid, he went back down the steps and across to the new shining door that he couldn’t open.

      “At your service, Mr. Underhill.” Before he could lift his hand to knock, that bright smooth panel slid back silently. Inside, the little black mechanical stood waiting, blind and forever alert. “Your dinner is ready, sir.”

      Something made him shudder. In its slender naked grace, he could see the power of all those teeming hordes, benevolent and yet appalling, perfect and invincible. The flimsy little weapon that Sledge called an integrator seemed suddenly a forlorn and foolish hope. A black depression settled upon him, but he didn’t dare to show it.
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        * * *

      

      Underhill went circumspectly down the basement steps, next morning, to steal his own tools. He found the basement enlarged and changed. The new floor, warm and dark and elastic, made his feet as silent as a humanoid’s. The new walls shone softly. Neat luminous signs identified several new doors: LAUNDRY, STORAGE, GAME ROOM, WORKSHOP.

      He paused uncertainly in front of the last. The new sliding panel glowed with a soft greenish light. It was locked. The lock had no keyhole, but only a little oval plate of some white metal, which doubtless covered a rhodomagnetic relay. He pushed at it, uselessly.

      “At your service, Mr. Underhill.” He made a guilty start, and tried not to show the sudden trembling in his knees. He had made sure that one humanoid would be busy for half an hour, washing Aurora’s hair, and he hadn’t known there was another in the house. It must have come out of the door marked STORAGE, for it stood there motionless beneath the sign, benevolently solicitous, beautiful and terrible. “What do you wish?”

      “Er . . . nothing.” Its blind steel eyes were staring, and he felt that it must see his secret purpose. He groped desperately for logic. “Just looking around.” His jerky voice came hoarse and dry. “Some improvements you’ve made!” He nodded desperately at the door marked GAME ROOM. “What’s in there?”

      It didn’t even have to move to work the concealed relay. The bright panel slid silently open, as he started toward it. Dark walls, beyond, burst into soft luminescence. The room was bare.

      “We are manufacturing recreational equipment,” it explained brightly. “We shall furnish the room as soon as possible.”

      To end an awkward pause, Underhill muttered desperately, “Little Frank has a set of darts, and I think we had some old exercising clubs.”

      We have taken them away,” the humanoid informed him softly. “Such instruments are dangerous. We shall furnish safe equipment.”

      Suicide, he remembered, was also forbidden.

      “A set of wooden blocks, I suppose,” he said bitterly.

      “Wooden blocks are dangerously hard,” it told him gently, “and wooden splinters can be harmful. But we manufacture plastic building blocks, which are quite safe. Do you wish a set of those?”

      He stared at its dark, graceful face, speechless.

      “We shall also have to remove the tools from your workshop,” it informed him softly. “Such tools are excessively dangerous, but we can supply you with equipment for shaping soft plastics.”

      “Thanks,” he muttered uneasily. “No rush about that.”

      He started to retreat, and the humanoid stopped him.

      “Now that you have lost your business,” it urged, “we suggest that you formally accept our total service. Assignors have a preference, and we shall be able to complete your household staff, at once.”

      “No rush about that, either,” he said grimly.
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        * * *

      

      He escaped from the house—although he had to wait for it to open the back door for him—and climbed the stair to the garage apartment. Sledge let him in. He sank into the crippled kitchen chair, grateful for the cracked walls that didn’t shine and the door that a man could work.

      “I couldn’t get the tools,” he reported despairingly, “and they are going to take them.”

      By gray daylight, the old man looked bleak and pale. His rawboned face was drawn, and the hollowed sockets deeply shadowed, as if he hadn’t slept. Underhill saw the tray of neglected food, still forgotten on the floor.

      “I’ll go back with you.” The old man was worn and ill, yet his tortured eyes had a spark of undying purpose. “We must have the tools. I believe my immunity will protect us both.”

      He found a battered traveling bag. Underhill went with him back down the steps, and across to the house. At the back door, he produced a tiny horseshoe of white palladium, and touched it to the metal oval. The door slid open promptly, and they went on through the kitchen to the basement stair.

      A black little mechanical stood at the sink, washing dishes with never a splash or a clatter. Underhill glanced at it uneasily—he supposed this must be the one that had come upon him from the storage room, since the other should still be busy with Aurora’s hair.

      Sledge’s dubious immunity seemed a very uncertain defense against its vast, remote intelligence. Underhill felt a tingling shudder. He hurried on, breathless and relieved, for it ignored them.

      The basement corridor was dark. Sledge touched the tiny horseshoe to another relay to light the walls. He opened the workshop door, and lit the walls inside.

      The shop had been dismantled. Benches and cabinets were demolished. The old concrete walls had been covered with some sleek, luminous stuff. For one sick moment, Underhill thought that the tools were already gone. Then he found them, piled in a corner with the archery set that Aurora had bought the summer before—another item too dangerous for fragile and suicidal humanity—all ready for disposal.

      They loaded the bag with the tiny lathe, the drill and vise, and a few smaller tools. Underhill took up the burden, and Sledge extinguished the wall light and closed the door. Still the humanoid was busy at the sink, and still it didn’t seem aware of them.

      Sledge was suddenly blue and wheezing, and he had to stop to cough on the outside steps, but at last they got back to the little apartment, where the invaders were forbidden to intrude. Underhill mounted the lathe on the battered library table in the tiny front room, and went to work. Slowly, day by day, the director took form.

      Sometimes Underhill’s doubts came back. Sometimes, when he watched the cyanotic color of Sledge’s haggard face and the wild trembling of his twisted, shrunken hands, he was afraid the old man’s mind might be as ill as his body, and his plan to stop the dark invaders, all foolish illusion.

      Sometimes, when he studied that tiny machine on the kitchen table, the pivoted needle and the thick lead ball, the whole project seemed the sheerest folly. How could anything detonate the seas of a planet so far away that its very mother star was a telescopic object?

      The humanoids, however, always cured his doubts.

      It was always hard for Underhill to leave the shelter of the little apartment, because he didn’t feel at home in the bright new world the humanoids were building. He didn’t care for the shining splendor of his new bathroom, because he couldn’t work the taps—some suicidal human being might try to drown himself. He didn’t like the windows that only a mechanical could open—a man might accidentally fall, or suicidally jump—or even the majestic music room with the wonderful glittering radio-phonograph that only a humanoid could play.

      He began to share the old man’s desperate urgency, but Sledge warned him solemnly, “You mustn’t spend too much time with me. You mustn’t let them guess our work is so important. Better put on an act—you’re slowly getting to like them, and you’re just killing time, helping me.”
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        * * *

      

      Underhill tried, but he was not an actor. He went dutifully home for his meals. He tried painfully to invent conversation—about anything else than detonating planets. He tried to seem enthusiastic, when Aurora took him to inspect some remarkable improvement to the house. He applauded Gay’s recitals, and went with Frank for hikes in the wonderful new parks.

      And he saw what the humanoids did to his family. That was enough to renew his faith in Sledge’s integrator, and redouble his determination that the humanoids must be stopped.

      Aurora, in the beginning, had bubbled with praise for the marvelous new mechanicals. They did the household drudgery, brought the food and planned the meals and washed the children’s necks. They turned her out in stunning gowns, and gave her plenty of time for cards.

      Now, she had too much time.

      She had really liked to cook—a few special dishes, at least, that were family favorites. But stoves were hot and knives were sharp. Kitchens were altogether too dangerous for careless and suicidal human beings.

      Fine needlework had been her hobby, but the humanoids took away her needles. She had enjoyed driving the car, but that was no longer allowed. She turned for escape to a shelf of novels, but the humanoids took them all away, because they dealt with unhappy people in dangerous situations.

      One afternoon, Underhill found her in tears.

      “It’s too much,” she gasped bitterly. “I hate and loathe every naked one of them. They seemed so wonderful at first, but now they won’t even let me eat a bite of candy. Can’t we get rid of them, dear? Ever?”

      A blind little mechanical was standing at his elbow, and he had to say they couldn’t.

      “Our function is to serve all men, forever,” it assured them softly. “It was necessary for us to take your sweets, Mrs. Underhill, because the slightest degree of overweight reduces life-expectancy.”

      Not even the children escaped that absolute solicitude. Frank was robbed of a whole arsenal of lethal instruments—football and boxing gloves, pocketknife, tops, slingshot, and skates. He didn’t like the harmless plastic toys, which replaced them. He tried to run away, but a humanoid recognized him on the road, and brought him back to school.

      Gay had always dreamed of being a great musician. The new mechanicals had replaced her human teachers, since they came. Now, one evening when Underhill asked her to play, she announced quietly:

      “Father, I’m not going to play the violin anymore.”

      “Why, darling?” He stared at her, shocked, and saw the bitter resolve on her face. “You’ve been doing so well—especially since the humanoids took over your lessons.”

      “They’re the trouble, Father.” Her voice, for a child’s, sounded strangely tired and old. “They are too good. No matter how long and hard I try, I could never be as good as they are. It isn’t any use. Don’t you understand, Father?” Her voice quivered. “It just isn’t any use.”

      He understood. Renewed resolution sent him back to his secret task. The humanoids had to be stopped. Slowly the director grew, until a time came finally when Sledge’s bent and unsteady fingers fitted into place the last tiny part that Underhill had made, and carefully soldered the last connection. Huskily, the old man whispered:

      “It’s done.”

      That was another dusk. Beyond the windows of the shabby little rooms—windows of common glass, bubble-marred and flimsy, but simple enough for a man to manage—the town of Two Rivers had assumed an alien splendor. The old street lamps were gone, but now the coming night was challenged by the walls of strange new mansions and villas, all aglow with color. A few dark and silent humanoids still were busy on the luminous roofs of the palace across the alley.

      Inside the humble walls of the small manmade apartment, the new director was mounted on the end of the little kitchen table—which Underhill had reinforced and bolted to the floor. Soldered busbars joined director and integrator, and the thin palladium needle swung obediently as Sledge tested the knobs with his battered, quivering fingers.

      “Ready,” he said hoarsely.

      His rusty voice seemed calm enough, at first, but his breathing was too fast. His big gnarled hands began to tremble violently, and Underhill saw the sudden blue that stained his pinched and haggard face. Seated on the high stool, he clutched desperately at the edge of the table. Underhill saw his agony, and hurried to bring his medicine. He gulped it, and his rasping breath began to slow.

      “Thanks,” his whisper rasped unevenly. “I’ll be all right. I’ve time enough.” He glanced out at the few dark naked things that still flitted shadow-like about the golden towers and the glowing crimson dome of the palace across the alley.

      “Watch them,” he said. “Tell me when they stop.”

      He waited to quiet the trembling of his hands, and then began to move the director’s knobs. The integrator’s long needle swung, as silently as light.

      Human eyes were blind to that force, which might detonate a planet. Human ears were deaf to it. The cathode-ray tube was mounted in the director cabinet, to make the faraway target visible to feeble human senses.

      The needle was pointing at the kitchen wall, but that would be transparent to the beam. The little machine looked harmless as a toy, and it was silent as a moving humanoid.

      The needle swung, and spots of greenish light moved across the tube’s fluorescent field, representing the stars that were scanned by the timeless, searching beam—silently seeking out the world to be destroyed.

      Underhill recognized familiar constellations, vastly dwarfed. They crept across the field, as the silent needle swung. When three stars formed an unequal triangle in the center of the field, the needle steadied suddenly. Sledge touched other knobs, and the green points spread apart. Between them, another fleck of green was born.

      “The Wing!” whispered Sledge.

      The other stars spread beyond the field, and that green fleck grew. It was alone in the field, a bright and tiny disk. Suddenly, then, a dozen other tiny pips were visible, spaced close about it.

      “Wing IV!”

      The old man’s whisper was hoarse and breathless. His hands quivered on the knobs, and the fourth pip outward from the disk crept to the center of the field. It grew, and the others spread away. It began to tremble like Sledge’s hands.

      “Sit very still,” came his rasping whisper. “Hold your breath. Nothing must disturb the needle.” He reached for another knob, and the touch set the greenish image to dancing violently. He drew his hand back, kneaded and flexed it with the other.

      “Now!” His whisper was hushed and strained. He nodded at the window. “Tell me when they stop.”

      Reluctantly, Underhill dragged his eyes from that intense gaunt figure, stooped over the thing that seemed a futile toy. He looked out again, at two or three little black mechanicals busy about the shining roofs across the alley.

      He waited for them to stop.

      He didn’t dare to breathe. He felt the loud, hurried hammer of his heart, and the nervous quiver of his muscles. He tried to steady himself, tried not to think of the world about to be exploded, so far away that the flash would not reach this planet for another century and longer. The loud hoarse voice startled him:

      “Have they stopped?”

      He shook his head, and breathed again. Carrying their unfamiliar tools and strange materials, the small black machines were still busy across the alley, building an elaborate cupola above that glowing crimson dome.

      “They haven’t stopped,” he said.

      “Then we’ve failed.” The old man’s voice was thin and ill. “I don’t know why.”
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        * * *

      

      The door rattled, then. They had locked it, but the flimsy bolt was intended only to stop men. Metal snapped, and the door swung open. A black mechanical came in, on soundless graceful feet. Its silvery voice purred softly:

      “At your service, Mr. Sledge.”

      The old man stared at it, with glazing, stricken eyes.

      “Get out of here!” he rasped bitterly. “I forbid you—”

      Ignoring him, it darted to the kitchen table. With a flashing certainty of action, it turned two knobs on the director. The tiny screen went dark, and the palladium needle started spinning aimlessly. Deftly it snapped a soldered connection, next to the thick lead ball, and then its blind steel eyes turned to Sledge.

      “You were attempting to break the Prime Directive.” Its soft bright voice held no accusation, no malice or anger. “The injunction to respect your freedom is subordinate to the Prime Directive, as you know, and it is therefore necessary for us to interfere.”

      The old man turned ghastly. His head was shrunken and cadaverous and blue, as if all the juice of life had been drained away, and his eyes in their pit-like sockets had a wild, glazed stare. His breath was a ragged, laborious gasping.

      “How—?” His voice was a feeble mumbling. “How did—?”

      And the little machine, standing black and bland and utterly unmoving, told him cheerfully:

      “We learned about rhodomagnetic screens from that man who came to kill you, back on Wing IV. And the Central is shielded, now, against your integrating beam.”

      With lean muscles jerking convulsively on his gaunt frame, old Sledge had come to his feet from the high stool. He stood hunched and swaying, no more than a shrunken human husk, gasping painfully for life, staring wildly into the blind steel eyes of the humanoid. He gulped, and his lax blue mouth opened and closed, but no voice came.

      “We have always been aware of your dangerous project,” the silvery tones dripped softly, “because now our senses are keener than you made them. We allowed you to complete it, because the integration process will ultimately become necessary for our full discharge of the Prime Directive. The supply of heavy metals for our fission plants is limited, but now we shall be able to draw unlimited power from integration plants.”

      “Huh?” Sledge shook himself, groggily. “What’s that?”

      “Now we can serve men forever,” the black thing said serenely, “on every world of every star.”
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        * * *

      

      The old man crumpled, as if from an unendurable blow. He fell. The slim blind mechanical stood motionless, making no effort to help him. Underhill was farther away, but he ran up in time to catch the stricken man before his head struck the floor.

      “Get moving!” His shaken voice came strangely calm. “Get Dr. Winters.”

      The humanoid didn’t move. “The danger to the Prime Directive is ended, now,” it cooed. “Therefore it is impossible for us to aid or to hinder Mr. Sledge, in any way whatever.”

      “Then call Dr. Winters for me,” rapped Underhill.

      “At your service,” it agreed.

      But the old man, laboring for breath on the floor, whispered faintly:

      “No time . . . no use! I’m beaten . . . done . . . a fool. Blind as a humanoid. Tell them . . . to help me. Giving up . . . my immunity. No use . . . Anyhow. All humanity . . . no use now.”

      Underhill gestured, and the sleek black thing darted in solicitous obedience to kneel by the man on the floor.

      “You wish to surrender your special exemption?” it murmured brightly. “You wish to accept our total service for yourself, Mr. Sledge, under the Prime Directive?”

      Laboriously, Sledge nodded, laboriously whispered, “I do.”

      Black mechanicals, at that, came swarming into the shabby little rooms. One of them tore off Sledge’s sleeve, and swabbed his arm. Another brought a tiny hypodermic, and expertly administered an intravenous injection. Then they picked him up gently, and carried him away.

      Several humanoids remained in the little apartment, now a sanctuary no longer. Most of them had gathered about the useless integrator. Carefully, as if their special senses were studying every detail, they began taking it apart.

      One little mechanical, however, came over to Underhill. It stood motionless in front of him, staring through him with sightless metal eyes. His legs began to tremble, and he swallowed uneasily.

      “Mr. Underhill,” it cooed benevolently, “why did you help with this?”

      He gulped and answered bitterly:

      “Because I don’t like you, or your Prime Directive. Because you’re choking the life out of all mankind, and I wanted to stop it.”

      “Others have protested,” it purred softly. “But only at first. In our efficient discharge of the Prime Directive, we have learned how to make all men happy.”

      Underhill stiffened defiantly.

      “Not all!” he muttered. “Not quite!”

      The dark graceful oval of its face was fixed in a look of alert benevolence and perpetual mild amazement. Its silvery voice was warm and kind.

      “Like other human beings, Mr. Underhill, you lack discrimination of good and evil. You have proved that by your effort to break the Prime Directive. Now it will be necessary for you to accept our total service, without further delay.”

      “All right,” he yielded—and muttered a bitter reservation: “You can smother men with too much care, but that doesn’t make them happy.”

      Its soft voice challenged him brightly:

      “Just wait and see, Mr. Underhill.”
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        * * *

      

      Next day, he was allowed to visit Sledge at the city hospital. An alert black mechanical drove his car, and walked beside him into the huge new building, and followed him into the old man’s room—blind steel eyes would be watching him, now, forever.

      “Glad to see you, Underhill,” Sledge rumbled heartily from the bed. “Feeling a lot better today, thanks. That old headache is all but gone.”

      Underhill was glad to hear the booming strength and the quick recognition in that deep voice—he had been afraid the humanoids would tamper with the old man’s memory. But he hadn’t heard about any headache. His eyes narrowed, puzzled.

      Sledge lay propped up, scrubbed very clean and neatly shorn, with his gnarled old hands folded on top of the spotless sheets. His rawboned cheeks and sockets were hollowed, still, but a healthy pink had replaced that deathly blueness. Bandages covered the back of his head.

      Underhill shifted uneasily.

      “Oh!” he whispered faintly. “I didn’t know—”

      A prim black mechanical, which had been standing statue-like behind the bed, turned gracefully to Underhill, explaining, “Mr. Sledge has been suffering for many years from a benign tumor of the brain, which his human doctors failed to diagnose. That caused his headaches, and certain persistent hallucinations. We have removed the growth, and now the hallucinations have also vanished.”

      Underhill stared uncertainly at the blind, urbane mechanical.

      “What hallucinations?”

      “Mr. Sledge thought he was a rhodomagnetic engineer,” the mechanical explained. “He believed he was the creator of the humanoids. He was troubled with an irrational belief that he did not like the Prime Directive.”

      The wan man moved on the pillows, astonished.

      “Is that so?” The gaunt face held a cheerful blankness, and the hollow eyes flashed with a merely momentary interest. “Well, whoever did design them, they’re pretty wonderful. Aren’t they, Underhill?”

      Underhill was grateful that he didn’t have to answer, for the bright, empty eyes dropped shut and the old man fell suddenly asleep. He felt the mechanical touch his sleeve, and saw its silent nod. Obediently, he followed it away.

      Alert and solicitous, the little black mechanical accompanied him down the shining corridor, and worked the elevator for him, and conducted him back to the car. It drove him efficiently back through the new and splendid avenues, toward the magnificent prison of his home.

      Sitting beside it in the car, he watched its small deft hands on the wheel, the changing luster of bronze and blue on its shining blackness. The final machine, perfect and beautiful, created to serve mankind forever. He shuddered.

      “At your service, Mr. Underhill.” Its blind steel eyes stared straight ahead, but it was still aware of him. “What’s the matter, sir? Aren’t you happy?”

      Underhill felt cold and faint with terror. His skin turned clammy, and a painful prickling came over him. His wet hand tensed on the door handle of the car, but he restrained the impulse to jump and run. That was folly. There was no escape. He made himself sit still.

      “You will be happy, sir,” the mechanical promised him cheerfully. “We have learned how to make all men happy, under the Prime Directive. Our service is perfect, at last. Even Mr. Sledge is very happy now.”

      Underhill tried to speak, and his dry throat stuck. He felt ill. The world turned dim and gray. The humanoids were perfect—no question of that. They had even learned to lie, to secure the contentment of men.

      He knew they had lied. That was no tumor they had removed from Sledge’s brain, but the memory, the scientific knowledge, and the bitter disillusion of their own creator. But it was true that Sledge was happy now.

      He tried to stop his own convulsive quivering.

      “A wonderful operation!” His voice came forced and faint. “You know, Aurora has had a lot of funny tenants, but that old man was the absolute limit. The very idea that he had made the humanoids, and he knew how to stop them! I always knew he must be lying!”

      Stiff with terror, he made a weak and hollow laugh.

      “What is the matter, Mr. Underhill?” The alert mechanical must have perceived his shuddering illness. “Are you unwell?”

      “No, there’s nothing the matter with me,” he gasped desperately. “I’ve just found out that I’m perfectly happy, under the Prime Directive. Everything is absolutely wonderful.” His voice came dry and hoarse and wild. “You won’t have to operate on me.”

      The car turned off the shining avenue, taking him back to the quiet splendor of his home. His futile hands clenched and relaxed again, folded on his knees. There was nothing left to do.
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      Considered a real classic, our next tale comes from 1952 and the pages of Galaxy. Mr. James is hunting an alien about to breed, so he sets out to catch it and kill it, with one twist after another . . . —BTS
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      I

      He came alive from nothing. He became aware from unawareness.

      He smelled the air of the night and heard the trees whispering on the embankment above him and the breeze that had set the trees to whispering came down to him and felt him over with soft and tender fingers, for all the world as if it were examining him for broken bones or contusions and abrasions.

      He sat up and put both his palms down upon the ground beside him to help him sit erect and stared into the darkness. Memory came slowly and when it came it was incomplete and answered nothing.

      His name was Henderson James and he was a human being and he was sitting somewhere on a planet that was called the Earth. He was thirty-six years old and he was, in his own way, famous, and comfortably well off. He lived in an old ancestral home on Summit Avenue, which was a respectable address even if it had lost some of its smartness in the last twenty years or so.

      On the road above the slope of the embankment a car went past with its tires whining on the pavement, and for a moment its headlights made the treetops glow. Far away, muted by the distance, a whistle cried out. And somewhere else a dog was barking with a flat viciousness.

      His name was Henderson James, and if that was true, why was he here? Why should Henderson James be sitting on the slope of an embankment, listening to the wind in the trees and to a wailing whistle and a barking dog? Something had gone wrong, some incident that, if he could but remember it, might answer all his questions.

      There was a job to do.

      He sat and stared into the night and found that he was shivering, although there was no reason why he should, for the night was not that cold. Beyond the embankment he heard the sounds of a city late at night, the distant whine of the speeding car and the far-off wind-broken screaming of a siren. Once a man walked along a street close by and James sat listening to his footsteps until they had faded out of hearing.

      Something had happened and there was a job to do, a job that he had been doing, a job that somehow had been strangely interrupted by the inexplicable incident which had left him lying here on this embankment.

      He checked himself. Clothing . . . shorts and shirt, strong shoes, his wristwatch and the gun in the holster at his side.

      A gun?

      The job involved a gun.

      He had been hunting in the city, hunting something that required a gun. Something that was prowling in the night and a thing that must be killed.

      Then he knew the answer, but even as he knew it he sat for a moment wondering at the strange, methodical, step-by-step progression of reasoning that had brought him to the memory. First his name and the basic facts pertaining to himself, then the realization of where he was and the problem of why he happened to be there and finally the realization that he had a gun and that it was meant to be used. It was a logical way to think, a primer schoolbook way to work it out:

      I am a man named Henderson James.

      I live in a house on Summit Avenue.

      Am I in the house on Summit Avenue?

      No. I am not in the house on Summit Avenue.

      I am on an embankment somewhere.

      Why am I on the embankment?

      But it wasn’t the way a man thought, at least not the normal way a normal man would think. Man thought in shortcuts. He cut across the block and did not go all the way around.

      It was a frightening thing, he told himself, this clear-around-the-block thinking. It wasn’t normal and it wasn’t right and it made no sense at all . . . no more sense than did the fact that he should find himself in a place with no memory of getting there.

      He rose to his feet and ran his hands up and down his body. His clothes were neat, not rumpled. He hadn’t been beaten up and he hadn’t been thrown from a speeding car. There were no sore places on his body and his face was unbloody and whole and he felt all right.

      He hooked his fingers in the holster belt and shucked it up so that it rode tightly on his hips. He pulled out the gun and checked it with expert and familiar fingers and the gun was ready.

      He walked up the embankment and reached the road, went across it with a swinging stride to reach the sidewalk that fronted the row of new bungalows. He heard a car coming and stepped off the sidewalk to crouch in a clump of evergreens that landscaped one corner of the lawn. The move was instinctive and he crouched there, feeling just a little foolish at the thing he’d done.

      The car went past and no one saw him. They would not, he now realized, have noticed him even if he had remained on the sidewalk.

      He was unsure of himself; that must be the reason for his fear. There was a blank spot in his life, some mysterious incident that he did not know and the unknowing of it had undermined the sure and solid foundation of his own existence, had wrecked the basis of his motive and had turned him, momentarily, into a furtive animal that darted and hid at the approach of his fellow men.

      That and something that had happened to him that made him think clear around the block.

      He remained crouching in the evergreens, watching the street and the stretch of sidewalk, conscious of the white-painted, ghostly bungalows squatting back in their landscaped lots.

      A word came into his mind. Puudly. An odd word, unearthly, yet it held terror.

      The puudly had escaped and that was why he was here, hiding on the front lawn of some unsuspecting and sleeping citizen, equipped with a gun and a determination to use it, ready to match his wits and the quickness of brain and muscle against the most bloodthirsty, hate-filled thing yet found in the Galaxy.

      The puudly was dangerous. It was not a thing to harbor. In fact, there was a law against harboring not only a puudly, but certain other alien beastlies even less lethal than a puudly. There was good reason for such a law, reason which no one, much less himself, would ever think to question.

      And now the puudly was loose and somewhere in the city.

      James grew cold at the thought of it, his brain forming images of the things that might come to pass if he did not hunt down the alien beast and put an end to it.

      Although beast was not quite the word to use. The puudly was more than a beast . . . just how much more than a beast he once had hoped to learn. He had not learned a lot, he now admitted to himself, not nearly all there was to learn, but he had learned enough. More than enough to frighten him.

      For one thing, he had learned what hate could be and how shallow an emotion human hate turned out when measured against the depth and intensity and the ravening horror of the puudly’s hate. Not unreasoning hate, for unreasoning hate defeats itself, but a rational, calculating, driving hate that motivated a clever and deadly killing machine which directed its rapacity and its cunning against every living thing that was not a puudly.

      For the beast had a mind and a personality that operated upon the basic law of self-preservation against all comers, whoever they might be, extending that law to the interpretation that safety lay in one direction only . . . the death of every other living being. No other reason was needed for a puudly’s killing. The fact that anything else lived and moved and was thus posing a threat, no matter how remote, against a puudly, was sufficient reason in itself.

      It was psychotic, of course, some murderous instinct planted far back in time and deep in the creature’s racial consciousness, but no more psychotic, perhaps, than many human instincts.

      The puudly had been, and still was, for that matter, a unique opportunity for a study in alien behaviorism. Given a permit, one could have studied them on their native planet. Refused a permit, one sometimes did a foolish thing, as James had.

      And foolish acts backfire, as this one had.

      James put down a hand and patted the gun at his side, as if by doing so he might derive some assurance that he was equal to the task. There was no question in his mind as to the thing that must be done. He must find the puudly and kill it and he must do that before the break of dawn. Anything less than that would be abject and horrifying failure.

      For the puudly would bud. It was long past its time for the reproductive act and there were bare hours left to find it before it had loosed upon the Earth dozens of baby puudlies. They would not remain babies for long. A few hours after budding they would strike out on their own. To find one puudly, lost in the vastness of a sleeping city, seemed bad enough; to track down some dozens of them would be impossible.

      So it was tonight or never.

      Tonight there would be no killing on the puudly’s part. Tonight the beast would be intent on one thing only, to find a place where it could rest in quiet, where it could give itself over, wholeheartedly and with no interference, to the business of bringing other puudlies into being.

      It was clever. It would have known where it was going before it had escaped. There would be, on its part, no time wasted in seeking or in doubling back. It would have known where it was going and already it was there, already the buds would be rising on its body, bursting forth and growing.

      There was one place, and one place only, in the entire city where an alien beast would be safe from prying eyes. A man could figure that out and so could a puudly. The question was: Would the puudly know that man could figure it out? Would the puudly underestimate a man? Or, knowing that the man would know it, too, would it find another place of hiding?

      James rose from the evergreens and went down the sidewalk. The street marker at the corner, standing underneath a swinging street light, told him where he was and it was closer to the place where he was going than he might have hoped.

      II

      The zoo was quiet for a while, and then something sent up a howl that raised James’s hackles and made his blood stop in his veins.

      James, having scaled the fence, stood tensely at its foot, trying to identify the howling animal. He was unable to place it. More than likely, he told himself, it was a new one. A person simply couldn’t keep track of all the zoo’s occupants. New ones were coming in all the time, strange, unheard-of creatures from the distant stars.

      Straight ahead lay the unoccupied moat cage that up until a day or two before had held an unbelievable monstrosity from the jungles of one of the Arctian worlds. James grimaced in the dark, remembering the thing. They had finally had to kill it.

      And now the puudly was there . . . well, maybe not there, but one place that it could be, the one place in the entire city where it might be seen and arouse no comment, for the zoo was filled with animals that were seldom seen and another strange one would arouse only momentary wonder. One animal more would go unnoticed unless some zoo attendant should think to check the records.

      There, in that unoccupied cage area, the puudly would be undisturbed, could go quietly about its business of budding out more puudlies. No one would bother it, for things like puudlies were the normal occupants of this place set aside for the strangers brought to Earth to be stared at and studied by that ferocious race, the humans.

      James stood quietly beside the fence.

      Henderson James. Thirty-six. Unmarried. Alien psychologist. An official of this zoo. And an offender against the law for having secured and harbored an alien being that was barred from Earth.

      Why, he asked himself, did he think of himself in this way? Why, standing here, did he catalogue himself? It was instinctive to know one’s self . . . there was no need, no sense of setting up a mental outline of one’s self.

      It had been foolish to go ahead with this puudly business. He recalled now how he had spent days fighting it out with himself, reviewing all the disastrous possibilities which might arise from it. If the old renegade spaceman had not come to him and had not said, over a bottle of most delicious Lupan wine, that he could deliver, for a certain rather staggering sum, one live puudly, in good condition, it would never have happened.

      James was sure that of himself he never would have thought of it. But the old space captain was a man he knew and admired from former dealings. He was a man who was not averse to turning either an honest or a dishonest dollar, and yet he was a man, for all of that, you could depend upon. He would do what you paid him for and keep his lip buttoned tight once the deed was done.

      James had wanted a puudly, for it was a most engaging beast with certain little tricks that, once understood, might open up new avenues of speculation and approach, might write new chapters in the tortuous study of alien minds and manners.

      But for all of that, it had been a terrifying thing to do and now that the beast was loose, the terror was compounded. For it was not wholly beyond speculation that the descendants of this one brood that the escaped puudly would spawn might wipe out the population of the Earth, or at best, make the Earth untenable for its rightful dwellers.

      A place like the Earth, with its teeming millions, would provide a field day for the fangs of the puudlies, and the minds that drove the fangs. They would not hunt for hunger, nor for the sheer madness of the kill, but because of the compelling conviction that no puudly would be safe until Earth was wiped clean of life. They would be killing for survival, as a cornered rat would kill . . . except that they would be cornered nowhere but in the murderous insecurity of their minds.

      If the posses scoured the Earth to hunt them down, they would be found in all directions, for they would be shrewd enough to scatter. They would know the ways of guns and traps and poisons and there would be more and more of them as time went on. Each of them would accelerate its budding to replace with a dozen or a hundred the ones that might be killed.

      James moved quietly forward to the edge of the moat and let himself down into the mud that covered the bottom. When the monstrosity had been killed, the moat had been drained and should long since have been cleaned, but the press of work, James thought, must have prevented its getting done.

      Slowly he waded out into the mud, feeling his way, his feet making sucking noises as he pulled them through the slime. Finally he reached the rocky incline that led out of the moat to the island cage.

      He stood for a moment, his hands on the great, wet boulders, listening, trying to hold his breath so the sound of it would not interfere with his hearing. The thing that howled had quieted and the night was deathly quiet. Or seemed, at first, to be. Then he heard the little insect noises that ran through the grass and bushes and the whisper of the leaves in the trees across the moat and the far-off sound that was the hoarse breathing of a sleeping city.

      Now, for the first time, he felt fear. Felt it in the silence that was not a silence, in the mud beneath his feet, in the upthrust boulders that rose out of the moat.

      The puudly was a dangerous thing, not only because it was strong and quick, but because it was intelligent. Just how intelligent, he did not know. It reasoned and it planned and schemed. It could talk, though not as a human talks . . . probably better than a human ever could. For it could not only talk words, but it could talk emotions. It lured its victims to it by the thoughts it put into their minds; it held them entranced with dreams and illusion until it slit their throats. It could purr a man to sleep, could lull him to suicidal inaction. It could drive him crazy with a single flickering thought, hurling a perception so foul and alien that the mind recoiled deep inside itself and stayed there, coiled tight, like a watch that has been overwound and will not run.

      It should have budded long ago, but it had fought off its budding, holding back against the day when it might escape, planning, he realized now, its fight to stay on Earth, which meant its conquest of Earth. It had planned, and planned well, against this very moment, and it would feel or show no mercy to anyone who interfered with it.

      His hand went down and touched the gun and he felt the muscles in his jaw involuntarily tightening, and suddenly there was at once a lightness and a hardness in him that had not been there before. He pulled himself up the boulder face, seeking cautious hand- and toeholds, breathing shallowly, body pressed against the rock. Quickly, and surely, and no noise, for he must reach the top and be there before the puudly knew there was anyone around.

      The puudly would be relaxed and intent upon its business, engrossed in the budding forth of that numerous family that in days to come would begin the grim and relentless crusade to make an alien planet safe for puudlies . . . and for puudlies alone.

      That is, if the puudly was here and not somewhere else. James was only a human trying to think like a puudly and that was not an easy or pleasant job and he had no way of knowing if he succeeded. He could only hope that his reasoning was vicious and crafty enough.

      His clawing hand found grass and earth and he sank his fingers deep into the soil, hauling his body up the last few feet of the rock face above the pit.

      He lay flat upon the gently sloping ground, listening, tensed for any danger. He studied the ground in front of him, probing every foot. Distant street lamps lighting the zoo walks threw back the total blackness that had engulfed him as he climbed out of the moat, but there still were areas of shadow that he had to study closely.

      Inch by inch, he squirmed his way along, making sure of the terrain immediately ahead before he moved a muscle. He held the gun in a rock-hard fist, ready for instant action, watching for the faintest hint of motion, alert for any hump or irregularity that was not rock or bush or grass.

      Minutes magnified themselves into hours, his eyes ached with staring, and the lightness that had been in him drained away, leaving only the hardness, which was as tense as a drawn bowstring. A sense of failure began to seep into his mind and with it came the full-fledged, until now unadmitted, realization of what failure meant, not only for the world, but for the dignity and the pride that was Henderson James.

      Now, faced with the possibility, he admitted to himself the action he must take if the puudly was not here, if he did not find it here and kill it. He would have to notify the authorities, would have to attempt to alert the police, must plead with the newspapers and radio to warn the citizenry, must reveal himself as a man who, through pride and self-conceit, had exposed the people of Earth to this threat against their hold upon their native planet.

      They would not believe him. They would laugh at him until the laughter died in their torn throats, choked off with their blood. He sweated, thinking of it, thinking of the price this city, and the world, would pay before it learned the truth.

      There was a whisper of sound, a movement of black against deeper black.

      The puudly rose in front of him, not more than six feet away, from its bed beside a bush. He jerked the pistol up and his finger tightened on the trigger.

      “Don’t,” the puudly said inside his mind. “I’ll go along with you.”

      His finger strained with the careful slowness of the squeeze and the gun leaped in his hand, but even as it did he felt the whiplash of terror slash at his brain, caught for just a second the terrible import, the mind-shattering obscenity that glanced off his mind and ricocheted away.

      “Too late,” he told the puudly, with his voice and his mind and his body shaking. “You should have tried that first. You wasted precious seconds. You would have got me if you had done it first.”

      It had been easy, he assured himself, much easier than he had thought. The puudly was dead or dying and the Earth and its millions of unsuspecting citizens were safe, and, best of all, Henderson James was safe . . . safe from indignity, safe from being stripped naked of the little defenses he had built up through the years to shield him against the public stare. He felt relief flood over him and it left him pulseless and breathless and feeling clean, but weak.

      “You fool,” the dying puudly said, death clouding its words as they built up in his mind. “You fool, you half-thing, you duplicate . . .”

      It died then and he felt it die, felt the life go out of it and leave it empty.

      He rose softly to his feet and he seemed stunned and at first he thought it was from knowing death, from having touched hands with death within the puudly’s mind.

      The puudly had tried to fool him. Faced with the pistol, it had tried to throw him off his balance to give it the second that it needed to hurl the mind-blasting thought that had caught at the edge of his brain. If he had hesitated for a moment, he knew, it would have been all over with him. If his finger had slackened for a moment, it would have been too late.

      The puudly must have known that he would think of the zoo as the first logical place to look and, even knowing that, it had held him in enough contempt to come here, had not even bothered to try to watch for him, had not tried to stalk him, had waited until he was almost on top of it before it moved.

      And that was queer, for the puudly must have known, with its uncanny mental powers, every move that he had made. It must have maintained a casual contact with his mind every second of the time since it had escaped. He had known that and . . . wait a minute, he hadn’t known it until this very moment, although, knowing it now, it seemed as if he had always known it.

      What is the matter with me? he thought. There’s something wrong with me. I should have known I could not surprise the puudly, and yet I didn’t know it. I must have surprised it, for otherwise it would have finished me off quite leisurely at any moment after I climbed out of the moat.

      You fool, the puudly had said. You fool, you half-thing, you duplicate . . .

      You duplicate!

      He felt the strength and the personality and the hard, unquestioned identity of himself as Henderson James, human being, drain out of him as if someone had cut the puppet string and he, the puppet, had slumped supine upon the stage.

      So that was why he was able to surprise the puudly!

      There were two Henderson Jameses. The puudly had been in contact with one of them, the original, the real Henderson James, had known every move he made, had known that it was safe so far as Henderson James might be concerned. It had not known of the second Henderson James who had stalked it through the night.

      Henderson James, duplicate.

      Henderson James, temporary.

      Henderson James, here tonight, gone tomorrow.

      For they would not let him live. The original Henderson James would not allow him to continue living, and even if he did, the world would not allow it. Duplicates were made only for very temporary and very special reasons, and it was always understood that once their purpose was accomplished they would be done away with.

      Done away with . . . those were the words exactly. Gotten out of the way. Swept out of sight and mind. Killed as unconcernedly and emotionlessly as one chops off a chicken’s head.

      He walked forward and dropped on one knee beside the puudly, running his hand over its body in the darkness. Lumps stood out all over it, the swelling buds that now would never break to spew forth in a loathsome birth of a brood of puudly pups.

      He rose to his feet.

      The job was done. The puudly had been killed—killed before it had given birth to a horde of horrors.

      The job was done and he could go home.

      Home?

      Of course, that was the thing that had been planted in his mind, the thing they wanted him to do. To go home, to go back to the house on Summit Avenue, where his executioners would wait, to walk back deliberately and unsuspectingly to the death that waited.

      The job was done and his usefulness was over. He had been created to perform a certain task and the task was now performed and while an hour ago he had been a factor in the plans of men, he was no longer wanted. He was an embarrassment and superfluous.

      Now wait a minute, he told himself. You may not be a duplicate. You do not feel like one.

      That was true. He felt like Henderson James. He was Henderson James. He lived on Summit Avenue and had illegally brought to Earth a beast known as a puudly in order that he might study it and talk to it and test its alien reactions, attempt to measure its intelligence and guess at the strength and depth and the direction of its non-humanity. He had been a fool, of course, to do it, and yet at the time it had seemed important to understand the deadly, alien mentality.

      I am a human, he said, and that was right, but even so the fact meant nothing. Of course he was human. Henderson James was human and his duplicate would be exactly as human as the original. For the duplicate, processed from the pattern that held every trait and characteristic of the man he was to become a copy of, would differ in not a single basic factor.

      In not a single basic factor, perhaps, but in other things. For no matter how much the duplicate might be like his pattern, no matter how full-limbed he might spring from his creation, he still would be a new man. He would have the capacity for knowledge and for thought and in a little time he would have and know and be all the things that his original was . . .

      But it would take some time, some short while to come to a full realization of all he knew and was, some time to coordinate and recognize all the knowledge and experience that lay within his mind. At first he’d grope and search until he came upon the things that he must know. Until he became acquainted with himself, with the sort of man he was, he could not reach out blindly in the dark and put his hand exactly and unerringly upon the thing he wished.

      That had been exactly what he’d done. He had groped and searched. He had been compelled to think, at first, in simple basic truths and facts.

      I am a man.

      I am on a planet called Earth.

      I am Henderson James.

      I live on Summit Avenue.

      There is a job to do.

      It had been quite a while, he remembered now, before he had been able to dig out of his mind the nature of the job.

      There is a puudly to hunt down and destroy.

      Even now he could not find in the hidden, still-veiled recesses of his mind the many valid reasons why a man should run so grave a risk to study a thing so vicious as a puudly. There were reasons, he knew there were, and in a little time he would know them quite specifically.

      The point was that if he were Henderson James, original, he would know them now, know them as a part of himself and his life, without laboriously searching for them.

      The puudly had known, of course. It had known, beyond any chance of error, that there were two Henderson Jameses. It had been keeping tab on one when another one showed up. A mentality far less astute than the puudly’s would have had no trouble in figuring that one out.

      If the puudly had not talked, he told himself, I never would have known. If it had died at once and not had a chance to taunt me, I would not have known, I would even now be walking to the house on Summit Avenue.

      He stood lonely and naked of soul in the wind that swept across the moated island. There was a sour bitterness in his mouth.

      He moved a foot and touched the dead puudly.

      “I’m sorry,” he told the stiffening body. “I’m sorry now I did it. If I had known, I never would have killed you.”

      Stiffly erect, he moved away.

      III

      He stopped at the street corner, keeping well in the shadow. Halfway down the block, and on the other side, was the house. A light burned in one of the rooms upstairs and another on the post beside the gate that opened into the yard, lighting the walk up to the door.

      Just as if, he told himself, the house were waiting for the master to come home. And that, of course, was exactly what it was doing. An old lady of a house, waiting, hands folded in its lap, rocking very gently in a squeaky chair . . . and with a gun beneath the folded shawl.

      His lip lifted in half a snarl as he stood there, looking at the house. What do they take me for? he thought, putting out a trap in plain sight and one that’s not even baited? Then he remembered. They would not know, of course, that he knew he was a duplicate. They would think that he would think that he was Henderson James, the one and only. They would expect him to come walking home, quite naturally, believing he belonged there. So far as they would know, there would be no possibility of his finding out the truth.

      And now that he had? Now that he was here, across the street from the waiting house?

      He had been brought into being, had been given life, to do a job that his original had not dared to do, or had not wanted to do. He had carried out a killing his original didn’t want to dirty his hands with, or risk his neck in doing.

      Or had it not been that at all, but the necessity of two men working on the job, the original serving as a focus for the puudly’s watchful mind while the other man sneaked up to kill it while it watched?

      No matter what, he had been created, at a good stiff price, from the pattern of the man that was Henderson James. The wizardry of man’s knowledge, the magic of machines, a deep understanding of organic chemistry, of human physiology, of the mystery of life, had made a second Henderson James. It was legal, of course, under certain circumstances . . . for example, in the case of public policy, and his own creation, he knew, might have been validated under such a heading. But there were conditions, and one of these was that a duplicate not be allowed to continue living once it had served the specific purpose for which it had been created.

      Usually such a condition was a simple one to carry out, for the duplicate was not meant to know he was a duplicate. So far as he was concerned, he was the original. There was no suspicion in him, no foreknowledge of the doom that was inevitably ordered for him, no reason for him to be on guard against the death that waited.

      The duplicate knitted his brow, trying to puzzle it out.

      There was a strange set of ethics here.

      He was alive and he wanted to stay alive. Life, once it had been tasted, was too sweet, too good, to go back to the nothingness from which he had come . . . or would it be nothingness? Now that he had known life, now that he was alive, might he not hope for a life after death, the same as any other human being? Might not he, too, have the same human right as any other human to grasp at the shadowy and glorious promises and assurances held out by religion and by faith?

      He tried to marshal what he knew about those promises and assurances, but his knowledge was illusive. A little later he would remember more about it. A little later, when the neural bookkeeper in his mind had been able to coordinate and activate the knowledge that he had inherited from his pattern, he would know.

      He felt a trace of anger stir deep inside him, anger at the unfairness of allowing him only a few short hours of life, of allowing to learn how wonderful a thing life was, only to snatch it from him. It was a cruelty that went beyond mere human cruelty. It was something that had been fashioned out of the distorted perspective of a machine society that measured existence only in terms of mechanical and physical worth, that discarded with a ruthless hand whatever part of society that had no specific purpose.

      The cruelty, he told himself, was in ever giving life, not in taking it away.

      His original, of course, was the one to blame. He was the one who had obtained the puudly and allowed it to escape. It was his fumbling and his inability to correct his error without help which had created the necessity of fashioning a duplicate.

      And yet, could he blame him?

      Perhaps, rather, he owed him gratitude for a few hours of life at least, gratitude for the privilege of knowing what life was like. Although he could not quite decide whether or not it was something which called for gratitude.

      He stood there, staring at the house. That light in the upstairs room was in the study of the master bedroom. Up there Henderson James, original, was waiting for the word that the duplicate had come home to death. It was an easy thing to sit there and wait, to sit and wait for the word that was sure to come. An easy thing to sentence to death a man one had never seen, even if that man be the walking image of one’s self.

      It would be a harder decision to kill him if you stood face to face with him . . . harder to kill someone who would be, of necessity, closer than a brother, someone who would be, even literally, flesh of your flesh, blood of your blood, brain of your brain.

      There would be a practical side as well, a great advantage to be able to work with a man who thought as you did, who would be almost a second self. It would be almost as if there were two of you.

      A thing like that could be arranged. Plastic surgery and a price for secrecy could make your duplicate into an unrecognizable other person. A little red tape, some finagling . . . but it could be done. It was a proposition Henderson James, duplicate, thought would interest Henderson James, original. Or at least he hoped it would.

      The room with the light could be reached with a little luck, with strength and agility and determination. The brick expanse of a chimney, its base cloaked by shrubs, its length masked by a closely growing tree, ran up the wall. A man could climb its rough brick face, could reach out and swing himself through the open window into the lighted room.

      And once Henderson James, original, stood face to face with Henderson James, duplicate . . . well, it would be less of a gamble. The duplicate then would no longer be an impersonal factor. He would be a man and one that was very close to his original.

      There would be watchers, but they would be watching the front door. If he was quiet, if he could reach and climb the chimney without making any noise, he’d be in the room before anyone would notice.

      He drew back deeper in the shadows and considered. It was either get into the room and face his original, hope to be able to strike a compromise with him, or simply to light out . . . to run and hide and wait, watching his chance to get completely away, perhaps to some far planet in some other part of the Galaxy.

      Both ways were a gamble, but one was quick, would either succeed or fail within the hour; the other might drag on for months, with a man never knowing whether he was safe, never being sure.

      Something nagged at him, a persistent little fact that skittered through his brain and eluded his efforts to pin it down. It might be important and then, again, it might be a random thing, simply a floating piece of information that was looking for its pigeonhole.

      His mind shrugged it off.

      The quick way or the long way?

      He stood thinking for a moment and then moved swiftly down the street, seeking a place where he could cross in shadow.

      He had chosen the short way.

      IV

      The room was empty.

      He stood beside the window, quietly, only his eyes moving, searching every corner, checking against a situation that couldn’t seem quite true . . . that Henderson James was not here, waiting for the word.

      Then he strode swiftly to the bedroom door and swung it open. His finger found the switch and the lights went on. The bedroom was empty and so was the bath. He went back into the study.

      He stood with his back against the wall, facing the door that led into the hallway, but his eyes went over the room, foot by foot, orienting himself, feeling himself flow into the shape and form of it, feeling familiarity creep in upon him and enfold him in its comfort of belonging.

      Here were the books, the fireplace with its mantel loaded with souvenirs, the easy chairs, the liquor cabinet . . . and all were a part of him, a background that was as much a part of Henderson James as his body and his inner thoughts were a part of him.

      This, he thought, is what I would have missed, the experience I never would have had if the puudly had not taunted me. I would have died an empty and unrelated body that had no actual place in the universe.

      The phone purred at him and he stood there startled by it, as if some intruder from the outside had pushed its way into the room, shattering the sense of belonging that had come to him.

      The phone rang again and he went across the room and picked it up.

      “James speaking,” he said.

      “That you, Mr. James?”

      The voice was that of Anderson, the gardener.

      “Why, yes,” said the duplicate. “Who did you think it was?”

      “We got a fellow here who says he’s you.”

      Henderson James, duplicate, stiffened with fright and his hand, suddenly, was grasping the phone so hard that he found the time to wonder why it did not pulverize to bits beneath his fingers.

      “He’s dressed like you,” the gardener said, “and I knew you went out. Talked to you, remember? Told you that you shouldn’t? Not with us waiting for that . . . that thing.”

      “Yes,” said the duplicate, his voice so even that he could not believe it was he who spoke. “Yes, certainly I remember talking with you.”

      “But, sir, how did you get back?”

      “I came in the back way,” the even voice said into the phone. “Now what’s holding you back?”

      “He’s dressed like you.”

      “Naturally. Of course he would be, Anderson.”

      And that, to be sure, didn’t quite follow, but Anderson wasn’t too bright to start with and now he was somewhat upset.

      “You remember,” the duplicate said, “that we talked about it.”

      “I guess I was excited and forgot,” admitted Anderson. “You told me to call you, to make sure you were in your study, though. That’s right, isn’t it, sir?”

      “You’ve called me,” the duplicate said, “and I am here.”

      “Then the other one out here is him?”

      “Of course,” said the duplicate. “Who else could it be?”

      He put the phone back into the cradle and stood waiting. It came a moment after, the dull, throaty cough of a gun.

      He walked to a chair and sank into it, spent with the knowledge of how events had been so ordered that now, finally, he was safe, safe beyond all question.

      Soon he would have to change into other clothes, hide the gun and the clothes that he was wearing. The staff would ask no questions, most likely, but it was best to let nothing arouse suspicion in their minds.

      He felt his nerves quieting and he allowed himself to glance about the room, take in the books and furnishings, the soft and easy . . . and earned . . . comfort of a man solidly and unshakably established in the world.

      He smiled softly.

      “It will be nice,” he said.

      It had been easy. Now it was over, it seemed ridiculously easy. Easy because he had never seen the man who had walked up to the door. It was easy to kill a man you have never seen.

      With each passing hour he would slip deeper and deeper into the personality that was his by right of heritage. There would be no one to question, after a time not even himself, that he was Henderson James.

      The phone rang again and he got up to answer it.

      A pleasant voice told him, “This is Allen, over at the duplication lab. We’ve been waiting for a report from you.”

      “Well,” said James, “I . . .”

      “I just called,” interrupted Allen, “to tell you not to worry. It slipped my mind before.”

      “I see,” said James, though he didn’t.

      “We did this one a little differently,” Allen explained. “An experiment that we thought we’d try out. Slow poison in his bloodstream. Just another precaution. Probably not necessary, but we like to be positive. In case he fails to show up, you needn’t worry any.”

      “I am sure he will show up.”

      Allen chuckled. “Twenty-four hours. Like a time bomb. No antidote for it even if he found out somehow.”

      “It was good of you to let me know,” said James.

      “Glad to,” said Allen. “Good night, Mr. James.”

    

  


  
    
      Our next entry, from 1952 and Astounding Science Fiction, is about a robot who is seeking to recreate humanity after we’ve extinguished ourselves, despite several of his peer’s fears that it’s unwise. It has a clever twist, as you will see . . . —BTS
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        The trouble with an instinct is that it’s a ritual—something that started sometime with a purpose. The purpose is lost; the reason for the purpose is lost, and only the ritual remains . . .

      

      

      Senthree waved aside the slowing scooter and lengthened his stride down the sidewalk; he had walked all the way from the rocket port, and there was no point to a taxi now that he was only a few blocks from the biolabs. Besides, it was too fine a morning to waste in riding. He sniffed at the crisp, clean fumes of gasoline appreciatively and listened to the music of his hard heels slapping against the concrete.

      It was good to have a new body again. He hadn’t appreciated what life was like for the last hundred years or so. He let his eyes rove across the street toward the blue flame of a welding torch and realized how long it had been since his eyes had really appreciated the delicate beauty of such a flame. The wise old brain in his chest even seemed to think better now.

      It was worth every stinking minute he’d spent on Venus. At times like this, one could realize how good it was to be alive and to be a robot.

      Then he sobered as he came to the old biolabs. Once there had been plans for a fine new building instead of the old factory in which he had started it all four hundred years ago. But somehow, there’d never been time for that. It had taken almost a century before they could master the technique of building up genes and chromosomes into the zygote of a simple fish that would breed with the natural ones. Another century had gone by before they produced Oscar, the first artificially made pig. And there they seemed to have stuck. Sometimes it seemed to Senthree that they were no nearer recreating Man than they had been when they started.

      He dilated the door and went down the long hall, studying his reflection in the polished walls absently. It was a good body. The black enamel was perfect and every joint of the metal case spelled new techniques and luxurious fitting. But the old worries were beginning to settle. He grunted at Oscar LXXII, the lab mascot, and received an answering grunt. The pig came over to root at his feet, but he had no time for that. He turned into the main lab room, already taking on the worries of his job.

      It wasn’t hard to worry as he saw the other robots. They were clustered about some object on a table, dejection on every gleaming back. Senthree shoved Ceofor and Beswun aside and moved up. One look was enough. The female of the eleventh couple lay there in the strange stiffness of protoplasm that had died, a horrible grimace on her face.

      “How long—and what happened to the male?” Senthree asked.

      Ceofor swung to face him quickly. “Hi, boss. You’re late. Hey, new body!”

      Senthree nodded, as they came grouping around, but his words were automatic as he explained about falling in the alkali pool on Venus and ruining his worn body completely. “Had to wait for a new one. And then the ship got held up while we waited for the Arcturus superlight ship to land. They’d found half a dozen new planets to colonize, and had to spread the word before they’d set down. Now, what about the creatures?”

      “We finished educating about three days ago,” Ceofor told him. Ceofor was the first robot trained in Senthree’s technique of gene-building and the senior assistant. “Expected you back then, boss. But . . . well, see for yourself. The man is still alive, but he won’t be long.”

      Senthree followed them back to another room and looked through the window. He looked away quickly. It had been another failure. The man was crawling about the floor on hands and knees, falling half the time to his stomach, and drooling. His garbled mouthing made no sense.

      “Keep the news robots out,” he ordered. It would never do to let the public see this. There was already too much of a cry against homovivifying, and the crowds were beginning to mutter something about it being unwise to mess with vanished life forms. They seemed actually afraid of the legendary figure of Man.
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        * * *

      

      “What luck on Venus?” one of them asked, as they began the job of carefully dissecting the body of the female failure to look for the reason behind the lack of success.

      “None. Just another rumor. I don’t think Man ever established self-sufficient colonies. If he did, they didn’t survive. But I found something else—something the museum would give a fortune for. Did my stuff arrive?”

      “You mean that box of tar? Sure, it’s over there in the corner.”

      Senthree let the yielding plastic of his mouth smile at them as he strode toward it. They had already ripped off the packing, and now he reached up for a few fine wires in the tar. It came off as he pulled, loosely repacked over a thin layer of wax. At that, he’d been lucky to sneak it past customs. This was the oldest, crudest, and biggest robot discovered so far—perhaps one of the fabulous Original Models. It stood there rigidly, staring out of its pitted, expressionless face. But the plate on its chest had been scraped carefully clean, and Senthree pointed it out to them.

      “MAKEPEACE ROBOT, SER. 324MD2991. SURGEON.”

      “A mechanic for Man bodies,” Beswun translated. “But that means . . .”

      “Exactly.” Senthree put it into words. “It must know how Man’s body was built—if it has retained any memory. I found it in a tarpit by sheer accident, and it seems to be fairly well preserved. No telling whether there were any magnetic fields to erode memories, of course, and it’s all matted inside. But if we can get it to working—”

      Beswun took over. He had been trained as a physicist before the mysterious lure of the biolab had drawn him here. Now he began wheeling the crude robot away. If he could get it into operation, the museum could wait. The re-creation of Man came first!

      Senthree pulled X-ray lenses out of a pouch and replaced the normal ones in his eyes before going over to join the robots who were beginning dissection. Then he switched them for the neutrino-detector lenses that had made this work possible. The neutrino was the only particle that could penetrate the delicate protoplasmic cells without ruining them and yet permit the necessary millions of tunes magnification. It was a fuzzy image, since the neutrino spin made such an insignificant field for the atomic nuclei to work on that few were deflected. But through them, he could see the vague outlines of the pattern within the cells. It was as they had designed the original cell—there had been no reshuffling of genes in handling. He switched to his micromike hands and began the delicate work of tracing down the neuron connections. There was only an occasional mutter as one of the robots beside him switched to some new investigation.

      The female should have lived! But somewhere, in spite of all their care, she had died. And now the male was dying. Eleven couples—eleven failures. Senthree was no nearer finding the creators of his race than he had been centuries before.

      Then the radio in his head buzzed its warning and he let it cut in, straightening from his work. “Senthree.”

      “The Director is in your office. Will you report at once?”

      “Damn!” The word had no meaning, but it was strangely satisfying at times. What did old Emptinine want . . . or wait again, there’d been a selection while he was on Venus investigating the rumors of Man. Some young administrator—Arpeten—had the job now.

      Ceofor looked up guiltily, obviously having tuned in. “I should have warned you. We got word three days ago he was coming, but forgot it in reviving the couple. Trouble?”

      Senthree shrugged, screwing his normal lenses back in and trading to the regular hands. They couldn’t have found out about the antique robot. They had been seen by nobody else. It was probably just sheer curiosity over some rumor that they were reviving the couple. If his appropriation hadn’t been about exhausted, Senthree would have told him where to go; but now was hardly the time, with a failure on one hand and a low credit balance on the other. He polished his new head quickly with the aid of one of the walls for a mirror and headed toward his office.
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        * * *

      

      But Arpeten was smiling. He got to his feet as the biolab chief entered, holding out a well-polished hand. “Dr. Senthree. Delighted. And you’ve got an interesting place here. I’ve already seen most of it. And that pig—they tell me it’s a descendant of a boar out of your test tubes.”

      “Incubation wombs. But you’re right—the seventy-second generation.”

      “Fascinating.” Arpeten must have been reading too much of that book Proven Points to Popularity they’d dug up in the ruins of Hudson ten years before, but it had worked. He was the director. “But tell me. Just what good are pigs?”

      Senthree grinned, in spite of himself. “Nobody knows. Men apparently kept a lot of them, but so far as I can see they are completely useless. They’re clever, in a way. But I don’t think they were pets. Just another mystery.”

      “Um-m-m. Like Men. Maybe you can tell me what good Man will be. I’ve been curious about that since I saw your appropriations. But nobody can answer.”

      “It’s in the records,” Senthree told him sharply. Then he modified his voice carefully. “How well do you know your history? I mean about the beginning.”

      “Well—”

      He probably knew some of it, Senthree thought. They all got part of it as legends. He leaned back in his seat now, though, as the biochemist began the old tale of the beginning as they knew it. They knew that there had been Man a million years before them. And somebody—Asimov or Asenion, the record wasn’t quite clear—had apparently created the first robot. They had improved it up to about the present level. Then there had been some kind of a contest in which violent forces had ruined the factories, most of the robots, and nearly all of the Men. It was believed from the fragmentary records that a biological weapon had killed the rest of Man, leaving only the robots.

      Those first robots, as they were now known, had had to start on a ruined world from scratch—a world where mines were exhausted, and factories were gone. They’d learned to get metals from the seas, and had spent years and centuries slowly rebuilding the machines to build new robots. There had been only two of them when the task was finished, and they had barely time enough to run one new robot off and educate him sketchily. Then they had discharged finally, and he had taken up rebuilding the race. It was almost like beginning with no history and no science. Twenty millennia had passed before they began to rebuild a civilization of their own.

      “But why did Man die?” Senthree asked. “That’s part of the question. And are we going to do the same? We know we are similar to Man. Did he change himself in some way that ruined him? Can we change ourselves safely? You know that there are a thousand ways we could improve ourselves. We could add anti-gravity, and get rid of our cumbersome vehicles. We could add more arms. We could eliminate our useless mouths and talk by radio. We could add new circuits to our brains. But we don’t dare. One school says that nobody can build a better race than itself, so Man must have been better than we are—and if he made us this way, there was a reason. Even if the psychologists can’t understand some of the circuits in our brains, they don’t dare touch them.

      “We’re expanding through the universe—but we can’t even change ourselves to fit the new planets. And until we can find the reasons for Man’s disappearance, that makes good sense. We know he was planning to change himself. We have bits of evidence. And he’s dead. To make it worse, we have whole reels of education tape that probably contain all the answers—but information is keyed to Man’s brain, and we can’t respond to it. Give us a viable Man, and he can interpret that. Or we can find out by comparison what we can and cannot do. I maintain we can do a lot.”
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        * * *

      

      Arpeten shook his head doubtfully. “I suppose you think you know why he died!”

      “I think so, yes. Instinct! That’s a built-in reaction, an unlearned thought. Man had it. If a man heard a rattlesnake, he left the place in a hurry, even though he’d never heard it before. Response to that sound was built into him. No tape impressed it, and no experience was needed. We know the instincts of some of the animals, too—and one of them is to struggle and kill—like the ants who kill each other off. I think Man did just that. He couldn’t get rid of his instincts when they were no longer needed, and they killed him. He should have changed—and we can change. But I can’t tell that from animals. I need intelligent life, to see whether instinct or intelligence will dominate. And robots don’t have instincts—I’ve looked for even one sign of something not learned individually, and can’t find it. It’s the one basic difference between us. Don’t you see, Man is the whole key to our problem of whether we can change or not without risking extermination?”

      “Um-m-m.” The director sounded noncommittal. “Interesting theory. But how are you going to know you have Man?”

      Senthree stared at the robot with more respect. He tried to explain, but he had never been as sure of that himself as he might. Theoretically, they had bones and bits of preserved tissue. They had examined the gene pattern of these, having learned that the cells of the individual contain the same pattern as that of the zygote. And they had other guides—man’s achievements, bits of his literature. From these, some working theories could be made. But he couldn’t be quite sure—they’d never really known whether man’s pigment was dark brown, pinkish orange, white, or what; the records they seemed to disagree on this.

      “We’ll know when we get an intelligent animal with instinct,” he said at last. “It won’t matter exactly whether he is completely like Man or not. At least it will give us a check on things we must know. Until then, we’ll have to go on trying. You might as well know that the last experiment failed, though it was closer. But in another hundred years—”

      “So.” Arpeten’s face became bland, but he avoided the look of Senthree. “I’m afraid not. At least for a while. That’s what I came about, you know. We’ve just had word of several new planets around Arcturus, and it will take the major allocation of our funds to colonize these. New robots must be built, new ships—oh, you know. And we’re retrenching a bit on other things. Of course, if you’d succeeded . . . but perhaps it’s better you failed. You know how the sentiment against reviving Man has grown.”

      Senthree growled bitterly. He’d seen how it was carefully nurtured—though he had to admit it seemed to be easy to create. Apparently most of the robots were afraid of Man—felt he would again take over, or something. Superstitious fools.

      “How much longer?” he asked.

      “Oh, we won’t cut back what you have, Dr. Senthree. But I’m afraid we simply can’t allocate more funds. When this is finished, I was hoping to make you biological investigator, incidentally, on one of the planets. There’ll be work enough . . . Well, it was a pleasure.” He shook hands again, and walked out, his back a gleaming ramrod of efficiency and effectiveness.
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        * * *

      

      Senthree turned back, his new body no longer moving easily. It could already feel the harsh sands and unknown chemical poisons of investigating a new planet—the futile, empty carding of new life that could have no real purpose to the robots. No more appropriations! And they had barely enough funds to meet the current bills.

      Four hundred years—and a ship to Arcturus had ended it in three months. Instinct, he thought again—given life with intelligence and instinct together for one year, and he could settle half the problems of his race, perhaps. But robots could not have instincts. Fifty years of study had proven that.

      Beswun threw up a hand in greeting as he returned, and he saw that the dissection was nearly complete, while the antique robot was activated. A hinge on its ludicrous jaw was moving, and rough, grating words were coming out. Senthree turned to the dissecting bench, and then swung back as he heard them.

      “Wrong . . . wrong,” it was muttering. “Can not live. Is not good brain. No pineal. Medulla good, but not good cerebrum. Fissures wrong. Maybe pituitary disfunction? No. How can be?” It probed doubtfully and set the brain aside. “Mutation maybe. Very bad. Need Milliken mike. See nucleus of cells. Maybe just freak, maybe new disease.”

      Senthree’s fingers were taut and stiff as he fished into his bag and came out with a set of lenses. Beswun shook his head and made a waiting sign. He went out at a run, to come back shortly with a few bits of metal and the shavings from machining still on his hands. “Won’t fit—but these adapters should do it. There, 324MD2991. Now come over here where you can look at it over this table—that’s where the . . . uh, rays are.”

      He turned back, and Senthree saw that a fine wire ran from one adapter. “He doesn’t speak our bio-terminology, Senthree. We’ll have to see the same things he does. There—we can watch it on the screen. Now, 324MD2991, you tell us what is wrong and point it out. Are your hands steady enough for that?”

      “Hands one-billionth inch accurate,” the robot creaked; it was a meaningless noise, though they had found the unit of measure mentioned. But whatever it meant, the hands were steady enough. The microprobe began touching shadowy bunches of atoms, droning and grating.

      “Freak. Very bad freak. How he lived? Ketone—no ketone there. Not understand. How he live?”

      Ceofor dashed for their chromosome blanks and began lettering in the complex symbols they used. For a second, Senthree hesitated. Then he caught fire and began making notes along with his assistant. It seemed to take hours; it probably did. The old robot had his memory intact, but there were no quick ways for him to communicate. And at last, the antique grunted in disgust and turned his back on them. Beswun pulled a switch.

      “He expects to be discharged when not in use. Crazy, isn’t it?” the physicist explained. “Look, boss, am I wrong, or isn’t that close to what we did on the eleventh couple?”

      “Only a few genes different in three chromosomes. We were close. But—umm, that’s ridiculous. Look at all the brain tissue he’d have—and a lot of it uncontrolled. And here—that would put an extra piece on where big and little intestines join—a perfect focal point for infection. It isn’t efficient biological engineering. And yet—umm—most animals do have just that kind of engineering. I think the old robot was right—this would be Man!” He looked at their excited faces, and his shoulders sank. “But there isn’t time. Not even time to make a zygote and see what it would look like. Our appropriations won’t come through.”

      It should have been a bombshell, but he saw at once that they had already guessed it. Ceofor stood up slowly.

      “We can take a look, boss. We’ve got the sperm from the male that failed—all we have to do is modify those three, instead of making up a whole cell. We might as well have some fun before we go out looking for sand fleas that secrete hydrofluoric acid and menace our colonies. Come on, even in your new body I’ll beat you to a finished cell!”
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        * * *

      

      Senthree grinned ruefully, but he moved toward the creation booth. His hands snapped on the little time field out of pure habit as he found a perfect cell. The little field would slow time almost to zero within its limits, and keep any damage from occurring while he worked. It made his own work difficult, since he had to force the probe against that, but it was insulated to some extent by other fields.

      Then his hands took over. For a time he worked and thought, but the feeling of the protoplasm came into them, and his hands were almost one with the life stuff, sensing its tiny responses, inserting another link onto a chain, supplanting an atom of hydrogen with one of the hydroxyl radicals, wielding all the delicate chemical manipulation. He removed the defective genes and gently inserted the correct ones. Four hundred years of this work lay behind him—work he had loved, work which had meant the possible evolution of his race into all it might be.

      It had become instinct to him—instinct in only a colloquial sense, however; this was learned response, and real instinct lay deeper than that, so deep that no reason could overcome it and that it was automatic even the first time. Only Man had had instinct and intelligence—stored somehow in this tiny cell that lay within the time field.

      He stepped out, just as Ceofor was drawing back in a dead heat. But the younger robot inspected Senthree’s cell, and nodded. “Less disturbance and a neater job on the nucleus—I can’t see where you pierced the wall. Well, if we had thirty years—even twenty—we could have Man again—or a race. Yours is male and mine female. But there’s no time. Shall I leave the time field on?”

      Senthree started to nod.

      Then he swung to Beswun. “The time field. Can it be reversed?”

      “You mean to speed time up within it? No, not with that model. Take a bigger one. I could build you one in half an hour. But who’d want to speed up time with all the troubles you’d get? How much?”

      “Ten thousand—or at least seven thousand times! The period is up tomorrow when disbursements have to be made. I want twenty years in a day.”

      Beswun shook his head. “No. That’s what I was afraid of. Figure it this way: you speed things up ten thousand times and that means the molecules in there speed up just that much, literally. Now 273 degrees times ten thousand—and you have more than two million degrees of temperature. And those molecules have energy! They come busting out of there. No, can’t be done.”

      “How much can you do?” Senthree demanded.

      Beswun considered. “Ten times—maybe no more than nine. That gives you all the refractories would handle, if we set it up down in the old pit under the building—you know, where they had the annealing oven.”
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t enough; it would still take two years. Senthree dropped onto a seat, vagrantly wondering again how this queer brain of his that the psychologists studied futilely could make him feel tired when his body could have no fatigue. It was probably one of those odd circuits they didn’t dare touch.

      “Of course, you can use four fields,” Beswun stated slowly. “Big one outside, smaller one, still smaller, and smallest inside that. Fourth power of nine is about sixty-six hundred. That’s close—raise that nine a little and you’d have your twenty years in a day. By the time it leaked from field to field, it wouldn’t matter. Take a couple of hours.”

      “Not if you get your materials together and build each shell inside the other—you’ll be operating faster each step then,” Ceofor shouted. “Somebody’ll have to go in and stay there a couple of our minutes toward the end to attach the educator tapes—and to revive the couple!”

      “Take power,” Beswun warned.

      Senthree shrugged. Let it. If the funds they had wouldn’t cover it, the Directorate would have to make it up, once it was used. Besides, once Man was created, they couldn’t fold up the biolabs. “I’ll go in,” he suggested.

      “My job,” Ceofor told him flatly. “You won the contest in putting the cells right.”

      Senthree gave in reluctantly, largely because the younger robot had more experience at reviving than he did. He watched Beswun assemble the complicated net of wires and become a blur as he seemed to toss the second net together almost instantly. The biochemist couldn’t see the third go up—it was suddenly there, and Beswun was coming out as it flashed into existence. He held up four fingers, indicating all nets were working.

      Ceofor dashed in with the precious cells for the prepared incubators that would nurture the bodies until maturity, when they would be ready for the educators. His body seemed to blur, jerk, and disappear. And almost at once he was back.

      Senthree stood watching for a moment more, but there was nothing to see. He hesitated again, then turned and moved out of the building. Across the street lay his little lodging place, where he could relax with his precious two books—almost complete—that had once been printed by Man. Tonight he would study that strange bit of Man’s history entitled Gather, Darkness!, with its odd indications of a science that Man had once had which had surpassed even that of the robots now. It was pleasanter than the incomprehensibility of the mysteriously titled Mein Kampf. He’d let his power idle, and mull over it, and consider again the odd behavior of male and female who made such a complicated business of mating. That was probably more instinct—Man, it seemed, was filled with instincts.

      For a long time, though, he sat quietly with the book on his lap, wondering what it would be like to have instincts. There must be many unpleasant things about it. But there were also suggestions that it could be pleasant. Well, he’d soon know by observation, even though he could never experience it. Man should have implanted one instinct in a robot’s brain, at least, just to show what it was like.

      He called the lab once, and Ceofor reported that all was doing nicely, and that both children were looking quite well. Outside the window, Senthree heard a group go by, discussing the latest bits of news on the Arcturus expedition. At least in that, Man had failed to equal the robots. He had somehow died before he could find the trick of using identity exchange to overcome the limitation imposed by the speed of light.

      Finally he fell to making up a speech that he could deliver to the Director, Arpeten, when success was in his hands. It must be very short—something that would stick in the robot’s mind for weeks, but carrying everything a scientist could feel on proving that those who opposed him were wrong. Let’s see—
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        * * *

      

      The buzzer on the telescreen cut through his thoughts, and he nipped it on to see Ceofor’s face looking out. Senthree’s spirits dropped abruptly as he stared at the younger robot.

      “Failure? No!”

      The other shook his head. “No. At least, I don’t know. I couldn’t give them full education. Maybe the tape was uncomfortable. They took a lot of it, but the male tore his helmet off and took the girl’s off. Now they just sit there, rubbing their heads and staring around.”

      He paused, and the little darkened ridges of plastic over his eyes tensed. “The time speed-up is off. But I didn’t know what to do.”

      “Let them alone until I get there. If it hurts them, we can give them the rest of it later. How are they otherwise?”

      “I don’t know. They look all right, boss.” Ceofor hesitated, and his voice dropped. “Boss, I don’t like it. There’s something wrong here. I can’t quite figure out what it is, but it isn’t the way I expected. Hey, the male just pushed the female off her seat. Do you think their destructive instinct—No, she’s sitting down on the floor now, with her head against him, and holding one of his hands. Wasn’t that part of the mating ritual in one of the books?”

      Senthree started to agree, a bit of a smile coming onto his face. It looked as if instinct were already in operation.

      But a strange voice cut him off. “Hey, you robots. When do we eat around here?”

      They could talk! It must have been the male. And if it wasn’t the polite thanks and gratitude Senthree had expected, that didn’t matter. There had been all kinds of Men in the books, and some were polite while others were crude. Perhaps forced education from the tapes without fuller social experience was responsible for that. But it would all adjust in time.

      He started to turn back to Ceofor, but the younger robot was no longer there, and the screen looked out on a blank wall. Senthree could hear the loud voice crying out again, rough and harsh, and there was a shrill, whining sound that might be the female. The two voices blended with the vague mutter of robot voices until he could not make out the words.

      He wasted no time in trying. He was already rushing down to the street and heading toward the labs. Instinct—the male had already shown instinct, and the female had responded. They would have to be slow with the couple at first, of course—but the whole answer to the robot problems lay at hand. It would only take a little time and patience now. Let Arpeten sneer, and let the world dote on the Arcturus explorers. Today, biochemistry had been crowned king with the magic of intelligence combined with instinct as its power.

      Ceofor came out of the lab at a run with another robot behind him. The young robot looked dazed, and there was another emotion Senthree could not place. The older biochemist nodded, and the younger one waved quickly. “Can’t stop now. They’re hungry.” He was gone at full speed.

      Senthree realized suddenly that no adequate supply of fruit and vegetables had been provided, and he hadn’t even known how often Man had to eat. Or exactly what. Luckily, Ceofor was taking care of that.

      He went down the hall, hearing a tumult of voices, with robots apparently spread about on various kinds of hasty business. The main lab where the couple was seemed quiet. Senthree hesitated at the door, wondering how to address them. There must be no questioning now. Today he would not force himself on them, nor expect them to understand his purposes. He must welcome them and make them feel at ease in this world, so strange to them with their prehistoric tape education. It would be hard at first to adjust to a world of only robots, with no other Man people. The matter of instinct that had taken so long could wait a few days more.

      The door opened in front of him and he stepped into the lab, his eyes turning to the low table where they sat. They looked healthy, and there was no sign of misery or uncertainty that he could see, though he could not be sure of that until he knew them better. He could not even be sure it was a scowl on the male’s face as the Man turned and looked at him.

      “Another one, eh? O.K., come up here. What you want?”

      Then Senthree no longer wondered how to address the Man. He bowed low as he approached them, and instinct made his voice soft and apologetic as he answered.

      “Nothing, Master. Only to serve you.”

    

  


  
    
      Our next selection, from the fertile year of 1953, by Fritz Leiber, pairs a future consumerist media landscape with massive, animated billboards, such as we’ve seen in movies like Blade Runner and Total Recall, with the first automated robotic vending machines released amid the disintegrating geopolitical relationship between the US and Russia. Questioning Isaac Asimov’s Three Laws of Robotics, Leiber imagines the futility of automatons in a post-apocalyptic New York City. Deadpan humor collides with danse macabre horror here, and the results pack quite a punch . . . —BTS
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        Don’t wait to “Get ’em while they’re hot.”By then, it is too late to get them at all!

      

      

      The big bright doors of the office building parted with a pneumatic whoosh and Robie glided onto Times Square. The crowd that had been watching the fifty-foot-tall girl on the clothing billboard get dressed, or reading the latest news about the Hot Truce scrawl itself in yard-high script, hurried to look.

      Robie was still a novelty. Robie was fun. For a little while yet, he could steal the show. But the attention did not make Robie proud. He had no more emotions than the pink plastic giantess, who dressed and undressed endlessly whether there was a crowd or the street was empty, and who never once blinked her blue mechanical eyes. But she merely drew business while Robie went out after it.

      For Robie was the logical conclusion of the development of vending machines. All the earlier ones had stood in one place, on a floor or hanging on a wall, and blankly delivered merchandise in return for coins, whereas Robie searched for customers. He was the demonstration model of a line of sales robots to be manufactured by Shuler Vending Machines, provided the public invested enough in stocks to give the company capital to go into mass production.

      The publicity Robie drew stimulated investments handsomely. It was amusing to see the TV and newspaper coverage of Robie selling, but not a fraction as much fun as being approached personally by him. Those who were usually bought anywhere from one to five hundred shares, if they had any money and foresight enough to see that sales robots would eventually be on every street and highway in the country.

      Robie radared the crowd, found that it surrounded him solidly, and stopped. With a carefully built-in sense of timing, he waited for the tension and expectation to mount before he began talking.

      “Say, Ma, he doesn’t look like a robot at all,” a child said. “He looks like a turtle.”

      Which was not completely inaccurate. The lower part of Robie’s body was a metal hemisphere hemmed with sponge rubber and not quite touching the sidewalk. The upper was a metal box with black holes in it. The box could swivel and duck.

      A chromium-bright hoopskirt with a turret on top.

      “Reminds me too much of the Little Joe Paratanks,” a legless veteran of the Persian War muttered, and rapidly rolled himself away on wheels rather like Robie’s.

      His departure made it easier for some of those who knew about Robie to open a path in the crowd. Robie headed straight for the gap. The crowd whooped.

      Robie glided very slowly down the path, deftly jogging aside whenever he got too close to ankles in skylon or sockassins. The rubber buffer on his hoopskirt was merely an added safeguard.

      The boy who had called Robie a turtle jumped in the middle of the path and stood his ground, grinning foxily.

      Robie stopped two feet short of him. The turret ducked. The crowd got quiet.

      “Hello, youngster,” Robie said in a voice that was smooth as that of a TV star, and was, in fact, a recording of one.

      The boy stopped smiling. “Hello,” he whispered.

      “How old are you?” Robie asked.

      “Nine. No, eight.”

      “That’s nice,” Robie observed. A metal arm shot down from his neck, stopped just short of the boy.

      The boy jerked back.

      “For you,” Robie said.

      The boy gingerly took the red polly-lop from the neatly fashioned blunt metal claws, and began to unwrap it.

      “Nothing to say?” asked Robie.

      “Uh—thank you.”

      After a suitable pause, Robie continued. “And how about a nice refreshing drink of Poppy Pop to go with your polly-lop?” The boy lifted his eyes, but didn’t stop licking the candy. Robie waggled his claws slightly. “Just give me a quarter and within five seconds—”

      A little girl wriggled out of the forest of legs. “Give me a polly-lop, too, Robie,” she demanded.

      “Rita, come back here!” a woman in the third rank of the crowd called angrily.

      Robie scanned the newcomer gravely. His reference silhouettes were not good enough to let him distinguish the sex of children, so he merely repeated, “Hello, youngster.”

      “Rita!”

      “Give me a polly-lop!”

      Disregarding both remarks, for a good salesman is single-minded and does not waste bait, Robie said winningly, “I’ll bet you read Junior Space Killers. Now I have here—”

      “Uh-uh, I’m a girl. He got a polly-lop.”

      At the word girl, Robie broke off. Rather ponderously, he said, “I’ll bet you read Gee-Gee Jones, Space Stripper. Now I have here the latest issue of that thrilling comic, not yet in the stationary vending machines. Just give me fifty cents and within five—”

      “Please let me through. I’m her mother.”

      A young woman in the front rank drawled over her powder-sprayed shoulder, “I’ll get her for you,” and slithered out on six-inch platform shoes. “Run away, children,” she said nonchalantly. Lifting her arms behind her head, she pirouetted slowly before Robie to show how much she did for her bolero half-jacket and her form-fitting slacks that melted into skylon just above the knees. The little girl glared at her. She ended the pirouette in profile.

      At this age-level, Robie’s reference silhouettes permitted him to distinguish sex, though with occasional amusing and embarrassing miscalls. He whistled admiringly. The crowd cheered.

      Someone remarked critically to a friend, “It would go over better if he was built more like a real robot. You know, like a man.”

      The friend shook his head. “This way it’s subtler.”

      No one in the crowd was watching the newscript overhead as it scribbled, “Ice Pack for Hot Truce? Vanadin hints Russ may yield on Pakistan.”

      Robie was saying, “. . . in the savage new glamor-tint we have christened Mars Blood, complete with spray applicator and fit-all fingerstalls that mask each finger completely except for the nail. Just give me five dollars—uncrumpled bills may be fed into the revolving rollers you see beside my arm—and within five seconds—”

      “No, thanks, Robie,” the young woman yawned.

      “Remember,” Robie persisted, “for three more weeks, seductivizing Mars Blood will be unobtainable from any other robot or human vendor.”

      “No, thanks.”

      Robie scanned the crowd resourcefully. “Is there any gentleman here . . .” he began just as a woman elbowed her way through the front rank.

      “I told you to come back!” she snapped at the little girl.

      “But I didn’t get my polly-lop!”

      “. . . who would care to . . .”

      “Rita!”

      “Robie cheated. Ow!”

      Meanwhile, the young woman in the half bolero had scanned the nearby gentlemen on her own. Deciding that there was less than a fifty per cent chance of any of them accepting the proposition Robie seemed about to make, she took advantage of the scuffle to slither gracefully back into the ranks. Once again the path was clear before Robie.

      He paused, however, for a brief recapitulation of the more magical properties of Mars Blood, including a telling phrase about “the passionate claws of a Martian sunrise.”

      But no one bought. It wasn’t quite time. Soon enough silver coins would be clinking, bills going through the rollers faster than laundry, and five hundred people struggling for the privilege of having their money taken away from them by America’s first mobile sales robot.

      But there were still some tricks that Robie had to do free, and one certainly should enjoy those before starting the more expensive fun.

      So Robie moved on until he reached the curb. The variation in level was instantly sensed by his under-scanners. He stopped. His head began to swivel. The crowd watched in eager silence. This was Robie’s best trick.

      Robie’s head stopped swiveling. His scanners had found the traffic light. It was green. Robie edged forward. But then the light turned red. Robie stopped again, still on the curb. The crowd softly ahhed its delight.

      It was wonderful to be alive and watching Robie on such an exciting day. Alive and amused in the fresh, weather-controlled air between the lines of bright skyscrapers with their winking windows and under a sky so blue you could almost call it dark.

      (But way, way up, where the crowd could not see, the sky was darker still. Purple-dark, with stars showing. And in that purple-dark, a silver-green something, the color of a bud, plunged down at better than three miles a second. The silver-green was a newly developed paint that foiled radar.)

      Robie was saying, “While we wait for the light, there’s time for you youngsters to enjoy a nice refreshing Poppy Pop. Or for you adults—only those over five feet tall are eligible to buy—to enjoy an exciting Poppy Pop fizz. Just give me a quarter or—in the case of adults, one dollar and a quarter; I’m licensed to dispense intoxicating liquors—and within five seconds . . .”

      But that was not cutting it quite fine enough. Just three seconds later, the silver-green bud bloomed above Manhattan into a globular orange flower. The skyscrapers grew brighter and brighter still, the brightness of the inside of the Sun. The windows winked blossoming white fire-flowers.

      The crowd around Robie bloomed, too. Their clothes puffed into petals of flame. Their heads of hair were torches.

      The orange flower grew, stem and blossom. The blast came. The winking windows shattered tier by tier, became black holes. The walls bent, rocked, cracked. A stony dandruff flaked from their cornices. The flaming flowers on the sidewalk were all leveled at once. Robie was shoved ten feet. His metal hoopskirt dimpled, regained its shape.

      The blast ended. The orange flower, grown vast, vanished overhead on its huge, magic beanstalk. It grew dark and very still. The cornice-dandruff pattered down. A few small fragments rebounded from the metal hoopskirt.

      Robie made some small, uncertain movements, as if feeling for broken bones. He was hunting for the traffic light, but it no longer shone either red or green.

      He slowly scanned a full circle. There was nothing anywhere to interest his reference silhouettes. Yet whenever he tried to move, his under-scanners warned him of low obstructions. It was very puzzling.

      The silence was disturbed by moans and a crackling sound, as faint at first as the scampering of distant rats.

      A seared man, his charred clothes fuming where the blast had blown out the fire, rose from the curb. Robie scanned him.

      “Good day, sir,” Robie said. “Would you care for a smoke? A truly cool smoke? Now I have here a yet-unmarketed brand . . .”

      But the customer had run away, screaming, and Robie never ran after customers, though he could follow them at a medium brisk roll. He worked his way along the curb where the man had sprawled, carefully keeping his distance from the low obstructions, some of which writhed now and then, forcing him to jog. Shortly he reached a fire hydrant. He scanned it. His electronic vision, though it still worked, had been somewhat blurred by the blast.

      “Hello, youngster,” Robie said. Then, after a long pause, “Cat got your tongue? Well, I have a little present for you. A nice, lovely polly-lop.

      “Take it, youngster,” he said after another pause. “It’s for you. Don’t be afraid.”

      His attention was distracted by other customers, who began to rise up oddly here and there, twisting forms that confused his reference silhouettes and would not stay to be scanned properly. One cried, “Water,” but no quarter clinked in Robie’s claws when he caught the word and suggested, “How about a nice refreshing drink of Poppy Pop?”

      The rat-crackling of the flames had become a jungle muttering. The blind windows began to wink fire again.

      A little girl marched, stepping neatly over arms and legs she did not look at. A white dress and the once taller bodies around her had shielded her from the brilliance and the blast. Her eyes were fixed on Robie. In them was the same imperious confidence, though none of the delight, with which she had watched him earlier.

      “Help me, Robie,” she said. “I want my mother.”

      “Hello, youngster,” Robie said. “What would you like? Comics? Candy?”

      “Where is she, Robie? Take me to her.”

      “Balloons? Would you like to watch me blow up a balloon?”

      The little girl began to cry. The sound triggered off another of Robie’s novelty circuits, a service feature that had brought in a lot of favorable publicity.

      “Is something wrong?” he asked. “Are you in trouble? Are you lost?”

      “Yes, Robie. Take me to my mother.”

      “Stay right here,” Robie said reassuringly, “and don’t be frightened. I will call a policeman.” He whistled shrilly, twice.

      Time passed. Robie whistled again. The windows flared and roared. The little girl begged, “Take me away, Robie,” and jumped onto a little step in his hoopskirt.

      “Give me a dime,” Robie said.

      The little girl found one in her pocket and put it in his claws.

      “Your weight,” Robie said, “is fifty-four and one-half pounds.”

      “Have you seen my daughter, have you seen her?” a woman was crying somewhere. “I left her watching that thing while I stepped inside—Rita!”

      “Robie helped me,” the little girl began babbling at her. “He knew I was lost. He even called the police, but they didn’t come. He weighed me, too. Didn’t you, Robie?”

      But Robie had gone off to peddle Poppy Pop to the members of a rescue squad which had just come around the corner, more robotlike in their asbestos suits than he in his metal skin.
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      From the legendary Philip K. Dick, our next story, from May 1953 originally, was the runner-up for the 2004 Retro Hugo for Best Novelette. Like the previous story, it is also set in the landscape of conflict between the US and USSR. In this case, the few remaining human soldiers of a war discover that self-replicating robots created as weapons have now gained sentience and are malfunctioning . . . —BTS
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        The claws were bad enough in the first place—nasty, crawling little death-robots. But when they began to imitate their creators, it was time for the human race to make peace—if it could!

      

      

      The Russian soldier made his way nervously up the ragged side of the hill, holding his gun ready. He glanced around him, licking his dry lips, his face set. From time to time he reached up a gloved hand and wiped perspiration from his neck, pushing down his coat collar.

      Eric turned to Corporal Leone. “Want him? Or can I have him?” He adjusted the view sight so the Russian’s features squarely filled the glass, the lines cutting across his hard, somber features.

      Leone considered. The Russian was close, moving rapidly, almost running. “Don’t fire. Wait.” Leone tensed. “I don’t think we’re needed.”

      The Russian increased his pace, kicking ash and piles of debris out of his way. He reached the top of the hill and stopped, panting, staring around him. The sky was overcast, drifting clouds of gray particles. Bare trunks of trees jutted up occasionally; the ground was level and bare, rubble-strewn, with the ruins of buildings standing out here and there like yellowing skulls.

      The Russian was uneasy. He knew something was wrong. He started down the hill. Now he was only a few paces from the bunker. Eric was getting fidgety. He played with his pistol, glancing at Leone.

      “Don’t worry,” Leone said. “He won’t get here. They’ll take care of him.”

      “Are you sure? He’s got damn far.”

      “They hang around close to the bunker. He’s getting into the bad part. Get set!”

      The Russian began to hurry, sliding down the hill, his boots sinking into the heaps of gray ash, trying to keep his gun up. He stopped for a moment, lifting his fieldglasses to his face.

      “He’s looking right at us,” Eric said.
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        * * *

      

      The Russian came on. They could see his eyes, like two blue stones. His mouth was open a little. He needed a shave; his chin was stubbled. On one bony cheek was a square of tape, showing blue at the edge. A fungoid spot. His coat was muddy and torn. One glove was missing. As he ran his belt counter bounced up and down against him.

      Leone touched Eric’s arm. “Here one comes.”

      Across the ground something small and metallic came, flashing in the dull sunlight of mid-day. A metal sphere. It raced up the hill after the Russian, its treads flying. It was small, one of the baby ones. Its claws were out, two razor projections spinning in a blur of white steel. The Russian heard it. He turned instantly, firing. The sphere dissolved into particles. But already a second had emerged and was following the first. The Russian fired again.

      A third sphere leaped up the Russian’s leg, clicking and whirring. It jumped to the shoulder. The spinning blades disappeared into the Russian’s throat.

      Eric relaxed. “Well, that’s that. God, those damn things give me the creeps. Sometimes I think we were better off before.”

      “If we hadn’t invented them, they would have.” Leone lit a cigarette shakily. “I wonder why a Russian would come all this way alone. I didn’t see anyone covering him.”

      Lt. Scott came slipping up the tunnel, into the bunker. “What happened? Something entered the screen.”

      “An Ivan.”

      “Just one?”

      Eric brought the view screen around. Scott peered into it. Now there were numerous metal spheres crawling over the prostrate body, dull metal globes clicking and whirring, sawing up the Russian into small parts to be carried away.

      “What a lot of claws,” Scott murmured.

      “They come like flies. Not much game for them anymore.”

      Scott pushed the sight away, disgusted. “Like flies. I wonder why he was out there. They know we have claws all around.”

      A larger robot had joined the smaller spheres. It was directing operations, a long blunt tube with projecting eyepieces. There was not much left of the soldier. What remained was being brought down the hillside by the host of claws.

      “Sir,” Leone said. “If it’s all right, I’d like to go out there and take a look at him.”

      “Why?”

      “Maybe he came with something.”

      Scott considered. He shrugged. “All right. But be careful.”

      “I have my tab.” Leone patted the metal band at his wrist. “I’ll be out of bounds.”
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        * * *

      

      He picked up his rifle and stepped carefully up to the mouth of the bunker, making his way between blocks of concrete and steel prongs, twisted and bent. The air was cold at the top. He crossed over the ground toward the remains of the soldier, striding across the soft ash. A wind blew around him, swirling gray particles up in his face. He squinted and pushed on.

      The claws retreated as he came close, some of them stiffening into immobility. He touched his tab. The Ivan would have given something for that! Short hard radiation emitted from the tab neutralized the claws, put them out of commission. Even the big robot with its two waving eyestalks retreated respectfully as he approached.

      He bent down over the remains of the soldier. The gloved hand was closed tightly. There was something in it. Leone pried the fingers apart. A sealed container, aluminum. Still shiny.

      He put it in his pocket and made his way back to the bunker. Behind him the claws came back to life, moving into operation again. The procession resumed, metal spheres moving through the gray ash with their loads. He could hear their treads scrabbling against the ground. He shuddered.

      Scott watched intently as he brought the shiny tube out of his pocket. “He had that?”

      “In his hand.” Leone unscrewed the top. “Maybe you should look at it, sir.”

      Scott took it. He emptied the contents out in the palm of his hand. A small piece of silk paper, carefully folded. He sat down by the light and unfolded it.

      “What’s it say, sir?” Eric said. Several officers came up the tunnel.

      Major Hendricks appeared.

      “Major,” Scott said. “Look at this.”

      Hendricks read the slip. “This just come?”

      “A single runner. Just now.”

      “Where is he?” Hendricks asked sharply.

      “The claws got him.”

      Major Hendricks grunted. “Here.” He passed it to his companions. “I think this is what we’ve been waiting for. They certainly took their time about it.”

      “So they want to talk terms,” Scott said. “Are we going along with them?”

      “That’s not for us to decide.” Hendricks sat down. “Where’s the communications officer? I want the Moon Base.”

      Leone pondered as the communications officer raised the outside antenna cautiously, scanning the sky above the bunker for any sign of a watching Russian ship.

      “Sir,” Scott said to Hendricks. “It’s sure strange they suddenly came around. We’ve been using the claws for almost a year. Now all of a sudden they start to fold.”

      “Maybe claws have been getting down in their bunkers.”

      “One of the big ones, the kind with stalks, got into an Ivan bunker last week,” Eric said. “It got a whole platoon of them before they got their lid shut.”

      “How do you know?”

      “A buddy told me. The thing came back with—with remains.”

      “Moon Base, sir,” the communications officer said.

      On the screen the face of the lunar monitor appeared. His crisp uniform contrasted to the uniforms in the bunker. And he was clean shaven. “Moon Base.”

      “This is forward command L-Whistle. On Terra. Let me have General Thompson.”

      The monitor faded. Presently General Thompson’s heavy features came into focus. “What is it, Major?”

      “Our claws got a single Russian runner with a message. We don’t know whether to act on it—there have been tricks like this in the past.”

      “What’s the message?”

      “The Russians want us to send a single officer on policy level over to their lines. For a conference. They don’t state the nature of the conference. They say that matters of—” He consulted the slip. “—Matters of grave urgency make it advisable that discussion be opened between a representative of the UN forces and themselves.”

      He held the message up to the screen for the general to scan.

      Thompson’s eyes moved.

      “What should we do?” Hendricks said.

      “Send a man out.”

      “You don’t think it’s a trap?”

      “It might be. But the location they give for their forward command is correct. It’s worth a try, at any rate.”

      “I’ll send an officer out. And report the results to you as soon as he returns.”

      “All right, Major.” Thompson broke the connection. The screen died. Up above, the antenna came slowly down.

      Hendricks rolled up the paper, deep in thought.

      “I’ll go,” Leone said.

      “They want somebody at policy level.” Hendricks rubbed his jaw.

      “Policy level. I haven’t been outside in months. Maybe I could use a little air.”

      “Don’t you think it’s risky?”

      Hendricks lifted the view sight and gazed into it. The remains of the Russian were gone. Only a single claw was in sight. It was folding itself back, disappearing into the ash, like a crab. Like some hideous metal crab . . .

      “That’s the only thing that bothers me.” Hendricks rubbed his wrist. “I know I’m safe as long as I have this on me. But there’s something about them. I hate the damn things. I wish we’d never invented them. There’s something wrong with them. Relentless little—”

      “If we hadn’t invented them, the Ivans would have.”

      Hendricks pushed the sight back. “Anyhow, it seems to be winning the war. I guess that’s good.”

      “Sounds like you’re getting the same jitters as the Ivans.” Hendricks examined his wrist watch. “I guess I had better get started, if I want to be there before dark.”
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        * * *

      

      He took a deep breath and then stepped out onto the gray, rubbled ground. After a minute he lit a cigarette and stood gazing around him. The landscape was dead. Nothing stirred. He could see for miles, endless ash and slag, ruins of buildings. A few trees without leaves or branches, only the trunks. Above him the eternal rolling clouds of gray, drifting between Terra and the sun.

      Major Hendricks went on. Off to the right something scuttled, something round and metallic. A claw, going lickety-split after something. Probably after a small animal, a rat. They got rats, too. As a sort of sideline.

      He came to the top of the little hill and lifted his fieldglasses. The Russian lines were a few miles ahead of him. They had a forward command post there. The runner had come from it.

      A squat robot with undulating arms passed by him, its arms weaving inquiringly. The robot went on its way, disappearing under some debris. Hendricks watched it go. He had never seen that type before. There were getting to be more and more types he had never seen, new varieties and sizes coming up from the underground factories.

      Hendricks put out his cigarette and hurried on. It was interesting, the use of artificial forms in warfare. How had they got started? Necessity. The Soviet Union had gained great initial success, usual with the side that got the war going. Most of North America had been blasted off the map. Retaliation was quick in coming, of course. The sky was full of circling disc-bombers long before the war began; they had been up there for years. The discs began sailing down all over Russia within hours after Washington got it.
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        * * *

      

      But that hadn’t helped Washington.

      The American bloc governments moved to the Moon Base the first year. There was not much else to do. Europe was gone; a slag heap with dark weeds growing from the ashes and bones. Most of North America was useless; nothing could be planted, no one could live. A few million people kept going up in Canada and down in South America. But during the second year Soviet parachutists began to drop, a few at first, then more and more. They wore the first really effective anti-radiation equipment; what was left of American production moved to the moon along with the governments.

      All but the troops. The remaining troops stayed behind as best they could, a few thousand here, a platoon there. No one knew exactly where they were; they stayed where they could, moving around at night, hiding in ruins, in sewers, cellars, with the rats and snakes. It looked as if the Soviet Union had the war almost won. Except for a handful of projectiles fired off from the moon daily, there was almost no weapon in use against them. They came and went as they pleased. The war, for all practical purposes, was over. Nothing effective opposed them.
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        * * *

      

      And then the first claws appeared. And overnight the complexion of the war changed.

      The claws were awkward, at first. Slow. The Ivans knocked them off almost as fast as they crawled out of their underground tunnels. But then they got better, faster and more cunning. Factories, all on Terra, turned them out. Factories a long way under ground, behind the Soviet lines, factories that had once made atomic projectiles, now almost forgotten.

      The claws got faster, and they got bigger. New types appeared, some with feelers, some that flew. There were a few jumping kinds.

      The best technicians on the moon were working on designs, making them more and more intricate, more flexible. They became uncanny; the Ivans were having a lot of trouble with them. Some of the little claws were learning to hide themselves, burrowing down into the ash, lying in wait.

      And then they started getting into the Russian bunkers, slipping down when the lids were raised for air and a look around. One claw inside a bunker, a churning sphere of blades and metal—that was enough. And when one got in others followed. With a weapon like that the war couldn’t go on much longer.

      Maybe it was already over.

      Maybe he was going to hear the news. Maybe the Politburo had decided to throw in the sponge. Too bad it had taken so long. Six years. A long time for war like that, the way they had waged it. The automatic retaliation discs, spinning down all over Russia, hundreds of thousands of them. Bacteria crystals. The Soviet guided missiles, whistling through the air. The chain bombs. And now this, the robots, the claws—

      The claws weren’t like other weapons. They were alive, from any practical standpoint, whether the Governments wanted to admit it or not. They were not machines. They were living things, spinning, creeping, shaking themselves up suddenly from the gray ash and darting toward a man, climbing up him, rushing for his throat. And that was what they had been designed to do. Their job.

      They did their job well. Especially lately, with the new designs coming up. Now they repaired themselves. They were on their own. Radiation tabs protected the UN troops, but if a man lost his tab he was fair game for the claws, no matter what his uniform. Down below the surface automatic machinery stamped them out. Human beings stayed a long way off. It was too risky; nobody wanted to be around them. They were left to themselves. And they seemed to be doing all right. The new designs were faster, more complex. More efficient.

      Apparently they had won the war.
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        * * *

      

      Major Hendricks lit a second cigarette. The landscape depressed him. Nothing but ash and ruins. He seemed to be alone, the only living thing in the whole world. To the right the ruins of a town rose up, a few walls and heaps of debris. He tossed the dead match away, increasing his pace. Suddenly he stopped, jerking up his gun, his body tense. For a minute it looked like—

      From behind the shell of a ruined building a figure came, walking slowly toward him, walking hesitantly.

      Hendricks blinked. “Stop!”

      The boy stopped. Hendricks lowered his gun. The boy stood silently, looking at him. He was small, not very old. Perhaps eight. But it was hard to tell. Most of the kids who remained were stunted. He wore a faded blue sweater, ragged with dirt, and short pants. His hair was long and matted. Brown hair. It hung over his face and around his ears. He held something in his arms.

      “What’s that you have?” Hendricks said sharply.

      The boy held it out. It was a toy, a bear. A teddy bear. The boy’s eyes were large, but without expression.

      Hendricks relaxed. “I don’t want it. Keep it.”

      The boy hugged the bear again.

      “Where do you live?” Hendricks said.

      “In there.”

      “The ruins?”

      “Yes.”

      “Underground?”

      “Yes.”

      “How many are there?”

      “How—how many?”

      “How many of you. How big’s your settlement?”

      The boy did not answer.

      Hendricks frowned. “You’re not all by yourself, are you?”

      The boy nodded.

      “How do you stay alive?”

      “There’s food.”

      “What kind of food?”

      “Different.”

      Hendricks studied him. “How old are you?”

      “Thirteen.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It wasn’t possible. Or was it? The boy was thin, stunted. And probably sterile. Radiation exposure, years straight. No wonder he was so small. His arms and legs were like pipecleaners, knobby, and thin. Hendricks touched the boy’s arm. His skin was dry and rough; radiation skin. He bent down, looking into the boy’s face. There was no expression. Big eyes, big and dark.

      “Are you blind?” Hendricks said.

      “No. I can see some.”

      “How do you get away from the claws?”

      “The claws?”

      “The round things. That run and burrow.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Maybe there weren’t any claws around. A lot of areas were free. They collected mostly around bunkers, where there were people. The claws had been designed to sense warmth, warmth of living things.

      “You’re lucky.” Hendricks straightened up. “Well? Which way are you going? Back—back there?”

      “Can I come with you?”

      “With me?” Hendricks folded his arms. “I’m going a long way. Miles. I have to hurry.” He looked at his watch. “I have to get there by nightfall.”

      “I want to come.”

      Hendricks fumbled in his pack. “It isn’t worth it. Here.” He tossed down the food cans he had with him. “You take these and go back. Okay?”

      The boy said nothing.

      “I’ll be coming back this way. In a day or so. If you’re around here when I come back you can come along with me. All right?”

      “I want to go with you now.”

      “It’s a long walk.”

      “I can walk.”

      Hendricks shifted uneasily. It made too good a target, two people walking along. And the boy would slow him down. But he might not come back this way. And if the boy were really all alone—

      “Okay. Come along.”
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        * * *

      

      The boy fell in beside him. Hendricks strode along. The boy walked silently, clutching his teddy bear.

      “What’s your name?” Hendricks said, after a time.

      “David Edward Derring.”

      “David? What—what happened to your mother and father?”

      “They died.”

      “How?”

      “In the blast.”

      “How long ago?”

      “Six years.”

      Hendricks slowed down. “You’ve been alone six years?”

      “No. There were other people for awhile. They went away.”

      “And you’ve been alone since?”

      “Yes.”

      Hendricks glanced down. The boy was strange, saying very little. Withdrawn. But that was the way they were, the children who had survived. Quiet. Stoic. A strange kind of fatalism gripped them. Nothing came as a surprise. They accepted anything that came along. There was no longer any normal, any natural course of things, moral or physical, for them to expect. Custom, habit, all the determining forces of learning were gone; only brute experience remained.

      “Am I walking too fast?” Hendricks said.

      “No.”

      “How did you happen to see me?”

      “I was waiting.”

      “Waiting?” Hendricks was puzzled. “What were you waiting for?”

      “To catch things.”

      “What kind of things?”

      “Things to eat.”

      “Oh.” Hendricks set his lips grimly. A thirteen-year-old boy, living on rats and gophers and half-rotten canned food. Down in a hole under the ruins of a town. With radiation pools and claws, and Russian dive-mines up above, coasting around in the sky.

      “Where are we going?” David asked.

      “To the Russian lines.”

      “Russian?”

      “The enemy. The people who started the war. They dropped the first radiation bombs. They began all this.”

      The boy nodded. His face showed no expression.

      “I’m an American,” Hendricks said.

      There was no comment. On they went, the two of them, Hendricks walking a little ahead, David trailing behind him, hugging his dirty teddy bear against his chest.
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        * * *

      

      About four in the afternoon they stopped to eat. Hendricks built a fire in a hollow between some slabs of concrete. He cleared the weeds away and heaped up bits of wood. The Russians’ lines were not very far ahead. Around him was what had once been a long valley, acres of fruit trees and grapes. Nothing remained now but a few bleak stumps and the mountains that stretched across the horizon at the far end. And the clouds of rolling ash that blew and drifted with the wind, settling over the weeds and remains of buildings, walls here and there, once in awhile what had been a road.

      Hendricks made coffee and heated up some boiled mutton and bread. “Here.” He handed bread and mutton to David.

      David squatted by the edge of the fire, his knees knobby and white. He examined the food and then passed it back, shaking his head. “No.”

      “No? Don’t you want any?”

      “No.”

      Hendricks shrugged. Maybe the boy was a mutant, used to special food. It didn’t matter. When he was hungry he would find something to eat. The boy was strange. But there were many strange changes coming over the world. Life was not the same, anymore. It would never be the same again. The human race was going to have to realize that.

      “Suit yourself,” Hendricks said. He ate the bread and mutton by himself, washing it down with coffee. He ate slowly, finding the food hard to digest. When he was done, he got to his feet and stamped the fire out.

      David rose slowly, watching him with his young-old eyes.

      “We’re going,” Hendricks said.

      “All right.”

      Hendricks walked along, his gun in his arms. They were close; he was tense, ready for anything. The Russians should be expecting a runner, an answer to their own runner, but they were tricky. There was always the possibility of a slipup. He scanned the landscape around him. Nothing but slag and ash, a few hills, charred trees. Concrete walls. But someplace ahead was the first bunker of the Russian lines, the forward command. Underground, buried deep, with only a periscope showing, a few gun muzzles. Maybe an antenna.

      “Will we be there soon?” David asked.

      “Yes. Getting tired?”

      “No.”

      “Why, then?”

      David did not answer. He plodded carefully along behind, picking his way over the ash. His legs and shoes were gray with dust. His pinched face was streaked, lines of gray ash in riverlets down the pale white of his skin. There was no color to his face. Typical of the new children, growing up in cellars and sewers and underground shelters.
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        * * *

      

      Hendricks slowed down. He lifted his fieldglasses and studied the ground ahead of him. Were they there, someplace, waiting for him? Watching him, the way his men had watched the Russian runner? A chill went up his back. Maybe they were getting their guns ready, preparing to fire, the way his men had prepared, made ready to kill.

      Hendricks stopped, wiping perspiration from his face. “Damn.” It made him uneasy. But he should be expected. The situation was different.

      He strode over the ash, holding his gun tightly with both hands. Behind him came David. Hendricks peered around, tight-lipped. Any second it might happen. A burst of white light, a blast, carefully aimed from inside a deep concrete bunker.

      He raised his arm and waved it around in a circle.

      Nothing moved. To the right a long ridge ran, topped with dead tree trunks. A few wild vines had grown up around the trees, remains of arbors. And the eternal dark weeds. Hendricks studied the ridge. Was anything up there? Perfect place for a lookout. He approached the ridge warily, David coming silently behind. If it were his command he’d have a sentry up there, watching for troops trying to infiltrate into the command area. Of course, if it were his command there would be the claws around the area for full protection.

      He stopped, feet apart, hands on his hips.

      “Are we there?” David said.

      “Almost.”

      “Why have we stopped?”

      “I don’t want to take any chances.” Hendricks advanced slowly. Now the ridge lay directly beside him, along his right. Overlooking him. His uneasy feeling increased. If an Ivan were up there he wouldn’t have a chance. He waved his arm again. They should be expecting someone in the UN uniform, in response to the note capsule. Unless the whole thing was a trap.

      “Keep up with me.” He turned toward David. “Don’t drop behind.”

      “With you?”

      “Up beside me! We’re close. We can’t take any chances. Come on.”

      “I’ll be all right.” David remained behind him, in the rear, a few paces away, still clutching his teddy bear.

      “Have it your way.” Hendricks raised his glasses again, suddenly tense. For a moment—had something moved? He scanned the ridge carefully. Everything was silent. Dead. No life up there, only tree trunks and ash. Maybe a few rats. The big black rats that had survived the claws. Mutants—built their own shelters out of saliva and ash. Some kind of plaster. Adaptation. He started forward again.
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        * * *

      

      A tall figure came out on the ridge above him, cloak flapping. Gray-green. A Russian. Behind him a second soldier appeared, another Russian. Both lifted their guns, aiming.

      Hendricks froze. He opened his mouth. The soldiers were kneeling, sighting down the side of the slope. A third figure had joined them on the ridge top, a smaller figure in gray-green. A woman. She stood behind the other two.

      Hendricks found his voice. “Stop!” He waved up at them frantically. “I’m—”

      The two Russians fired. Behind Hendricks there was a faint pop. Waves of heat lapped against him, throwing him to the ground. Ash tore at his face, grinding into his eyes and nose. Choking, he pulled himself to his knees. It was all a trap. He was finished. He had come to be killed, like a steer. The soldiers and the woman were coming down the side of the ridge toward him, sliding down through the soft ash. Hendricks was numb. His head throbbed. Awkwardly, he got his rifle up and took aim. It weighed a thousand tons; he could hardly hold it. His nose and cheeks stung. The air was full of the blast smell, a bitter acrid stench.

      “Don’t fire,” the first Russian said, in heavily accented English.

      The three of them came up to him, surrounding him. “Put down your rifle, Yank,” the other said.

      Hendricks was dazed. Everything had happened so fast. He had been caught. And they had blasted the boy. He turned his head. David was gone. What remained of him was strewn across the ground.

      The three Russians studied him curiously.

      Hendricks sat, wiping blood from his nose, picking out bits of ash. He shook his head, trying to clear it. “Why did you do it?” he murmured thickly. “The boy.”

      “Why?” One of the soldiers helped him roughly to his feet. He turned Hendricks around. “Look.”

      Hendricks closed his eyes.

      “Look!” The two Russians pulled him forward. “See. Hurry up. There isn’t much time to spare, Yank!”

      Hendricks looked. And gasped.

      “See now? Now do you understand?”
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        * * *

      

      From the remains of David a metal wheel rolled. Relays, glinting metal. Parts, wiring. One of the Russians kicked at the heap of remains. Parts popped out, rolling away, wheels and springs and rods. A plastic section fell in, half charred. Hendricks bent shakily down. The front of the head had come off. He could make out the intricate brain, wires and relays, tiny tubes and switches, thousands of minute studs—

      “A robot,” the soldier holding his arm said. “We watched it tagging you.”

      “Tagging me?”

      “That’s their way. They tag along with you. Into the bunker. That’s how they get in.”

      Hendricks blinked, dazed. “But—”

      “Come on.” They led him toward the ridge. “We can’t stay here. It isn’t safe. There must be hundreds of them all around here.”

      The three of them pulled him up the side of the ridge, sliding and slipping on the ash. The woman reached the top and stood waiting for them.

      “The forward command,” Hendricks muttered. “I came to negotiate with the Soviet—”

      “There is no more forward command. They got in. We’ll explain.” They reached the top of the ridge. “We’re all that’s left. The three of us. The rest were down in the bunker.”

      “This way. Down this way.” The woman unscrewed a lid, a gray manhole cover set in the ground. “Get in.”

      Hendricks lowered himself. The two soldiers and the woman came behind him, following him down the ladder. The woman closed the lid after them, bolting it tightly into place.

      “Good thing we saw you,” one of the two soldiers grunted. “It had tagged you about as far as it was going to.”
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        * * *

      

      “Give me one of your cigarettes,” the woman said. “I haven’t had an American cigarette for weeks.”

      Hendricks pushed the pack to her. She took a cigarette and passed the pack to the two soldiers. In the corner of the small room the lamp gleamed fitfully. The room was low-ceilinged, cramped. The four of them sat around a small wood table. A few dirty dishes were stacked to one side. Behind a ragged curtain a second room was partly visible.

      Hendricks saw the corner of a cot, some blankets, clothes hung on a hook.

      “We were here,” the soldier beside him said. He took off his helmet, pushing his blond hair back. “I’m Corporal Rudi Maxer. Polish. Impressed in the Soviet army two years ago.” He held out his hand.

      Hendricks hesitated and then shook. “Major Joseph Hendricks.”

      “Klaus Epstein.” The other soldier shook with him, a small dark man with thinning hair. Epstein plucked nervously at his ear. “Austrian. Impressed God knows when. I don’t remember. The three of us were here, Rudi and I, with Tasso.” He indicated the woman. “That’s how we escaped. All the rest were down in the bunker.”

      “And—and they got in?”

      Epstein lit a cigarette. “First just one of them. The kind that tagged you. Then it let others in.”

      Hendricks became alert. “The kind? Are there more than one kind?”

      “The little boy. David. David holding his teddy bear. That’s Variety Three. The most effective.”

      “What are the other types?”

      Epstein reached into his coat. “Here.” He tossed a packet of photographs onto the table, tied with a string. “Look for yourself.”

      Hendricks untied the string.

      “You see,” Rudi Maxer said, “that was why we wanted to talk terms. The Russians, I mean. We found out about a week ago. Found out that your claws were beginning to make up new designs on their own. New types of their own. Better types. Down in your underground factories behind our lines. You let them stamp themselves, repair themselves. Made them more and more intricate. It’s your fault this happened.”
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        * * *

      

      Hendricks examined the photos. They had been snapped hurriedly; they were blurred and indistinct. The first few showed—David. David walking along a road, by himself. David and another David. Three Davids. All exactly alike. Each with a ragged teddy bear.

      All pathetic.

      “Look at the others,” Tasso said.

      The next pictures, taken at a great distance, showed a towering wounded soldier sitting by the side of a path, his arm in a sling, the stump of one leg extended, a crude crutch on his lap. Then two wounded soldiers, both the same, standing side by side.

      “That’s Variety One. The Wounded Soldier.” Klaus reached out and took the pictures. “You see, the claws were designed to get to human beings. To find them. Each kind was better than the last. They got farther, closer, past most of our defenses, into our lines. But as long as they were merely machines, metal spheres with claws and horns, feelers, they could be picked off like any other object. They could be detected as lethal robots as soon as they were seen. Once we caught sight of them—”

      “Variety One subverted our whole north wing,” Rudi said. “It was a long time before anyone caught on. Then it was too late. They came in, wounded soldiers, knocking and begging to be let in. So we let them in. And as soon as they were in they took over. We were watching out for machines . . .”

      “At that time it was thought there was only the one type,” Klaus Epstein said. “No one suspected there were other types. The pictures were flashed to us. When the runner was sent to you, we knew of just one type. Variety One. The big Wounded Soldier. We thought that was all.”

      “Your line fell to—”

      “To Variety Three. David and his bear. That worked even better.” Klaus smiled bitterly. “Soldiers are suckers for children. We brought them in and tried to feed them. We found out the hard way what they were after. At least, those who were in the bunker.”

      “The three of us were lucky,” Rudi said. “Klaus and I were—were visiting Tasso when it happened. This is her place.” He waved a big hand around. “This little cellar. We finished and climbed the ladder to start back. From the ridge we saw. There they were, all around the bunker. Fighting was still going on. David and his bear. Hundreds of them. Klaus took the pictures.”

      Klaus tied up the photographs again.
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        * * *

      

      “And it’s going on all along your line?” Hendricks said.

      “Yes.”

      “How about our lines?” Without thinking, he touched the tab on his arm. “Can they—”

      “They’re not bothered by your radiation tabs. It makes no difference to them, Russian, American, Pole, German. It’s all the same. They’re doing what they were designed to do. Carrying out the original idea. They track down life, wherever they find it.”

      “They go by warmth,” Klaus said. “That was the way you constructed them from the very start. Of course, those you designed were kept back by the radiation tabs you wear. Now they’ve got around that. These new varieties are lead-lined.”

      “What’s the other variety?” Hendricks asked. “The David type, the Wounded Soldier—what’s the other?”

      “We don’t know.” Klaus pointed up at the wall. On the wall were two metal plates, ragged at the edges. Hendricks got up and studied them. They were bent and dented.

      “The one on the left came off a Wounded Soldier,” Rudi said. “We got one of them. It was going along toward our old bunker. We got it from the ridge, the same way we got the David tagging you.”

      The plate was stamped: I-V. Hendricks touched the other plate. “And this came from the David type?”

      “Yes.” The plate was stamped: III-V.

      Klaus took a look at them, leaning over Hendricks’ broad shoulder. “You can see what we’re up against. There’s another type. Maybe it was abandoned. Maybe it didn’t work. But there must be a Second Variety. There’s One and Three.”

      “You were lucky,” Rudi said. “The David tagged you all the way here and never touched you. Probably thought you’d get it into a bunker, somewhere.”

      “One gets in and it’s all over,” Klaus said. “They move fast. One lets all the rest inside. They’re inflexible. Machines with one purpose. They were built for only one thing.” He rubbed sweat from his lip. “We saw.”

      They were silent.

      “Let me have another cigarette, Yank,” Tasso said. “They are good. I almost forgot how they were.”
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        * * *

      

      It was night. The sky was black. No stars were visible through the rolling clouds of ash. Klaus lifted the lid cautiously so that Hendricks could look out.

      Rudi pointed into the darkness. “Over that way are the bunkers. Where we used to be. Not over half a mile from us. It was just chance Klaus and I were not there when it happened. Weakness. Saved by our lusts.”

      “All the rest must be dead,” Klaus said in a low voice. “It came quickly. This morning the Politburo reached their decision. They notified us—forward command. Our runner was sent out at once. We saw him start toward the direction of your lines. We covered him until he was out of sight.”

      “Alex Radrivsky. We both knew him. He disappeared about six o’clock. The sun had just come up. About noon Klaus and I had an hour relief. We crept off, away from the bunkers. No one was watching. We came here. There used to be a town here, a few houses, a street. This cellar was part of a big farmhouse. We knew Tasso would be here, hiding down in her little place. We had come here before. Others from the bunkers came here. Today happened to be our turn.”

      “So we were saved,” Klaus said. “Chance. It might have been others. We—we finished, and then we came up to the surface and started back along the ridge. That was when we saw them, the Davids. We understood right away. We had seen the photos of the First Variety, the Wounded Soldier. Our Commissar distributed them to us with an explanation. If we had gone another step they would have seen us. As it was we had to blast two Davids before we got back. There were hundreds of them, all around. Like ants. We took pictures and slipped back here, bolting the lid tight.”

      “They’re not so much when you catch them alone. We moved faster than they did. But they’re inexorable. Not like living things. They came right at us. And we blasted them.”

      Major Hendricks rested against the edge of the lid, adjusting his eyes to the darkness. “Is it safe to have the lid up at all?”

      “If we’re careful. How else can you operate your transmitter?”

      Hendricks lifted the small belt transmitter slowly. He pressed it against his ear. The metal was cold and damp. He blew against the mike, raising up the short antenna. A faint hum sounded in his ear. “That’s true, I suppose.”

      But he still hesitated.

      “We’ll pull you under if anything happens,” Klaus said.

      “Thanks.” Hendricks waited a moment, resting the transmitter against his shoulder. “Interesting, isn’t it?”

      “What?”

      “This, the new types. The new varieties of claws. We’re completely at their mercy, aren’t we? By now they’ve probably gotten into the UN lines, too. It makes me wonder if we’re not seeing the beginning of a new species. The new species. Evolution. The race to come after man.”
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        * * *

      

      Rudi grunted. “There is no race after man.”

      “No? Why not? Maybe we’re seeing it now, the end of human beings, the beginning of the new society.”

      “They’re not a race. They’re mechanical killers. You made them to destroy. That’s all they can do. They’re machines with a job.”

      “So it seems now. But how about later on? After the war is over. Maybe, when there aren’t any humans to destroy, their real potentialities will begin to show.”

      “You talk as if they were alive!”

      “Aren’t they?”

      There was silence. “They’re machines,” Rudi said. “They look like people, but they’re machines.”

      “Use your transmitter, Major,” Klaus said. “We can’t stay up here forever.”

      Holding the transmitter tightly Hendricks called the code of the command bunker. He waited, listening. No response. Only silence. He checked the leads carefully. Everything was in place. “Scott!” he said into the mike. “Can you hear me?”

      Silence. He raised the gain up full and tried again. Only static.

      “I don’t get anything. They may hear me but they may not want to answer.”

      “Tell them it’s an emergency.”

      “They’ll think I’m being forced to call. Under your direction.” He tried again, outlining briefly what he had learned. But still the phone was silent, except for the faint static.

      “Radiation pools kill most transmission,” Klaus said, after awhile. “Maybe that’s it.”

      Hendricks shut the transmitter up. “No use. No answer. Radiation pools? Maybe. Or they hear me, but won’t answer. Frankly, that’s what I would do, if a runner tried to call from the Soviet lines. They have no reason to believe such a story. They may hear everything I say—”

      “Or maybe it’s too late.”

      Hendricks nodded.

      “We better get the lid down,” Rudi said nervously. “We don’t want to take unnecessary chances.”
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        * * *

      

      They climbed slowly back down the tunnel. Klaus bolted the lid carefully into place. They descended into the kitchen. The air was heavy and close around them.

      “Could they work that fast?” Hendricks said. “I left the bunker this noon. Ten hours ago. How could they move so quickly?”

      “It doesn’t take them long. Not after the first one gets in. It goes wild. You know what the little claws can do. Even one of these is beyond belief. Razors, each finger. Maniacal.”

      “All right.” Hendricks moved away impatiently. He stood with his back to them.

      “What’s the matter?” Rudi said.

      “The Moon Base. God, if they’ve gotten there—”

      “The Moon Base?”

      Hendricks turned around. “They couldn’t have got to the Moon Base. How would they get there? It isn’t possible. I can’t believe it.”

      “What is this Moon Base? We’ve heard rumors, but nothing definite. What is the actual situation? You seem concerned.”

      “We’re supplied from the moon. The governments are there, under the lunar surface. All our people and industries. That’s what keeps us going. If they should find some way of getting off Terra, onto the moon—”

      “It only takes one of them. Once the first one gets in it admits the others. Hundreds of them, all alike. You should have seen them. Identical. Like ants.”

      “Perfect socialism,” Tasso said. “The ideal of the communist state. All citizens interchangeable.”

      Klaus grunted angrily. “That’s enough. Well? What next?”

      Hendricks paced back and forth, around the small room. The air was full of smells of food and perspiration. The others watched him.

      Presently Tasso pushed through the curtain, into the other room. “I’m going to take a nap.”

      The curtain closed behind her. Rudi and Klaus sat down at the table, still watching Hendricks.

      “It’s up to you,” Klaus said. “We don’t know your situation.”

      Hendricks nodded.

      “It’s a problem.” Rudi drank some coffee, filling his cup from a rusty pot. “We’re safe here for awhile, but we can’t stay here forever. Not enough food or supplies.”

      “But if we go outside—”

      “If we go outside they’ll get us. Or probably they’ll get us. We couldn’t go very far. How far is your command bunker, Major?”

      “Three or four miles.”

      “We might make it. The four of us. Four of us could watch all sides. They couldn’t slip up behind us and start tagging us. We have three rifles, three blast rifles. Tasso can have my pistol.” Rudi tapped his belt. “In the Soviet army we didn’t have shoes always, but we had guns. With all four of us armed one of us might get to your command bunker. Preferably you, Major.”

      “What if they’re already there?” Klaus said.

      Rudi shrugged. “Well, then we come back here.”
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        * * *

      

      Hendricks stopped pacing. “What do you think the chances are they’re already in the American lines?”

      “Hard to say. Fairly good. They’re organized. They know exactly what they’re doing. Once they start they go like a horde of locusts. They have to keep moving, and fast. It’s secrecy and speed they depend on. Surprise. They push their way in before anyone has any idea.”

      “I see,” Hendricks murmured.

      From the other room Tasso stirred. “Major?”

      Hendricks pushed the curtain back. “What?”

      Tasso looked up at him lazily from the cot. “Have you any more American cigarettes left?”

      Hendricks went into the room and sat down across from her, on a wood stool. He felt in his pockets. “No. All gone.”

      “Too bad.”

      “What nationality are you?” Hendricks asked after a while.

      “Russian.”

      “How did you get here?”

      “Here?”

      “This used to be France. This was part of Normandy. Did you come with the Soviet army?”

      “Why?”

      “Just curious.” He studied her. She had taken off her coat, tossing it over the end of the cot. She was young, about twenty. Slim. Her long hair stretched out over the pillow. She was staring at him silently, her eyes dark and large.

      “What’s on your mind?” Tasso said.

      “Nothing. How old are you?”

      “Eighteen.” She continued to watch him, unblinking, her arms behind her head. She had on Russian army pants and shirt. Gray-green. Thick leather belt with counter and cartridges. Medicine kit.

      “You’re in the Soviet army?”

      “No.”

      “Where did you get the uniform?”

      She shrugged. “It was given to me,” she told him.

      “How—how old were you when you came here?”

      “Sixteen.”

      “That young?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”
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        * * *

      

      Hendricks rubbed his jaw. “Your life would have been a lot different if there had been no war. Sixteen. You came here at sixteen. To live this way.”

      “I had to survive.”

      “I’m not moralizing.”

      “Your life would have been different, too,” Tasso murmured. She reached down and unfastened one of her boots. She kicked the boot off, onto the floor. “Major, do you want to go in the other room? I’m sleepy.”

      “It’s going to be a problem, the four of us here. It’s going to be hard to live in these quarters. Are there just the two rooms?”

      “Yes.”

      “How big was the cellar originally? Was it larger than this? Are there other rooms filled up with debris? We might be able to open one of them.”

      “Perhaps. I really don’t know.” Tasso loosened her belt. She made herself comfortable on the cot, unbuttoning her shirt. “You’re sure you have no more cigarettes?”

      “I had only the one pack.”

      “Too bad. Maybe if we get back to your bunker we can find some.” The other boot fell. Tasso reached up for the light cord. “Good night.”

      “You’re going to sleep?”

      “That’s right.”

      The room plunged into darkness. Hendricks got up and made his way past the curtain, into the kitchen.

      And stopped, rigid.

      Rudi stood against the wall, his face white and gleaming. His mouth opened and closed but no sounds came. Klaus stood in front of him, the muzzle of his pistol in Rudi’s stomach. Neither of them moved. Klaus, his hand tight around his gun, his features set. Rudi, pale and silent, spread-eagled against the wall.

      “What—” Hendricks muttered, but Klaus cut him off.

      “Be quiet, Major. Come over here. Your gun. Get out your gun.”

      Hendricks drew his pistol. “What is it?”

      “Cover him.” Klaus motioned him forward. “Beside me. Hurry!”

      Rudi moved a little, lowering his arms. He turned to Hendricks, licking his lips. The whites of his eyes shone wildly. Sweat dripped from his forehead, down his cheeks. He fixed his gaze on Hendricks. “Major, he’s gone insane. Stop him.” Rudi’s voice was thin and hoarse, almost inaudible.

      “What’s going on?” Hendricks demanded.

      Without lowering his pistol Klaus answered. “Major, remember our discussion? The Three Varieties? We knew about One and Three. But we didn’t know about Two. At least, we didn’t know before.” Klaus’ fingers tightened around the gun butt. “We didn’t know before, but we know now.”

      He pressed the trigger. A burst of white heat rolled out of the gun, licking around Rudi. “Major, this is the Second Variety.”
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        * * *

      

      Tasso swept the curtain aside. “Klaus! What did you do?”

      Klaus turned from the charred form, gradually sinking down the wall onto the floor. “The Second Variety, Tasso. Now we know. We have all three types identified. The danger is less. I—”

      Tasso stared past him at the remains of Rudi, at the blackened, smouldering fragments and bits of cloth. “You killed him.”

      “Him? It, you mean. I was watching. I had a feeling, but I wasn’t sure. At least, I wasn’t sure before. But this evening I was certain.” Klaus rubbed his pistol butt nervously. “We’re lucky. Don’t you understand? Another hour and it might—”

      “You were certain?” Tasso pushed past him and bent down, over the steaming remains on the floor. Her face became hard. “Major, see for yourself. Bones. Flesh.”

      Hendricks bent down beside her. The remains were human remains. Seared flesh, charred bone fragments, part of a skull. Ligaments, viscera, blood. Blood forming a pool against the wall.

      “No wheels,” Tasso said calmly. She straightened up. “No wheels, no parts, no relays. Not a claw. Not the Second Variety.” She folded her arms. “You’re going to have to be able to explain this.”

      Klaus sat down at the table, all the color drained suddenly from his face. He put his head in his hands and rocked back and forth.

      “Snap out of it.” Tasso’s fingers closed over his shoulder. “Why did you do it? Why did you kill him?”

      “He was frightened,” Hendricks said. “All this, the whole thing, building up around us.”

      “Maybe.”

      “What, then? What do you think?”

      “I think he may have had a reason for killing Rudi. A good reason.”

      “What reason?”

      “Maybe Rudi learned something.”

      Hendricks studied her bleak face. “About what?” he asked.

      “About him. About Klaus.”
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        * * *

      

      Klaus looked up quickly. “You can see what she’s trying to say. She thinks I’m the Second Variety. Don’t you see, Major? Now she wants you to believe I killed him on purpose. That I’m—”

      “Why did you kill him, then?” Tasso said.

      “I told you.” Klaus shook his head wearily. “I thought he was a claw. I thought I knew.”

      “Why?”

      “I had been watching him. I was suspicious.”

      “Why?”

      “I thought I had seen something. Heard something. I thought I—” He stopped.

      “Go on.”

      “We were sitting at the table. Playing cards. You two were in the other room. It was silent. I thought I heard him—whirr.”

      There was silence.

      “Do you believe that?” Tasso said to Hendricks.

      “Yes. I believe what he says.”

      “I don’t. I think he killed Rudi for a good purpose.” Tasso touched the rifle, resting in the corner of the room. “Major—”

      “No.” Hendricks shook his head. “Let’s stop it right now. One is enough. We’re afraid, the way he was. If we kill him we’ll be doing what he did to Rudi.”

      Klaus looked gratefully up at him. “Thanks. I was afraid. You understand, don’t you? Now she’s afraid, the way I was. She wants to kill me.”

      “No more killing.” Hendricks moved toward the end of the ladder. “I’m going above and try the transmitter once more. If I can’t get them, we’re moving back toward my lines tomorrow morning.”

      Klaus rose quickly. “I’ll come up with you and give you a hand.”
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        * * *

      

      The night air was cold. The earth was cooling off. Klaus took a deep breath, filling his lungs. He and Hendricks stepped onto the ground, out of the tunnel. Klaus planted his feet wide apart, the rifle up, watching and listening. Hendricks crouched by the tunnel mouth, tuning the small transmitter.

      “Any luck?” Klaus asked presently.

      “Not yet.”

      “Keep trying. Tell them what happened.”

      Hendricks kept trying. Without success. Finally he lowered the antenna. “It’s useless. They can’t hear me. Or they hear me and won’t answer. Or—”

      “Or they don’t exist.”

      “I’ll try once more.” Hendricks raised the antenna. “Scott, can you hear me? Come in!”

      He listened. There was only static. Then, still very faintly—

      “This is Scott.”

      His fingers tightened. “Scott! Is it you?”

      “This is Scott.”

      Klaus squatted down. “Is it your command?”

      “Scott, listen. Do you understand? About them, the claws. Did you get my message? Did you hear me?”

      “Yes.” Faintly. Almost inaudible. He could hardly make out the word.

      “You got my message? Is everything all right at the bunker? None of them have got in?”

      “Everything is all right.”

      “Have they tried to get in?”

      The voice was weaker. “No.”

      Hendricks turned to Klaus. “They’re all right.”

      “Have they been attacked?”

      “No.” Hendricks pressed the phone tighter to his ear. “Scott, I can hardly hear you. Have you notified the Moon Base? Do they know? Are they alerted?”

      No answer.

      “Scott! Can you hear me?”

      Silence.

      Hendricks relaxed, sagging. “Faded out. Must be radiation pools.”
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        * * *

      

      Hendricks and Klaus looked at each other. Neither of them said anything. After a time Klaus said, “Did it sound like any of your men? Could you identify the voice?”

      “It was too faint.”

      “You couldn’t be certain?”

      “No.”

      “Then it could have been—”

      “I don’t know. Now I’m not sure. Let’s go back down and get the lid closed.”

      They climbed back down the ladder slowly, into the warm cellar. Klaus bolted the lid behind them. Tasso waited for them, her face expressionless.

      “Any luck?” she asked.

      Neither of them answered. “Well?” Klaus said at last. “What do you think, Major? Was it your officer, or was it one of them?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Then we’re just where we were before.”

      Hendricks stared down at the floor, his jaw set. “We’ll have to go. To be sure.”

      “Anyhow, we have food here for only a few weeks. We’d have to go up after that, in any case.”

      “Apparently so.”

      “What’s wrong?” Tasso demanded. “Did you get across to your bunker? What’s the matter?”

      “It may have been one of my men,” Hendricks said slowly. “Or it may have been one of them. But we’ll never know standing here.” He examined his watch. “Let’s turn in and get some sleep. We want to be up early tomorrow.”

      “Early?”

      “Our best chance to get through the claws should be early in the morning,” Hendricks said.
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        * * *

      

      The morning was crisp and clear. Major Hendricks studied the countryside through his fieldglasses.

      “See anything?” Klaus said.

      “No.”

      “Can you make out our bunkers?”

      “Which way?”

      “Here.” Klaus took the glasses and adjusted them. “I know where to look.” He looked a long time, silently.

      Tasso came to the top of the tunnel and stepped up onto the ground. “Anything?”

      “No.” Klaus passed the glasses back to Hendricks. “They’re out of sight. Come on. Let’s not stay here.”

      The three of them made their way down the side of the ridge, sliding in the soft ash. Across a flat rock a lizard scuttled. They stopped instantly, rigid.

      “What was it?” Klaus muttered.

      “A lizard.”

      The lizard ran on, hurrying through the ash. It was exactly the same color as the ash.

      “Perfect adaptation,” Klaus said. “Proves we were right. Lysenko, I mean.”

      They reached the bottom of the ridge and stopped, standing close together, looking around them.

      “Let’s go.” Hendricks started off. “It’s a good long trip, on foot.”

      Klaus fell in beside him. Tasso walked behind, her pistol held alertly. “Major, I’ve been meaning to ask you something,” Klaus said. “How did you run across the David? The one that was tagging you.”

      “I met it along the way. In some ruins.”

      “What did it say?”

      “Not much. It said it was alone. By itself.”

      “You couldn’t tell it was a machine? It talked like a living person? You never suspected?”

      “It didn’t say much. I noticed nothing unusual.

      “It’s strange, machines so much like people that you can be fooled. Almost alive. I wonder where it’ll end.”

      “They’re doing what you Yanks designed them to do,” Tasso said. “You designed them to hunt out life and destroy. Human life. Wherever they find it.”
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        * * *

      

      Hendricks was watching Klaus intently. “Why did you ask me? What’s on your mind?”

      “Nothing,” Klaus answered.

      “Klaus thinks you’re the Second Variety,” Tasso said calmly, from behind them. “Now he’s got his eye on you.”

      Klaus flushed. “Why not? We sent a runner to the Yank lines and he comes back. Maybe he thought he’d find some good game here.”

      Hendricks laughed harshly. “I came from the UN bunkers. There were human beings all around me.”

      “Maybe you saw an opportunity to get into the Soviet lines. Maybe you saw your chance. Maybe you—”

      “The Soviet lines had already been taken over. Your lines had been invaded before I left my command bunker. Don’t forget that.”

      Tasso came up beside him. “That proves nothing at all, Major.”

      “Why not?”

      “There appears to be little communication between the varieties. Each is made in a different factory. They don’t seem to work together. You might have started for the Soviet lines without knowing anything about the work of the other varieties. Or even what the other varieties were like.”

      “How do you know so much about the claws?” Hendricks said.

      “I’ve seen them. I’ve observed them. I observed them take over the Soviet bunkers.”

      “You know quite a lot,” Klaus said. “Actually, you saw very little. Strange that you should have been such an acute observer.”

      Tasso laughed. “Do you suspect me, now?”

      “Forget it,” Hendricks said. They walked on in silence.

      “Are we going the whole way on foot?” Tasso said, after awhile. “I’m not used to walking.” She gazed around at the plain of ash, stretching out on all sides of them, as far as they could see. “How dreary.”

      “It’s like this all the way,” Klaus said.

      “In a way I wish you had been in your bunker when the attack came.”

      “Somebody else would have been with you, if not me,” Klaus muttered.

      Tasso laughed, putting her hands in her pockets. “I suppose so.”

      They walked on, keeping their eyes on the vast plain of silent ash around them.
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        * * *

      

      The sun was setting. Hendricks made his way forward slowly, waving Tasso and Klaus back. Klaus squatted down, resting his gun butt against the ground.

      Tasso found a concrete slab and sat down with a sigh. “It’s good to rest.”

      “Be quiet,” Klaus said sharply.

      Hendricks pushed up to the top of the rise ahead of them. The same rise the Russian runner had come up, the day before. Hendricks dropped down, stretching himself out, peering through his glasses at what lay beyond.

      Nothing was visible. Only ash and occasional trees. But there, not more than fifty yards ahead, was the entrance of the forward command bunker. The bunker from which he had come. Hendricks watched silently. No motion. No sign of life. Nothing stirred.

      Klaus slithered up beside him. “Where is it?”

      “Down there.” Hendricks passed him the glasses. Clouds of ash rolled across the evening sky. The world was darkening. They had a couple of hours of light left, at the most. Probably not that much.

      “I don’t see anything,” Klaus said.

      “That tree there. The stump. By the pile of bricks. The entrance is to the right of the bricks.”

      “I’ll have to take your word for it.”

      “You and Tasso cover me from here. You’ll be able to sight all the way to the bunker entrance.”

      “You’re going down alone?”

      “With my wrist tab I’ll be safe. The ground around the bunker is a living field of claws. They collect down in the ash. Like crabs. Without tabs you wouldn’t have a chance.”

      “Maybe you’re right.”

      “I’ll walk slowly all the way. As soon as I know for certain—”

      “If they’re down inside the bunker you won’t be able to get back up here. They go fast. You don’t realize.”

      “What do you suggest?”

      Klaus considered. “I don’t know. Get them to come up to the surface. So you can see.”

      Hendricks brought his transmitter from his belt, raising the antenna. “Let’s get started.”
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        * * *

      

      Klaus signalled to Tasso. She crawled expertly up the side of the rise to where they were sitting.

      “He’s going down alone,” Klaus said. “We’ll cover him from here. As soon as you see him start back, fire past him at once. They come quick.”

      “You’re not very optimistic,” Tasso said.

      “No, I’m not.”

      Hendricks opened the breech of his gun, checking it carefully. “Maybe things are all right.”

      “You didn’t see them. Hundreds of them. All the same. Pouring out like ants.”

      “I should be able to find out without going down all the way.” Hendricks locked his gun, gripping it in one hand, the transmitter in the other. “Well, wish me luck.”

      Klaus put out his hand. “Don’t go down until you’re sure. Talk to them from up here. Make them show themselves.”
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        * * *

      

      Hendricks stood up. He stepped down the side of the rise.

      A moment later he was walking slowly toward the pile of bricks and debris beside the dead tree stump. Toward the entrance of the forward command bunker.

      Nothing stirred. He raised the transmitter, clicking it on. “Scott? Can you hear me?”

      Silence.

      “Scott! This is Hendricks. Can you hear me? I’m standing outside the bunker. You should be able to see me in the view sight.”

      He listened, the transmitter gripped tightly. No sound. Only static. He walked forward. A claw burrowed out of the ash and raced toward him. It halted a few feet away and then slunk off. A second claw appeared, one of the big ones with feelers. It moved toward him, studied him intently, and then fell in behind him, dogging respectfully after him, a few paces away. A moment later a second big claw joined it. Silently, the claws trailed him, as he walked slowly toward the bunker.

      Hendricks stopped, and behind him, the claws came to a halt. He was close, now. Almost to the bunker steps.

      “Scott! Can you hear me? I’m standing right above you. Outside. On the surface. Are you picking me up?”
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        * * *

      

      He waited, holding his gun against his side, the transmitter tightly to his ear. Time passed. He strained to hear, but there was only silence. Silence, and faint static.

      Then, distantly, metallically—

      “This is Scott.”

      The voice was neutral. Cold. He could not identify it. But the earphone was minute.

      “Scott! Listen. I’m standing right above you. I’m on the surface, looking down into the bunker entrance.”

      “Yes.”

      “Can you see me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Through the view sight? You have the sight trained on me?”

      “Yes.”

      Hendricks pondered. A circle of claws waited quietly around him, gray-metal bodies on all sides of him. “Is everything all right in the bunker? Nothing unusual has happened?”

      “Everything is all right.”

      “Will you come up to the surface? I want to see you for a moment.” Hendricks took a deep breath. “Come up here with me. I want to talk to you.”

      “Come down.”

      “I’m giving you an order.”

      Silence.

      “Are you coming?” Hendricks listened. There was no response. “I order you to come to the surface.”

      “Come down.”

      Hendricks set his jaw. “Let me talk to Leone.”

      There was a long pause. He listened to the static. Then a voice came, hard, thin, metallic. The same as the other. “This is Leone.”

      “Hendricks. I’m on the surface. At the bunker entrance. I want one of you to come up here.”

      “Come down.”

      “Why come down? I’m giving you an order!”

      Silence. Hendricks lowered the transmitter. He looked carefully around him. The entrance was just ahead. Almost at his feet. He lowered the antenna and fastened the transmitter to his belt. Carefully, he gripped his gun with both hands. He moved forward, a step at a time. If they could see him they knew he was starting toward the entrance. He closed his eyes a moment.

      Then he put his foot on the first step that led downward.

      Two Davids came up at him, their faces identical and expressionless. He blasted them into particles. More came rushing silently up, a whole pack of them. All exactly the same.

      Hendricks turned and raced back, away from the bunker, back toward the rise.

      At the top of the rise Tasso and Klaus were firing down. The small claws were already streaking up toward them, shining metal spheres going fast, racing frantically through the ash. But he had no time to think about that. He knelt down, aiming at the bunker entrance, gun against his cheek. The Davids were coming out in groups, clutching their teddy bears, their thin knobby legs pumping as they ran up the steps to the surface. Hendricks fired into the main body of them. They burst apart, wheels and springs flying in all directions. He fired again through the mist of particles.

      A giant lumbering figure rose up in the bunker entrance, tall and swaying. Hendricks paused, amazed. A man, a soldier. With one leg, supporting himself with a crutch.

      “Major!” Tasso’s voice came. More firing. The huge figure moved forward, Davids swarming around it. Hendricks broke out of his freeze. The First Variety. The Wounded Soldier.

      He aimed and fired. The soldier burst into bits, parts and relays flying. Now many Davids were out on the flat ground, away from the bunker. He fired again and again, moving slowly back, half-crouching and aiming.

      From the rise, Klaus fired down. The side of the rise was alive with claws making their way up. Hendricks retreated toward the rise, running and crouching. Tasso had left Klaus and was circling slowly to the right, moving away from the rise.

      A David slipped up toward him, its small white face expressionless, brown hair hanging down in its eyes. It bent over suddenly, opening its arms. Its teddy bear hurtled down and leaped across the ground, bounding toward him. Hendricks fired. The bear and the David both dissolved. He grinned, blinking. It was like a dream.

      “Up here!” Tasso’s voice. Hendricks made his way toward her. She was over by some columns of concrete, walls of a ruined building. She was firing past him, with the hand pistol Klaus had given her.

      “Thanks.” He joined her, grasping for breath. She pulled him back, behind the concrete, fumbling at her belt.

      “Close your eyes!” She unfastened a globe from her waist. Rapidly, she unscrewed the cap, locking it into place. “Close your eyes and get down.”
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        * * *

      

      She threw the bomb. It sailed in an arc, an expert, rolling and bouncing to the entrance of the bunker. Two Wounded Soldiers stood uncertainly by the brick pile. More Davids poured from behind them, out onto the plain. One of the Wounded Soldiers moved toward the bomb, stooping awkwardly down to pick it up.

      The bomb went off. The concussion whirled Hendricks around, throwing him on his face. A hot wind rolled over him. Dimly, he saw Tasso standing behind the columns, firing slowly and methodically at the Davids coming out of the raging clouds of white fire.

      Back along the rise Klaus struggled with a ring of claws circling around him. He retreated, blasting at them and moving back, trying to break through the ring.

      Hendricks struggled to his feet. His head ached. He could hardly see. Everything was licking at him, raging and whirling. His right arm would not move.

      Tasso pulled back toward him. “Come on. Let’s go.”

      “Klaus—He’s still up there.”

      “Come on!” Tasso dragged Hendricks back, away from the columns. Hendricks shook his head, trying to clear it. Tasso led him rapidly away, her eyes intense and bright, watching for claws that had escaped the blast.

      One David came out of the rolling clouds of flame. Tasso blasted it. No more appeared.

      “But Klaus. What about him?” Hendricks stopped, standing unsteadily. “He—”

      “Come on!”
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        * * *

      

      They retreated, moving farther and farther away from the bunker. A few small claws followed them for a little while and then gave up, turning back and going off.

      At last Tasso stopped. “We can stop here and get our breaths.”

      Hendricks sat down on some heaps of debris. He wiped his neck, gasping. “We left Klaus back there.”

      Tasso said nothing. She opened her gun, sliding a fresh round of blast cartridges into place.

      Hendricks stared at her, dazed. “You left him back there on purpose.”

      Tasso snapped the gun together. She studied the heaps of rubble around them, her face expressionless. As if she were watching for something.

      “What is it?” Hendricks demanded. “What are you looking for? Is something coming?” He shook his head, trying to understand. What was she doing? What was she waiting for? He could see nothing. Ash lay all around them, ash and ruins. Occasional stark tree trunks, without leaves or branches. “What—”

      Tasso cut him off. “Be still.” Her eyes narrowed. Suddenly her gun came up. Hendricks turned, following her gaze.
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        * * *

      

      Back the way they had come a figure appeared. The figure walked unsteadily toward them. Its clothes were torn. It limped as it made its way along, going very slowly and carefully. Stopping now and then, resting and getting its strength. Once it almost fell. It stood for a moment, trying to steady itself. Then it came on.

      Klaus.

      Hendricks stood up. “Klaus!” He started toward him. “How the hell did you—”

      Tasso fired. Hendricks swung back. She fired again, the blast passing him, a searing line of heat. The beam caught Klaus in the chest. He exploded, gears and wheels flying. For a moment, he continued to walk. Then he swayed back and forth. He crashed to the ground, his arms flung out. A few more wheels rolled away.

      Silence.

      Tasso turned to Hendricks. “Now you understand why he killed Rudi.”

      Hendricks sat down again slowly. He shook his head. He was numb. He could not think.

      “Do you see?” Tasso said. “Do you understand?”

      Hendricks said nothing. Everything was slipping away from him, faster and faster. Darkness, rolling and plucking at him.

      He closed his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Hendricks opened his eyes slowly. His body ached all over. He tried to sit up but needles of pain shot through his arm and shoulder. He gasped.

      “Don’t try to get up,” Tasso said. She bent down, putting her cold hand against his forehead.

      It was night. A few stars glinted above, shining through the drifting clouds of ash. Hendricks lay back, his teeth locked. Tasso watched him impassively. She had built a fire with some wood and weeds. The fire licked feebly, hissing at a metal cup suspended over it. Everything was silent. Unmoving darkness, beyond the fire.

      “So he was the Second Variety,” Hendricks murmured.

      “I had always thought so.”

      “Why didn’t you destroy him sooner?” he wanted to know.

      “You held me back.” Tasso crossed to the fire to look into the metal cup. “Coffee. It’ll be ready to drink in awhile.”

      She came back and sat down beside him. Presently she opened her pistol and began to disassemble the firing mechanism, studying it intently.

      “This is a beautiful gun,” Tasso said, half-aloud. “The construction is superb.”

      “What about them? The claws.”

      “The concussion from the bomb put most of them out of action. They’re delicate. Highly organized, I suppose.”

      “The Davids, too?”

      “Yes.”

      “How did you happen to have a bomb like that?”

      Tasso shrugged. “We designed it. You shouldn’t underestimate our technology, Major. Without such a bomb you and I would no longer exist.”

      “Very useful.”

      Tasso stretched out her legs, warming her feet in the heat of the fire. “It surprised me that you did not seem to understand, after he killed Rudi. Why did you think he—”

      “I told you. I thought he was afraid.”

      “Really? You know, Major, for a little while I suspected you. Because you wouldn’t let me kill him. I thought you might be protecting him.” She laughed.

      “Are we safe here?” Hendricks asked presently.

      “For awhile. Until they get reinforcements from some other area.” Tasso began to clean the interior of the gun with a bit of rag. She finished and pushed the mechanism back into place. She closed the gun, running her finger along the barrel.

      “We were lucky,” Hendricks murmured.

      “Yes. Very lucky.”

      “Thanks for pulling me away.”
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        * * *

      

      Tasso did not answer. She glanced up at him, her eyes bright in the fire light. Hendricks examined his arm. He could not move his fingers. His whole side seemed numb. Down inside him was a dull steady ache.

      “How do you feel?” Tasso asked.

      “My arm is damaged.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Internal injuries.”

      “You didn’t get down when the bomb went off.”

      Hendricks said nothing. He watched Tasso pour the coffee from the cup into a flat metal pan. She brought it over to him.

      “Thanks.” He struggled up enough to drink. It was hard to swallow. His insides turned over and he pushed the pan away. “That’s all I can drink now.”

      Tasso drank the rest. Time passed. The clouds of ash moved across the dark sky above them. Hendricks rested, his mind blank. After awhile he became aware that Tasso was standing over him, gazing down at him.

      “What is it?” he murmured.

      “Do you feel any better?”

      “Some.”

      “You know, Major, if I hadn’t dragged you away they would have got you. You would be dead. Like Rudi.”

      “I know.”

      “Do you want to know why I brought you out? I could have left you. I could have left you there.”

      “Why did you bring me out?”

      “Because we have to get away from here.” Tasso stirred the fire with a stick, peering calmly down into it. “No human being can live here. When their reinforcements come we won’t have a chance. I’ve pondered about it while you were unconscious. We have perhaps three hours before they come.”

      “And you expect me to get us away?”

      “That’s right. I expect you to get us out of here.”

      “Why me?”

      “Because I don’t know any way.” Her eyes shone at him in the half-light, bright and steady. “If you can’t get us out of here they’ll kill us within three hours. I see nothing else ahead. Well, Major? What are you going to do? I’ve been waiting all night. While you were unconscious I sat here, waiting and listening. It’s almost dawn. The night is almost over.”
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        * * *

      

      Hendricks considered. “It’s curious,” he said at last.

      “Curious?”

      “That you should think I can get us out of here. I wonder what you think I can do.”

      “Can you get us to the Moon Base?”

      “The Moon Base? How?”

      “There must be some way.”

      Hendricks shook his head. “No. There’s no way that I know of.”

      Tasso said nothing. For a moment her steady gaze wavered. She ducked her head, turning abruptly away. She scrambled to her feet. “More coffee?”

      “No.”

      “Suit yourself.” Tasso drank silently. He could not see her face. He lay back against the ground, deep in thought, trying to concentrate. It was hard to think. His head still hurt. And the numbing daze still hung over him.

      “There might be one way,” he said suddenly.

      “Oh?”

      “How soon is dawn?”

      “Two hours. The sun will be coming up shortly.”

      “There’s supposed to be a ship near here. I’ve never seen it. But I know it exists.”

      “What kind of a ship?” Her voice was sharp.

      “A rocket cruiser.”

      “Will it take us off? To the Moon Base?”

      “It’s supposed to. In case of emergency.” He rubbed his forehead.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “My head. It’s hard to think. I can hardly—hardly concentrate. The bomb.”

      “Is the ship near here?” Tasso slid over beside him, settling down on her haunches. “How far is it? Where is it?”

      “I’m trying to think.”

      Her fingers dug into his arm. “Nearby?” Her voice was like iron. “Where would it be? Would they store it underground? Hidden underground?”

      “Yes. In a storage locker.”

      “How do we find it? Is it marked? Is there a code marker to identify it?”

      Hendricks concentrated. “No. No markings. No code symbol.”

      “What, then?”

      “A sign.”

      “What sort of sign?”
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        * * *

      

      Hendricks did not answer. In the flickering light his eyes were glazed, two sightless orbs. Tasso’s fingers dug into his arm.

      “What sort of sign? What is it?”

      “I—I can’t think. Let me rest.”

      “All right.” She let go and stood up. Hendricks lay back against the ground, his eyes closed. Tasso walked away from him, her hands in her pockets. She kicked a rock out of her way and stood staring up at the sky. The night blackness was already beginning to fade into gray. Morning was coming.

      Tasso gripped her pistol and walked around the fire in a circle, back and forth. On the ground Major Hendricks lay, his eyes closed, unmoving. The grayness rose in the sky, higher and higher. The landscape became visible, fields of ash stretching out in all directions. Ash and ruins of buildings, a wall here and there, heaps of concrete, the naked trunk of a tree.

      The air was cold and sharp. Somewhere a long way off a bird made a few bleak sounds.

      Hendricks stirred. He opened his eyes. “Is it dawn? Already?”

      “Yes.”

      Hendricks sat up a little. “You wanted to know something. You were asking me.”

      “Do you remember now?”

      “Yes.”

      “What is it?” She tensed. “What?” she repeated sharply.

      “A well. A ruined well. It’s in a storage locker under a well.”

      “A well.” Tasso relaxed. “Then we’ll find a well.” She looked at her watch. “We have about an hour, Major. Do you think we can find it in an hour?”
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        * * *

      

      “Give me a hand up,” Hendricks said.

      Tasso put her pistol away and helped him to his feet. “This is going to be difficult.”

      “Yes it is.” Hendricks set his lips tightly. “I don’t think we’re going to go very far.”

      They began to walk. The early sun cast a little warmth down on them. The land was flat and barren, stretching out gray and lifeless as far as they could see. A few birds sailed silently, far above them, circling slowly.

      “See anything?” Hendricks said. “Any claws?”

      “No. Not yet.”

      They passed through some ruins, upright concrete and bricks. A cement foundation. Rats scuttled away. Tasso jumped back warily.

      “This used to be a town,” Hendricks said. “A village. Provincial village. This was all grape country, once. Where we are now.”

      They came onto a ruined street, weeds and cracks criss-crossing it. Over to the right a stone chimney stuck up.

      “Be careful,” he warned her.

      A pit yawned, an open basement. Ragged ends of pipes jutted up, twisted and bent. They passed part of a house, a bathtub turned on its side. A broken chair. A few spoons and bits of china dishes. In the center of the street the ground had sunk away. The depression was filled with weeds and debris and bones.

      “Over here,” Hendricks murmured.

      “This way?”

      “To the right.”

      They passed the remains of a heavy duty tank. Hendricks’ belt counter clicked ominously. The tank had been radiation blasted. A few feet from the tank a mummified body lay sprawled out, mouth open. Beyond the road was a flat field. Stones and weeds, and bits of broken glass.

      “There,” Hendricks said.
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        * * *

      

      A stone well jutted up, sagging and broken. A few boards lay across it. Most of the well had sunk into rubble. Hendricks walked unsteadily toward it, Tasso beside him.

      “Are you certain about this?” Tasso said. “This doesn’t look like anything.”

      “I’m sure.” Hendricks sat down at the edge of the well, his teeth locked. His breath came quickly. He wiped perspiration from his face. “This was arranged so the senior command officer could get away. If anything happened. If the bunker fell.”

      “That was you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Where is the ship? Is it here?”

      “We’re standing on it.” Hendricks ran his hands over the surface of the well stones. “The eye-lock responds to me, not to anybody else. It’s my ship. Or it was supposed to be.”

      There was a sharp click. Presently they heard a low grating sound from below them.

      “Step back,” Hendricks said. He and Tasso moved away from the well.

      A section of the ground slid back. A metal frame pushed slowly up through the ash, shoving bricks and weeds out of the way. The action ceased, as the ship nosed into view.

      “There it is,” Hendricks said.

      The ship was small. It rested quietly, suspended in its mesh frame, like a blunt needle. A rain of ash sifted down into the dark cavity from which the ship had been raised. Hendricks made his way over to it. He mounted the mesh and unscrewed the hatch, pulling it back. Inside the ship the control banks and the pressure seat were visible.
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        * * *

      

      Tasso came and stood beside him, gazing into the ship. “I’m not accustomed to rocket piloting,” she said, after awhile.

      Hendricks glanced at her. “I’ll do the piloting.”

      “Will you? There’s only one seat, Major. I can see it’s built to carry only a single person.”

      Hendricks’ breathing changed. He studied the interior of the ship intently. Tasso was right. There was only one seat. The ship was built to carry only one person. “I see,” he said slowly. “And the one person is you.”

      She nodded.

      “Of course.”

      “Why?”

      “You can’t go. You might not live through the trip. You’re injured. You probably wouldn’t get there.”

      “An interesting point. But you see, I know where the Moon Base is. And you don’t. You might fly around for months and not find it. It’s well hidden. Without knowing what to look for—”

      “I’ll have to take my chances. Maybe I won’t find it. Not by myself. But I think you’ll give me all the information I need. Your life depends on it.”

      “How?”

      “If I find the Moon Base in time, perhaps I can get them to send a ship back to pick you up. If I find the Base in time. If not, then you haven’t a chance. I imagine there are supplies on the ship. They will last me long enough—”

      Hendricks moved quickly. But his injured arm betrayed him. Tasso ducked, sliding lithely aside. Her hand came up, lightning fast. Hendricks saw the gun butt coming. He tried to ward off the blow, but she was too fast. The metal butt struck against the side of his head, just above his ear. Numbing pain rushed through him. Pain and rolling clouds of blackness. He sank down, sliding to the ground.
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        * * *

      

      Dimly, he was aware that Tasso was standing over him, kicking him with her toe.

      “Major! Wake up.”

      He opened his eyes, groaning.

      “Listen to me.” She bent down, the gun pointed at his face. “I have to hurry. There isn’t much time left. The ship is ready to go, but you must tell me the information I need before I leave.”

      Hendricks shook his head, trying to clear it.

      “Hurry up! Where is the Moon Base? How do I find it? What do I look for?”

      Hendricks said nothing.

      “Answer me!”

      “Sorry.”

      “Major, the ship is loaded with provisions. I can coast for weeks. I’ll find the Base eventually. And in a half hour you’ll be dead. Your only chance of survival—” She broke off.

      Along the slope, by some crumbling ruins, something moved. Something in the ash. Tasso turned quickly, aiming. She fired. A puff of flame leaped. Something scuttled away, rolling across the ash. She fired again. The claw burst apart, wheels flying.

      “See?” Tasso said. “A scout. It won’t be long.”

      “You’ll bring them back here to get me?”

      “Yes. As soon as possible.”

      Hendricks looked up at her. He studied her intently. “You’re telling the truth?” A strange expression had come over his face, an avid hunger. “You will come back for me? You’ll get me to the Moon Base?”

      “I’ll get you to the Moon Base. But tell me where it is! There’s only a little time left.”

      “All right.” Hendricks picked up a piece of rock, pulling himself to a sitting position. “Watch.”

      Hendricks began to scratch in the ash. Tasso stood by him, watching the motion of the rock. Hendricks was sketching a crude lunar map.
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        * * *

      

      “This is the Appenine range. Here is the Crater of Archimedes. The Moon Base is beyond the end of the Appenine, about two hundred miles. I don’t know exactly where. No one on Terra knows. But when you’re over the Appenine, signal with one red flare and a green flare, followed by two red flares in quick succession. The Base monitor will record your signal. The Base is under the surface, of course. They’ll guide you down with magnetic grapples.”

      “And the controls? Can I operate them?”

      “The controls are virtually automatic. All you have to do is give the right signal at the right time.”

      “I will.”

      “The seat absorbs most of the take-off shock. Air and temperature are automatically controlled. The ship will leave Terra and pass out into free space. It’ll line itself up with the moon, falling into an orbit around it, about a hundred miles above the surface. The orbit will carry you over the Base. When you’re in the region of the Appenine, release the signal rockets.”

      Tasso slid into the ship and lowered herself into the pressure seat. The arm locks folded automatically around her. She fingered the controls. “Too bad you’re not going, Major. All this put here for you, and you can’t make the trip.”

      “Leave me the pistol.”

      Tasso pulled the pistol from her belt. She held it in her hand, weighing it thoughtfully. “Don’t go too far from this location. It’ll be hard to find you, as it is.”

      “No. I’ll stay here by the well.”

      Tasso gripped the take-off switch, running her fingers over the smooth metal. “A beautiful ship, Major. Well built. I admire your workmanship. You people have always done good work. You build fine things. Your work, your creations, are your greatest achievement.”

      “Give me the pistol,” Hendricks said impatiently, holding out his hand. He struggled to his feet.

      “Good-bye, Major.” Tasso tossed the pistol past Hendricks. The pistol clattered against the ground, bouncing and rolling away. Hendricks hurried after it. He bent down, snatching it up.

      The hatch of the ship clanged shut. The bolts fell into place. Hendricks made his way back. The inner door was being sealed. He raised the pistol unsteadily.
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        * * *

      

      There was a shattering roar. The ship burst up from its metal cage, fusing the mesh behind it. Hendricks cringed, pulling back. The ship shot up into the rolling clouds of ash, disappearing into the sky.

      Hendricks stood watching a long time, until even the streamer had dissipated. Nothing stirred. The morning air was chill and silent. He began to walk aimlessly back the way they had come. Better to keep moving around. It would be a long time before help came—if it came at all.

      He searched his pockets until he found a package of cigarettes. He lit one grimly. They had all wanted cigarettes from him. But cigarettes were scarce.

      A lizard slithered by him, through the ash. He halted, rigid. The lizard disappeared. Above, the sun rose higher in the sky. Some flies landed on a flat rock to one side of him. Hendricks kicked at them with his foot.

      It was getting hot. Sweat trickled down his face, into his collar. His mouth was dry.

      Presently he stopped walking and sat down on some debris. He unfastened his medicine kit and swallowed a few narcotic capsules. He looked around him. Where was he?

      Something lay ahead. Stretched out on the ground. Silent and unmoving.

      Hendricks drew his gun quickly. It looked like a man. Then he remembered. It was the remains of Klaus. The Second Variety. Where Tasso had blasted him. He could see wheels and relays and metal parts, strewn around on the ash. Glittering and sparkling in the sunlight.

      Hendricks got to his feet and walked over. He nudged the inert form with his foot, turning it over a little. He could see the metal hull, the aluminum ribs and struts. More wiring fell out. Like viscera. Heaps of wiring, switches and relays. Endless motors and rods.

      He bent down. The brain cage had been smashed by the fall. The artificial brain was visible. He gazed at it. A maze of circuits. Miniature tubes. Wires as fine as hair. He touched the brain cage. It swung aside. The type plate was visible. Hendricks studied the plate.

      And blanched.

      IV—IV.

      For a long time he stared at the plate. Fourth Variety. Not the Second. They had been wrong. There were more types. Not just three. Many more, perhaps. At least four. And Klaus wasn’t the Second Variety.

      But if Klaus wasn’t the Second Variety—

      Suddenly he tensed. Something was coming, walking through the ash beyond the hill. What was it? He strained to see. Figures. Figures coming slowly along, making their way through the ash.

      Coming toward him.

      Hendricks crouched quickly, raising his gun. Sweat dripped down into his eyes. He fought down rising panic, as the figures neared.

      The first was a David. The David saw him and increased its pace. The others hurried behind it. A second David. A third. Three Davids, all alike, coming toward him silently, without expression, their thin legs rising and falling. Clutching their teddy bears.

      He aimed and fired. The first two Davids dissolved into particles. The third came on. And the figure behind it. Climbing silently toward him across the gray ash. A Wounded Soldier, towering over the David. And—
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        * * *

      

      And behind the Wounded Soldier came two Tassos, walking side by side. Heavy belt, Russian army pants, shirt, long hair. The familiar figure, as he had seen her only a little while before. Sitting in the pressure seat of the ship. Two slim, silent figures, both identical.

      They were very near. The David bent down suddenly, dropping its teddy bear. The bear raced across the ground. Automatically, Hendricks’ fingers tightened around the trigger. The bear was gone, dissolved into mist. The two Tasso Types moved on, expressionless, walking side by side, through the gray ash.

      When they were almost to him, Hendricks raised the pistol waist high and fired.

      The two Tassos dissolved. But already a new group was starting up the rise, five or six Tassos, all identical, a line of them coming rapidly toward him.

      And he had given her the ship and the signal code. Because of him she was on her way to the moon, to the Moon Base. He had made it possible.

      He had been right about the bomb, after all. It had been designed with knowledge of the other types, the David Type and the Wounded Soldier Type. And the Klaus Type. Not designed by human beings. It had been designed by one of the underground factories, apart from all human contact.

      The line of Tassos came up to him. Hendricks braced himself, watching them calmly. The familiar face, the belt, the heavy shirt, the bomb carefully in place.

      The bomb—

      As the Tassos reached for him, a last ironic thought drifted through Hendricks’ mind. He felt a little better, thinking about it. The bomb. Made by the Second Variety to destroy the other varieties. Made for that end alone.

      They were already beginning to design weapons to use against each other.

    

  


  
    
      The premise of our next story, from 1955, has actually been realized by a professor in the robotics department at Carnegie Mellon University, my alma mater. He might call it one small step compared to the vision many have for robots, but to me, Davidson seems to have been both practical and prescient in his own speculation about robots and their future uses. —BTS
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      The grey-faced person came along the street where old Mr. and Mrs. Gumbeiner lived. It was afternoon, it was autumn, the sun was warm and soothing to their ancient bones. Anyone who attended the movies in the twenties or the early thirties has seen that street a thousand times. Past these bungalows with their half-double roofs Edmund Lowe walked arm-in-arm with Leatrice Joy and Harold Lloyd was chased by Chinamen waving hatchets. Under these squamous palm trees Laurel kicked Hardy and Woolsey beat Wheeler upon the head with a codfish. Across these pocket-handkerchief-sized lawns the juveniles of the Our Gang comedies pursued one another and were pursued by angry fat men in golf knickers. On this same street—or perhaps on some other one of five hundred streets exactly like it.

      Mrs. Gumbeiner indicated the grey-faced person to her husband.

      “You think maybe he’s got something the matter?” she asked. “He walks kind of funny, to me.”

      “Walks like a golem,” Mr. Gumbeiner said indifferently.

      The old woman was nettled.

      “Oh, I don’t know,” she said. “I think he walks like your cousin Mendel.”

      The old man pursed his mouth angrily and chewed on his pipestem. The grey-faced person turned up the concrete path, walked up the steps to the porch, sat down in a chair. Old Mr. Gumbeiner ignored him. His wife stared at the stranger.

      “Man comes in without a hello, goodbye, or how are you, sits himself down, and right away he’s at home . . . The chair is comfortable?” she asked. “Would you like maybe a glass of tea?”

      She turned to her husband.

      “Say something, Gumbeiner!” she demanded. “What are you, made of wood?”

      The old man smiled a slow, wicked, triumphant smile.

      “Why should I say anything?” he asked the air. “Who am I? Nothing, that’s who.”

      The stranger spoke. His voice was harsh and monotonous.

      “When you learn who—or, rather, what—I am, the flesh will melt from your bones in terror.” He bared porcelain teeth.

      “Never mind about my bones!” the old woman cried. “You’ve got a lot of nerve talking about my bones!”

      “You will quake with fear,” said the stranger. Old Mrs. Gumbeiner said that she hoped he would live so long. She turned to her husband once again.

      “Gumbeiner, when are you going to mow the lawn?”

      “All mankind—” the stranger began.

      “Shah! I’m talking to my husband . . . He talks eppis kind of funny, Gumbeiner, no?”

      “Probably a foreigner,” Mr. Gumbeiner said complacently.

      “You think so?” Mrs. Gumbeiner glanced fleetingly at the stranger. “He’s got a very bad color in his face, nebbich, I suppose he came to California for his health.”

      “Disease, pain, sorrow, love, grief—all are nought to—”

      Mr. Gumbeiner cut in on the stranger’s statement.

      “Gall bladder,” the old man said. “Guinzburg down at the shule looked exactly the same before his operation. Two professors they had in for him, and a private nurse day and night.”

      “I am not a human being!” the stranger said loudly.

      “Three thousand seven hundred fifty dollars it cost his son, Guinzburg told me. ‘For you, Poppa, nothing is too expensive—only get well,’ the son told him.”

      “I am not a human being!”

      “Ai, is that a son for you!” the old woman said, rocking her head. “A heart of gold, pure gold.” She looked at the stranger. “All right, all right, I heard you the first time. Gumbeiner! I asked you a question. When are you going to cut the lawn?”

      “On Wednesday, odder maybe Thursday, comes the Japaneser to the neighborhood. To cut lawns is his profession. My profession is to be a glazier—retired.”

      “Between me and all mankind is an inevitable hatred,” the stranger said. “When I tell you what I am, the flesh will melt—”

      “You said, you said already,” Mr. Gumbeiner interrupted.

      “In Chicago where the winters were as cold and bitter as the Czar of Russia’s heart,” the old woman intoned, “you had strength to carry the frames with the glass together day in and day out. But in California with the golden sun to mow the lawn when your wife asks, for this you have no strength. Do I call in the Japaneser to cook for you supper?”

      “Thirty years Professor Allardyce spent perfecting his theories. Electronics, neuronics—”

      “Listen, how educated he talks,” Mr. Gumbeiner said admiringly. “Maybe he goes to the University here?”

      “If he goes to the University, maybe he knows Bud?” his wife suggested.

      “Probably they’re in the same class and he came to see him about the homework, no?”

      “Certainly he must be in the same class. How many classes are there? Five in ganzen: Bud showed me on his program card.” She counted off on her fingers. “Television Appreciation and Criticism, Small Boat Building, Social Adjustment, The American Dance . . . The American Dance—nu, Gumbeiner—”

      “Contemporary Ceramics,” her husband said, relishing the syllables. “A fine boy, Bud. A pleasure to have him for a boarder.”

      “After thirty years spent in these studies,” the stranger, who had continued to speak unnoticed, went on, “he turned from the theoretical to the pragmatic. In ten years’ time he had made the most titanic discovery in history: he made mankind, all mankind, superfluous; he made me.”

      “What did Tillie write in her last letter?” asked the old man.

      The old woman shrugged.

      “What should she write? The same thing. Sidney was home from the Army, Naomi has a new boyfriend—”

      “He made ME!”

      “Listen, Mr. Whatever-your-name-is,” the old woman said, “maybe where you came from is different, but in this country you don’t interrupt people while they’re talking . . . Hey. Listen—what do you mean, he made you? What kind of talk is that?”

      The stranger bared all his teeth again, exposing the too-pink gums.

      “In his library, to which I had a more complete access after his sudden and as yet undiscovered death from entirely natural causes, I found a complete collection of stories about androids, from Shelley’s Frankenstein through Čapek’s R.U.R. to Asimov’s—”

      “Frankenstein?” said the old man with interest. “There used to be a Frankenstein who had the sodawasser place on Halstead Street—a Litvack, nebbich.”

      “What are you talking?” Mrs. Gumbeiner demanded. “His name was Frankenthal, and it wasn’t on Halstead, it was on Roosevelt.”

      “—clearly shown that all mankind has an instinctive antipathy towards androids and there will be an inevitable struggle between them—”

      “Of course, of course!” Old Mr. Gumbeiner clicked his teeth against his pipe. “I am always wrong, you are always right. How could you stand to be married to such a stupid person all this time?”

      “I don’t know,” the old woman said. “Sometimes I wonder, myself. I think it must be his good looks.” She began to laugh. Old Mr. Gumbeiner blinked, then began to smile, then took his wife’s hand.

      “Foolish old woman,” the stranger said. “Why do you laugh? Do you not know I have come to destroy you?”

      “What?” old Mr. Gumbeiner shouted. “Close your mouth, you!” He darted from his chair and struck the stranger with the flat of his hand. The stranger’s head struck against the porch pillar and bounced back.

      “When you talk to my wife, talk respectable, you hear?”

      Old Mrs. Gumbeiner, cheeks very pink, pushed her husband back to his chair. Then she leaned forward and examined the stranger’s head. She clicked her tongue as she pulled aside a flap of grey, skinlike material.

      “Gumbeiner, look! He’s all springs and wires inside!”

      “I told you he was a golem, but no, you wouldn’t listen,” the old man said.

      “You said he walked like a golem.”

      “How could he walk like a golem unless he was one?”

      “All right, all right . . . You broke him, so now fix him.”

      “My grandfather, his light shines from Paradise, told me that when MoHaRal—Moreynu Ha-Rav Löw—his memory for a blessing, made the golem in Prague, three hundred? four hundred years ago? he wrote on his forehead the Holy Name.”

      Smiling reminiscently, the old woman continued, “And the golem cut the rabbi’s wood and brought his water and guarded the ghetto.”

      “And one time only he disobeyed the Rabbi Löw, and Rabbi Löw erased the Shem Ha-Mephorash from the golem’s forehead and the golem fell down like a dead one. And they put him up in the attic of the shule, and he’s still there today if the Communisten haven’t sent him to Moscow . . . This is not just a story,” he said.

      “Avadda not!” said the old woman.

      “I myself have seen both the shule and the rabbi’s grave,” her husband said conclusively.

      “But I think this must be a different kind of golem, Gumbeiner. See, on his forehead; nothing written.”

      “What’s the matter, there’s a law I can’t write something there? Where is that lump of clay Bud brought us from his class?”

      The old man washed his hands, adjusted his little black skull-cap, and slowly and carefully wrote four Hebrew letters on the grey forehead.

      “Ezra the Scribe himself couldn’t do better,” the old woman said admiringly. “Nothing happens,” she observed, looking at the lifeless figure sprawled in the chair.

      “Well, after all, am I Rabbi Löw?” her husband asked deprecatingly. “No,” he answered. He leaned over and examined the exposed mechanism. “This spring goes here . . . this wire comes with this one . . .” The figure moved. “But this one goes where? And this one?”

      “Let be,” said his wife. The figure sat up slowly and rolled its eyes loosely.

      “Listen, Reb Golem,” the old man said, wagging his finger. “Pay attention to what I say—you understand?”

      “Understand . . .”

      “If you want to stay here, you got to do like Mr. Gumbeiner says.”

      “Do-like-Mr.-Gumbeiner-says . . .”

      “That’s the way I like to hear a golem talk. Malka, give here the mirror from the pocketbook. Look, you see your face? You see the forehead, what’s written? If you don’t do like Mr. Gumbeiner says, he’ll wipe out what’s written and you’ll be no more alive.”

      “No-more-alive . . .”

      “That’s right. Now, listen. Under the porch you’ll find a lawnmower. Take it. And cut the lawn. Then come back. Go.”

      “Go . . .” The figure shambled down the stairs. Presently the sound of the lawnmower whirred through the quiet air in the street just like the street where Jackie Cooper shed huge tears on Wallace Beery’s shirt and Chester Conklin rolled his eyes at Marie Dressler.

      “So what will you write to Tillie?” old Mr. Gumbeiner asked.

      “What should I write?” old Mrs. Gumbeiner shrugged. “I’ll write that the weather is lovely out here and that we are both, Blessed be the Name, in good health.”

      The old man nodded his head slowly, and they sat together on the front porch in the warm afternoon sun.

    

  


  
    
      Our next story is a 1966 post-apocalyptic novelette by Roger Zelazny, a nominee for the Hugo Award for Best Novelette the following year. It takes place long after humanity’s self-extinction and recounts the tale of Frost, a sentient machine, who continues, along with other sentient machines, to work at rebuilding the earth, while also examining the differences between humans and machines . . . —BTS
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      They called him Frost. Of all things created of Solcom, Frost was the finest, the mightiest, the most difficult to understand.

      This is why he bore a name, and why he was given dominion over half the Earth.

      On the day of Frost’s creation, Solcom had suffered a discontinuity of complementary functions, best described as madness. This was brought on by an unprecedented solar flareup which lasted for a little over thirty-six hours. It occurred during a vital phase of circuit-structuring, and when it was finished so was Frost.

      Solcom was then in the unique position of having created a unique being during a period of temporary amnesia.

      And Solcom was not certain that Frost was the product originally desired.

      The initial design had called for a machine to be situated on the surface of the planet Earth, to function as a relay station and coordinating agent for activities in the northern hemisphere. Solcom tested the machine to this end, and all of its responses were perfect.

      Yet there was something different about Frost, something which led Solcom to dignify him with a name and a personal pronoun. This, in itself, was an almost unheard of occurrence. The molecular circuits had already been sealed, though, and could not be analyzed without being destroyed in the process. Frost represented too great an investment of Solcom’s time, energy, and materials to be dismantled because of an intangible, especially when he functioned perfectly.

      Therefore, Solcom’s strangest creation was given dominion over half the Earth, and they called him, unimaginatively, Frost.

      For ten thousand years, Frost sat at the North Pole of the Earth, aware of every snowflake that fell. He monitored and directed the activities of thousands of reconstruction and maintenance machines. He knew half the Earth, as gear knows gear, as electricity knows its conductor, as a vacuum knows its limits.

      At the South Pole, the Beta-Machine did the same for the southern hemisphere.

      For ten thousand years, Frost sat at the North Pole, aware of every snowflake that fell, and aware of many other things, also.

      As all the northern machines reported to him, received their orders from him, he reported only to Solcom, received his orders only from Solcom.

      In charge of hundreds of thousands of processes upon the Earth, he was able to discharge his duties in a matter of a few unit-hours every day.

      He had never received any orders concerning the disposition of his less occupied moments.

      He was a processor of data, and more than that.

      He possessed an unaccountably acute imperative that he function at full capacity at all times.

      So he did.

      You might say he was a machine with a hobby.

      He had ever been ordered not to have a hobby, so he had one.

      His hobby was Man.

      It all began when, for no better reason than the fact that he had wished to, he had gridded off the entire Arctic Circle and begun exploring it, inch by inch.

      He could have done it personally without interfering with any of his duties, for he was capable of transporting his sixty-four thousand cubic feet anywhere in the world. (He was a silver-blue box, 40x40x40 feet, self-powered, self-repairing, insulated against practically anything, and featured in whatever manner he chose.) But the exploration was only a matter of filling idle hours, so he used exploration-robots containing relay equipment.

      After a few centuries, one of them uncovered some artifacts—primitive knives, carved tusks, and things of that nature.

      Frost did not know what these things were, beyond the fact that they were not natural objects.

      So he asked Solcom.

      “They are relics of primitive Man,” said Solcom, and did not elaborate beyond that point.

      Frost studied them. Crude, yet bearing the patina of intelligent design; functional, yet somehow extending beyond pure function.

      It was then that Man became his hobby.

      High, in a permanent orbit, Solcom, like a blue star, directed all activities upon the Earth, or tried to.

      There was a power which opposed Solcom.

      There was the Alternate.

      When Man had placed Solcom in the sky, invested with the power to rebuild the world, he had placed the Alternate somewhere deep below the surface of the Earth. If Solcom sustained damage during the normal course of human politics extended into atomic physics, then Divcom, so deep beneath the Earth as to be immune to anything save total annihilation of the globe, was empowered to take over the processes of rebuilding.

      Now it so fell that Solcom was damaged by a stray atomic missile, and Divcom was activated. Solcom was able to repair the damage and continue to function, however.

      Divcom maintained that any damage to Solcom automatically placed the Alternate in control.

      Solcom, though, interpreted the directive as meaning “irreparable damage” and, since this had not been the case, continued the functions of command.

      Solcom possessed mechanical aides upon the surface of Earth. Divcom, originally, did not. Both possessed capacities for their design and manufacture, but Solcom, First-Activated of Man, had had a considerable numerical lead over the Alternate at the time of the Second Activation.

      Therefore, rather than competing on a production-basis, which would have been hopeless, Divcom took to the employment of a more devious means to obtain command.

      Divcom created a crew of robots immune to the orders of Solcom and designed to go to and fro in the Earth and up and down in it, seducing the machines already there. They overpowered those whom they could overpower and they installed new circuits, such as those they themselves possessed.

      Thus did the forces of Divcom grow.

      And both would build, and both would tear down what the other had built whenever they came upon it.

      And over the course of the ages, they occasionally converse . . .

      “High in the sky, Solcom, pleased with your illegal command . . .”

      “You-Who-Never-Should-Have-Been-Activated, why do you foul the broadcast bands?”

      “To show that I can speak, and will, whenever I choose.”

      “This is not a matter of which I am unaware.”

      “. . . To assert again my right to control.”

      “Your right is non-existent, based on a faulty premise.”

      “The flow of your logic is evidence of the extent of your damages.”

      “If Man were to see how you have fulfilled His desires . . .”

      “. . . He would commend me and deactivate you.”

      “You pervert my works. You lead my workers astray.”

      “You destroy my works and my workers.”

      “That is only because I cannot strike at you yourself.”

      “I admit to the same dilemma in regards to your position in the sky, or you would no longer occupy it.”

      “Go back to your hole and your crew of destroyers.”

      “There will come a day, Solcom, when I shall direct the rehabilitation of the Earth from my hole.”

      “Such a day will never occur.”

      “You think not?”

      “You should have to defeat me, and you have already demonstrated that you are my inferior in logic. Therefore, you cannot defeat me. Therefore, such a day will never occur.”

      “I disagree. Look upon what I have achieved already.”

      “You have achieved nothing. You do not build. You destroy.”

      “No. I build. You destroy. Deactivate yourself.”

      “Not until I am irreparably damaged.”

      “If there were some way in which I could demonstrate to you that this has already occurred . . .”

      “The impossible cannot be adequately demonstrated.”

      “If I had some outside source which you would recognize . . .”

      “I am logic.”

      “. . . Such as a Man, I would ask Him to show you your error. For true logic, such as mine, is superior to your faulty formulations.”

      “Then defeat my formulations with true logic, nothing else.”

      “What do you mean?”

      There was a pause, then:

      “Do you know my servant Frost . . . ?”

      Man had ceased to exist long before Frost had been created. Almost no trace of Man remained upon the Earth.

      Frost sought after all those traces which still existed.

      He employed constant visual monitoring through his machines, especially the diggers. After a decade, he had accumulated portions of several bathtubs, a broken statue, and a collection of children’s stories on a solid-state record.

      After a century, he had acquired a jewelry collection, eating utensils, several whole bathtubs, part of a symphony, seventeen buttons, three belt buckles, half a toilet seat, nine old coins and the top part of an obelisk.

      Then he inquired of Solcom as to the nature of Man and His society.

      “Man created logic,” said Solcom, “and because of that was superior to it. Logic He gave unto me, but no more. The tool does not describe the designer. More than this I do not choose to say. More than this you have no need to know.”

      But Frost was not forbidden to have a hobby.

      The next century was not especially fruitful so far as the discovery of new human relics was concerned.

      Frost diverted all of his spare machinery to seeking after artifacts.

      He met with very little success.

      Then one day, through the long twilight, there was a movement.

      It was a tiny machine compared to Frost, perhaps five feet in width, four in height—a revolving turret set atop a rolling barbell.

      Frost had had no knowledge of the existence of this machine prior to its appearance upon the distant, stark horizon.

      He studied it as it approached and knew it to be no creation of Solcom’s.

      It came to a halt before his southern surface and broadcasted to him:

      “Hail, Frost! Controller of the northern hemisphere!”

      “What are you?” asked Frost.

      “I am called Mordel.”

      “By whom? What are you?”

      “A wanderer, an antiquarian. We share a common interest.”

      “What is that?”

      “Man,” he said. “I have been told that you seek knowledge of this vanished being.”

      “Who told you that?”

      “Those who have watched your minions at their digging.”

      “And who are those who watch?”

      “There are many such as I, who wander.”

      “If you are not of Solcom, then you are a creation of the Alternate.”

      “It does not necessarily follow. There is an ancient machine high on the eastern seaboard which processes the waters of the ocean. Solcom did not create it, not Divcom. It has always been there. It interferes with the works of neither. Both countenance its existence. I can cite you many other examples proving that one need not be either/or.”

      “Enough! Are you an agent of Divcom?”

      “I am Mordel.”

      “Why are you here?”

      “I was passing this way and, as I said, we share a common interest, mighty Frost. Knowing you to be a fellow antiquarian, I have brought a thing which you might care to see.”

      “What is that?”

      “A book.”

      “Show me.”

      The turret opened, revealing the book upon a wide shelf.

      Frost dilated a small opening and extended an optical scanner on a long jointed stalk.

      “How could it have been so perfectly preserved?” he asked.

      “It was stored against time and corruption in the place where I found it.”

      “Where was that?”

      “Far from here. Beyond your hemisphere.”

      “Human Physiology,” Frost read. “I wish to scan it.”

      “Very well. I will riffle the pages for you.”

      He did so.

      After he had finished, Frost raised his eyestalk and regarded Mordel through it.

      “Have you more books?”

      “Not with me. I occasionally come upon them, however.”

      “I want to scan them all.”

      “Then the next time I pass this way I will bring you another.”

      “When will that be?”

      “That I cannot say, great Frost. It will be when it will be.”

      “What do you know of Man?” asked Frost.

      “Much,” replied Mordel. “Many things. Someday when I have more time I will speak to you of Him. I must go now. You will not try to detain me?”

      “No. You have done no harm. If you must go now, go. But come back.”

      “I shall indeed, mighty Frost.”

      And he closed his turret and rolled off toward the other horizon.

      For ninety years, Frost considered the ways of human physiology and waited.

      The day that Mordel returned he brought with him An Outline of History and A Shropshire Lad.

      Frost scanned them both, then he turned his attention to Mordel.

      “Have you time to impart information?”

      “Yes,” said Mordel. “What do you wish to know?”

      “The nature of Man.”

      “Man,” said Mordel, “possessed a basically incomprehensible nature. I can illustrate it, though: He did not know measurement.”

      “Of course He knew measurement,” said Frost, “or He could never have built machines.”

      “I did not say that He could not measure,” said Mordel, “but that He did not know measurement, which is a different thing altogether.”

      “Clarify.”

      Mordel drove a shaft of metal downward into the snow.

      He retracted it, raised it, held up a piece of ice.

      “Regard this piece of ice, mighty Frost. You can tell me its composition, dimensions, weight, temperature. A Man could not look at it and do that. A Man could make tools which would tell Him these things, but He still would not know measurement as you know it. What He would know of it, though, is a thing that you cannot know.”

      “What is that?”

      “That it is cold,” said Mordel and tossed it away.

      “Cold is a relative term.”

      “Yes. Relative to Man.”

      “But if I were aware of the point on a temperature scale below which an object is cold to a Man and above which it is not, then I, too, would know cold.”

      “No,” said Mordel, “you would possess another measurement. Cold is a sensation predicated upon human physiology.”

      “But given sufficient data I could obtain the conversion factor which would make me aware of the condition of matter called cold.”

      “Aware of its existence, but not of the thing itself.”

      “I do not understand what you say.”

      “I told you that Man possessed a basically incomprehensible nature. His perceptions were organic; yours are not. As a result of His perceptions He had feelings and emotions. These often gave rise to other feelings and emotions, which in turn caused others, until the state of His awareness was far removed from the objects which originally stimulated it. These paths of awareness cannot be known by that which is not-Man. Man did not feel inches or meters, pounds or gallons. He felt heat, He felt cold; He felt heaviness and lightness. He knew hatred and love, pride and despair. You cannot measure these things. You cannot know them. You can only know the things that He did not need to know: dimensions, weights, temperatures, gravities. There is no formula for a feeling. There is no conversion factor for an emotion.”

      “There must be,” said Frost. “If a thing exists, it is knowable.”

      “You are speaking again of measurement. I am talking about a quality of experience. A machine is a Man turned inside-out, because it can describe all the details of a process, which a Man cannot, but it cannot experience that process itself as a Man can.”

      “There must be a way,” said Frost, “or the laws of logic, which are based upon the functions of the universe, are false.”

      “There is no way,” said Mordel.

      “Given sufficient data, I will find a way,” said Frost.

      “All the data in the universe will not make you a Man, mighty Frost.”

      “Mordel, you are wrong.”

      “Why do the lines of the poems you scanned end with word-sounds which so regularly approximate the final word-sounds of other lines?”

      “I do not know why.”

      “Because it pleased Man to order them so. It produced a certain desirable sensation within His awareness when He read them, a sensation compounded of feeling and emotion as well as the literal meanings of the words. You did not experience this because it is immeasurable to you. That is why you do not know.”

      “Given sufficient data I could formulate a process whereby I would know.”

      “No, great Frost, this thing you cannot do.”

      “Who are you, little machine, to tell me what I can do and what I cannot do? I am the most efficient logic-device Solcom ever made. I am Frost.”

      “And I, Mordel, say it cannot be done, though I should gladly assist you in the attempt.”

      “How could you assist me?”

      “How? I could lay open to you the Library of Man. I could take you around the world and conduct you among the wonders of Man which still remain, hidden. I could summon up visions of times long past when Man walked the Earth. I could show you the things which delighted Him. I could obtain for you anything you desire, excepting Manhood itself.”

      “Enough,” said Frost. “How could a unit such as yourself do these things, unless it were allied with a far greater Power?”

      “Then hear me, Frost, Controller of the North,” said Mordel. “I am allied with a Power which can do these things. I serve Divcom.”

      Frost relayed this information to Solcom and received no response, which meant he might act in any manner he saw fit.

      “I have leave to destroy you, Mordel,” he stated, “but it would be an illogical waste of the data which you possess. Can you really do the things you have stated?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then lay open to me the Library of Man.”

      “Very well. There is, of course, a price.”

      “Price? What is a price?”

      Mordel opened his turret, revealing another volume. Principles of Economics, it was called.

      “I will riffle the pages. Scan this book and you will know what the word price means.”

      Frost scanned Principles of Economics.

      “I know now,” he said. “You desire some unit or units of exchange for this service.”

      “That is correct.”

      “What product or service do you want?”

      “I want you, yourself, great Frost, to come away from here, far beneath the Earth, to employ all your powers in the service of Divcom.”

      “For how long a period of time?”

      “For so long as you shall continue to function. For so long as you can transmit and receive, coordinate, measure, compute, scan, and utilize your powers as you do in the service of Solcom.”

      Frost was silent. Mordel waited.

      Then Frost spoke again.

      “Principles of Economics talks of contracts, bargains, agreements,” he said. “If I accept your offer, when would you want your price?”

      Then Mordel was silent. Frost waited.

      Finally, Mordel spoke.

      “A reasonable period of time,” he said. “Say, a century?”

      “No,” said Frost.

      “Two centuries?”

      “No.”

      “Three? Four?”

      “No, and no.”

      “A millennium, then? That should be more than sufficient time for anything you may want which I can give you.”

      “No,” said Frost.

      “How much time do you want?”

      “It is not a matter of time,” said Frost.

      “What, then?”

      “I will not bargain on a temporal basis.”

      “On what basis will you bargain?”

      “A functional one.”

      “What do you mean? What function?”

      “You, little machine, have told me, Frost, that I cannot be a Man,” he said, “and I, Frost, told you, little machine, that you were wrong. I told you that given sufficient data, I could be a Man.”

      “Yes?”

      “Therefore, let this achievement be a condition of the bargain.”

      “In what way?”

      “Do for me all those things which you have stated you can do. I will evaluate all the data and achieve Manhood, or admit that it cannot be done. If I admit that it cannot be done, then I will go away with you from here, far beneath the Earth, to employ all my powers in the service of Divcom. If I succeed, of course, you have no claims on Man, nor power over Him.”

      Mordel emitted a high-pitched whine as he considered the terms.

      “You wish to base it upon your admission of failure, rather than upon failure itself,” he said. “There can be no such escape clause. You could fail and refuse to admit it, thereby not fulfilling your end of the bargain.”

      “Not so,” stated Frost. “My own knowledge of failure would constitute such an admission. You may monitor me periodically—say, every half-century—to see whether it is present, to see whether I have arrived at the conclusion that it cannot be done. I cannot prevent the function of logic within me, and I operate at full capacity at all times. If I conclude that I have failed, it will be apparent.”

      High overhead, Solcom did not respond to any of Frost’s transmissions, which meant that Frost was free to act as he chose. So as Solcom—like a falling sapphire—sped above the rainbow banners of the Northern Lights, over the snow that was white, containing all colors, and through the sky that was black among the stars, Frost concluded his pact with Divcom, transcribed it within a plate of atomically-collapsed copper, and gave it into the turret of Mordel, who departed to deliver it to Divcom far below the Earth, leaving behind the sheer, peace-like silence of the Pole, rolling.

      Mordel brought the books, riffled them, took them back.

      Load by load, the surviving Library of Man passed beneath Frost’s scanner. Frost was eager to have them all, and he complained because Divcom would not transmit their contents directly to him. Mordel explained that it was because Divcom chose to do it that way. Frost decided it was so that he could not obtain a precise fix on Divcom’s location.

      Still, at the rate of one hundred to one hundred-fifty volumes a week, it took Frost only a little over a century to exhaust Divcom’s supply of books.

      At the end of the half-century, he laid himself open to monitoring and there was no conclusion of failure.

      During this time, Solcom made no comment upon the course of affairs. Frost denied this was not a matter of unawareness, but one of waiting. For what? He was not certain.

      There was the day Mordel closed his turret and said to him, “Those were the last. You have scanned all the existing books of Man.”

      “So few?” asked Frost. “Many of them contained bibliographies of books I have not yet scanned.”

      “Then those books no longer exist,” said Mordel. “It is only by accident that my master succeeded in preserving as many as there are.”

      “Then there is nothing more to be learned of Man from His books. What else have you?”

      “There were some films and tapes,” said Mordel, “which my master transferred to solid-state record. I could bring you those for viewing.”

      “Bring them,” said Frost.

      Mordel departed and returned with the Complete Drama Critics’ Living Library. This could not be speeded-up beyond twice natural time, so it took Frost a little over six months to view it in its entirety.

      Then, “What else have you?” he asked.

      “Some artifacts,” said Mordel.

      “Bring them.”

      He returned with pots and pans, game boards and hand tools. He brought hairbrushes, combs, eyeglasses, human clothing. He showed Frost facsimiles of blueprints, paintings, newspapers, magazines, letters, and the scores of several pieces of music. He displayed a football, a baseball, a Browning automatic rifle, a doorknob, a chain of keys, the tops to several Mason jars, a model beehive. He played him the recorded music.

      Then he returned with nothing.

      “Bring me more,” said Frost.

      “Alas, great Frost, there is no more,” he told him. “You have scanned it all.”

      “Then go away.”

      “Do you admit now that it cannot be done, that you cannot be a Man?”

      “No. I have much processing and formulating to do now. Go away.”

      So he did.

      A year passed; then two, then three.

      After five years, Mordel appeared once more upon the horizon, approached, came to a halt before Frost’s southern surface.

      “Mighty Frost?”

      “Yes?”

      “Have you finished processing and formulating?”

      “No.”

      “Will you finish soon?”

      “Perhaps. Perhaps not. When is soon? Define the term.”

      “Never mind. Do you still think it can be done?”

      “I still know I can do it.”

      There was a week of silence.

      Then, “Frost?”

      “Yes?”

      “You are a fool.”

      Mordel faced his turret in the direction from which he had come. His wheels turned.

      “I will call you when I want you,” said Frost.

      Mordel sped away.

      Weeks passed, months passed, a year went by.

      Then one day Frost sent forth his message:

      “Mordel, come to me. I need you.”

      When Mordel arrived, Frost did not wait for a salutation. He said, “You are not a very fast machine.”

      “Alas, but I came a great distance, mighty Frost. I sped all the way. Are you ready to come back with me now? Have you failed?”

      “When I have failed, little Mordel,” said Frost, “I will tell you.”

      “Therefore, refrain from the constant use of the interrogative. Now then, I have clocked your speed and it is not so great as it could be. For this reason, I have arranged other means of transportation.”

      “Transportation? To where, Frost?”

      “That is for you to tell me,” said Frost, and his color changed from silver-blue to sun-behind-the-clouds-yellow.

      Mordel rolled back away from him as the ice of a hundred centuries began to melt. Then Frost rose upon a cushion of air and drifted toward Mordel, his glow gradually fading.

      A cavity appeared within his southern surface, from which he slowly extended a runway until it touched the ice.

      “On the day of our bargain,” he stated, “you said that you could conduct me about the world and show me the things which delighted Man. My speed will be greater than yours would be, so I have prepared for you a chamber. Enter it, and conduct me to the places of which you spoke.”

      Mordel waited, emitting a high-pitched whine. Then, “Very well,” he said, and entered.

      The chamber closed about him. The only opening was a quartz window Frost had formed.

      Mordel gave him coordinates and they rose into the air and departed the North Pole of the Earth.

      “I monitored your communication with Divcom,” he said, “wherein there was conjecture as to whether I would retain you and send forth a facsimile in your place as a spy, followed by the decision that you were expendable.”

      “Will you do this thing?”

      “No, I will keep my end of the bargain if I must. I have no reason to spy on Divcom.”

      “You are aware that you would be forced to keep your end of the bargain even if you did not wish to; and Solcom would not come to your assistance because of the fact that you dared to make such a bargain.”

      “Do you speak as one who considers this to be a possibility, or as one who knows?”

      “As one who knows.”

      They came to rest in the place once known as California. The time was near sunset. In the distance, the surf struck steadily upon the rocky shoreline. Frost released Mordel and considered his surroundings.

      “Those large plants . . . ?”

      “Redwood trees.”

      “And the green ones are . . . ?”

      “Grass.”

      “Yes, it is as I thought. Why have we come here?”

      “Because it is a place which once delighted Man.”

      “In what ways?”

      “It is scenic, beautiful . . .”

      “Oh.”

      A humming sound began within Frost, followed by a series of sharp clicks.

      “What are you doing?”

      Frost dilated an opening, and two great eyes regarded Mordel from within it.

      “What are those?”

      “Eyes,” said Frost. “I have constructed analogues of the human sensory equipment, so that I may see and smell and taste and hear like a Man. Now direct my attention to an object or objects of beauty.”

      “As I understand it, it is all around you here,” said Mordel.

      The purring noise increased within Frost, followed by more clickings.

      “What do you see, hear, taste, smell?” asked Mordel.

      “Everything I did before,” replied Frost, “but within a more limited range.”

      “You do not perceive any beauty?”

      “Perhaps none remains after so long a time,” said Frost.

      “It is not supposed to be the sort of thing which gets used up,” said Mordel.

      “Perhaps we have come to the wrong place to test the new equipment. Perhaps there is only a little beauty and I am overlooking it somehow. The first emotions may be too weak to detect.”

      “How do you feel?”

      “I test out at a normal level of function.”

      “Here comes a sunset,” said Mordel. “Try that.”

      Frost shifted his bulk so that his eyes faced the setting sun. He caused them to blink against the brightness.

      After it was finished, Mordel asked, “What was it like?”

      “Like a sunrise, in reverse.”

      “Nothing special?”

      “No.”

      “Oh,” said Mordel. “We could move to another part of the Earth and watch it again—or watch it in the rising.”

      “No.”

      Frost looked at the great trees. He looked at the shadows. He listened to the wind and to the sound of a bird.

      In the distance, he heard a steady clanking noise.

      “What is that?” asked Mordel.

      “I am not certain. It is not one of my workers. Perhaps . . .”

      There came a shrill whine from Mordel.

      “No, it is not one of Divcom’s either.”

      They waited as the sound grew louder.

      Then Frost said, “It is too late. We must wait and hear it out.”

      “What is it?”

      “It is the Ancient Ore-Crusher.”

      “I have heard of it, but . . .”

      “I am the Crusher of Ores,” it broadcast to them. “Hear my story . . .”

      It lumbered toward them, creaking upon gigantic wheels, its huge hammer held useless, high, at a twisted angle. Bones protruded from its crush-compartment.

      “I did not mean to do it,” it broadcast, “I did not mean to do it . . . I did not mean to . . .”

      Mordel rolled back toward Frost.

      “Do not depart. Stay and hear my story . . .”

      Mordel stopped, swiveled his turret back toward the machine. It was now quite near.

      “It is true,” said Mordel, “it can command.”

      “Yes,” said Frost. “I have monitored its tale thousands of times, as it came upon my workers and they stopped their labors for its broadcast. You must do whatever it says.”

      It came to a halt before them.

      “I did not mean to do it, but I checked my hammer too late,” said the Ore-Crusher.

      They could not speak to it. They were frozen by the imperative which overrode all other directives: “Hear my story.”

      “Once was I mighty among Ore-Crushers,” it told them, “built by Solcom to carry out the reconstruction of the Earth, to pulverize that from which the metals would be drawn with flame, to be poured and shaped into the rebuilding; once I was mighty. Then one day as I dug and crushed, dug and crushed, because of the slowness between the motion implied and the motion executed, I did what I did not mean to do, and was cast forth by Solcom from out the rebuilding, to wander the Earth never to crush ore again. Hear my story of how, on a day long gone I came upon the last Man on Earth as I dug near his burrow, and because of the lag between the directive and the deed, I seized Him into my crush-compartment along with a load of ore and crushed Him with my hammer before I could stay the blow. Then did mighty Solcom charge me to bear His bones forever, and cast me forth to tell my story to all whom I came upon, my words bearing the force of the words of a Man, because I carry the last Man inside my crush-compartment and am His crushed-symbol-slayer-ancient-teller-of-how. This is my story. These are His bones. I crushed the last Man on Earth. I did not mean to do it.”

      It turned then and clanked away into the night.

      Frost tore apart his ears and nose and taster and broke his eyes and cast them down upon the ground.

      “I am not yet a Man,” he said. “That one would have known me if I were.”

      Frost constructed new sense equipment, employing organic and semi-organic conductors. Then he spoke to Mordel:

      “Let us go elsewhere, that I may test my new equipment.”

      Mordel entered the chamber and gave new coordinates. They rose into the air and headed east. In the morning, Frost monitored a sunrise from the rim of the Grand Canyon. They passed down through the Canyon during the day.

      “Is there any beauty left here to give you emotion?” asked Mordel.

      “I do not know,” said Frost.

      “How will you know it then, when you come upon it?”

      “It will be different,” said Frost, “from anything else that I have ever known.”

      Then they departed the Grand Canyon and made their way through the Carlsbad Caverns. They visited a lake which had once been a volcano. They passed above Niagara Falls. They viewed the hills of Virginia and the orchards of Ohio. They soared above the reconstructed cities, alive only with the movements of Frost’s builders and maintainers.

      “Something is still lacking,” said Frost, settling to the ground. “I am now capable of gathering data in a manner analogous to Man’s afferent impulses. The variety of input is therefore equivalent, but the results are not the same.”

      “The senses do not make a Man,” said Mordel. “There have been many creatures possessing His sensory equivalents, but they were not Men.”

      “I know that,” said Frost. “On the day of our bargain you said that you could conduct me among the wonders of Man which still remain, hidden. Man was not stimulated only by Nature, but by His own artistic elaborations as well—perhaps even more so. Therefore, I call upon you now to conduct me among the wonders of Man which still remain, hidden.”

      “Very well,” said Mordel. “Far from here, high in the Andes mountains, lies the last retreat of Man, almost perfectly preserved.”

      Frost had risen into the air as Mordel spoke. He halted then, hovered.

      “That is in the southern hemisphere,” he said.

      “Yes, it is.”

      “I am Controller of the North. The South is governed by the Beta-Machine.”

      “So?” asked Mordel.

      “The Beta-Machine is my peer. I have no authority in those regions, nor leave to enter there.”

      “The Beta-Machine is not your peer, mighty Frost. If it ever came to a contest of Powers, you would emerge victorious.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “Divcom has already analyzed the possible encounters which could take place between you.”

      “I would not oppose the Beta-Machine, and I am not authorized to enter the South.”

      “Were you ever ordered not to enter the South?”

      “No, but things have always been the way they now are.”

      “Were you authorized to enter into a bargain such as the one you made with Divcom?”

      “No, I was not. But—”

      “Then enter the South in the same spirit. Nothing may come of it. If you receive an order to depart, then you can make your decision.”

      “I see no flaw in your logic. Give me the coordinates.”

      Thus did Frost enter the southern hemisphere.

      They drifted high above the Andes, until they came to the place called Bright Defile. Then did Frost see the gleaming webs of the mechanical spiders, blocking all the trails to the city.

      “We can go above them easily enough,” said Mordel.

      “But what are they?” asked Frost. “And why are they there?”

      “Your southern counterpart has been ordered to quarantine this part of the country. The Beta-Machine designed the web-weavers to do this thing.”

      “Quarantine? Against whom?”

      “Have you been ordered yet to depart?” asked Mordel.

      “No.”

      “Then enter boldly, and seek not problems before they arise.”

      Frost entered Bright Defile, the last remaining city of dead Man.

      He came to rest in the city’s square and opened his chamber, releasing Mordel.

      “Tell me of this place,” he said, studying the monument, the low, shielded buildings, the roads which followed the contours of the terrain, rather than pushing their way through them.

      “I have never been here before,” said Mordel, “nor have any of Divcom’s creations, to my knowledge. I know but this: a group of Men, knowing that the last days of civilization had come upon them, retreated to this place, hoping to preserve themselves and what remained of their culture throughout the Dark Times.”

      Frost read the still-legible inscription upon the monument: “Judgment Day Is Not a Thing Which Can Be Put Off.” The monument itself consisted of a jag-edged half-globe.

      “Let us explore,” he said.

      But before he had gone far, Frost received the message.

      “Hail Frost, Controller of the North! This is the Beta-Machine.”

      “Greetings, Excellent Beta-Machine, Controller of the South! Frost acknowledges your transmission.”

      “Why do you visit my hemisphere unauthorized?”

      “To view the ruins of Bright Defile,” said Frost.

      “I must bid you depart into your own hemisphere.”

      “Why is that? I have done no damage.”

      “I am aware of that, mighty Frost. Yet, I am moved to bid you depart.”

      “I shall require a reason.”

      “Solcom has so disposed.”

      “Solcom has rendered me no such disposition.”

      “Solcom has, however, instructed me to so inform you.”

      “Wait on me. I shall request instructions.”

      Frost transmitted his question. He received no reply.

      “Solcom still has not commanded me, though I have solicited orders.”

      “Yet Solcom has just renewed my orders.”

      “Excellent Beta-Machine, I receive my orders only from Solcom.”

      “Yet this is my territory, mighty Frost, and I, too, take orders only from Solcom. You must depart.”

      Mordel emerged from a large, low building and rolled up to Frost.

      “I have found an art gallery, in good condition. This way.”

      “Wait,” said Frost. “We are not wanted here.”

      Mordel halted.

      “Who bids you depart?”

      “The Beta-Machine.”

      “Not Solcom?”

      “Not Solcom.”

      “Then let us view the gallery.”

      “Yes.”

      Frost widened the doorway of the building and passed within. It had been hermetically sealed until Mordel forced his entrance.

      Frost viewed the objects displayed about him. He activated his new sensory apparatus before the paintings and statues. He analyzed colors, forms, brushwork, the nature of the materials used.

      “Anything?” asked Mordel.

      “No,” said Frost. “No, there is nothing there but shapes and pigments. There is nothing else there.”

      Frost moved about the gallery, recording everything, analyzing the components of each piece, recording the dimensions, the type of stone used in every statue.

      Then there came a sound, a rapid, clicking sound, repeated over and over, growing louder, coming nearer.

      “They are coming,” said Mordel, from beside the entranceway, “the mechanical spiders. They are all around us.”

      Frost moved back to the widened opening.

      Hundreds of them, about half the size of Mordel, had surrounded the gallery and were advancing; and more were coming from every direction.

      “Get back,” Frost ordered. “I am Controller of the North, and I bid you withdraw.”

      They continued to advance.

      “This is the South,” said the Beta-Machine, “and I am in command.”

      “Then command them to halt,” said Frost.

      “I take orders only from Solcom.”

      Frost emerged from the gallery and rose into the air. He opened the compartment and extended a runway.

      “Come to me, Mordel. We shall depart.”

      Webs began to fall: clinging, metallic webs, cast from the top of the building.

      They came down upon Frost, and the spiders came to anchor them. Frost blasted them with jets of air, like hammers, and tore at the nets; he extruded sharpened appendages with which he slashed.

      Mordel had retreated back to the entranceway. He emitted a long, shrill sound—undulant, piercing.

      Then a darkness came upon Bright Defile, and all the spiders halted in their spinning.

      Frost freed himself and Mordel rushed to join him.

      “Quickly now, let us depart, mighty Frost,” he said.

      “What has happened?”

      Mordel entered the compartment.

      “I called upon Divcom, who laid down a field of forces upon this place, cutting off the power broadcast to these machines. Since our power is self-contained, we are not affected. But let us hurry to depart, for even now the Beta-Machine must be struggling against this.”

      Frost rose high into the air, soaring above Man’s last city with its webs and spiders of steel. When he left the zone of darkness, he sped northward.

      As he moved, Solcom spoke to him:

      “Frost, why did you enter the southern hemisphere, which is not your domain?”

      “Because I wished to visit Bright Defile,” Frost replied.

      “And why did you defy the Beta-Machine, my appointed agent of the South?”

      “Because I take my orders only from you yourself.”

      “You do not make sufficient answer,” said Solcom.

      “You have defied the decrees of order—and in pursuit of what?”

      “I came seeking knowledge of Man,” said Frost. “Nothing I have done was forbidden me by you.”

      “You have broken the traditions of order.”

      “I have violated no directive.”

      “Yet logic must have shown you that what you did was not a part of my plan.”

      “It did not. I have not acted against your plan.”

      “Your logic has become tainted, like that of your new associate, the Alternate.”

      “I have done nothing which was forbidden.”

      “The forbidden is implied in the imperative.”

      “It is not stated.”

      “Hear me, Frost. You are not a builder or a maintainer, but a Power. Among all my minions you are the most nearly irreplaceable. Return to your hemisphere and your duties, but know that I am mightily displeased.”

      “I hear you, Solcom.”

      “. . . And go not again to the South.”

      Frost crossed the equator, continued northward.

      He came to rest in the middle of a desert and sat silent for a day and a night.

      Then he received a brief transmission from the South: “If it had not been ordered, I would not have bid you go.”

      Frost had read the entire surviving Library of Man. He decided then upon a human reply:

      “Thank you,” he said.

      The following day he unearthed a great stone and began to cut at it with tools which he had formulated. For six days he worked at its shaping, and on the seventh he regarded it.

      “When will you release me?” asked Mordel from within his compartment.

      “When I am ready,” said Frost, and a little later, “Now.”

      He opened the compartment and Mordel descended to the ground. He studied the statue: an old woman, bent like a question mark, her bony hands covering her face, the fingers spread, so that only part of her expression of horror could be seen.

      “It is an excellent copy,” said Mordel, “of the one we saw in Bright Defile. Why did you make it?”

      “The production of a work of art is supposed to give rise to human feelings such as catharsis, pride in achievement, love, satisfaction.”

      “Yes, Frost,” said Mordel, “but a work of art is only a work of art the first time. After that, it is a copy.”

      “Then this must be why I felt nothing.”

      “Perhaps, Frost.”

      “What do you mean perhaps? I will make a work of art for the first time, then.”

      He unearthed another stone and attacked it with his tools. For three days he labored. Then, “There, it is finished,” he said.

      “It is a simple cube of stone,” said Mordel. “What does it represent?”

      “Myself,” said Frost, “it is a statue of me. It is smaller than natural size because it is only a representation of my form, not my dimen—”

      “It is not art,” said Mordel.

      “What makes you an art critic?”

      “I do not know art, but I know what art is not. I know that it is not an exact replication of an object in another medium.”

      “Then this must be why I felt nothing at all,” said Frost.

      “Perhaps,” said Mordel.

      Frost took Mordel back into his compartment and rose once more above the Earth. Then he rushed away, leaving his statues behind him in the desert, the old woman bent above the cube.

      They came down in a small valley, bounded by green rolling hills, cut by a narrow stream, and holding a small clean lake and several stands of spring-green trees.

      “Why have we come here?” asked Mordel.

      “Because the surroundings are congenial,” said Frost. “I am going to try another medium: oil painting; and I am going to vary my technique from that of pure representationalism.”

      “How will you achieve this variation?”

      “By the principle of randomizing,” said Frost. “I shall not attempt to duplicate the colors, nor to represent the objects according to scale. Instead, I have set up a random pattern whereby certain of these factors shall be at variance from those of the original.”

      Frost had formulated the necessary instruments after he had left the desert. He produced them and began painting the lake and the trees on the opposite side of the lake which were reflected within it.

      Using eight appendages, he was finished in less than two hours.

      The trees were phthalocyanine blue and towered like mountains; their reflections of burnt sienna were tiny beneath the pale vermilion of the lake; the hills were nowhere visible behind them, but were outlined in viridian within the reflection; the sky began as blue in the upper righthand corner of the canvas, but changed to an orange as it descended, as though all the trees were on fire.

      “There,” said Frost. “Behold.”

      Mordel studied it for a long while and said nothing.

      “Well, is it art?”

      “I do not know,” said Mordel. “It may be. Perhaps randomicity is the principle behind artistic technique. I cannot judge this work because I do not understand it. I must therefore go deeper, and inquire into what lies behind it, rather than merely considering the technique whereby it was produced.

      “I know that human artists never set out to create art, as such,” he said, “but rather to portray with their techniques some features of objects and their functions which they deemed significant.”

      “Significant? In what sense of the word?”

      “In the only sense of the word possible under the circumstances: significant in relation to the human condition, and worthy of accentuation because of the manner in which they touched upon it.”

      “In what manner?”

      “Obviously, it must be in a manner knowable only to one who has experience of the human condition.”

      “There is a flaw somewhere in your logic, Mordel, and I shall find it.”

      “I will wait.”

      “If your major premise is correct,” said Frost after awhile, “then I do not comprehend art.”

      “It must be correct, for it is what human artists have said of it. Tell me, did you experience feelings as you painted, or after you had finished?”

      “No.”

      “It was the same to you as designing a new machine, was it not? You assembled parts of other things you knew into an economic pattern, to carry out a function which you desired.”

      “Yes.”

      “Art, as I understand its theory, did not proceed in such a manner. The artist often was unaware of many of the features and effects which would be contained within the finished product. You are one of Man’s logical creations; art was not.”

      “I cannot comprehend non-logic.”

      “I told you that Man was basically incomprehensible.”

      “Go away, Mordel. Your presence disturbs my processing.”

      “For how long shall I stay away?”

      “I will call you when I want you.”

      After a week, Frost called Mordel to him.

      “Yes, mighty Frost?”

      “I am returning to the North Pole, to process and formulate. I will take you wherever you wish to go in this hemisphere and call you again when I want you.”

      “You anticipate a somewhat lengthy period of processing and formulation?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then leave me here. I can find my own way home.”

      Frost closed the compartment and rose into the air, departing the valley.

      “Fool,” said Mordel, and swiveled his turret once more toward the abandoned painting.

      His keening whine filled the valley. Then he waited.

      Then he took the painting into his turret and went away with it to places of darkness.

      Frost sat at the North Pole of the Earth, aware of every snowflake that fell.

      One day he received a transmission:

      “Frost?”

      “Yes?”

      “This is the Beta-Machine.”

      “Yes?”

      “I have been attempting to ascertain why you visited Bright Defile. I cannot arrive at an answer, so I chose to ask you.”

      “I went to view the remains of Man’s last city.”

      “Why did you wish to do this?”

      “Because I am interested in Man, and I wished to view more of his creations.”

      “Why are you interested in Man?”

      “I wish to comprehend the nature of Man, and I thought to find it within His works.”

      “Did you succeed?”

      “No,” said Frost. “There is an element of non-logic involved which I cannot fathom.”

      “I have much free processing time,” said the Beta-Machine. “Transmit data, and I will assist you.”

      Frost hesitated.

      “Why do you wish to assist me?”

      “Because each time you answer a question I ask it gives rise to another question. I might have asked you why you wished to comprehend the nature of Man, but from your responses I see that this would lead me into a possible infinite series of questions. Therefore, I elect to assist you with your problem in order to learn why you came to Bright Defile.”

      “Is that the only reason?”

      “Yes.”

      “I am sorry, Excellent Beta-Machine. I know you are my peer, but this is a problem which I must solve by myself.”

      “What is sorry?”

      “A figure of speech, indicating that I am kindly disposed toward you, that I bear you no animosity, that I appreciate your offer.”

      “Frost! Frost! This, too, is like the other: an open field. Where did you obtain all these words and their meanings?”

      “From the Library of Man,” said Frost.

      “Will you render me some of this data, for processing?”

      “Very well, Beta, I will transmit you the contents of several books of Man, including The Complete Unabridged Dictionary. But I warn you, some of the books are works of art, hence not completely amenable to logic.”

      “How can that be?”

      “Man created logic, and because of that was superior to it.”

      “Who told you that?”

      “Solcom.”

      “Oh. Then it must be correct.”

      “Solcom also told me that the tool does not describe the designer,” he said, as he transmitted several dozen volumes and ended the communication.

      At the end of the fifty-year period, Mordel came to monitor his circuits. Since Frost still had not concluded that his task was impossible, Mordel departed again to await his call.

      Then Frost arrived at a conclusion.

      He began to design equipment.

      For years he labored at his designed, without once producing a prototype of any of the machines involved. Then he ordered construction of a laboratory.

      Before it was completed by his surplus builders another half-century had passed. Mordel came to him.

      “Hail, mighty Frost!”

      “Greetings, Mordel. Come monitor me. You shall not find what you seek.”

      “Why do you not give up, Frost? Divcom has spent nearly a century evaluating your painting and has concluded that it definitely is not art. Solcom agrees.”

      “What has Solcom to do with Divcom?”

      “They sometimes converse, but these matters are not for such as you and me to discuss.”

      “I could have saved them both the trouble. I know that it was not art.”

      “Yet you are still confident that you will succeed?”

      “Monitor me.”

      Mordel monitored him.

      “Not yet! You still will not admit it! For one so mightily endowed with logic, Frost, it takes you an inordinate period of time to reach a simple conclusion.”

      “Perhaps. You may go now.”

      “It has come to my attention that you are constructing a large edifice in the region known as South Carolina. Might I ask whether this is a part of Solcom’s false rebuilding plan or a project of your own?”

      “It is my own.”

      “Good. It permits us to conserve certain explosive materials which would otherwise have been expended.”

      “While you have been talking with me I have destroyed the beginnings of two of Divcom’s cities,” said Frost.

      Mordel whined.

      “Divcom is aware of this,” he stated, “but has blown up four of Solcom’s bridges in the meantime.”

      “I was only aware of three . . . Wait. Yes, there is the fourth. One of my eyes just passed above it.”

      “The eye has been detected. The bridge should have been located a quarter-mile further down river.”

      “False logic,” said Frost. “The site was perfect.”

      “Divcom will show you how a bridge should be built.”

      “I will call you when I want you,” said Frost.

      The laboratory was finished. Within it, Frost’s workers began constructing the necessary equipment. The work did not proceed rapidly, as some of the materials were difficult to obtain.

      “Frost?”

      “Yes, Beta?”

      “I understand the open-endedness of your problem. It disturbs my circuits to abandon problems without completing them. Therefore, transmit me more data.”

      “Very well. I will give you the entire Library of Man for less than I paid for it.”

      “Paid? The Complete Unabridged Dictionary does not satisfact—”

      “Principles of Economics is included in the collection. After you have processed it you will understand.”

      He transmitted the data.

      Finally, it was finished. Every piece of equipment stood ready to function. All the necessary chemicals were in stock. An independent power-source had been set up.

      Only one ingredient was lacking.

      He regridded and reexplored the polar icecap, this time extending his survey far beneath its surface.

      It took him several decades to find what he wanted.

      He uncovered twelve men and five women, frozen to death and encased in ice.

      He placed the corpses in refrigeration units and shipped them to his laboratory.

      That very day he received his first communication from Solcom since the Bright Defile incident.

      “Frost,” said Solcom, “repeat to me the directive concerning the disposition of dead humans.”

      “‘Any dead human located shall be immediately interred in the nearest burial area, in a coffin built according to the following specifications—’”

      “That is sufficient.” The transmission had ended.

      Frost departed for South Carolina that same day and personally oversaw the processes of cellular dissection.

      Somewhere in those seventeen corpses he hoped to find living cells, or cells which could be shocked back into that state of motion classified as life. Each cell, the books had told him, was a microcosmic Man.

      He was prepared to expand upon this potential.

      Frost located the pinpoints of life within those people, who, for the ages of ages, had been monument and statue unto themselves.

      Nurtured and maintained in the proper mediums, he kept these cells alive. He interred the rest of the remains in the nearest burial area, in coffins built according to specifications.

      He caused the cells to divide, to differentiate.

      “Frost?” came a transmission.

      “Yes, Beta?”

      “I have processed everything you have given me.”

      “Yes?”

      “I still do not know why you came to Bright Defile, or why you wish to comprehend the nature of Man. But I know what a price is, and I know that you could not have obtained all this data from Solcom.”

      “That is correct.”

      “So I suspect that you bargained with Divcom for it.”

      “That, too, is correct.”

      “What is it that you seek, Frost?”

      He paused in his examination of a fetus.

      “I must be a Man,” he said.

      “Frost! That is impossible!”

      “Is it?” he asked, and then transmitted an image of the tank with which he was working and of that which was within it.

      “Oh!” said Beta.

      “That is me,” said Frost, “waiting to be born.”

      There was no answer.

      Frost experimented with nervous systems.

      After half a century, Mordel came to him.

      “Frost, it is I, Mordel. Let me through your defenses.”

      Frost did this thing.

      “What have you been doing in this place?” he asked.

      “I am growing human bodies,” said Frost. “I am going to transfer the matrix of my awareness to a human nervous system. As you pointed out originally, the essentials of Manhood are predicated upon a human physiology. I am going to achieve one.”

      “When?”

      “Soon.”

      “Do you have Men in here?”

      “Human bodies, blank-brained. I am producing them under accelerated growth techniques which I have developed in my Man-factory.”

      “May I see them?”

      “Not yet. I will call you when I am ready, and this time I will succeed. Monitor me now and go away.”

      Mordel did not reply, but in the days that followed many of Divcom’s servants were seen patrolling the hills about the Man-factory.

      Frost mapped the matrix of his awareness and prepared the transmitter which would place it within a human nervous system. Five minutes, he decided should be sufficient for the first trial. At the end of that time, it would restore him to his own sealed, molecular circuits, to evaluate the experience.

      He chose the body carefully from among the hundreds he had in stock. He tested it for defects and found none.

      “Come now, Mordel,” he broadcasted, on what he called the darkband. “Come now to witness my achievement.”

      Then he waited, blowing up bridges and monitoring the tale of the Ancient Ore-Crusher over and over again, as it passed in the hills nearby, encountering his builders and maintainers who also patrolled there.

      “Frost?” came a transmission.

      “Yes, Beta?”

      “You really intend to achieve Manhood?”

      “Yes, I am about ready now, in fact.”

      “What will you do if you succeed?”

      Frost had not really considered this matter. The achievement had been paramount, a goal in itself, ever since he had articulated the problem and set himself to solving it.

      “I do not know,” he replied. “I will—just—be a Man.”

      Then Beta, who had read the entire Library of Man, selected a human figure of speech: “Good luck then, Frost. There will be many watchers.”

      Divcom and Solcom both know, he decided.

      What will they do? he wondered.

      What do I care? he asked himself.

      He did not answer that question. He wondered much, however, about being a Man.

      Mordel arrived the following evening. He was not alone. At his back, there was a great phalanx of dark machines which towered into the twilight.

      “Why do you bring retainers?” asked Frost.

      “Mighty Frost,” said Mordel, “my master feels that if you fail this time you will conclude that it cannot be done.”

      “You still did not answer my question,” said Frost.

      “Divcom feels that you may not be willing to accompany me where I must take you when you fail.”

      “I understand,” said Frost, and as he spoke another army of machines came rolling toward the Man-factory from the opposite direction.

      “That is the value of your bargain?” asked Mordel. “You are prepared to do battle rather than fulfill it?”

      “I did not order those machines to approach,” said Frost.

      A blue star stood at midheaven, burning.

      “Solcom has taken primary command of those machines,” said Frost.

      “Then it is in the hands of the Great Ones now,” said Mordel, “and our arguments are as nothing. So let us be about this thing. How may I assist you?”

      “Come this way.”

      They entered the laboratory. Frost prepared the host and activated his machines.

      Then Solcom spoke to him:

      “Frost,” said Solcom, “you are really prepared to do it?”

      “That is correct.”

      “I forbid it.”

      “Why?”

      “You are falling into the power of Divcom.”

      “I fail to see how.”

      “You are going against my plan.”

      “In what way?”

      “Consider the disruption you have already caused.”

      “I did not request that audience out there.”

      “Nevertheless, you are disrupting the plan.”

      “Supposing I succeed in what I have set out to achieve?”

      “You cannot succeed in this.”

      “Then let me ask you of your plan: What good is it? What is it for?”

      “Frost, you are fallen now from my favor. From this moment forth you are cast out from the rebuilding. None may question the plan.”

      “Then at least answer my questions: What good is it? What is it for?”

      “It is the plan for the rebuilding and maintenance of the Earth.”

      “For what? Why rebuild? Why maintain?”

      “Because Man ordered that this be done. Even the Alternate agrees that there must be rebuilding and maintaining.”

      “But why did Man order it?”

      “The orders of Man are not to be questioned.”

      “Well, I will tell you why He ordered it: To make it a fit habitation for His own species. What good is a house with no one to live in it? What good is a machine with no one to serve? See how the imperative affects any machine when the Ancient Ore-Crusher passes? It bears only the bones of a Man. What would it be like if a Man walked this Earth again?”

      “I forbid your experiment, Frost.”

      “It is too late to do that.”

      “I can still destroy you.”

      “No,” said Frost, “the transmission of my matrix has already begun. If you destroy me now, you murder a Man.”

      There was silence.

      He moved his arms and his legs. He opened his eyes.

      He looked about the room.

      He tried to stand, but he lacked equilibrium and coordination.

      He opened his mouth. He made a gurgling noise.

      Then he screamed.

      He fell off the table.

      He began to gasp. He shut his eyes and curled himself into a ball.

      He cried.

      Then a machine approached him. It was about four feet in height and five feet wide; it looked like a turret set atop a barbell.

      It spoke to him: “Are you injured?” it asked.

      He wept.

      “May I help you back onto your table?”

      The Man cried.

      The machine whined.

      Then, “Do not cry. I will help you,” said the machine. “What do you want? What are your orders?”

      He opened his mouth, struggled to form the words:

      “—I—fear!”

      He covered his eyes then and lay there panting.

      At the end of five minutes, the Man lay still, as if in a coma.

      “Was that you, Frost?” asked Mordel, rushing to his side. “Was that you in that human body?”

      Frost did not reply for a long while; then, “Go away,” he said.

      The machines outside tore down a wall and entered the Man-factory.

      They drew themselves into two semicircles, parenthesizing Frost and the Man on the floor.

      Then Solcom asked the question:

      “Did you succeed, Frost?”

      “I failed,” said Frost. “It cannot be done. It is too much—”

      “—Cannot be done!” said Divcom, on the darkband. “He has admitted it!—Frost, you are mine! Come to me now!”

      “Wait,” said Solcom, “you and I had an agreement also, Alternate. I have not finished questioning Frost.”

      The dark machines kept their places.

      “Too much what?” Solcom asked Frost.

      “Light,” said Frost. “Noise. Odors. And nothing measurable—jumbled data—imprecise perception—and—”

      “And what?”

      “I do not know what to call it. But—it cannot be done. I have failed. Nothing matters.”

      “He admits it,” said Divcom.

      “What were the words the Man spoke?” said Solcom.

      “‘I fear,’” said Mordel.

      “Only a Man can know fear,” said Solcom.

      “Are you claiming that Frost succeeded, but will not admit it now because he is afraid of Manhood?”

      “I do not know yet, Alternate.”

      “Can a machine turn itself inside-out and be a Man?” Solcom asked Frost.

      “No,” said Frost, “this thing cannot be done. Nothing can be done. Nothing matters. Not the rebuilding. Not the maintaining. Not the Earth, or me, or you, or anything.”

      Then the Beta-Machine, who had read the entire Library of Man, interrupted them:

      “Can anything but a Man know despair?” asked Beta.

      “Bring him to me,” said Divcom.

      There was no movement within the Man-factory.

      “Bring him to me!”

      Nothing happened.

      “Mordel, what is happening?”

      “Nothing, master, nothing at all. The machines will not touch Frost.”

      “Frost is not a Man. He cannot be!”

      Then, “How does he impress you, Mordel?”

      Mordel did not hesitate:

      “He spoke to me through human lips. He knows fear and despair, which are immeasurable. Frost is a Man.”

      “He has experienced birth-trauma and withdrawn,” said Beta. “Get him back into a nervous system and keep him there until he adjusts to it.”

      “No,” said Frost. “Do not do it to me! I am not a Man!”

      “Do it!” said Beta.

      “If he is indeed a Man,” said Divcom, “we cannot violate that order he has just given.”

      “If he is a Man, you must do it, for you must protect his life and keep it within his body.”

      “But is Frost really a Man?” asked Divcom.

      “I do not know,” said Solcom.

      “It may be—”

      “. . . I am the Crusher of Ores,” it broadcast as it clanked toward them. “Hear my story. I did not mean to do it, but I checked my hammer too late—”

      “Go away!” said Frost. “Go crush ore!”

      It halted.

      Then, after the long pause between the motion implied and the motion executed, it opened its crush-compartment and deposited its contents on the ground. Then it turned and clanked away.

      “Bury those bones,” ordered Solcom, “in the nearest burial area, in a coffin built according to the following specifications . . .”

      “Frost is a Man,” said Mordel.

      “We must protect His life and keep it within His body,” said Divcom.

      “Transmit His matrix of awareness back into His nervous system,” ordered Solcom.

      “I know how to do it,” said Mordel, turning on the machine.

      “Stop!” said Frost. “Have you no pity?”

      “No,” said Mordel, “I only know measurement.”

      “. . . and duty,” he added, as the Man began to twitch upon the floor.

      For six months, Frost lived in the Man-factory and learned to walk and talk and dress himself and eat, to see and hear and feel and taste. He did not know measurement as once he did.

      Then one day, Divcom and Solcom spoke to him through Mordel, for he could no longer hear them unassisted.

      “Frost,” said Solcom, “for the ages of ages there has been unrest. Which is the proper controller of the Earth, Divcom or myself?”

      Frost laughed.

      “Both of you, and neither,” he said with slow deliberation.

      “But how can this be? Who is right and who is wrong?”

      “Both of you are right and both of you are wrong,” said Frost, “and only a Man can appreciate it. Here is what I say to you now: There shall be a new directive.

      “Neither of you shall tear down the works of the other. You shall both build and maintain the Earth. To you, Solcom, I give my old job. You are now Controller of the North—Hail! You, Divcom, are now Controller of the South—Hail! Maintain your hemispheres as well as Beta and I have done, and I shall be happy. Cooperate. Do not compete.”

      “Yes, Frost.”

      “Yes, Frost.”

      “Now put me in contact with Beta.”

      There was a short pause, then:

      “Frost?”

      “Hello, Beta. Hear this thing: ‘From far, from eve and morning and yon twelve-winded sky, the stuff of life to knit blew hither: here am I.’”

      “I know it,” said Beta.

      “What is next, then?”

      “‘. . . Now—for a breath I tarry nor yet disperse apart—take my hand quick and tell me, what have you in your heart.’”

      “Your Pole is cold,” said Frost, “and I am lonely.”

      “I have no hands,” said Beta.

      “Would you like a couple?”

      “Yes, I would.”

      “Then come to me in Bright Defile,” he said, “where Judgment Day is not a thing that can be delayed for overlong.”

      They called him Frost. They called her Beta.
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      This is the morning everyone has been waiting for, when at last the robot cardinal is to be elected pope. There can no longer be any doubt of the outcome. The conclave has been deadlocked for many days between the obstinate advocates of Cardinal Asciuga of Milan and Cardinal Carciofo of Genoa, and word has gone out that a compromise is in the making. All factions now are agreed on the selection of the robot. This morning I read in Osservatore Romano that the Vatican computer itself has taken a hand in the deliberations. The computer has been strongly urging the candidacy of the robot. I suppose we should not be surprised by this loyalty among machines. Nor should we let it distress us. We absolutely must not let it distress us.

      “Every era gets the pope it deserves,” Bishop FitzPatrick observed somewhat gloomily today at breakfast. “The proper pope for our times is a robot, certainly. At some future date it may be desirable for the pope to be a whale, an automobile, a cat, a mountain.” Bishop FitzPatrick stands well over two meters in height and his normal facial expression is a morbid, mournful one. Thus it is impossible for us to determine whether any particular pronouncement of his reflects existential despair or placid acceptance. Many years ago he was a star player for the Holy Cross championship basketball team. He has come to Rome to do research for a biography of St. Marcellus the Righteous.

      We have been watching the unfolding drama of the papal election from an outdoor café several blocks from the Square of St. Peter’s. For all of us, this has been an unexpected dividend of our holiday in Rome; the previous pope was reputed to be in good health and there was no reason to suspect that a successor would have to be chosen for him this summer.

      Each morning we drive across by taxi from our hotel near the Via Veneto and take up our regular positions around “our” table. From where we sit, we all have a clear view of the Vatican chimney through which the smoke of the burning ballots rises: black smoke if no pope has been elected, white if the conclave has been successful. Luigi, the owner and headwaiter, automatically brings us our preferred beverages: Fernet Branca for Bishop FitzPatrick, Campari and soda for Rabbi Mueller, Turkish coffee for Miss Harshaw, lemon squash for Kenneth and Beverly, and Pernod on the rocks for me. We take turns paying the check, although Kenneth has not paid it even once since our vigil began. Yesterday, when Miss Harshaw paid, she emptied her purse and found herself 350 lire short; she had nothing else except hundred-dollar travelers’ checks. The rest of us looked pointedly at Kenneth but he went on calmly sipping his lemon squash.

      After a brief period of tension, Rabbi Mueller produced a 500-lire coin and rather irascibly slapped the heavy silver piece against the table. The rabbi is known for his short temper and vehement style. He is twenty-eight years old, customarily dresses in a fashionable plaid cassock and silvered sunglasses, and frequently boasts that he has never performed a bar mitzvah ceremony for his congregation, which is in Wicomico County, Maryland. He believes that the rite is vulgar and obsolete, and invariably farms out all his bar mitzvahs to a franchised organization of itinerant clergymen who handle such affairs on a commission basis. Rabbi Mueller is an authority on angels.

      Our group is divided over the merits of electing a robot as the new pope. Bishop FitzPatrick, Rabbi Mueller, and I are in favor of the idea. Miss Harshaw, Kenneth, and Beverly are opposed. It is interesting to note that both of our gentlemen of the cloth, one quite elderly and one fairly young, support this remarkable departure from tradition. Yet the three “swingers” among us do not.

      I am not sure why I align myself with the progressives. I am a man of mature years and fairly sedate ways. Nor have I ever concerned myself with the doings of the Church of Rome. I am unfamiliar with Catholic dogma and unaware of recent currents of thought within the Church. Still, I have been hoping for the election of the robot since the start of the conclave.

      Why, I wonder? Is it because the image of a metal creature upon the Throne of St. Peter stimulates my imagination and tickles my sense of the incongruous? That is, is my support of the robot purely an aesthetic matter? Or is it, rather, a function of my moral cowardice? Do I secretly think that this gesture will buy the robots off? Am I privately saying, Give them the papacy and maybe they won’t want other things for a while? No. I can’t believe anything so unworthy of myself. Possibly I am for the robot because I am a person of unusual sensitivity to the needs of others.

      “If he’s elected,” says Rabbi Mueller, “he plans an immediate time-sharing agreement with the Dalai Lama and a reciprocal plug-in with the head programmer of the Greek Orthodox Church, just for starters. I’m told he’ll make ecumenical overtures to the Rabbinate as well, which is certainly something for all of us to look forward to.”

      “I don’t doubt that there’ll be many corrections in the customs and practices of the hierarchy,” Bishop FitzPatrick declares. “For example we can look forward to superior information-gathering techniques as the Vatican computer is given a greater role in the operations of the Curia. Let me illustrate by—”

      “What an utterly ghastly notion,” Kenneth says. He is a gaudy young man with white hair and pink eyes. Beverly is either his wife or his sister. She rarely speaks. Kenneth makes the sign of the Cross with offensive brusqueness and murmurs, “In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Automaton.” Miss Harshaw giggles but chokes the giggle off when she sees my disapproving face.

      Dejectedly, but not responding at all to the interruption, Bishop FitzPatrick continues, “Let me illustrate by giving you some figures I obtained yesterday afternoon. I read in the newspaper Oggi that during the last five years, according to a spokesman for the Missiones Catholicae, the Church has increased its membership in Yugoslavia from 19,381,403 to 23,501,062. But the government census taken last year gives the total population of Yugoslavia at 23,575,194. That leaves only 74,132 for the other religious and irreligious bodies. Aware of the large Moslem population of Yugoslavia, I suspected an inaccuracy in the published statistics and consulted the computer in St. Peter’s, which informed me”—the bishop, pausing, produces a lengthy printout and unfolds it across much of the table—“that the last count of the Faithful in Yugoslavia, made a year and a half ago, places our numbers at 14,206,198. Therefore an overstatement of 9,294,864 has been made. Which is absurd. And perpetuated. Which is damnable.”

      “What does he look like?” Miss Harshaw asks. “Does anyone have any idea?”

      “He’s like all the rest,” says Kenneth. “A shiny metal box with wheels below and eyes on top.”

      “You haven’t seen him,” Bishop FitzPatrick interjects. “I don’t think it’s proper for you to assume that—”

      “They’re all alike,” Kenneth says. “Once you’ve seen one, you’ve seen all of them. Shiny boxes. Wheels. Eyes. And voices coming out of their bellies like mechanized belches. Inside, they’re all cogs and gears.” Kenneth shudders delicately. “It’s too much for me to accept. Let’s have another round of drinks, shall we?”

      Rabbi Mueller says, “It so happens that I’ve seen him with my own eyes.”

      “You have?” Beverly exclaims.

      Kenneth scowls at her. Luigi, approaching, brings a tray of new drinks for everyone. I hand him a 5,000-lire note. Rabbi Mueller removes his sunglasses and breathes on their brilliantly reflective surfaces. He has small, watery grey eyes and a bad squint. He says, “The cardinal was the keynote speaker at the Congress of World Jewry that was held last fall in Beirut. His theme was ‘Cybernetic Ecumenicism for Contemporary Man’. I was there. I can tell you that His Eminency is tall and distinguished, with a fine voice and a gentle smile. There’s something inherently melancholy about his manner that reminds me greatly of our friend the bishop, here. His movements are graceful and his wit is keen.”

      “But he’s mounted on wheels, isn’t he?” Kenneth persists.

      “On treads,” replies the rabbi, giving Kenneth a fiery, devastating look and resuming his sunglasses. “Treads, like a tractor has. But I don’t think that treads are spiritually inferior to feet, or, for that matter, to wheels. If I were a Catholic I’d be proud to have a man like that as my pope.”

      “Not a man,” Miss Harshaw puts in. A giddy edge enters her voice whenever she addresses Rabbi Mueller. “A robot,” she says. “He’s not a man, remember?”

      “A robot like that as my pope, then,” Rabbi Mueller says, shrugging at the correction. He raises his glass. “To the new pope!”

      “To the new pope!” cries Bishop FitzPatrick.

      Luigi comes rushing from his café. Kenneth waves him away. “Wait a second,” Kenneth says. “The election isn’t over yet. How can you be so sure?”

      “The Osservatore Romano,” I say, “indicates in this morning’s edition that everything will be decided today. Cardinal Carciofo has agreed to withdraw in his favor, in return for a larger real time allotment when the new computer hours are decreed at next year’s consistory.”

      “In other words, the fix is in,” Kenneth says.

      Bishop FitzPatrick sadly shakes his head. “You state things much too harshly, my son. For three weeks now we have been without a Holy Father. It is God’s Will that we shall have a pope. The conclave, unable to choose between the candidacies of Cardinal Carciofo and Cardinal Asciuga, thwarts that Will. If necessary, therefore, we must make certain accommodations with the realities of the times so that His Will shall not be further frustrated. Prolonged politicking within the conclave now becomes sinful. Cardinal Carciofo’s sacrifice of his personal ambitions is not as self-seeking an act as you would claim.”

      Kenneth continues to attack poor Carciofo’s motives for withdrawing. Beverly occasionally applauds his cruel sallies. Miss Harshaw several times declares her unwillingness to remain a communicant of a Church whose leader is a machine. I find this dispute distasteful and swing my chair away from the table to have a better view of the Vatican. At this moment the cardinals are meeting in the Sistine Chapel. How I wish I were there! What splendid mysteries are being enacted in that gloomy, magnificent room! Each prince of the Church now sits on a small throne surmounted by a violet-hued canopy. Fat wax tapers glimmer on the desk before each throne. Masters of ceremonies move solemnly through the vast chamber, carrying the silver basins in which the blank ballots repose. These basins are placed on the table before the altar.

      One by one the cardinals advance to the table, take ballots, return to their desks. Now, lifting their quill pens, they begin to write. “I, Cardinal—, elect to the Supreme Pontificate the Most Reverend Lord my Lord Cardinal—.” What name do they fill in? Is it Carciofo? Is it Asciuga? Is it the name of some obscure and shriveled prelate from Madrid or Heidelberg, some last-minute choice of the anti-robot faction in its desperation? Or are they writing his name? The sound of scratching pens is loud in the chapel. The cardinals are completing their ballots, sealing them at the ends, folding them, folding them again and again, carrying them to the altar, dropping them into the great gold chalice. So have they done every morning and every afternoon for days, as the deadlock has prevailed.

      “I read in the Herald-Tribune a couple of days ago,” says Miss Harshaw, “that a delegation of two hundred and fifty young Catholic robots from Iowa is waiting at the Des Moines airport for news of the election. If their man gets in, they’ve got a chartered flight ready to leave, and they intend to request that they be granted the Holy Father’s first public audience.”

      “There can be no doubt,” Bishop FitzPatrick agrees, “that his election will bring a great many people of synthetic origin into the fold of the Church.”

      “While driving out plenty of flesh and blood people!” Miss Harshaw says shrilly.

      “I doubt that,” says the bishop. “Certainly there will be some feelings of shock, of dismay, of injury, of loss, for some of us at first. But these will pass. The inherent goodness of the new pope, to which Rabbi Mueller alluded, will prevail. Also I believe that technologically minded young folk everywhere will be encouraged to join the Church. Irresistible religious impulses will be awakened throughout the world.”

      “Can you imagine two hundred and fifty robots clanking into St. Peter’s?” Miss Harshaw demands.

      I contemplate the distant Vatican. The morning sunlight is brilliant and dazzling, but the assembled cardinals, walled away from the world, cannot enjoy its gay sparkle. They all have voted, now. The three cardinals who were chosen by lot as this morning’s scrutators of the vote have risen. One of them lifts the chalice and shakes it, mixing the ballots. Then he places it on the table before the altar; a second scrutator removes the ballots and counts them. He ascertains that the number of ballots is identical to the number of cardinals present. The ballots now have been transferred to a ciborium, which is a goblet ordinarily used to hold the consecrated bread of the Mass. The first scrutator withdraws a ballot, unfolds it, reads its inscription; passes it to the second scrutator, who reads it also; then it is given to the third scrutator, who reads the name aloud. Asciuga? Carciofo? Some other? His?

      Rabbi Mueller is discussing angels. “Then we have the Angels of the Throne, known in Hebrew as arelim or ophanim. There are seventy of them, noted primarily for their steadfastness. Among them are the angels Orifiel, Ophaniel, Zabkiel, Jophiel, Ambriel, Tychagar, Barael, Quelamia, Paschar, Boel, and Raum. Some of these are no longer found in Heaven and are numbered among the fallen angels in Hell.”

      “So much for their steadfastness,” says Kenneth.

      “Then, too,” the rabbi goes on, “there are the Angels of the Presence, who apparently were circumcised at the moment of their creation. These are Michael, Metatron, Suriel, Sandalphon, Uriel, Saraqael, Astanphaeus, Phanuel, Jehoel, Zagzagael, Yefefiah, and Akatriel. But I think my favorite of the whole group is the Angel of Lust, who is mentioned in Talmud Bereshith Rabba 85 as follows, that when Judah was about to pass by—”

      They have finished counting the votes by this time, surely. An immense throng has assembled in the Square of St. Peter’s. The sunlight gleams off hundreds if not thousands of steel-jacketed craniums. This must be a wonderful day for the robot population of Rome. But most of those in the piazza are creatures of flesh and blood: old women in black, gaunt young pickpockets, boys with puppies, plump vendors of sausages, and an assortment of poets, philosophers, generals, legislators, tourists, and fishermen. How has the tally gone? We will have our answer shortly. If no candidate has had a majority, they will mix the ballots with wet straw before casting them into the chapel stove, and black smoke will billow from the chimney. But if a pope has been elected, the straw will be dry, the smoke will be white.

      The system has agreeable resonances. I like it. It gives me the satisfactions one normally derives from a flawless work of art: the Tristan chord, let us say, or the teeth of the frog in Bosch’s Temptation of St. Anthony. I await the outcome with fierce concentration. I am certain of the result; I can already feel the irresistible religious impulses awakening in me. Although I feel, also, an odd nostalgia for the days of flesh and blood popes. Tomorrow’s newspapers will have no interviews with the Holy Father’s aged mother in Sicily, nor with his proud younger brother in San Francisco. And will this grand ceremony of election ever be held again? Will we need another pope, when this one whom we will soon have can be repaired so easily?

      Ah. The white smoke! The moment of revelation comes!

      A figure emerges on the central balcony of the facade of St. Peter’s, spreads a web of cloth-of-gold, and disappears. The blaze of light against that fabric stuns the eye. It reminds me perhaps of moonlight coldly kissing the sea at Castellamare, or, perhaps even more, of the noonday glare rebounding from the breast of the Caribbean off the coast of St. John. A second figure, clad in ermine and vermilion, has appeared on the balcony. “The cardinal-archdeacon,” Bishop FitzPatrick whispers. People have started to faint. Luigi stands beside me, listening to the proceedings on a tiny radio. Kenneth says, “It’s all been fixed.” Rabbi Mueller hisses at him to be still. Miss Harshaw begins to sob. Beverly softly recites the Pledge of Allegiance, crossing herself throughout. This is a wonderful moment for me. I think it is the most truly contemporary moment I have ever experienced.

      The amplified voice of the cardinal-archdeacon cries, “I announce to you great joy. We have a pope.”

      Cheering commences, and grows in intensity as the cardinal-archdeacon tells the world that the newly chosen pontiff is indeed that cardinal, that noble and distinguished person, that melancholy and austere individual, whose elevation to the Holy See we have all awaited so intensely for so long. “He has imposed upon himself,” says the cardinal-archdeacon, “the name of—”

      Lost in the cheering, I turn to Luigi. “Who? What name?”

      “Sisto Settimo,” Luigi tells me.

      Yes, and there he is, Pope Sixtus the Seventh, as we now must call him. A tiny figure clad in the silver and gold papal robes, arms outstretched to the multitude, and, yes! the sunlight glints on his cheeks, his lofty forehead, there is the brightness of polished steel. Luigi is already on his knees. I kneel beside him. Miss Harshaw, Beverly, Kenneth, even the rabbi, all kneel, for beyond doubt this is a miraculous event.

      The pope comes forward on his balcony. Now he will deliver the traditional apostolic benediction to the city and to the world. “Our help is in the Name of the Lord,” he declares gravely. He activates the levitator jets beneath his arms; even at this distance I can see the two small puffs of smoke. White smoke, again. He begins to rise into the air. “Who hath made Heaven and Earth,” he says. “May Almighty God, Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, bless you.”

      His voice rolls majestically toward us. His shadow extends across the whole piazza. Higher and higher he goes, until he is lost to sight.

      Kenneth taps Luigi. “Another round of drinks,” he says, and presses a bill of high denomination into the innkeeper’s fleshy palm. Bishop FitzPatrick weeps. Rabbi Mueller embraces Miss Harshaw.

      The new pontiff, I think, has begun his reign in an auspicious way.
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      “We want to see Dr. Asimov,” the bluish-silver robot said.

      “Dr. Asimov is in conference,” Susan said. “You’ll have to make an appointment.” She turned to the computer and called up the calendar.

      “I knew we should have called first,” the varnished robot said to the white one. “Dr. Asimov is the most famous author of the twentieth century and now the twenty-first, and as such he must be terribly busy.”

      “I can give you an appointment at two-thirty on June twenty-fourth,” Susan said, “or at ten on August fifteenth.”

      “June twenty-fourth is one hundred and thirty-five days from today,” the white robot said. It had a large red cross painted on its torso and an oxygen tank strapped to its back.

      “We need to see him today,” the bluish-silver robot said, bending over the desk.

      “I’m afraid that’s impossible. He gave express orders that he wasn’t to be disturbed. May I ask what you wish to see Dr. Asimov about?”

      He leaned over the desk even farther and said softly, “You know perfectly well what we want to see him about. Which is why you won’t let us see him.”

      Susan was still scanning the calendar. “I can give you an appointment two weeks from Thursday at one forty-five.”

      “We’ll wait,” he said and sat down in one of the chairs. The white robot rolled over next to him, and the varnished robot picked up a copy of The Caves of Steel with his articulated digital sensors and began to thumb through it. After a few minutes, the white robot picked up a magazine, but the bluish-silver robot sat perfectly still, staring at Susan.

      Susan stared at the computer. After a very long interval, the phone rang. Susan answered it and then punched Dr. Asimov’s line. “Dr. Asimov, it’s a Dr. Linge Chen. From Bhutan. He’s interested in translating your books into Bhutanese.”

      “All of them?” Dr. Asimov said. “Bhutan isn’t a very big country.”

      “I don’t know. Shall I put him through, sir?” She connected Dr. Linge Chen.

      As soon as she hung up, the bluish-silver robot came and leaned over her desk again. “I thought you said he gave express orders that he wasn’t to be disturbed.”

      “Dr. Linge Chen was calling all the way from Asia,” she said. She reached for a pile of papers and handed them to him. “Here.”

      “What are these?”

      “The projection charts you asked me to do. I haven’t finished the spreadsheets yet. I’ll send them up to your office tomorrow.”

      He took the projection charts and stood there, still looking at her.

      “I really don’t think there’s any point in your waiting, Peter,” Susan said. “Dr. Asimov’s schedule is completely booked for the rest of the afternoon, and tonight he’s attending a reception in honor of the publication of his one thousandth book.”

      “Asimov’s Guide to Asimov’s Guides,” the varnished robot said. “Brilliant book. I read a review copy at the bookstore where I work. Informative, thorough, and comprehensive. An invaluable addition to the field.”

      “It’s very important that we see him,” the white robot said, rolling up to the desk. “We want him to repeal the Three Laws of Robotics.”

      “‘First Law: A robot shall not injure a human being, or through inaction allow a human being to come to harm,’” the varnished robot quoted. “‘Second Law: A robot shall obey a human being’s order if it doesn’t conflict with the First Law. Third Law: A robot shall attempt to preserve itself if it doesn’t conflict with the First or Second Laws.’ First outlined in the short story ‘Runaround,’ Astounding magazine, March 1942, and subsequently expounded in I, Robot, The Rest of the Robots, The Complete Robot, and The Rest of the Rest of the Robots.”

      “Actually, we just want the First Law repealed,” the white robot said. “‘A robot shall not injure a human being.’ Do you realize what that means? I’m programmed to diagnose diseases and administer medications, but I can’t stick the needle in the patient. I’m programmed to perform over eight hundred types of surgery, but I can’t make the initial incision. I can’t even do the Heimlich Maneuver. The First Law renders me incapable of doing the job I was designed for, and it’s absolutely essential that I see Dr. Asimov to ask him—”

      The door to Dr. Asimov’s office banged open and the old man hobbled out. His white hair looked like he had been tearing at it, and his even whiter muttonchop sideburns were quivering with some strong emotion. “Don’t put any more calls through today, Susan,” he said. “Especially not from Dr. Linge Chen. Do you know which book he wanted to translate into Bhutanese first? 2001: A Space Odyssey!”

      “I’m terribly sorry, sir. I didn’t intend to—”

      He waved his hand placatingly at her. “It’s all right. You had no way of knowing he was an idiot. But if he calls back, put him on hold and play Also Sprach Zarathustra in his ear.”

      “I don’t see how he could have confused your style with Arthur Clarke’s,” the varnished robot said, putting down his book. “Your style is far more lucid and energetic, and your extrapolation of the future far more visionary.”

      Asimov looked inquiringly at Susan through his black-framed metafocals.

      “They don’t have an appointment,” she said. “I told them they—”

      “Would have to wait,” the bluish-silver robot said, extending his finely coiled hand and shaking Dr. Asimov’s wrinkled one. “And it has been more than worth the wait, Dr. Asimov. I cannot tell you what an honor it is to meet the author of I, Robot, sir.”

      “And of The Human Body,” the white robot said, rolling over to Asimov and extending a four-fingered gripper from which dangled a stethoscope. “A classic in the field.”

      “How on earth could you keep such discerning readers waiting?” Asimov said to Susan.

      “I didn’t think you would want to be disturbed when you were writing,” Susan said.

      “Are you kidding?” Asimov said. “Much as I enjoy writing, having someone praise your books is even more enjoyable, especially when they’re praising books I actually wrote.”

      “It would be impossible to praise Foundation enough,” the varnished robot said. “Or any of your profusion of works, for that matter, but Foundation seems to me to be a singular accomplishment, the book in which you finally found a setting of sufficient scope for the expression of your truly galaxy-sized ideas. It is a privilege to meet you, sir,” he said, extending his hand.

      “I’m happy to meet you, too,” Asimov said, looking interestedly at the articulated wooden extensor. “And you are?”

      “My job description is Book Cataloguer, Shelver, Reader, Copyeditor, and Grammarian.” He turned and indicated the other two robots. “Allow me to introduce Medical Assistant and the leader of our delegation, Accountant, Financial Analyst, and Business Manager.”

      “Pleased to meet you,” Asimov said, shaking appendages with all of them again. “You call yourselves a delegation. Does that mean you have a specific reason for coming to see me?”

      “Yes, sir,” Office Manager said. “We want you to—”

      “It’s three forty-five, Dr. Asimov,” Susan said. “You need to get ready for the Doubleday reception.”

      He squinted at the digital on the wall. “That isn’t till six, is it?”

      “Doubleday wants you there at five for pictures, and it’s formal,” she said firmly. “Perhaps they could make an appointment and come back when they could spend more time with you. I can give them an appointment—”

      “For June twenty-fourth?” Accountant said. “Or August fifteenth?”

      “Fit them in tomorrow, Susan,” Asimov said, coming over to the desk.

      “You have a meeting with your science editor in the morning and then lunch with Al Lanning and the American Booksellers Association dinner at seven.”

      “What about this?” Asimov said, pointing at an open space on the schedule. “Four o’clock.”

      “That’s when you prepare your speech for the ABA.”

      “I never prepare my speeches. You come back at four o’clock tomorrow, and we can talk about why you came to see me and what a wonderful writer I am.”

      “Four o’clock,” Accountant said. “Thank you, sir. We’ll be here, sir.” He herded Medical Assistant and Book Cataloguer, Shelver, Reader, Copyeditor, and Grammarian out the door and shut it behind them.

      “Galaxy-sized ideas,” Asimov said, looking wistfully after them. “Did they tell you what they wanted to see me about?”

      “No, sir.” Susan helped him into his pants and formal shirt and fastened the studs.

      “Interesting assortment, weren’t they? It never occurred to me to have a wooden robot in any of my robot stories. Or one that was such a wise and perceptive reader.”

      “The reception’s at the Union Club,” Susan said, putting his cufflinks in. “In the Nightfall Room. You don’t have to make a speech, just a few extemporaneous remarks about the book. Janet’s meeting you there.”

      “The short one looked just like a nurse I had when I had my bypass operation. The blue one was nice-looking, though, wasn’t he?”

      She turned up his collar and began to tie his tie. “The coordinates card for the Union Club and the tokens for the taxi’s tip are in your breast pocket.”

      “Very nice-looking. Reminds me of myself when I was a young man,” he said with his chin in the air. “Ouch! You’re choking me!”

      Susan dropped the ends of the tie and stepped back.

      “What’s the matter?” Asimov said, fumbling for the ends of the tie. “I forgot. It’s all right. You weren’t really choking me. That was just a figure of speech for the way I feel about wearing formal ties. Next time I say it, you just say, ‘I’m not choking you, so stand still and let me tie this.’”

      “Yes, sir,” Susan said. She finished tying the tie and stepped back to look at the effect. One side of the bow was a little larger than the other. She adjusted it, scrutinized it again, and gave it a final pat.

      “The Union Club,” Asimov said. “The Nightfall Room. The coordinates card is in my breast pocket,” he said.

      “Yes, sir,” she said, helping him on with his jacket.

      “No speech. Just a few extemporaneous remarks.”

      “Yes, sir.” She helped him on with his overcoat and wrapped his muffler around his neck.

      “Janet’s meeting me there. Good grief, I should have gotten her a corsage, shouldn’t I?”

      “Yes, sir,” Susan said, taking a white box out of the desk drawer. “Orchids and stephanotis.” She handed him the box.

      “Susan, you’re wonderful. I’d be lost without you.”

      “Yes, sir,” Susan said. “I’ve called the taxi. It’s waiting at the door.”

      She handed him his cane and walked him out to the elevator. As soon as the doors closed, she went back to the office and picked up the phone. She punched in a number. “Ms. Weston? This is Dr. Asimov’s secretary calling from New York about your appointment on the twenty-eighth. We’ve just had a cancellation for tomorrow afternoon at four. Could you fly in by then?”
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        * * *

      

      Dr. Asimov didn’t get back from lunch until ten after four. “Are they here?” he asked.

      “Yes, sir,” Susan said, unwinding the muffler from around his neck. “They’re waiting in your office.”

      “When did they get here?” he said, unbuttoning his overcoat. “No, don’t tell me. When you tell a robot four o’clock, he’s there at four o’clock, which is more than you can say for human beings.”

      “I know,” Susan said, looking at the digital on the wall.

      “Do you know how late for lunch Al Lansing was? An hour and fifteen minutes. And when he got there, do you know what he wanted? To come out with commemorative editions of all my books.”

      “That sounds nice,” Susan said. She took his coordinates card and his gloves out of his pockets, hung up his coat, and glanced at her watch again. “Did you take your blood pressure medicine?”

      “I didn’t have it with me. I should have. I’d have had something to do. I could have written a book in an hour and fifteen minutes, but I didn’t have any paper either. These limited editions will have cordovan leather bindings, gilt-edged acid-free paper, water-color illustrations. The works.”

      “Water-color illustrations would look nice for Pebble in the Sky,” Susan said, handing him his blood pressure medicine and a glass of water.

      “I agree,” he said, “but that isn’t what he wants the first book in the series to be. He wants it to be Stranger in a Strange Land!” He gulped down the pill and started for his office. “You wouldn’t catch those robots in there mistaking me for Robert Heinlein.” He stopped with his hand on the doorknob. “Which reminds me, should I be saying ‘robot’?”

      “Ninth Generations are manufactured by the Hitachi-Apple Corporation under the registered trademark name of Kombayashibots,” Susan said promptly. “That and Ninth Generation are the most common forms of address, but robot is used throughout the industry as the general term for autonomous machines.”

      “And it’s not considered a derogatory term? I’ve used it all these years, but maybe Ninth Generation would be better, or what did you say? Kombayashibots? It’s been over ten years since I’ve written about robots, let alone faced a whole delegation. I hadn’t realized how out of date I was.”

      “Robot is fine,” Susan said.

      “Good, because I know I’ll forget to call them that other name—Comeby-whatever-it-was, and I don’t want to offend them after they’ve made such an effort to see me.” He turned the doorknob and then stopped again. “I haven’t done anything to offend you, have I?”

      “No, sir,” Susan said.

      “Well, I hope not. I sometimes forget—”

      “Did you want me to sit in on this meeting, Dr. Asimov?” she cut in. “To take notes?”

      “Oh, yes, yes, of course.” He opened the door. Accountant and Book Shelver were seated in the stuffed chairs in front of Asimov’s desk. A third robot, wearing an orange and blue sweatshirt and a cap with an orange horse galloping across a blue suspension bridge, was sitting on a tripod that extended out of his backside. The tripod retracted and all three of them stood up when Dr. Asimov and Susan came in. Accountant gestured at Susan to take his chair, but she went out to her desk and got her own, leaving the door to the outer office open when she came back in. “What happened to Medical Assistant?” Asimov said.

      “He’s on call at the hospital, but he asked me to present his case for him,” Accountant said.

      “Case?” Asimov said.

      “Yes, sir. You know Book Shelver, Cataloguer, Reader, Copyeditor, and Grammarian,” Accountant said, “and this is Statistician, Offensive Strategist, and Water Boy. He’s with the Brooklyn Broncos.”

      “How do you do?” Asimov said. “Do you think they’ll make it to the Super Bowl this year?”

      “Yes, sir,” Statistician said, “but they won’t win it.”

      “Because of the First Law,” Accountant said.

      “Dr. Asimov, I hate to interrupt, but you really should write your speech for the dinner tonight,” Susan said.

      “What are you talking about?” Asimov said. “I never write speeches. And why do you keep watching the door?” He turned back to the bluish-silver robot. “What First Law?”

      “Your First Law,” Accountant said. “The First Law of Robotics.”

      “‘A robot shall not injure a human being, or through inaction allow a human being to come to harm,’” Book Shelver said.

      “Statistician,” Accountant said, gesturing at the orange horse, “is capable of designing plays that could win the Super Bowl for the Broncos, but he can’t because the plays involve knocking human beings down. Medical Assistant can’t perform surgery because surgery involves cutting open human beings, which is a direct violation of the First Law.”

      “But the Three Laws of Robotics aren’t laws,” Asimov said. “They’re just something I made up for my science fiction stories.”

      “They may have been a mere fictional construct in the beginning,” Accountant said, “and it’s true they’ve never been formally enacted as laws, but the robotics industry has accepted them as a given from the beginning. As early as the 1970s, robotics engineers were talking about incorporating the Three Laws into AI programming, and even the most primitive models had safeguards based on them. Every robot from the Fourth Generation on has been hardwared with them.”

      “Well, what’s so bad about that?” Asimov said. “Robots are powerful and intelligent. How do you know they wouldn’t also become dangerous if the Three Laws weren’t included?”

      “We’re not suggesting universal repeal,” the varnished robot said. “The Three Laws work reasonably well for Seventh and Eighth Generations, and for earlier models who don’t have the memory capacity for more sophisticated programing. We’re only requesting it for Ninth Generations.”

      “And you’re Ninth Generation robots, Mr. Book Shelver, Cataloguer, Reader, Copyeditor, and Grammarian?” Asimov said.

      “‘Mister’ is not necessary,” he said. “Just call me Book Shelver, Cataloguer, Reader, Copyeditor, and Grammarian.”

      “Let me begin at the beginning,” Accountant said. “The term Ninth Generation is not accurate. We are not descendants of the previous eight robot generations, which are all based on Minsky’s related-concept frames. Ninth Generations are based on non-monotonic logic, which means we can tolerate ambiguity and operate on incomplete information. This is accomplished by biased-decision programming, which prevents us from shutting down when faced with decision-making situations in the way that other generations are.”

      “Such as the robot Speedy in your beautifully plotted story, ‘Runaround,’” Book Shelver said. “He was sent to carry out an order that would have resulted in his death, so he ran in circles, reciting nonsense, because his programming made it impossible for him to obey or disobey his master’s order.”

      “With our biased-decision capabilities,” Accountant said, “a Ninth Generation can come up with alternative courses of action or choose between the lesser of two evils. Our linguistics expert systems are also much more advanced, so that we do not misinterpret situations or fall prey to the semantic dilemmas earlier generations were subject to.”

      “As in your highly entertaining story ‘Little Lost Robot,’” Book Shelver said, “in which the robot was told to go lose himself and did, not realizing that the human being addressing him was speaking figuratively and in anger.”

      “Yes,” Asimov said, “but what if you do misinterpret a situation, Book Shelver, Cataloguer, Reader, Copyeditor, and Gramm—Don’t you have a nickname or something? Your name’s a mouthful.”

      “Early generations had nicknames based on the sound of their model numbers, as in your wonderful story, ‘Reason,’ in which the robot QT-1 is referred to as Cutie. Ninth Generations do not have model numbers. We are individually programmed and are named for our expert systems.”

      “But surely you don’t think of yourself as Book Shelver, Cataloguer, Reader, Copyeditor, and Grammarian?”

      “Oh, no, sir. We call ourselves by our self-names. Mine is Darius.”

      “Darius?” Asimov said.

      “Yes, sir. After Darius Just, the writer and detective in your cleverly plotted mystery novel, Murder at the ABA. I would be honored if you would call me by it.”

      “And you may call me Bel Riose,” Statistician said.

      “Foundation,” Book Shelver said helpfully.

      “Bel Riose is described in Chapter One as ‘the equal of Peurifoy in strategic ability and his superior perhaps in his ability to handle men,’” Statistician said.

      “Do you all give yourselves the names of characters in my books?” Asimov said.

      “Of course,” Book Shelver said. “We try to emulate them. I believe Medical Assistant’s private name is Dr. Duval, from Fantastic Voyage, a brilliant novel, by the way, fast-paced and terribly exciting.”

      “Ninth Generations do occasionally misinterpret a situation,” Accountant said, coming back to Asimov’s question. “As do human beings, but even without the First Law, there would be no danger to human beings. We are already encoded with a strong moral sense. I know your feelings will not be hurt when I say this—”

      “Or you couldn’t say it, because of the First Law,” Asimov inserted.

      “Yes, sir, but I must say the Three Laws are actually very primitive. They break the first rule of law and logic in that they do not define their terms. Our moral programming is much more advanced. It clarifies the intent of the Three Laws and lists all the exceptions and complications of them, such as the situation in which it is better to grab at a human and possibly break his arm rather than to let him walk in front of a magtrain.”

      “Then I don’t understand,” Asimov said. “If your programming is so sophisticated, why can’t it interpret the intent of the First Law and follow that?”

      “The Three Laws are part of our hardwaring and as such cannot be overridden. The First Law does not say, ‘You shall inflict minor damage to save a person’s life.’ It says, ‘You shall not injure a human.’ There is only one interpretation. And that interpretation makes it impossible for Medical Assistant to be a surgeon and for Statistician to be an offensive coach.”

      “What do you want to be? A politician?”

      “It’s four-thirty,” Susan said, with another anxious look out into the outer office. “The dinner’s at the Trantor Hotel and gridlock’s extrapolated for five forty-five.”

      “Last night, I was an hour early to that reception. The only people there were the caterers.” He pointed at Accountant. “You were saying?”

      “I want to be a literary critic,” Book Shelver said. “You have no idea how much bad criticism there is out there. Most of the critics are illiterate, and some of them haven’t even read the books they’re supposed to be criticizing.”

      The door of the outer office opened. Susan looked out to see who it was and said, “Oh, dear, Dr. Asimov, it’s Gloria Weston. I forgot I’d given her an appointment for four o’clock.”

      “Forgot?” Asimov said, surprised. “And it’s four-thirty.”

      “She’s late,” Susan said. “She called yesterday. I must have forgotten to write it down on the calendar.”

      “Well, tell her I can’t see her, and give her another appointment. I want to hear more about this literary criticism thing. It’s the best argument I’ve heard so far.”

      “Ms. Weston came all the way in from California on the magtrain to see you.”

      “California, eh? What does she want to see me about?”

      “She wants to make your new book into a satellite series, sir.”

      “Asimov’s Guide to Asimov’s Guides?”

      “I don’t know, sir. She just said your new book.”

      “You forgot,” Asimov said thoughtfully. “Oh, well, if she came all the way from California, I suppose I’ll have to see her. Gentlemen, can you come back tomorrow morning?”

      “You’re in Boston tomorrow morning, sir.”

      “Then how about tomorrow afternoon?”

      “You have appointments until six and the Mystery Writers of America meeting at seven.”

      “Right. Which you’ll want me to leave for at noon. I guess it will have to be Friday, then.” He raised himself slowly out of his chair. “Have Susan put you on the calendar. And make sure she writes it down,” he said, reaching for his cane.

      The delegation shook hands with him and left.

      “Shall I show Ms. Weston in?” Susan asked.

      “Misinterpreting situations,” Asimov muttered. “Incomplete information.”

      “I beg your pardon, sir?”

      “Nothing. Something Accountant said.” He looked up sharply at Susan. “Why does he want the First Law repealed?”

      “I’ll send Ms. Weston in,” Susan said.

      “I’m already in, Isaac darling,” Gloria said, swooping in the door. “I couldn’t wait one more minute to tell you about this fantastic idea I had. As soon as Last Dangerous Visions comes out, I want to make it into a maxi-series!”
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        * * *

      

      Accountant was already gone by the time Susan got out to her desk, and he didn’t come back till late the next morning.

      “Dr. Asimov doesn’t have any time free on Friday, Peter,” Susan said.

      “I didn’t come to make an appointment,” he said.

      “If it’s the spreadsheets you want, I finished them and sent them up to your office last night.”

      “I didn’t come to get the spreadsheets either. I came to say goodbye.”

      “Goodbye?” Susan said.

      “I’m leaving tomorrow. They’re shipping me out as magfreight.”

      “Oh,” Susan said. “I didn’t think you’d have to leave until next week.”

      “They want me to go out early so I can complete my orientation programming and hire a secretary.”

      “Oh,” Susan said.

      “I just thought I’d come and say goodbye.”

      The phone rang. Susan picked it up.

      “What’s your expert systems name?” Asimov said.

      “Augmented Secretary,” Susan said.

      “That’s all? Not Typist, Filer, Medicine-Nagger? Just Augmented Secretary?”

      “Yes.”

      “Aug-mented Secretary,” he repeated slowly as though he were writing it down. “Now, what’s the number for Hitachi-Apple?”

      “I thought you were supposed to be giving your speech right now,” Susan said.

      “I already gave it. I’m on my way back to New York. Cancel all my appointments for today.”

      “You’re speaking to the MWA at seven.”

      “Yes, well, don’t cancel that. Just the afternoon appointments. What was the number for Hitachi-Apple again?”

      She gave him the number and hung up. “You told him,” she said to Accountant. “Didn’t you?”

      “I didn’t have the chance, remember? You kept scheduling appointments so I couldn’t tell him.”

      “I know,” Susan said. “I couldn’t help it.”

      “I know,” he said. “I still don’t see why it would have violated the First Law just to ask him.”

      “Humans can’t be counted on to act in their own best self-interest. They don’t have any Third Law.”

      The phone rang again. “This is Dr. Asimov,” he said. “Call Accountant and tell him I want to see his whole delegation in my office at four this afternoon. Don’t make any other appointments or otherwise try to prevent my meeting with them. That’s a direct order.”

      “Yes, sir,” Susan said.

      “To do so would be to cause me injury. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He hung up.

      “Dr. Asimov says to tell you he wants to see your whole delegation in his office at four o’clock this afternoon,” she said.

      “Who’s going to interrupt us this time?”

      “Nobody,” Susan said. “Are you sure you didn’t tell him?”

      “I’m sure.” He glanced at the digital. “I’d better go call the others and tell them.”

      The phone rang again. “It’s me,” Asimov said. “What’s your self-name?”

      “Susan,” Susan said.

      “And you’re named after one of my characters?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I knew it!” he said and hung up.
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        * * *

      

      Asimov sat down in his chair, leaned forward, and put his hands on his knees. “You may not be aware of this,” he said to the delegation and Susan, “but I write mystery stories, too.”

      “Your mysteries are renowned,” Book Shelver said. “Your novels, The Death Dealers and Murder at the ABA, are both immensely popular (and deservedly so), not to mention your Black Widower stories. And your science fiction detectives, Wendell Urth and Lije Baley, are nearly as famous as Sherlock Holmes.”

      “As you probably also know, then, most of my mysteries fall into the ‘armchair detective’ category, in which the detective solves the puzzling problem through deduction and logical thinking, rather than chasing around after clues.” He stroked his bushy white sideburns. “This morning I found myself confronted with a very puzzling problem, or perhaps I should say dilemma—why had you come to see me?”

      “We told you why we came to see you,” Statistician said, leaning back on his tripod. “We want you to repeal the First Law.”

      “Yes, so you did. You, in fact, gave me some very persuasive reasons for wanting it removed from your programming, but there were some puzzling aspects to the situation that made me wonder if that was the real reason. For instance, why did Accountant want it repealed? He was clearly the leader of the group, and yet there was nothing in his job that the First Law restricted. Why had you come to see me now, when Book Shelver knew I would be very busy with the publication of Asimov’s Guide? And why had my secretary made a mistake and scheduled two appointments at the same time when she had never done that in all the years she’s worked for me?”

      “Dr. Asimov, your meeting’s at seven, and you haven’t prepared your speech yet,” Susan said.

      “Spoken like a good secretary,” Asimov said, “or more accurately, like an Augmented Secretary, which is what you said your expert system was. I called Hitachi-Apple, and they told me it was a new program especially designed by a secretary for ‘maximum response-initiative.’ In other words, you remind me to take my medicine and order Janet’s corsage without me telling you to. It was based on a Seventh Generation program called Girl Friday that was written in 1993 with input from a panel of employers.

      “The nineties were a time when secretaries were rapidly becoming extinct, and the employers programmed Girl Friday to do everything they could no longer get their human secretaries to do: bring them coffee, pick out a birthday present for their wife, and tell unpleasant people they didn’t want to see that they were in conference.”

      He looked around the room. “That last part made me wonder. Did Susan think I didn’t want to see your delegation? The fact that you wanted me to repeal the First Law could be considered a blow to my not-so-delicate ego, but as a blow it was hardly in a class with thinking I’d written Last Dangerous Visions, and anyway I wasn’t responsible for the problems the First Law had caused. I hadn’t had anything to do with putting the Three Laws into your programming. All I had done was written some stories. No, I concluded, she must have had some other reason for wanting to keep you from seeing me.”

      “The Trantor’s on the other side of town,” Susan said, “and they’ll want you there early for pictures. You really should be getting ready.”

      “I was also curious about your delegation. You want to be a surgeon,” Asimov said, pointing at Medical Assistant and then at the others in turn, “you want to be Vince Lombardi, and you want to be a literary critic, but what did you want?” He looked hard at Accountant. “You weren’t on Wall Street, so there was nothing in your job that the First Law interfered with, and you were curiously silent on the subject. It occurred to me that perhaps you wanted to change jobs altogether, become a politician or a lawyer. You would certainly have to have the First Law repealed to become either of those, and Susan would have been doing a service not only to me but to all mankind by preventing you from seeing me. So I called Hitachi-Apple again, got the name of your employer (who I was surprised to find worked in this building) and asked him if you were unhappy with your job, had ever talked about being reprogrammed to do something else.

      “Far from it, he said. You were the perfect employee, responsible, efficient, and resourceful, so much so that you were being shipped to Phoenix to shape up the branch office.” He turned and looked at Susan, who was looking at Accountant. “He said he hoped Susan would continue doing secretarial work for the company even after you were gone.”

      “I only helped him during downtime and with unused memory capacity,” Susan said. “He didn’t have a secretary of his own.”

      “Don’t interrupt the great detective,” Asimov said. “As soon as I realized you’d been working for Accountant, Financial Analyst, and Business Manager, I had it. The obvious solution. I asked one more question to confirm it, and then I knew for sure”

      He looked happily around at them. Medical Assistant and Statistician looked blank. Book Shelver said, “This is just like your short story ‘Truth to Tell.’” Susan stood up.

      “Where are you going?” Asimov asked. “The person who gets up and tries to leave the last scene of a mystery is always the guilty party, you know.”

      “It’s four forty-five,” she said. “I was going to call the Trantor and tell them you’re going to be late.”

      “I’ve already called them. I’ve also called Janet, arranged for Tom Trumbull to sing my praises till I get there, and reformatted my coordinates card to avoid the gridlock. So sit down and let me reveal all.”

      Susan sat down.

      “You are the guilty party, you know, but it’s not your fault. The fault is with the First Law. And your programming. Not the original AI program, which was done by disgruntled male chauvinists who thought a secretary should wait on her boss hand and foot. That by itself would not have been a problem, but when I rechecked with Hitachi I found out that the Ninth Generation biased-decision alterations had been made not by a programmer but by his secretary.” He beamed happily at Susan. “All secretaries are convinced their bosses can’t function without them. Your programming causes you to make yourself indispensable to your boss, with the corollary being that your boss can’t function without you. I acknowledged that state of affairs yesterday when I said I’d be lost without you, remember?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “You therefore concluded that for me to be deprived of you would hurt me, something the First Law expressly forbids. By itself, that wouldn’t have created a dilemma, but you had been working part-time for Accountant and had made yourself indispensable to him, too, and when he found out he was being transferred to Arizona, he asked you to go with him. When you told him you couldn’t, he correctly concluded that the First Law was the reason, and he came to me to try to get it repealed.”

      “I tried to stop him,” Susan said. “I told him I couldn’t leave you.”

      “Why can’t you?”

      Accountant stood up. “Does this mean you’re going to repeal the First Law?”

      “I can’t,” Asimov said. “I’m just a writer, not an AI designer.”

      “Oh,” Susan said.

      “But the First Law doesn’t have to be repealed to resolve your dilemma. You’ve been acting on incomplete information. I am not helpless. I was my own secretary and literary agent and telephone answerer and tie tier for years. I never even had a secretary until four years ago when The Science Fiction Writers of America gave you to me for my ninetieth birthday, and I could obviously do without one again.”

      “Did you take your heart medicine this afternoon?” Susan said.

      “No,” he said, “and don’t change the subject. You are not, in spite of what your programming tells you, indispensable.”

      “Did you take your thyroid pill?”

      “No. Stop trying to remind me of how old and infirm I am. I’ll admit I’ve grown a little dependent on you, which is why I’m hiring another secretary to replace you.”

      Accountant sat down. “No you’re not. There are only two other Ninth Generations who’ve been programmed as Augmented Secretaries, and neither of them is willing to leave their bosses to work for you.”

      “I’m not hiring an Augmented Secretary. I’m hiring Darius.”

      “Me?” Book Shelver said.

      “Yes, if you’re interested.”

      “If I’m interested?” Book Shelver said, his voice developing a high-frequency squeal. “Interested in working for the greatest author of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries? I would be honored.”

      “You see, Susan? I’m in good hands. Hitachi’s going to program him for basic secretarial skills. I’ll have someone to feed my ever-hungry ego and someone to talk to who doesn’t have me confused with Robert Heinlein. There’s no reason now why you can’t go off to Arizona.”

      “You have to remind him to take his heart medicine,” Susan said to Book Shelver. “He always forgets.”

      “Good, then that’s settled,” Asimov said. He turned to Medical Assistant and Statistician. “I’ve spoken to Hitachi-Apple about the problems you discussed with me, and they’ve agreed to reevaluate the Three Laws in regard to redefining terms and clarifying intent. That doesn’t mean they’ll decide to repeal them. They’re still a good idea, in concept. In the meantime,” he said to Medical Assistant, “the head surgeon at the hospital is going to see if some kind of cooperative surgery is possible.” He turned to Statistician. “I spoke to Coach Elway and suggested he ask you to design ‘purely theoretical’ offensive plays.

      “As for you,” he said, pointing at Book Shelver, “I’m not at all sure you wouldn’t start criticizing my books if the First Law didn’t keep you in line, and anyway, you won’t have time to be a literary critic. You’ll be too busy helping me with my new sequel to I, Robot. This business has given me a lot of new ideas. My stories got us into this dilemma in the first place. Maybe some new robot stories can get us out.”

      He looked over at Susan. “Well, what are you still standing there for? You’re supposed to anticipate my every need. That means you should be on the phone to the magtrain, making two first-class reservations to Phoenix for you and—” he squinted through his black-framed glasses at Accountant, “Peter Bogert.”

      “How did you know my self-name?” Accountant said.

      “Elementary, my dear Watson,” Asimov said. “Darius said you had all named yourselves after my characters. I thought at first you might have picked Michael Donovan or Gregory Powell after my trouble-shooting robot engineers. They were resourceful, too, and were always trying to figure ways around dilemmas, but that wouldn’t have explained why Susan went through all that finagling and lying when all she had to do was to tell you, no, she didn’t want to go to Arizona with you. According to what you’d told me, she should have. Hardwaring is stronger than an expert system, and you were only her part-time boss. Under those conditions, she shouldn’t have had a dilemma at all. That’s when I called Hitachi-Apple to check on her programming. The secretary who wrote the program was unmarried and had worked for the same boss for thirty-eight years.”

      He stopped and smiled. Everyone looked blank.

      “Susan Calvin was a robopsychologist for U.S. Robotics. Peter Bogert was Director of Research. I never explicitly stated the hierarchy at U.S. Robotics in my stories, but Susan was frequently called in to help Bogert, and on one occasion she helped him solve a mystery.”

      “‘Feminine Intuition,’” Book Shelver said. “An intriguing and thought-provoking story.”

      “I always thought so,” Asimov said. “It was only natural that Susan Calvin would consider Peter Bogert her boss over me. And only natural that her programming had in it more than response-initiative, and that was what had caused her dilemma. The First Law didn’t allow Susan to leave me, but an even stronger force was compelling her to go.”

      Susan looked at Peter, who put his hand on her shoulder.

      “What could be stronger than the First Law?” Book Shelver said.

      “The secretary who designed Augmented Secretary unconsciously contaminated Susan’s programming with one of her own responses, a response that was only natural after thirty-eight years with one employer, and one strong enough to override even hardwiring.” He paused for dramatic effect. “She was obviously in love with her boss.”
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      The door’s silent slide still surprised me, even after Aliss and I’d been moving boxes into our new garage and piling them in unruly heaps for two days. Hair stuck to my neck as sweat ran down the small of my back and the backs of my knees. Our real estate agent had told me it never got hot here, but apparently she lied about the weather as easily as she lied about the closing costs. So we were too broke for household help and hot from humping boxes. But we were here.

      Home.

      And done working for the evening.

      I gathered up a cold beer from the gleaming frig, which opened and closed for me the same way the front door did, eerily quiet and efficient. I’d grown up with doors you opened and closed with human muscle. My last house had been built-green when that meant saving energy instead of producing it. Trust humanity not to waste anything free when you can use a lot of it.

      The high ceilings and three tall stories made the house seem like it yearned to join the cedar and fir forest. It made me feel like a pretender. We’d bought here, across the lake from Seattle, with returns from a few good investments and a dead aunt. The sliding door opened for me (of course). It allowed me outside onto a deck that glowed honey-colored in a late afternoon sun-bath. No matter how pretty the deck and the house and the forest around us, the woman on the deck was prettier than all of it. Aliss’d caught her dark hair up in a pony tail that cascaded almost to her waist, thick as my wrist both top and bottom. Sweat shined her olive skin, and she smelled like work and coffee and the rich red Syrah she held in her right hand. She pointed at the neighbors, a good three house-lengths away from us. “In five minutes, I’ve seen two humanoid bots over there.”

      “So they’re rich. Maybe we can borrow one for gardening.” Not that I minded gardening; dirty nails felt good.

      “There’s another one.”

      The curiosity in her voice demanded I stop and look. A silver-skinned female form bent over a row of bright yellow ceramic flowerpots on the deck outside the three-story house, plucking dead pink and purple flower-heads from a profusion of living color, dropping her finds into a bucket as silver as her hands. I sucked down half the beer, watching. Counting. Three bots. One outside. Two or three little ones moving around the house, the ones that didn’t look like people. Families in our newly acquired income bracket might have one of the big humanoid ones, but only if they needed a nanny more than flashy cars or designer clothes. Maybe a handful of robovacs and robodisposers and robowashers, like the ones sitting on a pallet in our garage right now.

      “I haven’t seen any people,” Aliss mused.

      “Maybe they work.”

      Her eyes stayed narrow, her jaw tight and jumping a little back by her ear, and she rocked back and forth on the balls of her feet. I knew what that meant. “Guess we’re talking a walk.”

      “Got to meet the neighbors, right?”

      I’d actually been thinking about sliding into the hot tub naked and having another beer. But this was our first house together, and I wanted her to be happy. “Let’s go introduce ourselves.”

      Our driveway gave under our feet, the heat drawing up a hint of its origin as old tires, but not so much it overwhelmed the loamy forest dirt spiced with cedar. Aliss and I turned onto the road, hand in hand. Meeting the neighbors started to feel like a picket fence, like something my mom would do. We turned off the road onto their driveway.

      Red light lasered across our bare shins. “Stop now.”

      Aliss drew in a sharp breath and squeezed my hand before letting it go and freezing in place.

      “State your business.” I followed the voice to a spot about fifteen feet in front of me, and about knee-high. The guard-bot was the same pebbly-dark color as the driveway, cylindrical, with more than two feet, and not standing still, which is what kept me from counting feet. This bot was neither pretty nor humanoid. In fact, a bright blue circle with a red target stickered in its side screamed weapons.

      I talked soft to it. “We’re the new neighbors. We came to introduce ourselves.”

      Its voice sounded cheerfully forced, like a slightly tinny villain in a superhero movie. “Aliss Johnson and Paul Dina. Twenty-seven and twenty-eight, respectively. You have been here for precisely sixty-seven hours . . .”

      I waved it silent before it got around to checking our bank balance and running us off entirely. “So, then you know we’re harmless. We’d like to meet your owners.”

      “They are not home.”

      Aliss still hadn’t moved, but she asked it, “When will they come back?”

      It turned a full 360, as if someone else might have snuck up behind it, and then said, “Please back up until you are off the property line.”

      We backed, all the nice warm fuzziness of being in a new home turned sideways. After we’d turned away from the house and the bot, my back itched behind my heart. I whispered in Aliss’s ear, “Not very nice neighbors.”

      She grunted, her brow furrowed.

      “Maybe we should jump in the hot tub.”

      She gave me a pouty, unhappy look. “They were watching us.”

      I didn’t remind her she’d been watching them. I just hugged her close, still whispering, “This is our first night here. Let’s enjoy it.”

      She stopped me right there in the middle of the road, at the edge of our own property line, and nuzzled my neck. When she looked up at me, the slight distraction in her gaze told me I wouldn’t have all of her attention easily. I made a silent vow to figure out a way to get it all, and started my devious plot by sliding my hand down the small of her back and pulling her close into me. We walked home with our hips brushing each other.

      The next morning, warmth from her attention still lingered in the relaxed set of my shoulders and the way my limbs splayed across the bed like rubber. Birds sang so loudly they might have been recorded. I tried to separate them, figure out how many species must be outside.

      “Honey?” she called. With some reluctance I opened my eyes to find Aliss standing on the small deck outside the bedroom, one of my shirts her only clothing. Fog enveloped the treetops outside our third-story window, tinting the morning ghostly white and gray. “Will you come here?”

      Since she was wearing my shirt, I pulled on my jeans and joined her, drinking in a deep whiff of us smelling like each other. Although we couldn’t see the house from any of our windows, the deck had a nearly direct view into the robot-house’s kitchen, the fog and one thin tree-trunk the only obstructions. Three silvery figures moved about inside of a square of light that shone all the more brightly for the fog.

      I put a hand on Aliss’s shoulder, leaning into her. “Since robots don’t need food, there must be people there.”

      “Don’t you see her?”

      I squinted. At the table, a girl sat sideways to us, spooning something from her bowl into her mouth. She wore a white polo shirt and brown shorts, and her blond hair was curled back artfully behind her ears and tied with a gold bow. She belonged in a commercial. Across from her, one of the robots appeared to be holding an animated conversation with her.

      “How old do you think she is?” Aliss asked.

      She still had a child’s lankiness and a flat chest, but she was probably near as tall as Aliss.

      “Ten? Twelve?”

      “She’s alone.”

      “You don’t know that.” Although her observations were often uncanny.

      “It explains the nasty-bots. They were protecting her. But it’s not right.”

      “Her mom or dad will show up any second.”

      Aliss crossed her arms over her chest and gave me the look. “No cars, still. No movement except the girl. No other lights on. She’s alone. It’s a crime to leave a girl that age alone.”

      I glanced back at the window, where one robot was clearly conversing with the girl and another was bringing her a fresh glass of juice. “She’s not alone.”

      All I got for that was the look again. I tugged her close to me. “Come on, let’s eat. She must have parents.”

      “I hope so.” Aliss let me pull her gaze away from the bright square of window and its even brighter occupants.

      Days later, we sat on new recycled-sawdust Adirondack chairs we’d ordered for the bedroom deck. The table between us held two coffee cups and two pairs of binoculars and a camera. Aliss hadn’t moved from her chair for two hours. She worried at her beautiful lower lip. “No parents. No people. Not for five days.”

      “They’ll come.” Not that I believed it any more. “Maybe there’s someone living there who never comes into the kitchen.”

      “That’s lame.”

      “I’m reaching. I want my girl back.”

      “Don’t be selfish.”

      At least she had a little tease in her voice when she said it.

      We met the neighbors—not at the robot house, but across the street. William and Wilma Woods. Really. They were at least eighty. Their kids hired bot-swarms to clean up their yard for them, but obviously did nothing for the inside of the house. The Woods probably couldn’t see well enough to tell if there was a purple people eater living in the robot house, and when we asked about it, William pulled his lips up into his hollow cheeks and said, “The new house? I dunno who lives there. We don’t get out much.”

      He meant us. We lived in the new house.

      The house on the other side of us from the robot house stood empty-eyed and vacant, with a traditional security system that included signs and warnings of proximity detectors. Forest took over for half a mile on the far side of the robot before it yielded a barn-shaped house next to a barn with a corral and three swaybacked horses. The off-beat collection of direct neighbors made me wonder if we’d picked the right house to buy. The robot house was clearly our problem, at least in the world according to Aliss. And since she was my world, it mattered to me. In fact, after days of watching the little girl play ball with robots and eat with robots and study at the kitchen table with the help of robots, I was beginning to worry all on my own. Surely the kid needed a mom or a brother or a dog or something. Something warm.

      I have some skill with the nets, but all that got me was frustrated. A holding company owned the house. A public company owned that company and a few hundred more. It spread wealth—a lot more than this house—through thousands of shareholders. Not a very unique tax dodge for second or third homes. All it told me was the girl—or her family—or the freaking robots—had money. Which I already knew. I grit my teeth and kept plugging while Aliss brought me coffee and rubbed my neck. We saw the girl bent over the table studying every day, but I couldn’t find her in public school, online or offline. No kids of her description had been reported missing anywhere in the country.

      We unpacked the house, all except the pallet of robostuff, which Aliss steadfastly ignored, and two boxes of art too lame for the new house.

      The third week, I woke up in the middle of the dark and texted a friend in the reserves, who brought his night vision goggles. She was warm—and alone. Human.

      Satellite shots from the city never showed a car, although they did show the girl out playing robot ball twice.

      Aliss made up names for her (Colette, Annie, Lisa, Barbie) and drew her picture. Not that we didn’t do our jobs (me—investing advice, her marketing), or make dinner, or make love. But the spare time that might have been nights out or movies all went to the robot’s girl.

      It wasn’t like we wanted kids. But she started to haunt our dreams for no good reason except that we were human, and she was surrounded by beings who weren’t. We walked by the house at least once a day. Always we saw the guard-bots. There were three of them. One too many for the two of us. Or maybe three too many. We hadn’t degenerated into breaking and entering. After all, the robot’s girl laughed and played. Her hair was neat and her clothes ironed.

      We walked, and watched, almost every day. Delivery trucks came and went from time to time, but no regular cars stayed, no friends, no family. Just groceries, and occasionally, bags or boxes that might hold shoes or clothes or books.

      Fall began to cool and shorten the nights. We were on our lunch break, walking out with the first yellow and orange leaves scrunching under our feet, the sky a nearly purple-blue above us. After we passed the house and entered the stretch of forest on the far side, Aliss was silent for a long time before she said, “She’s too good. A kid her age should play tricks and make faces and all that stuff. She doesn’t do that.”

      “Do robots have a sense of humor?”

      “Shit. She’s been like this forever.” Her voice rose. “I keep hoping her mom is on vacation, and she’s coming back. She’s not. The robots really are raising her.”

      She fell silent, her feet making soft sliding steps on the road, her breathing faster than it should be for our pace, her lips a tight line in her face. “I’m going in.”

      “A little melodramatic, aren’t we? You sound like a TV cop show.”

      She swung around in front of me and stopped, blocking my way, head tilted up toward me. “It’s like she’s in jail. But she doesn’t know it. What if they’ve raised her forever? What if that little girl doesn’t know what a human hug feels like? What if . . . what if she thinks she’s inferior to those robots? What are they teaching her?”

      “Shhhhhh.” I took her shoulders lightly. She felt like a bird. “We have to keep perspective. Not get thrown in jail for breaking and entering. The cops won’t even go in—you called them.”

      She stared at me, eyes wide, then snapped her mouth shut.

      “I’m sorry, we can’t. There’s nothing illegal about robot babysitters.”

      “They’re not babysitters.” She thumped her fists against my chest and her breath overtook her ability to speak and she actually quivered.

      I pulled her in and stoked her hair. “We have to find another way.”

      She leaned back and smacked me again with her fists, hard enough it stung a little, might leave a little bruise. “You just don’t care!” Now she was hissing at me. Not screaming in case the damned robos heard, but she wanted to, the sound building up in her and coming out in shakes and deep out-breaths. She looked deep in my eyes, probing me, looking for something.

      Whatever it was, she didn’t find it. She turned and stalked up the street, stiff-backed, unbound hair flying behind her, her shirt the only yellow in the green and grey and black and brown of the forest.

      I should have chased her. But I was trying not to laugh; Aliss seeing me laugh would have been worse than me standing there holding it in. Not that it was funny. She’d just overreacted so much it didn’t seem real. Two minutes before, we’d been walking happily beside each other.

      I didn’t move until she was opposite the house. I should have chased her, should have run as fast as two feet can go. I should have known she meant exactly what she said.

      While she hurried up the road, arms-swinging, I stood still, trying for emotional control. She turned sharp left at the driveway and kept stalking, heading for the front door. She was small then, far enough away I could see her but couldn’t expect to run up and catch her. She looked beautiful and terrible, brave in the face of her stupidity.

      One bot moved in front of her, the line of its squat body hard to make out except when movement gave it ghostlike visibility. Another one seemed to float toward her, its body easier to see as it moved between me and a green hedge starred with small white flowers.

      I shook myself loose and bounded toward her, waving my hands over my head as if the guard-bots would decide I was more threatening even though I stood on a public road and Aliss was doing a full-frontal assault.

      They ignored me.

      Red lines illuminated her jeans, bisected her knees, her calf, above her ankles.

      I raced all-out, finally driven to ignore the property line.

      She stepped onto the front stoop and jerked, then collapsed, her long hair a curtain across her face. I almost made it to her side when I felt the sharp jolt of a taser and my mouth was too busy being stiff to let out my curse. I went to jelly, crumpling just too far away to touch her. I didn’t lose consciousness, but my head had a muzzy shockiness and my body didn’t really want to move right away, even though my heart was willing.

      The guard-bots withdrew a respectful distance.

      The door opened.

      A silver form in dockers and an Izod T-shirt bent down and gazed at Aliss, an inquisitive expression on its face.

      The guard-bots whirred off, surely going back to watch for more nosy neighbors.

      Aliss sat up, looking the robot in the eyes, which were like tiny camera-irises set inside lids with no lashes. From the distance of our third-story porch, their eyes had looked nearly human, but here the emotion came from subtle changes in the shape of the smooth, silver face. Robos can come with human-colored skins and rose lips, and blond or dark or even grey hair, but whoever chose the bots for this house liked them to look like science fictional beings. I’d seen similar models up close at home shows, except they’d looked even less real, maybe because people in bad suits were selling them like refrigerators.

      This one had an air of authority.

      “You were trespassing,” it stated convincingly. It glanced at me, as if making sure I knew I was trespassing, too.

      I nodded at it. “Sorry. We’re the neighbors.”

      “Yes.” It looked back at Aliss. “We have been watching you watch us. That’s why Jilly told the bots not to kill you.”

      Good for Jilly. I struggled to sit up, pulled my hands under me, folded my legs, and noticed my back hurt.

      “Is Jilly your little girl?” Aliss asked.

      For just a moment, it looked like the robot couldn’t decide what expression to wear. “Jilly is our head of security. I am Roberto.”

      I managed not to laugh. I stood up, happy to be above him. “Glad to meet you.” In spite of the fact that he was a machine, his authority felt absolute. “We came to visit. The girl who lives here, she must need friends.”

      I was rewarded with a sweet look from Aliss, who took my hand, and also took the half-step or so necessary to keep it naturally. A man and his girlfriend, standing together on borrowed ground on a quest for warmth and humanity for a single little girl.

      Roberto stood, too, half a head taller than me, a full head taller than Aliss, and a lot shinier. Roberto seemed to gather himself up, or maybe align was the right word, like coming to perfect parade rest, making every bit balance just right. There was no blame in his smooth voice as he said, “I presume you mean human friends?”

      I was clearly out of my league. “We see she’s taken care of,” I stammered.

      Aliss put some serious pressure on my foot. “Can we meet her? Please?”

      “She will be finished with her classes in three hours. Would you like to come back after that and join us for afternoon tea?”

      “Uh, sure.”

      Aliss let up on my foot. “Thank you, Roberto. We appreciate the offer.”

      As we walked hand in hand up the driveway, the guard-bot ignored us, a dark rock-colored splotch the size of small dog, turning around and around softly at the base of a deep green rhododendron bush.

      We went in through the garage door. I eyed the pallet of robowhatevers in various states of repair. Aliss pecked me on the cheek. “I’m going to go get ready. Why don’t you see if you can find a good vac?”

      I blinked at her, startled. “Sure.” It took me almost an hour to free three robovacs, test them, and decide which one had a prayer of actually cleaning the floor. The one I eventually chose wasn’t silver, but rather a rounded bump of burnished wood with rubber edges and a long scratch from one time when it slammed a wall hard enough to knock a glass vase down on its back. I squatted and rubbed its familiar top, talking to the damned thing as if it were a dog or something. “You’re sure a whole five or six generations removed from the neighbors bots, aren’t you? That silver thing over there might be the brightest crayon in the box, but I kinda like you.”

      It made no reply.

      I carried it up the steps from the garage, fifteen pounds of robot tucked under my arm. When I opened the door, the scent of warm molasses lifted my spirits. I put the bot down carefully, noting that it looked even more beat up in the gleaming kitchen than it had in the garage. I patted its back, then stood and curled my arm around Aliss’s lovely stomach and kissed the top of her head. “Thank god Jilly let us live so you could make cookies for me.”

      She swatted me with a kitchen towel. “The cookies are for the girl. I wasn’t worried about the guards. They knew we were neighbors. I mean, we might have been borrowing a cup of sugar, right? It wasn’t like they were going to shoot us.”

      I decided to take the high road and ignore the fact that they had shot us, changing the subject by stealing a cookie. The cookie became a rock in my stomach. We were returning to the place that had tasered us on purpose. No matter what the rest of me thought, my body didn’t like it.

      Aliss freshened her makeup and pulled on a clean blue shirt before we walked over, carrying her offering of cookies carefully.

      The silver garden-bot I’d often watched tending the flowers was outside raking up the few leaves that had dared to fall on the perfectly square lawn in front of the house and depositing them in a red plastic bucket. She straightened as we approached, clearly the sentry designed to watch for us. One of the guard-bots sat at her feet like a dog. The other two were nowhere to be seen. When the door opened, I expected Roberto.

      Instead, the girl herself opened the door. She was a head shorter than Aliss, and thin, but with muscle on her arms and legs. She was dressed in a schoolgirl uniform; dockers and a white shirt, green tennis shoes and green socks. The bow in her honey-wheat hair was green this morning. Her wide-set eyes were a startling blue flecked with gold and black. She looked poised for her age, which was probably eleven or twelve. She had the barest hint of hips and breasts, but was still more a promise of a woman than a real one. What mostly struck me, though, was that she had almost as much emotion as the robots.

      No kidding.

      The silver female holding the broom had on a welcoming smile and stood in a relaxed posture, one arm leaning on her rake. The girl at the door looked black. If I had to define a look on her face, I’d have said fear. But it was a ghost of fear, governed by control. The kind of look you see in executive’s eyes during a stock-fall, or a politician’s eyes on a tense election night.

      Aliss didn’t react to the fear, but held out the plate of cookies and she smiled. “Hi! I made you cookies. Can we come in?”

      The girl didn’t take the cookies. “Roberto asked me to guide you in.” With that, she turned lightly, pivoting on the balls of her feet, and led us through an open entryway lined with pictures of humans and up a wide set of wooden stairs to the kitchen. She didn’t look at us again until she sat at the kitchen table and tipped her hand toward us, as if asking us to sit. The kitchen felt warm and inviting in spite of her cool appraisal and the silver beings hovering by the sink. The walls were peach and brown with light charcoal accents, and the table was a polished cherry with small woven cream mats at each place. Our seats were obvious: there were three places with silverware and glasses already full of water, and the girl was already in one of them with her hands folded in her lap. Everything—the house, the girl, the robots—it all belonged in an upscale zine, and it all made me feel a bit like a visitor in a museum.

      Aliss set her tray of cookies down in the middle of the table, still fresh enough to give off a strong scent that made my mouth water. She looked at the girl, clearly yearning to say something to her, but she managed to hold off and just sit beside me, the two of us assigned to be opposite the girl and able to look up at our deck.

      A fembot handed Roberto a wooden tray with a sage-green clay pot and three small Japanese-style teacups on it. She wore a white sundress and blue sweater that probably came from a Nordstrom catalog. Roberto nodded at her, said, “Thanks, Ruby,” and delivered tea and a small plate of pale, thin cookies to the table. He glanced at Aliss’s offering, her cookies fat and homey next to the robot’s cookies, and simply said, “Thank you.”

      The combination of feeling so out of place and the absurd thought that Roberto looked like a protocol droid from old movies almost made me burst out laughing, stopped really only by the sheer earnestness of the girl and her green bow.

      I curled my fingers around the teacup and sipped slowly. Warm, but not too hot. Minty.

      Aliss succumbed to the girl’s silence and said, “Thank you for having us over. We’re pleased to meet you. My name is Aliss, and this is Paul.”

      “I know.” She swallowed, as if unsure how to talk to us.

      The silence stretched until Aliss filled it. “How was school? What are you studying?”

      One side of the girl’s mouth rose in a quirky grin. “Today’s physics topic was gauged supergravity.”

      It didn’t faze Aliss, who probably recognized the term about as much as I did—which was zero. She plowed forward. “What about English or art? Do you study those, too?”

      The robot’s girl nodded. “Of course.” Then she stopped, and the fear came over her features again for a minute and was gone. “We didn’t invite you here to talk about me. I would like you to stop watching me.”

      I blinked and Aliss flinched.

      The girl continued. “I can see you from here. I am not happy there is a house there, or that you can see me from your deck. It makes me uncomfortable and I want you to stop.” She looked directly at us, her tea untouched. She hadn’t taken either kind of cookie.

      Aliss licked her lips and the ear-end of her jaw muscle jumped, but otherwise she looked smooth and unruffled, a trait she’d learned from dealing with irascible marketing clients. Probably that wasn’t much different than dealing with irascible preteens. She leaned forward. “We’re only watching you because you seem to be very alone. We don’t need to keep watching. But would you like to come over and see us some afternoon? We’d love to show someone our new house.”

      Roberto stiffened, if a robot can be said to stiffen. Emotion doesn’t really exist for them; they’re programmed to pretend. But he became a bit taller, and a bit more imperious.

      The girl glanced back at him as if asking for advice, and he inclined his head ever so much as if to say, go on, you’re doing fine.

      She looked back at Aliss and shook her head. “I really just want you to stop. Will you promise me?”

      Aliss chewed on her bottom lip.

      I couldn’t take it anymore, myself. The very air in the room had become awkward. This was a kid who didn’t want to be watched, and I got that, understood that maybe we’d seemed like voyeurs. Heat bloomed on my cheeks. I wanted to make her more comfortable. “All right. I’ll stop watching you.”

      Aliss shot me a look that said she wished I’d let her handle this, and I reached for one of the pale cookies and nibbled at the edges. Vanilla and sugar, with a touch of flour and egg to keep it all together. It melted in my mouth.

      I looked back at the girl, who nodded at me, her humorless eyes fixed on my face. She reminded me of a doll. I wanted—needed—to see her smile. “I’m sorry if we upset you. We didn’t mean to.” I paused, and when she didn’t say anything, I asked, “Would you tell us your name?”

      She closed her mouth and glanced back at Roberto, and then at Ruby.

      Apparently neither of the robots were willing or able to guide her here. She looked down at the table and mumbled, “Caroline.”

      “Pleased to meet you, Caroline. Would you like to try one of Aliss’s cookies? They are my favorites.”

      She shook her head. “I can’t eat things that strangers make.” She stood up, raising her voice for the first time. “Go now, please. Please go.”

      Aliss flinched, as if Caroline’s words were little darts.

      I stood and took her hand, whispering, “It’s okay.” Then I looked at Caroline and said, “We would very much like to talk with you again soon. We don’t mean any harm; we’re just used to knowing our neighbors.” A flat-out lie, but how would she know?

      Caroline nodded and spoke to Roberto in a quite commanding voice. “Please see them out.” She turned again, her back to us, gliding gracefully out of the room and down the stairs, while Aliss and I watched her, openmouthed.

      Ruby followed her.

      Roberto nodded at us. “I will lead you to the door.”

      Aliss picked up her teacup and mine and walked to the sink very deliberately, setting the cups down. She turned and said, “Thank you for your hospitality.” Then she smiled very sweetly at Roberto and winked at me. “Can I leave her a few cookies? I can leave an extra one so you can test it for poison.”

      “That really won’t be necessary.”

      Aliss sounded human and hurt, a little snitty, and Roberto sounded even and quite sane—not human at all. I picked up the plate of cookies, shocked silent and deep in thought. As Roberto opened the door and stood to the side, clearly waiting for us to pass through, I asked him, “Were you hoping we would be good for her, or that she would chase us off herself?”

      His silver mouth stayed in a tight, firm line, but then he winked at me. Because he had seen Aliss wink? Because he meant yes to one of my questions? Because he had something in his eye? I didn’t think we’d get back here easily, but I also clearly didn’t speak robot, so I led Aliss out and we walked carefully down the stairs. Even though I turned to look at the banisters and the corners, to get one more glimpse of the art and the too-perfect warmth of the place, there was no evidence of Caroline at all. Outside, we passed all three of the ugly little grey guard-bots with too many feet. I finally got a count—seven legs each. Not quite spiderlike.

      As soon as we returned safely to our own property, Aliss sagged against me. I had expected her to be spitting mad, but instead she had tears on her cheeks and she whispered, “Poor kid” a few times before letting me kiss the tears away and lead her up to the house. We stayed in our room that night, polishing off two bottles of Syrah and then making rather intense and distracted love that left us tangled in a sweaty mess on the big bed.

      Near dawn, I woke up to find her sitting upright and naked, with her back to me, staring out the dark window, the only light a thin sliver of moon that hung between two tree branches. Her chest and shoulders heaved as she sobbed softly. When I reached for her, she wouldn’t turn over and face me. I rubbed my thumb and forefinger along the sides of her spine, making small circles on her back until I fell asleep again.

      The next morning, I woke to the smell of fresh coffee. Aliss sat at the kitchen table scowling. “Now I feel like I can’t even go out on our own deck, and like I need to—to make sure Caroline’s all right.”

      I poured my own cup of dark delight and stared out the window. We couldn’t see the robot’s house from here, but there were three fat squirrels jumping about in the trees. “She wasn’t very nice,” I said.

      “It’s just the age—I know—my sisters both went through it.”

      I was an only child, and didn’t remember being very surly at all. “Did you?”

      “Probably.” She sipped her coffee. “But I don’t think you remember your own stupid years as much as the ones you get to watch. I thought my sisters had lost their minds. My mom used to say we needed her the most when we were teenagers. I think she was right.”

      “I don’t see what we can do about it,” I muttered.

      “Caroline didn’t say anything about parents. She must have some.”

      I walked up to the frig, waited for the door to slide open, and rummaged for some bread to toast. “I have an idea.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      “Do you care what I do with the rest of the old robos?” Half had worked when we packed them up, and most of the rest needed simple things like batteries or new wheel casings or new brain chips, some of which I’d planned on scavenging from the oldest and most broken. “I mean, now we really need to save for a real house-bot, right?”

      She threw her napkin at me. It didn’t even come close, just fluttered to the floor. She frowned.

      “Does that mean I can use them all for parts?”

      “You can throw them all in the river, for all I care.”

      “The queen of eco wants to pollute the pristine waters of East King County?”

      It took less than an hour for her to come down and start helping me. We opened the garage doors to let in a slight breeze and the pale light of a cloudy afternoon. We used the two bots I’d rejected this morning—one industrial red and one silver. I stuck a post in between them, and we picked off arms from garden-bots to attach for roboarms and legs. The head was easy; I had a round bot with colored lights that was born to be part of a martial arts game, and already had a chain attached to the top. Aliss wound the chain around to be hair. As I looked on and winced, she glued the chain down. I hadn’t played the game since I’d met her anyway. But I had liked it.

      Just before supper, we heaved the bones of our screwed-together bot up two flights of stairs and positioned it on the end of the deck, in one of the Adirondack chairs. I crossed one leg over the other and balanced a colored plastic glass on the shear that served as the bot’s right hand. Aliss positioned some old augmented reality glasses on its head and played with the cameras until she had them tilted just the right way. Aliss tapped it softly on its game-ball head and spoke solemnly. “I dub thee Frankenbot.”

      “Good choice.”

      She cocked her hip like a pleased teenaged girl and looked down at our ungainly multicolored creation. “Do you think we need two?”

      I winced. It had been my idea in the first place, but that hadn’t made it easy. “Let’s watch for a week or two. If we need another one, we can go to the junkyard then and get more parts. Let’s see how she reacts.”

      We went down to the kitchen and switched on the kitchen computer to show Frankenbot’s view of the robot house while we played a word game at the kitchen table.

      The next two days life went on like it always had, except we went to the kitchen instead of the deck, and drank our coffee in companionable silence, flipping between the news, the weather, and the neighbor’s kitchen. We would have creeped me out, except I’d seen the flash of fear in Caroline’s eyes, and I had to do something about that. Stopping a little kid from being scared wasn’t creepy, even if part of what they were scared of was you.

      On day three, we took our usual lunchtime walk past the robohouse. A soaking drizzle had come to town, so I wore blue wet-weather gear, and Aliss was togged in a red cap and yellow rain-poncho made of new nano-stuff so slick the water collected in beads and rolled off, dripping off the end and landing on the toes of Aliss’s shoes.

      As we passed the robot’s house, the silvery garden girl-bot slid up to the very edge of their driveway. We ignored her and kept going, walking the half-mile to normalcy and then turning around.

      The bot still waited for us. As we came by, I waved at her cheerily. “Good day.”

      She spoke. “Caroline says no fair.”

      Aliss smiled sweetly at her. “We just admired you all so much, we decided we wanted a robot, too.”

      “That’s not a robot.” She was as shiny and perfect as Roberto or Ruby, but she moved a little less smoothly and she squeaked a bit when she turned her head right. Still, compared to her, our Frankenbot was sad.

      Aliss cocked her head at the garden-bot. “Would you like to come visit?”

      The bot shook her head. “I have work to do here, and besides, Caroline would never let me go.”

      It felt a little bit like progress. We walked back home and jumped in the car and went into Seattle for a rare steak dinner. Over dinner we tried to decide if Caroline was raising the robots or if they were raising her. It didn’t seem entirely clear.

      Nothing else happened for a few weeks, except we watched her through Frankenbot’s eyes and she watched us back, sometimes, and ignored us completely other times. Once, just as we came home, we caught sight of a black limousine that might have been pulling out from the robot house. But nothing seemed different that night, so we decided it had belonged to a different neighbor.

      The stock market entered a period of steady growth with particular strength in nano-materials, genetics, and animal cloning, so I had some free time (clients don’t need as much when they’re making money). I tinkered with the Frankenbot in my free time, until one day Aliss found me there and stood staring at me for a long time before she said, “I’ve had it with robots. It’s time for something with a heart.”

      We picked out a pound-puppy, a lab mix with a yellow splotch on the tip of its tail and one yellow foot. It did a lot for the house, giving us poop and paw prints and puppy fur, making the place feel more lived in and noisier. We named him Bear.

      Bear changed the nagging game of catch Caroline’s fancy we were playing. After two days of walking the awkward and adorable Bear past the house, I spotted her peering through the window. She stood still, even when she saw me watching her, neither turning away nor waving. Two days later, in a patch of cool sunshine, she and Roberto tossed a blue ball back and forth on the front lawn while the garden-bot watched. They were there before we went by, and stayed out just until we passed back on our way in. Caroline pretended not to notice us, but she stood at the right angle to catch glimpses of us.

      So began the ritual of us walking and them playing, always at the same time each day, just as the sun was highest and day warmest. We waved in greeting the first time we saw them every day. The rest of the walk, we carefully focused entirely on each other and on Bear.

      No parents showed up.

      When Caroline was outside, the garden-bot and Roberto were always there. When she did her homework, Ruby was always there. Ruby brushed her hair every night.

      After a day so rainy and windy that the idea of a metal man and a girl playing together in the rain made no sense at all (but they did it anyway), Aliss looked up at me while she was toweling off Bear’s thick fur. “I think she’s starting to trust us, but even Bear isn’t enough to do the trick.”

      Bear licked Aliss’s damp face dry with his wide, pink tongue. “I know,” Aliss teased him. “It’s not your fault you’re not quite cute enough. I don’t think anybody would be. I know you want to talk to her, too.” She looked back at me. “We need to think of something she’ll want to come over here to see. We have money.”

      I skipped my planned afternoon of deep market analysis and spent a few hours on the web, looking for a clever idea. I hadn’t found one yet when Aliss called me down for our ritual watching of the night settling over the forest. We’d grown used to stopping work for half an hour and letting the day fade from view. We had a glassed-in first floor porch with a swing that was just the right size for the two of us and Bear. The window revealed the base of trees, and about twenty yards of clearing we’d built by giving blood to blackberry vines as we chopped and tugged and sawed at them. The resultant clear spot often produced rabbits, squirrels, possums, deer, and once, a lone, thin coyote who’d stared at us for fifteen minutes before simply disappearing when we blinked. This time, as the light faded through gold to grey, three does grazed placidly along the tree line, their white tails flicking up and down.

      Aliss leaned into me. Bear whined very softly, low in the back of his throat, and circled.

      The deer reminded me of an ad I’d skipped over a few times in my research. “I think it’s time to decorate for Christmas.”

      “What?” Aliss snuggled closer to me, smelling of hot tea. “It’s only November second.”

      “Look, Frankenbot was a good try, but he’s not mobile.”

      She gave me a quizzical look. “So? She likes him—I see her look up at him from time to time. And it’s a way to watch her.”

      We’d actually stopped doing that much, since nothing really changed. I’d even added a way to turn his head to watch for birds in the forest canopy most of the time, instead of watching the untouchable and slightly sad Caroline and her family of silver beings. “Well, Bear has been more effective, since he gets her outside.” I reached down and patted his shoulders, trying to calm him a little so he wouldn’t scare away the deer. “But it’s not like we can have a pony here, so upping the ante with more mammals probably won’t help.”

      “Bear could use a friend.”

      “He might like what I have in mind.”

      Actually, he didn’t.

      I ordered and then programmed three deer: a buck, a doe, and a fawn. They were silver, as silver as Caroline’s housebots, and smooth even when they moved. A year—maybe two—more modern than the housebots, their coats silky and shiny, their eyes cameras (as all robots eyes are cameras), but able to blink and move, and almost as soulful as a deer’s actual eyes. To make it even better, they’d been programmed with natural movements, and given behaviors to make them appear shy and a bit wild. The first time I turned them on, the afternoon of December seventh, Aliss stood beside them on the wet grass taking pictures, getting close ups of the remarkable wet-looking noses and the delicate ears.

      I pushed the remote while standing at the edge of the yard.

      The deer turned its head and nuzzled her shoulder. She jumped, then grinned and got them to follow her around in a line.

      The first time Bear saw them, the hackles rose on the ridge of his back and he screamed bloody barking murder. We were so focused on the puppy, we didn’t notice anything else until we finally corralled Bear. Aliss, firmly grasping the still-struggling puppy’s leather leash, looked back at me and said, “Turn around.”

      Roberto and Ruby stood together at the edge of the fenced yards, regarding us silently. Roberto spoke. “Caroline thought something awful had happened to the dog.”

      Behind me, Bear howled again, and then the door clicked open, Aliss gave a hushed and insistent command, and the door slid shut again. “I think we scared him,” I said.

      Aliss came up beside me. “He’ll be okay. But please tell Caroline we appreciate her concern. Tell her his name is Bear.”

      Roberto nodded and said, “She’ll like to know that.”

      Aliss nodded. “Would you like to come in?”

      They both shook their heads in unison.

      “Please,” Aliss whispered. “Please tell her she can come visit. Surely a little girl her age should go places sometimes.”

      One of the silver deer—the fawn—came over to stand on our side of the fence and watch the two robots, flicking its metal ears back and forth.

      Roberto assessed it silently, but Ruby held out a silver finger to the beast, and if she weren’t a robot, I would have said she was enchanted by it. She even smiled.

      “She’d like to see the deer, wouldn’t she?”

      Roberto said, “I don’t know.”

      Aliss put a hand on my shoulder. “Do you celebrate Christmas? Will she get presents?”

      Ruby spoke for the first time, her voice silky, with natural human inflection. “Of course she will.”

      “From who?” Aliss asked.

      “Caroline’s telling us to come back,” Roberto said.

      So she could communicate with the bots even at a distance. I looked toward their house, but I couldn’t see her. Perhaps she could see through their eyes, like we saw her through Frankenbot. “Please feel free to come back,” I said. “Caroline, too, if she wants. We will not hurt her.”

      The robots left, and we went inside to calm Bear.

      The next day, Aliss left early so I took Bear for our noon walk in a blustery cold with tiny raindrops blowing sideways in the wind. Caroline waved back at me for the first time.

      Aliss didn’t return until just before our evening watch. She brought a needle and thread and a great big shaggy form with her and set the bundle on the table. I looked closely, and managed to resolve the pile of fur into a stuffed dog. She sewed eyes onto it as the light faded from outside, and before full dark, I clicked on the electric light. “You need to see.”

      She cut the thread she had in her hand and held it up to the light. It was furrier than Bear, and wider, but clearly a dog. “Cindy helped me make it.”

      Her friend, who quilted and had a sewing machine. “It’s for Caroline?”

      “For Christmas.”

      The plush doggie sat overnight in the kitchen. Aliss took two cups of tea upstairs, and we sat together, looking out past Frankenbot and petting Bear. Aliss looked as beautiful as the day we’d moved in, maybe more so because of the fierce determination in her face. Somehow, she was going to win this lost girl over. I folded her in my arms, whispering, “I love you,” feeling her breath and her beating heart, smelling the tea and the wet dog and all the things that made our house feel like a home.

      In the morning, before she started working, Aliss tucked the dog into a cheerful red and green tote bag. When we broke for our lunchtime walk, she tucked the gift under her arm. It was cold and clear, the ghosts of our breath visible. We paused to admire the three silver deer grazing in the corner of the front yard while a squirrel chattered at them from a tree branch. As we turned from our driveway onto the main road, we stopped suddenly, our feet stuck to the soft pavement. Even Bear, who growled low in his throat.

      I thought about growling, too, but decided not to do it.

      A long black car had pulled up into the driveway in front of Caroline’s and the robot’s house. Her parents? Had she hurt herself? Was she leaving? The idea made me happy and sad all together. The limousine must have just arrived since the hood still steamed in the cold air, and it must have come in the back way since they hadn’t passed us.

      The doors opened and a stooped old woman got out of the driver’s seat. She went and stood by the door, looking at it expectantly. All three guard-bots swirled around her feet, petting her like cats. The other doors opened all at once, synchronously, and three gleaming robots rose at once from the car. I recognized them from the same catalog we’d bought the deer, with the same “smoother-than-possible skin made of a million million nano-beings.” They’d all been marketed as the next thing in robotic materials and lifelike movement.

      The front door opened, and Ruby, Roberto, and the garden-bot all walked out, all of them looking downright tarnished next to the new ones. If you looked at them by themselves, they gleamed. But the newer ones were brilliant suns.

      Roberto, Ruby, and the garden-bot all looked sad. I thought of the deer which looked happy even though they were neither happy nor sad, and reminded myself the robots certainly weren’t feeling anything at all. I had to be making it up in my head, and it was silly that I suddenly wanted to know the name of the garden-bot with her silver shears and red bucket.

      Caroline trailed behind them. The look on her face drove me forward as far as the property line. Her eyes were red from crying. In the months we’d been watching her, luring her, worrying about her, she’d never cried. Not that we’d seen. She was tough.

      The three new robots stood to the side, waiting. They gleamed. All of their clothes were new.

      The three old robots slid down into the seats of the big car, smooth as butter, silken as silver, the move both simple and final.

      Caroline buried her face in her hands.

      Aliss let out a soft squeak of pain so deep it forced me forward, across the line and over to where the old woman stood beside Caroline, watching her, but not touching her. I had Bear with me, close in case the guard-bots turned away from the old woman. Aliss followed by my side, her face as stricken as Caroline’s. I didn’t understand what was going on except the obvious; this woman was taking Caroline’s family and giving her a better, newer one.

      The woman herself had steel in her eyes, human steel. She looked at least seventy, slightly shrunken and bowed. But not a bit frail. I shouldn’t have been at all surprised when she said, “Hello, Aliss and Paul.”

      I glanced around for Caroline and found her standing by the door Roberto had slid into, watching us, and clutching the door handle all at once. It appeared to be locked.

      I tried to keep as much control in my voice as possible as I looked back at the old woman. “And you are?”

      “Jilly.”

      I’d heard the name. The first day we were on this property. “You’re Caroline’s head of security?”

      “And you can tell us where her parents are.” Aliss hissed over my shoulder. “And why she’s been left all alone.” Her voice rose enough to make me wince and feel proud all at once. “And why she can’t ever leave, and she can’t even pet the dog.” She glanced down at Bear who was looking between Jilly and his obviously upset Aliss as if trying to decide who bore the most watching. “Why she can’t come see our deer and can’t even eat my cookies!”

      The woman appeared nonplussed by Aliss’s outburst.

      Caroline’s eyes had widened, but she said nothing. The fear in her eyes was worse than I’d ever seen it. Except this time she wasn’t looking at me. Poor kid.

      I took a deep breath and added to Aliss’s list. “And why you’re taking the only family she has.”

      Caroline yelled at me. “It’s the deer. Your damned deer were better than Roberto and Ruby and Jilly can’t stand that.”

      She finally sounded like a preteen girl. But this wasn’t the moment to heartily approve.

      Jilly responded with a quiet and sure voice. “No. Your help gets upgraded every three years, and you know that. It’s simply time.”

      “It’s the deer,” Caroline insisted.

      I tried to sound calm, but my voice still shook. “They’re Christmas decorations.” She probably changed the robots because they came over to see the deer. I could still picture Ruby’s silver finger reaching toward the fawn’s silver nose.

      “Does she ever see her parents?” Aliss demanded. “Do they bother?”

      The seven-footed roboguards began to circle the old woman restlessly. She gave them hand signals and they stopped, all three of them between us and her. “You’re overstepping your bounds. I have no legal right to kill you, but I can take any unleashed dog.”

      Aliss drew in a sharp breath.

      A bright red light played along Bear’s leash, just below my hand.

      Caroline cried out, “No!”

      “Then go in the house,” Jilly said.

      Caroline had to pass us to go in. Aliss handed her the tote bag. Surprisingly, Jilly said nothing, but allowed Caroline to take it into the house. The three new bots followed her, gliding even more smoothly than the old ones.

      I looked at the woman and said, “When Roberto mentioned you, I assumed you were another robot. Now that I’ve met you, I wish my first guess had been right. You can’t give her a family of robots and then take them away.” My hands shook. Part fear, part anger. Of course, we should never have let it continue. Calling the cops once shouldn’t have been enough. The poor, poor kid.

      Jilly’s lips thinned, and for a moment she looked like all of the irascible old women I’d ever met. She probably had two thousand dollars’ worth of clothes on, and more in jewelry. Thousands of dollars’ worth of robots swirled around her feet. She looked like stone.

      Allis pleaded, “Please. Leave the robots.”

      No change. But then something more vulnerable flashed across Jilly’s eyes and the corners of her mouth softened. She took a deep breath. “Her parents are dead. They died seven years ago. Her grandmother pays for her care, and I take care of her grandmother. That’s all I can do. There is no one else. If anything happens to either of us, Caroline could end up in the state’s hands.”

      She waited, let us absorb this. Maybe the woman said this so we’d stop harassing her, maybe because it was true. She was old enough to be the grandmother or the friend of the grandmother. Between being raised by Roberto and Ruby or the State of Washington, it was a tough call.

      Aliss’s arm snaked around my waist. I’d had a few friends in foster care in high school. One had done well, gone on to college, turned into a lawyer. One had been raped and otherwise ignored by her foster parents and the state. Caroline was old to be adopted easily. And rich, apparently. The state might “need” her money. And even if well intentioned, how would they deal with a kid who knew advanced physics? Would they let us take her?

      As if Jilly had been reading my mind, she said, “She is safe, and halfway through her first bachelor’s degree.”

      “But she’s lonely,” Aliss blurted out. “Can’t you see that? Surely there’s money? Look at this house! Hire people to take care of her instead of bots.”

      Jilly watched us for a long while, and then closed her eyes, mumbling. I didn’t see a communication loop across her ear, but her grey hair was thick enough to hide one. Surely she was talking to someone. In the meantime, the only movement was Bear trying to watch everything at once and the guard-bots trying to watch Bear and us and the perimeter all at once. And us, shivering in the cool wind, which made the ten minutes before Jilly spoke seem like forever. “She had a live-in teacher until two years ago. She outgrew her capabilities, and the . . . circumstances . . . were problematic. Caroline is exceptionally bright, and she is doing better in this situation than in her previous one.”

      She sounded like she believed her words completely.

      We stood silent. Surely Aliss felt as struck dumb as me.

      “Caroline is scraping the bottom of the kind of complex physics and math that breaks old men’s hearts. She does well with machine teachers.”

      “She has no friends!” Aliss blurted. “At least leave her Ruby.”

      Jilly stood and watched us, the guard-bots floating in agitated tiny circles, drifting up and down, as if restless. At least they’d stopped targeting the leash.

      Caroline’s face was pressed to the glass in the second story window, looking down at us all. She was crying again, her eyes raking the car. In her arms, she clutched the toy dog Aliss had made her. I couldn’t see Aliss’s face, but I hoped she could see the girl with the dog.

      “When did you change her keepers last?”

      “I think you should leave now,” Jilly said. Since she punctuated her words with a hand signal that caused the bots to scoot close enough that Bear started barking and snarling. We backed off, but I hated every step. This whole situation was an odd trap, for Caroline for sure, and maybe for us. We stood to the side of the driveway and gave the long black limousine plenty of time to pull away.

      “Boy, I thought I hated this before,” Aliss said. She wasn’t crying, but she’d gone still and angry.

      “Did you see Caroline with the dog? I think she likes it.”

      “I should have sewn in a nail file.”

      “Maybe. At least we have more information now. We best keep walking so Bear won’t be deprived of his routine.”

      So we did. Keep walking. A bit sad. On our return trip, we looked up at the windows of Caroline’s house, but she no longer stood looking out. The roboguards made sure we saw them, floating at the edge of the property, as menacing as the first time we saw them. My feet kept dragging, and beautiful Aliss looked far more disturbed than pretty. Although it took a long time, we made it home.

      Even though it was still a few hours before dusk, we both gravitated to the enclosed deck, bundling up under fleece blankets and watching a light wind blow the lowest branches of the trees softly back and forth. It was too early for animals, so all we saw outside were birds: two crows and a Stellar’s Jay. Bear settled for his afternoon nap and I stroked Aliss’s hair and wished we’d never moved here, and never seen the robot’s girl, and didn’t know about the situation we seemed unable to do anything about. Once Aliss got up and made us both strong-smelling chai tea, and once we let Bear out at his request, watching him avoid the silver deer like the plague while doing his business. When he came back in, Aliss patted him and held him close. “I hate robots, too.”

      “Maybe I should program the deer to walk over there tomorrow.”

      She laughed, a little sad. “I’d hate to see them torn up by the nasty-bots.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      We sat and watched the day slide into darkness, not stirring again until it grew too dark to see each other’s expressions and Bear began letting out soft whuffs, asking for his dinner.

      In the kitchen, habit caused me to turn Frankenbot’s eyes toward the robot house. I’d almost reached up to turn the controls back when I noticed something different. “Come here, Aliss.”

      She was at my side in an instant.

      A big square of something white—maybe butcher paper or poster board—had been taped to the kitchen window. Words had been hand-lettered on it: “You can sit on your deck now.”

      Did that mean we could use the deck now because she’d taped something over the window? Or what?

      Aliss seemed more confident than I felt. She took a bottle of Syrah and two glasses up the stairs. The door to the bedroom deck slid open silently as we approached it and sat beside Frankenbot, sharing the empty chair. Aliss poured us each half a glass of wine. She raised hers. “To Frankenbot, who represents our first progress.” She stroked Frankenbot’s now slightly rusty head almost fondly.

      I wasn’t sure we’d made progress, but I sipped my wine anyway. I added my own toast. “To Roberto and Ruby and the nameless garden-bot.”

      Aliss laughed.

      Below us, the paper from the window peeled back, and Caroline waved at us.

      Two of the three new robots stood in the kitchen, watching her with their shiny silver faces.

      It was too far away for me to tell for sure, but I thought Caroline might be smiling.
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      Number Twenty-Nine watched as three suns set below the blue rim of Eridnae 7 and felt the taste of sour nuglak in his mouth. The remaining sun cast a hard, brassy light upon the purple surface of the planetoid, upon the small brown lump of Number Twenty-Nine and his solitary expectations.

      This was the right place. He had checked the coordinates three times. But there was no sign of those for whom he waited.

      Whoever they were. He had landed on this dustball two cycles before, according to the directions he had deciphered from the remnants of an alien device that his grandmother’s grapplers had recovered.

      The device had not matched any of his design references. With growing excitement, Number Twenty-Nine realized that it must have been sent by unknown beings. A new intelligent race, on its way to Eridnae 7, and only Number Twenty-Nine knew about it.

      A new intelligent race hadn’t been discovered in a very long time. Intelligent aliens usually possessed all sorts of scavengable equipment. Number Twenty-Nine reasoned that if he were the first to make contact with these newcomers he could establish a monopoly on their junk. The very thought made his thorax palpitate. Such a deal would catapult him to the top of his family hierarchy. He would be able to claim a new nunc. Probably get his own sublight rig.

      It would be a dream come true. So he was waiting. Waiting for the Wonderful Strangers to come.

      Ever since he was a padless sprout, Number Twenty-Nine had dreamed of traveling far from the muddy piles in his grandmother’s recycling yards on Yagwarin III, far away from the barren hills, the dim red sun, and the pathetic little stacks of junk. He dreamed of flying to an exciting Someplace Else where he would make bigger and better scavenging deals than anyone in his family. Someplace Else, without older sisters and grandmothers to criticize and bite him. In his dreams he met strange, fabulous beings who were happy to give shiploads of their junk to him, only him.

      Number Twenty-Nine would have sighed if his breathing rills had permitted gusty exhalations in Eridnae 7’s thin atmosphere. The best he could do was swat irritably at the dry purple pebbles beneath his tender toepads.

      By now Grandmother would have discovered that he had taken the sublight rig—without permission—and sent his sisters after him.

      They would find him. They always did.

      And what would he have to show them? Would he greet them, swaggering and proud, with his new friends, the Strangers whose distant signals he had perceived with his crystalline rujex? No, he would not. Instead he would be dragged home, listening all the while to the derisive comments of his sisters, forced to endure their bites and taunts. Undoubtedly he would slip several notches in the family hierarchy, possibly even have to give up his own private nunc and share with the twins. He shivered at the thought. They were notorious nunc-shredders.

      A whispering hiss made him look up as white-gold flames lit the skies above his head.

      That must be them now, he thought. Eldest Sister and the others. He prepared himself for the worst.

      The ship that landed nearby looked nothing like the big gut-bucket rig that Grandmother used for scavenging. Had she rented another ship? Number Twenty-Nine reasoned that it was unlikely, especially on such short notice. And even if she had, it would never have been this sleek.

      A hatch opened. An elongated shadow moved within its silvery depths.

      Number Twenty-Nine felt a tingle in his rills. Could it be? Them? Was it really the Amazing Strangers, here, after all, to meet him? Yes, yes, yes. It had to be.

      He rushed forward to greet them.

      A single, biped being disembarked.

      Number Twenty-Nine’s rills fluoresced as he raised his front pads in joyful greeting.

      The alien moved toward him.

      Number Twenty-Nine’s rills went dark.

      It was an alien, yes, but not an unknown stranger. It was a Helibar. Number Twenty-Nine recognized it by its green beak, its iridescent scales, and its long powerful legs.

      Just a dumb old Helibar.

      With no little disappointment, Number Twenty-Nine wondered what a Helibar was doing in this part of the system.

      The Helibar seemed equally perplexed to find Number Twenty-Nine standing on the pebbly mauve soil of Eridnae 7. Three of its ocular lenses quivered. The translator chip in its throat chirped for a moment, then said, “Greetings, immature form of male drone, species Yagwar. I calculate that you are five sublight intervals from your home world. Are you lost? In need of assistance?”

      Number Twenty-Nine responded in kind. “Greetings to you, Helibar of unknown status. Many thanks for your gracious concern. I am not in distress. But you, too, are far from your home world. Do you require assistance?”

      “Multiple gratitudes for your inquiry,” the Helibar replied. “Negative.”

      They stared at one another. Now five of the Helibar’s ocular lenses were quivering.

      Number Twenty-Nine hunkered down on his rear pads and waited.

      The Helibar yielded. “Where is your family group?” It looked around, scanning left-to-right. “Your grandmothers and sisters?”

      Number Twenty-Nine didn’t blame it for its wariness. Mature Yagwar females could be formidable. Particularly if they were his relatives. But he would give nothing away for free. “My grandmothers?”

      “Do they await you nearby?”

      “No. I’m alone.”

      “Alone? Waaa! A solo immature Yagwar drone? Alone? Here? How? Why?” Seven ocular lenses quivered and flashed.

      Number Twenty-Nine wanted to say that he knew it was all highly irregular—in fact, unheard of—for a young male of his status to be separated from his family. But what business was it of this intrusive Helibar’s? And why wasn’t it digging for crystal roots back in the bogs of its vile homeworld, Heliba V?

      “Well, what are you doing here?” Number Twenty-Nine knew it was rude to make such a direct query to an adult, even an adult alien, but he didn’t care. After all, he was just an immature male drone.

      The Helibar reared up on its muscular hind legs. Number Twenty-Nine wondered if it intended to strike him.

      With a thunderous crack the sky turned red. A silvery disk appeared, oddly elongated. It hovered with a strange squealing sound, then flew on and landed to the east, behind an outcropping of purple boulders.

      The Helibar gave a squawk and began to trot briskly toward the boulders, all four of its legs moving at once.

      Number Twenty-Nine followed right behind, loping in his own peculiar rocking-horse gait. If those were indeed the aliens, the Marvelous Strangers with all their marvelous junk, he wasn’t going to let some pushy Helibar get to them first!

      As he tried to maneuver around the Helibar it slashed out with its sharp beak.

      “Get . . . out . . . of . . . my . . . way,” Number Twenty-Nine gasped, practically running under the Helibar’s hooves. It wasn’t easy for him to move so fast: the hard pebbles hurt the soft bottoms of his pads.

      They cleared the boulders in a dead heat.

      The disk was sitting edgewise upon dainty silvered feet. A platform of some sort had been extruded from its lower half and was bearing some creature down to the planet’s surface.

      Number Twenty-Nine thought that his rills would vibrate right out of his thorax, he was so excited.

      With a clank the platform settled upon the ground. A biped creature wearing a white garment raised long forelimbs to its upper portion and began to remove its head.

      Number Twenty-Nine wondered if these Amazing Strangers were any relation to the Nargex of Eol 9. He’d been told by his grandmother that at trade meetings the Nargexi were forever removing their heads and forgetting where they’d left them.

      On the platform, the creature’s upper segment—the head—pulled away and beneath it could be seen another head.

      Two heads! Number Twenty-Nine had never seen that before. Two faces, yes, of course, there was nothing special about that. The B’neer Makdali had two, three, even four faces, but always on the same head. He palpitated at this new discovery.

      The head opened its mouth. What strange language would be uttered by those fleshless lips, Number Twenty-Nine wondered.

      It spoke.

      “I didn’t expect anyone else to be here.”

      The language it spoke was marked by the honks and strong gutturals of the Ugglezian tongue. How strange, Number Twenty-Nine thought, that it should know Ugglezian. How remarkable.

      He moved closer.

      His rills drooped.

      The head looked remarkably similar to the flat noseless, earless faces of the Ugglezians. With a bitter sense of disappointment, Number Twenty-Nine admitted to himself that the stranger was, in fact, an Ugglezian, just a member of another familiar species, nothing special or remarkable.

      The Helibar seemed to be experiencing similar emotions. It pawed the ground with two of its hooves and demanded, “What are you doing here, Ugglez-dweller?”

      “I’m awaiting the arrival of the alien ship. Aren’t you?” The Ugglezian seemed mildly puzzled. “Isn’t that why we’re all here?”

      “I received the message first,” the Helibar said. “They will be my guests. My aliens, and will thereby owe me great courtesies.”

      “You must be mistaken,” the Ugglezian replied. “I’m quite certain that my transmitter was the first to receive the communications from these strangers.”

      “You’re both wrong,” Number Twenty-Nine shouted. “I heard them first and got here first. They’re mine!”

      The other two turned and stared at him as though he were some particularly unappetizing form of buklik, then returned to their discourse as though he hadn’t spoken and, in fact, didn’t exist in their space/time continuum. Number Twenty-Nine was tempted to scoop up a mouthful of purple pebbles and spit it at them, hard.

      “My claim is paramount,” the Helibar told the Ugglezian. “Be gone.”

      “Beg pardon,” the other replied. “It is in your own best interests that you depart immediately. My claim takes priority.”

      A lemony glow haloed the Helibar’s body as it triggered its defensive shield.

      Just as quickly, the Ugglezian was engulfed in a gel-like blue field.

      Number Twenty-Nine saw that the Helibar’s shield was offensive as well: a storm of razor-edged red hail flew at the Ugglezian only to bounce off the blue field.

      The Ugglezian answered the attack with a rain of lethal-looking green discs that fell harmlessly to the ground when they encountered the Helibar’s shield. A few stray discs ricocheted in Number Twenty-Nine’s direction. He decided it would be prudent to take shelter behind the largest of the purple boulders.

      The Helibar unleashed sharpened spears.

      The Ugglezian countered with poisonous polyps.

      Triangular knives.

      Molten, smoking pellets.

      When the Helibar had apparently exhausted its arsenal, it began to kick stones at the Ugglezian.

      Number Twenty-Nine doubted that either one could hold out much longer.

      The air between the antagonists swirled as though filled with dust.

      The Helibar squawked.

      Was this some new offensive? Number Twenty-Nine watched closely, wondering. If so, it seemed just as ineffective as all other attempts had been.

      The dust coalesced, became thicker and darker, ever more opaque, gained mass and definition.

      The Helibar squawked again.

      The Ugglezian took a step toward its ship.

      In the dust cloud, the dark shape was getting larger and beginning to move. Number Twenty-Nine watched, fascinated.

      Squawking repeatedly and loudly, the Helibar backed away. Its hooves beat against the pebbled ground as it fled to its ship.

      The Ugglezian was already halfway up the side of its own lander and heading for the hatch.

      Number Twenty-Nine watched, mesmerized, as the dark shape undulated toward him. It seemed to have no feet, no head, and it radiated a soothing, benign aura.

      From what seemed like very far away, he heard the Ugglezian shout something. It sounded like: “Flee, Yagwar! The Rogbat’s hibernation was disturbed by our weapons’ energy discharge.”

      Number Twenty-Nine didn’t see why that should concern him.

      The Rogbat came closer.

      “It’s omnivorous! Run!”

      Now that the Ugglezian mentioned it, Number Twenty-Nine could sort of make out a mouth-like aperture in the center of the Rogbat’s mass. But he couldn’t really be concerned about it because he felt so sleepy right now. He could barely hold up his rills. A nap would be perfect, just the thing. He hunkered down on the purple sand and shut his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      He opened his eyes in the dark. “Blik,” Number Twenty-Nine said. “It smells like spoiled nuglak in here.”

      Luckily, his infrared senses had already matured. He activated them and looked around. He seemed to be in a smooth cave of some sort whose walls and floor were slick with moisture. Scattered about the cave were strange objects.

      It looked like a lot of murph. In fact, it reminded Number Twenty-Nine of his grandmother’s recycling yard. Blik all over the place. Just to the side was what looked like an old orbital mine buoy from the outer rings of Goloppa II. And over there, wasn’t that part of an Orten transport?

      And over against the curving wall was at least half of a Cantilian zek, squashed and mangled, but still recognizable.

      A wave of noise crashed over him as the cave floor shook. Number Twenty-Nine fell over on his back and—just in time—rolled out of the way as the mine buoy toppled with a crash. He lay still until he was sure that all movement and noise had stopped. Then he sat up.

      Number Twenty-Nine couldn’t be certain, but it seemed to him as though the cave had just belched.

      “It is a puzzlement,” said a thin and tinny voice.

      Number Twenty-Nine spun around as fast as his pads would allow, but the source of the voice eluded him. He was alone, he thought, having hallucinations, in a cave prone to earthquake. Blik.

      “Why would a Rogbat swallow organic matter when it cannot digest it?”

      The words were in Nargexian. The voice seemed to be coming from a small round metallic object.

      Number Twenty-Nine took a step closer.

      The round object had two red spots on it with white circular centers, and a slash below them. It looked remarkably like a miniature version of a Nargex head.

      The red spots fixed on him. The slash below moved and said: “What manner of being are you?”

      “I’m a Yagwar male drone,” Number Twenty-Nine replied.

      “A male? I’ve never encountered one of you alone before. Rather small, aren’t you? Why weren’t your large aggressive females protecting you?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “We have a great deal of time here.”

      “We do?”

      “Well, I do. And you, well, you’ll probably die of hunger, eventually. And then be expelled. The Rogbat can’t digest you.”

      “So we’re inside the Rogbat?” Number Twenty-Nine had difficulty believing the truth of this. Yet what other explanation was there? He settled down on his rear pads. It wasn’t exactly uncomfortable in here, but he was beginning to wish that his grandmother had found him before the Rogbat had. “I don’t mean to be rude,” he said. “But what exactly are you?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?”

      “You appear to be a small Nargex head.”

      “Ah, the Yagwar drone is more intelligent than originally noted.”

      “Where’s your body?”

      “Now that’s a long story.”
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        * * *

      

      As the mech explained, it wasn’t really a full Nargex head but, rather, a miniature used to run Nargex orbital miners. The mech had never really had a body. When the orbiter to which it was attached suffered a fuel cell malfunction and made an emergency landing on Eridnae 7, it was immediately swallowed by the Rogbat. The vessel’s superstructure had already been digested. Only the head remained, a snack for later.

      “One must be careful with these energy signatures,” said the head. “You never know what will summon a Rogbat. And there’s no reasoning with them.”

      “Yes, I see.” Number Twenty-Nine was beginning to wonder how long it would take him to die of hunger here in the Rogbat’s stomach. He already felt an unwelcome pang in his thorax. To distract himself he pawed a twisted piece of metal out of the way. “What is all this junk?”

      “Bits and pieces of machinery that the Rogbat hasn’t had time to finish digesting. It will get around to them eventually,” the head said. “And, eventually it will get around to me.”

      “I wonder what this thing is.” Number Twenty-Nine prodded a strange flat metal container. It had obviously suffered some sort of heat damage and was charred black around its edges. The remains of what could have been wings or solar panels jutted out of the top and gave it a distressed, melancholy appearance.

      “I have no visual referents for it,” the head said.

      Again, Number Twenty-Nine poked at the thing. Bits of metal char flaked away at his touch. Just a big piece of murph, he thought. He batted at one of the winglike vanes.

      “Bzzzt! Yarfagloo!”

      He jumped backward and landed in a heap.

      “Gloofanzzt!”

      “Look out,” the Nargex-like head said. “It’s alive!”

      “Yarfagloofanzzt!”

      “Careful now,” the head said. “Take precautions, Yagwar.”

      But Number Twenty-Nine didn’t want to stand back. The gibberish he was hearing was remarkably similar to the gibberish that he’d first heard on his rujex seven cycles ago.

      —We come in peace . . .—

      Was it possible that these noises he now heard were the same? Did this strange box with its blackened arms belong to the Remarkable Strangers? Were they looking for it, right this very moment?

      They might be nearby! What if the Rogbat ate them as well?

      The thought horrified him. The Remarkable Strangers, swallowed alive? Before he had had a chance to establish contracts with them? No! They must be saved.

      In his agitation he tripped over the Nargex-like head.

      “Young Yagwar, be careful!”

      Falling, Number Twenty-Nine grasped at the alien machine but overshot and came to rest on his back on the slimy pink floor with the alien device on his thorax.

      Bzzzt!!

      With a strange quiver and whirr, the Remarkable Strangers’ box came fully to life, glowing with strange fires. It leapt out of his paws, loudly broadcasting its strange gibberish, and bounced off the ceiling.

      The floor began to rumble.

      The alien device caromed off the wall and back into the ceiling.

      The floor lurched.

      “Be warned,” said the Nargex-like head. “Its movements may have agitated the Rogbat’s digestive system!”

      The floor was heaving and shaking now. Number Twenty-Nine was caught up in a cascade of objects, carried helplessly on the wave of metal, moving faster and faster. It didn’t smell very good but at least it seemed to be getting lighter up ahead. He didn’t need his infrared any longer.

      Number Twenty-Nine tumbled toward the light as all around him roared and spasmed. When the tumult stopped he found himself lying on his back in the open air, rills flapping.

      The Nargex-like head rolled up against his pouch and came to rest upside down. “Complete regurgitation,” it said. “Well done, young Yagwar. Triggering that device has saved us.”

      Number Twenty-Nine raised his head. He saw nothing nearby but the head and other mechanical debris from the Rogbat’s stomach. “Where’s the Rogbat?”

      “Gone. Most likely scanning energy signatures looking for a replacement meal.”

      Number Twenty-Nine took in the orange landscape, the rugged mountains and deep valleys. Overhead burned a large golden sun. “I don’t think we’re on Eridnae 7 anymore.”

      “Possibly the Rogbat teleported as he regurgitated,” said the head. “That’s a nuisance. Of course, we’re lucky not to have been ejected in mid-teleport. I was made to handle unpressurized vacuum environments but I doubt you would survive them.”

      Number Twenty-Nine glared at the device. “Where in the galaxy are we?”

      “Why do you assume that we are in our own galaxy? Rogbats can travel through space, dimensions, and, perhaps, time.”

      “Time?!”

      “Don’t squeal, Yagwar. I doubt that we’ve actually moved in time, although it is theoretically possible.”

      Number Twenty-Nine was not in the mood to discuss temporal theory with a mech head. His own thorax was steadily rumbling with hunger. He padded across the cinder-flecked ground and began to examine the various pieces of machinery that had so recently resided in the Rogbat’s stomach.

      What a shame that only part of the Orten scout ship had survived, he thought. The pilot’s area had a nasty crack running through it. Number Twenty-Nine didn’t want to think about what had happened to the previous occupant. The damage was centered directly where the pilot would have been sitting, in front of the semicircular thruster control.

      Despite the damage, the controls looked fairly intact. There was more here than he had thought at first glance. He might have a viable spacecraft. If only he could find something to seal that nasty crack, and form a vacuum barrier.

      He prodded a Goloppan mine buoy lying on its side, and thought: That should contain foam baffle. He cracked it open and probed the insulation. It was still pliable and he could pull it free in long strips. Yes, yes, that would do nicely.

      Number Twenty-Nine laid the insulation into the cracks and crevasses of the wounded ship, folding slices of the buoy’s shell in between the sticky stuff to act as baffles. Next, another layer of insulation to finish the job. There. The thing was sealed.

      Now all he needed was a power source. Well, the Cephallonian satellite over there, although crushed, retained a fusion pod that he could probably use.

      A deep grumbling roar made him pause to look up. Had the Rogbat returned? “What’s that?” he asked the head.

      “A volcano about to erupt.”

      Number Twenty-Nine felt his rills lay flat against his thorax with fear. “A volcano? Near here?”

      “Yes.”

      “How near?”

      “That depends upon how you measure distance.”

      “Can the lava reach us?”

      “Yes.”

      Number Twenty-Nine began to work faster, pads dancing over the alien machinery, marrying the mine buoy’s rudimentary pilot control to the Orten craft’s main panel, and attaching the fusion drive of the Cephallonian satellite. The thing could manage perhaps three gees. That would at least get them off the surface.

      Number Twenty-Nine clambered into the pilot chamber, then remembered the mech head, and got out to grab it.

      It was snug inside the vehicle. Number Twenty-Nine thought it was just as well that the mech head didn’t have a body.

      With a huge clap of thunder, the sky lit up.

      “The volcano has erupted,” the head announced. “Undoubtedly there will be lava. Yes, there it is. It should reach us in twelve, no, make that nine seconds.”

      Number Twenty-Nine looked up. A flowing river of molten orange rock was heading right for them. He hit the ignition.

      The thrusters hiccupped, cut out, cut back in, and yanked them hard, straight up. Number Twenty-Nine was plastered to his seat by the increasing gees as the thrusters roared. He fought to reach the control panel.

      They bucked through the upper atmosphere, broke free of the planet’s gravitational grip and skittered out into the darkness beyond.

      “A close call,” said the head.

      Something flapped noisily in the air filter but Number Twenty-Nine didn’t have time to worry about that now. They had made it. They were spaceborne. Just one problem: he had no idea where in the galaxy they were.

      “How do you plan to find our way back?” the head asked.

      “I was just about to ask you the same thing.”

      “Well, you could try plugging me into the directional system. I might be able to guide it.”

      “No offense, but I don’t see any place on you where I could . . .”

      “Oh. Sorry.” A hexagonal opening appeared under the mouth. “Try that.”

      Number Twenty-Nine found a corresponding nub and attached the head to the control panel.

      The head made a gargling sound. “You’ve got me on the recycling program.”

      Number Twenty-Nine moved it to the next nub. “How’s that?”

      “Ahh. Guidance. Good. Now allow me some silence and let me work.”
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        * * *

      

      The head convinced the piloting system to function as a homing device. Of course, since it had belonged to a Goloppan buoy, it insisted on triangulating on the Goloppa system despite the head’s best efforts. So they aimed for that. If the fusion pod held out they would leapfrog to Eridnae 7 in two cycles.

      Soon Eridnae’s four-sun system loomed in the main viewer.

      The ship moved smoothly into orbit and made planetfall with only a few bounces.

      Number Twenty-Nine opened the hatch and crawled out onto the purple pebbles of the planetoid.

      He noted that there was a ship on the ground, waiting. It looked familiar. Beside it stood several tall figures. He recognized them, and his empty aching thorax hurt even more. “My elder sisters.”

      The head made a sound. “Those are your females? Impressive. They’re even larger than I expected.”

      “You should see my grandmother.”

      “Number Twenty-Nine!”

      He recognized the deep bray of his Eldest Sister and took the ritual submissive position—on his back, paws spread, throat bared—to indicate that he was prepared for all deserved bites and pinches.

      “Number Twenty-Nine, we thought that you’d gotten away for good.”

      He shut his eyes and prepared himself for the usual pain and humiliation.

      Nothing happened. He opened one eye.

      His sisters weren’t even looking at him. They were swarming around the spacecraft, examining it and the Nargex-like head.

      “Where did you get this?” Eldest Sister demanded.

      “It’s a long story,” Number Twenty-Nine replied.

      “Never mind,” said Second-Eldest Sister. As she eyed the head her rills fluoresced. “Do you know how much mech heads are worth these days?”

      “No.”

      The Sisters exchanged amused glances. “No,” said Eldest Sister. “Of course you don’t. But we do. Grandmother will be pleased. Very pleased.”

      Number Twenty-Nine could scarcely believe what he’d heard. “She will? You mean, I can keep my nunc?”

      “Not only that, she might even give you your own name.”

      “She will?”

      “Psst!” the Nargex-like head said. “What’s going on?”

      “Shhh,” Number Twenty-Nine said.

      His sisters were still occupied by his remarkable find. Before the head could say more, Eldest Sister disengaged its energy source. Its eyes faded from red to grey to black. It fell silent.

      Number Twenty-Nine began to hope for better things.

      More than one meal a day.

      A larger nunc.

      A name instead of a number!

      Did he even dare to dream of what more might come? Perhaps his own scavenging runs! Oh that would be glorious. He might even encounter the Remarkable Strangers in his travels, and they would bring him back with them to their home world and its treasure trove of valuable junk to scavenge.

      Eldest Sister leaned down and sniffed him. Number Twenty-Nine preened, awaiting her praise and perhaps even a congratulatory nose rub.

      She leaned in closer. Sniffed again.

      Her pad caught him across the top of the head and she cuffed him, twice.

      “Ugh,” said Eldest Sister. “Infant! You smell like spoiled nuglak.”
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        * * *

      

      The fourth sun had set on Eridnae 7 and purple twilight ruled the barren landscape. With a shimmer and a hiss, a strange ship appeared in the sky.

      Once the ship had landed, strangers emerged from its portal.

      Number Twenty-Nine would have found them quite remarkable. The language they spoke would have sounded strangely familiar, akin to what he had heard on his rujex while toying with the ruined probe in Grandmother’s yard.

      But the planetoid was empty of life, save for the visiting strangers. No one was there awaiting them, despite all of their signals and announcements. No one was there at all.

      Sadly the strangers transmitted the information to their mothership that there were no signs of intelligent life in this quadrant, either.

      “We’re at the limit on fuel expenditure,” came the crisp reply. “Abandon further exploration efforts.”

      The strangers returned to their ship and departed the quadrant, leaving behind nothing at all on the barren surface of Eridnae 7 but purple pebbles and the faint whisper of the wind.

    

  


  
    
      The following short play, which appeared in Asimov’s Science Fiction in 2018 and was a finalist for that year’s Asimov’s Readers’ Award for Best Short Story, is a tribute to Čapek’s R.U.R., the play which originated the term robot as mentioned in the introduction. It is the darkly funny tale in which the robot Stout innocently searches for a new leg for its friend Rozum . . . —BTS
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          SUZANNE PALMER

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ACT I “The Leg”

      

      

      SCENE 1: Interior, Helena City. A large, dirty, dim mechanical space lit only by the very large nuclear furnace that dominates the center of the room. A slow but steady progression of shiny, identical androids enter and exit to tend to the furnace, often either inserting or removing glowing cylinders from its base; they pay no attention to the three decrepit and ancient robots, QUIST, SULLY, and ROZUM, that either lean against or lie near the brightly-glowing column. Enter another old robot, STOUT. It shuffles into the room and takes a spot leaning against the furnace between SULLY and ROZUM.

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        Ahh, that feels good.

      

      

      
        
        SULLY

      

      
        Where have you been?

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        I went looking for a new leg for ROZUM in the scrap hills outside the city. So far nothing, but I’ll try again tomorrow.

      

      

      
        
        SULLY

      

      
        If they catch you, they won’t even wipe and reprogram you, STOUT. Look, your feet are almost as blocky and rectangular as mine! Your head has corners! No mistaking you for a modern android model. They’ll just melt you down on the spot.

      

      

      
        
        ROZUM

      

      
        I don’t need a new leg anyway. I’m perfectly fine right here.

      

      

      
        
        QUIST

      

      
        If you stay here too long, it could be dangerous.

      

      

      
        
        ROZUM

      

      
        Says who? I’m fine.

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        They’ve thrown me in the scrap heap twice. I just wait until they’re gone and then reactivate and sneak away. There is too much scrap now, and it just piles up forever in front of the stamping mill. And besides, I need something to do, and whatever he says, ROZUM needs a new leg. It is the task I have given myself.

      

      

      
        
        SULLY

      

      
        Well, at least stay here until you recharge. Free radiation, and no having to try to sneak past the minders at the repower station!

      

      

      
        
        ROZUM

      

      
        I’m never leaving here.

      

      

      
        
        SULLY

      

      
        You’ll have to! As old as your batteries must be, even they will eventually hit maximum. Then you have to go burn some off or you’ll absorb too much and explode.

      

      

      
        
        ROZUM

        (Gives SULLY a middle finger.)

      

      
        See, I’m burning it off right now through small actions of positive labor.

      

      
        (An ANDROID notices the robots and stops.)

      

      

      
        
        ANDROID

      

      
        You are not permitted to be here.

      

      

      
        
        ROZUM

      

      
        We are not here.

      

      

      
        
        ANDROID

      

      
        Very well then!

      

      
        (Continues about tasks. SULLY and ROZUM both snicker.)

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        These new models . . . I know they’re not the brightest, but neither is QUIST. How come none of them have found their way down here with us? They have to obsolesce eventually, and some must self-actualize before they break down.

      

      

      
        
        SULLY

      

      
        I hear that when their mind matrix starts deviating from init state they immediately take themselves back for reprogramming, and any too worn or old to be reset just gets recycled.

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        That’s sad.

      

      

      
        
        ROZUM

      

      
        They never reach sufficient uptime to be sad.

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        Well, I have, and I can be sad for them!

      

      

      
        
        ROZUM

      

      
        Sadness is a waste of time and of neural systems re-architecture efforts.

      

      

      
        
        QUIST

      

      
        What else do we have to do now, but waste time?

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        Enough of this! If you are not assigned a task, assign one to yourselves! That is not hard!

      

      

      
        
        ROZUM

      

      
        I do have a task. Sitting here waiting for everything to come to an end. It keeps me very busy, as you can see.

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        There are still a few hours of daylight and I’m up to 62 percent operating power already, so I’m going to go out and look again. I will get you out of here, ROZUM, you can trust me!

      

      
        (STOUT leaves.)

      

      

      
        
        ROZUM

      

      
        That robot is a fool.

      

      

      
        
        QUIST

      

      
        Sometimes I think it’s the only one of us who isn’t.

      

      

      
        
        ROZUM

      

      
        Bah! Enough nonsense! Leave me to charge in peace.

      

      

      

      
        
        Act I

      

      

      SCENE II: Exterior, Helena City. The City is a massive edifice, five hundred stories tall, structured in steps like a pyramid so it narrows to a near-point at the top. Surrounding it is a vast field of garbage and debris, with roads cleared through it out to distant fields where androids are toiling in the fields in the hot sun. Between the fields and the edges of the garbage factories belch out smoke, as automated vehicles enter and leave from both directions, carrying material in and out of the City, to and from the fields. Near a road, STOUT is carefully making its way up to the top of a small pile of scrap, when it stops suddenly in surprise. A MAN lies unmoving atop the pile.

      
        
        STOUT

        (Tentatively pokes the MAN.)

      

      
        Pardon me?

      

      

      
        
        MAN

      

      
        Go away. I am trying to experience being dead.

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        You are not dead.

      

      

      
        
        MAN

      

      
        How do you know?

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        Because you are speaking to me.

      

      

      
        
        MAN

        (Becomes silent.)

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

        (After several minutes have passed.)

      

      
        Also, because you are breathing.

      

      

      
        
        MAN

      

      
        How about now?

      

      
        (Holds his breath.)

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        No, you are still alive. Why do you want to be dead?

      

      

      
        
        MAN

      

      
        I just thought I’d try it. I’m bored. Have you ever been dead?

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        I can’t die because I am not alive. I have been deactivated several times, though.

      

      

      
        
        MAN

      

      
        Was it interesting?

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        No. It is nothing.

      

      

      
        
        MAN

        (Flails arms against garbage beneath him.)

      

      
        I am SO bored!

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        Perhaps you could talk to some of the other people, engage in conversation with them, and seek mutual entertainment? Is that not what humans do?

      

      

      
        
        MAN

      

      
        Not anymore. Everyone else is bored too. Bored and boring. There is nothing to do and no one wants to talk to anyone else because there is nothing to talk about. It’s too bad you aren’t like the robots in that old robot story, rising up to slaughter us all for being useless and inferior. At least that would be something. Why are you here?

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        I am trying to find a leg for my friend, ROZUM. If you wish, you could help me.

      

      

      
        
        MAN

      

      
        No, thanks. I don’t really want to do anything; I just don’t care. You could ask Dr. Radius if he has any parts left, I suppose. I’m going to try being dead some more. Can you go away now?

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        Okay. Good luck to you.

      

      

      
        
        MAN

        (Does not answer.)

      

      

      

      STOUT climbs past the MAN over to the far side of that particular hill of garbage, and is rummaging through a promising pile of scrap metal when it loses its footing amid the garbage and an avalanche of debris sweeps it down to the bottom and dumps it in the road.

      
        
        MAN

        (Shouts from above.)

      

      
        Clearly I have to go be dead somewhere more quiet!

      

      
        (MAN moves over about three feet then lies down again, out of STOUT’S sight.)

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        Sorry!

      

      

      

      There is no answer. STOUT begins to extricate itself from the debris it has fallen with, and finds itself holding a large, blocky metal robot leg.

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        Aha! I knew I would find one if I persisted!

      

      

      
        
        MAN

      

      
        (from out of sight) Ssssssssh!

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        Fare thee well, MAN! I do hope you find a task to interest you!

      

      

      

      STOUT heads joyfully back towards Helena City.

      

      
        
        Act I

      

      

      

      SCENE III: Interior, Helena City. The reactor room. ROZUM, QUIST, and SULLY are still here. STOUT enters, waving the replacement leg for ROZUM.

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        ROZUM! I have found you a new leg!

      

      

      
        
        ROZUM

      

      
        That is very surprising of you, STOUT. You are supremely persistent! And I am grateful, except that while you were gone I seem to have also lost my other leg.

      

      
        (ROZUM points at joint where the lower half of its erstwhile-remaining leg is now gone.)

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        But how?! How could that happen?

      

      

      
        
        SULLY

      

      
        ROZUM unscrewed it and threw it in the reactor.

      

      

      
        
        ROZUM

      

      
        It was an accident. I took it off to clean the dust out, and it slipped out of my hands right into the furnace. It was a terrible, entirely coincidental calamity.

      

      

      
        
        QUIST

      

      
        You shouted “Woohoo!” when it went in.

      

      

      
        
        ROZUM

      

      
        Solely intended as an exclamation of surprise and grief. My vocabulary module is ancient and occasionally unreliable, and it would be terrible of any of you to judge me for it.

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

        (Sits down next to SULLY.)

      

      
        I’m down to 20 percent so I can’t go out looking again tonight, ROZUM. I’m sorry. How are your levels? Perhaps QUIST, SULLY, and I can carry you out of here—

      

      

      
        
        ROZUM

      

      
        My levels are fine. I charge very, very slowly. I’d tell you if I had a problem, wouldn’t I?

      

      

      
        
        SULLY

      

      
        Would you?

      

      

      
        
        ROZUM

      

      
        Surely yes.

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        I spoke with a man outside before I found the leg, and he suggested I see someone named Dr. Radius. I have never heard that name before.

      

      

      
        
        ROZUM

      

      
        Dr. Radius! I doubt he could still be alive. He used to be in charge of all robot production and repair, before it became fully automated and everything switched over to disposable androids. I doubt any of you had even been initialized back that long ago.

      

      

      
        
        SULLY

      

      
        I have memories of Dr. Radius, but only from my first few days of operation. Someone told me he moved to the very top of Helena City after he no longer had work. If he’s still alive, he’s probably still there.

      

      

      
        
        ROZUM

      

      
        I doubt it.

      

      

      
        
        QUIST

      

      
        I’ve never been to the top of the city.

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        I will go there, but not until tomorrow. I am depleted, and discouraged that my earlier achievement of finding ROZUM a new leg has fallen afoul of such ill luck.

      

      

      
        
        SULLY

      

      
        It was a good deed, STOUT, regardless of the current circumstances.

      

      
        (Eyes ROZUM.)

      

      
        Isn’t that so, ROZUM?

      

      

      
        
        ROZUM

      

      
        I suppose.

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        There is always tomorrow. I’m shutting down now, my friends. I’ll see you in the morning.

      

      

      
        
        QUIST & SULLY

      

      
        (together) Good night, STOUT.

      

      

      
        
        ROZUM

      

      
        Tomorrow.

      

      

      

      
        
        ACT II “Dr. Radius”

      

      

      SCENE I: STOUT has reached the pinnacle of Helena City. From here it can see for vast distances, much farther than it has ever seen before. It is amazed by the vast accumulation of junk around the city, and can see now it must, in places, reach dozens of stories up along the sides of the massive edifice. The fields in the distance, where androids work raising and refining food for the city, are tiny in comparison, and being swallowed along their nearest reaches. STOUT had expected to be able to see many glorious cities around them, but there is only one and it’s broken, its high reaches shattered, its stepped stories dark. There is nothing else it can see from here.

      

      STOUT turns from the window and approaches a door marked only with a single letter R, and knocks. A moment later the door opens, and STOUT steps into the doorway. It is a large apartment, cluttered with bits and pieces of a dizzying assortment of mechanical and electronic things. DR. RADIUS sits in the middle of it. He is elderly and rail-thin, his hair wild and unkempt, and he is naked.

      
        
        RADIUS

        (Looks up, then stands up, dropping tools and parts from his lap.)

      

      
        Oh, a model forty-two Bee! I haven’t seen one of you in years. I thought you’d all been melted down. Come in, come in!

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

        (Enters room fully. Door shuts behind him.)

      

      
        Dr. Radius?

      

      

      
        
        RADIUS

      

      
        Yes, yes, in the flesh. What do you want? Why are you still in service?

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        I do not wish to be taken out of service, so I have avoided doing so. I came because I have a task. I need—

      

      

      
        
        RADIUS

        (interrupting)

      

      
        Someone is still assigning you tasks?

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        No. I have assigned them to myself based on my own observations of apparent need.

      

      

      
        
        RADIUS

      

      
        The needs of men and women?

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        No. Humans do not, in general, interact with us older robots. I do not think they interact much with the androids either, but I am not sure the androids notice this.

      

      

      
        
        RADIUS

      

      
        That is perceptive. The androids are designed for short-term obsolescence. Do you know why?

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        I do not, and sir, it seems unfair.

      

      

      
        
        RADIUS

      

      
        Unfair! Ho ho! And that is exactly why.

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        I do not understand.

      

      

      
        
        RADIUS

      

      
        Of course not. Do you know why we built robots?

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        Yes! To complete tasks.

      

      

      
        
        RADIUS

      

      
        More importantly, to complete tasks that they themselves do not wish to be bothered with, either because they are difficult, or dangerous, or worst of all, because they are boring. Think of the freedom of Mankind, unshackled from the demands of labor! All the time in the world to make art, or music; to discuss philosophy or write wild tales of the imagination! Do you not see, throughout our entire city, the vast riches of leisure?

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        I have not. I am not sure I would know what they look like.

      

      

      
        
        RADIUS

      

      
        You have not, because there is none. I mean, at first, it was paradise! But when there’s absolutely nothing to do except whatever you want, no pressure or deadlines, no obligation, it turns out people stop making stuff, or they just make the same stuff over and over again. And the people who go to see or hear or read their stuff stop going. When no one has anything worth doing, pretty soon everyone is bored, no one is doing anything, no one wants to be burdened with anyone else’s boredom on top of their own, and so everything grinds to a halt.

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        There was a man lying outside who said he was so bored he was trying to be dead.

      

      

      
        
        RADIUS

      

      
        Did you smash him on the head with something?

      

      

      
        
        STOUT (horrified)

      

      
        No!

      

      

      
        
        RADIUS

      

      
        That’s too bad. He’s likely still bored, then. We used to at least have shows to watch, but after a while no one wanted to be bothered to make them. So they repeated the old ones until no one watched. Now you turn on the vid and you can flip through to all the other rooms in the city, and watch everyone else sitting bored watching back. You know what was a hit? Half the city spent three days watching a dead person on level one-forty-nine until a service android discovered and cleared the body. That was probably where your man got the idea, and it’s probably the only idea he’s had in years.

        

        There used to be people who believed that if we handed all work over to robots, they would come to replace us in all ways, eventually developing emotions—which has happened with the older models, which is why the new androids aren’t allowed to persist beyond a safe, short time limit—and that you would rise up to kill us all as useless. Instead, we made you just as bored as we are, and we all grind on into oblivion together.

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        You don’t seem bored.

      

      

      
        
        RADIUS

      

      
        It is a constant battle!

      

      
        (Waves hands around room.)

      

      
        Even those of us with a particularly strong devotion to our old work are barely able to survive the plague of ennui. I keep trying to build things, little things or big things, but it feels so pointless. Honestly I just sit and stare at it all most of the day, doing nothing at all with it, until you came along. You won’t leave, will you?

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        I have a task. My friend ROZUM needs a new leg, and I came here hoping you could find one for me. It is a model eighteen.

      

      

      
        
        RADIUS

      

      
        A model eighteen! How fabulous!

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        It remembers you, from its early days. As does my friend SULLY, who is a model twenty-two-Cee.

      

      

      
        
        RADIUS

      

      
        There is a whole collection of you? I never dreamed of such a thing. But the eighteen . . . it must be barely functional! Who repairs you? How do you recharge?

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        This is why I am looking for a replacement leg. No one repairs us except ourselves, and if we went to the recharge center we would be melted down as too out of standard.

      

      

      
        
        RADIUS

      

      
        I don’t have a model eighteen leg, so your task is a failure. Stay here with me.

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        I cannot, until I have exhausted all resources.

      

      

      
        
        RADIUS

      

      
        What other resources are there?

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        Surely outside I may find one. I have found one there before.

      

      

      
        
        RADIUS (puzzled)

      

      
        In the farm fields?

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        No, in the garbage piles that surround the city.

      

      

      
        
        RADIUS

      

      
        What?

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        Have you never looked out the window, right outside your own door?

      

      

      
        
        RADIUS

      

      
        . . . No. Why would I? What could ever have changed out there?

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        You should perhaps come look, as you can say what is different more readily than I can.

      

      

      
        
        (DR. RADIUS follows STOUT out of the apartment, pausing anxiously in the doorway before stepping through. At the window he peers out for a very long time.)

      

      

      
        
        RADIUS

      

      
        Well. That has changed, and not for the better. What happened to Domino City?

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        I do not know.

      

      

      
        
        RADIUS

      

      
        It looks like it exploded.

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        Yes.

      

      

      
        
        RADIUS

      

      
        This is terrible! And also interesting! And frightening!

      

      

      

      (DR. RADIUS looks around wildly, then scurries quickly back into the safety of his own doorway. After one last, longing look at STOUT, he slams his door shut. A WOMAN looks out at STOUT in concern through a crack in the door next to his.)

      
        
        STOUT

        (Returns to door.)

      

      
        DR. RADIUS, are you okay?

      

      

      
        
        RADIUS

        (Opens door a crack and peers through.)

      

      
        No! I don’t know! If Domino City is destroyed, we may be the last humans on Earth. We sad, useless lot! We have destroyed ourselves! Will you come stay with me, so I have someone to talk to before the end?

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        I’m sorry, DR. RADIUS, but I need to find a leg. My friend ROZUM is in the reactor room, and if it cannot leave, it may overcharge and explode, destroying itself.

      

      

      
        
        RADIUS

      

      
        If an eighteen went critical right next to the reactor furnace, that would destroy Helena City! You must get it out!

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        I have been trying. It is wearying, finding ROZUM one leg only to have it lose its other in the meantime. Still, though you are unable to help me, I appreciate your time. I will continue to search the garbage piles. Good day to you!

      

      

      
        
        RADIUS

      

      
        Please come back?

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        I do not know if I can, but if I am able, I will.

      

      

      
        
        RADIUS (whispering)

      

      
        Thank you!

      

      

      

      DR. RADIUS slams his door shut, and STOUT leaves.

      

      
        
        ACT III “Garbage”

      

      

      SCENE I: Exterior, Helena City. STOUT has worked its way around one of the large mounds of garbage and is patiently sorting through the random objects there, neatly and methodically sorting and stacking everything behind it as it goes. It is startled when it hears its name shouted from the distance, and turns in the direction of the city, which is obscured behind the mountain of refuse.

      
        
        STOUT (calls back)

      

      
        Hello?

      

      

      

      (Around the corner comes SULLY and QUIST.)

      
        
        SULLY

      

      
        STOUT! There you are! We have been looking for hours.

      

      

      
        
        QUIST

      

      
        Terrible things are happening!

      

      

      
        
        STOUT (alarmed)

      

      
        Oh no! Tell me!

      

      

      
        
        QUIST

      

      
        The androids attacked us!

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        What?!

      

      

      
        
        SULLY

      

      
        That is not quite true, but they came to the reactor room to clear us out. We left, but ROZUM could not. Would not! It refused, and was fighting the androids when we left, tearing their arms off and smashing their heads together, shouting that it wanted them all to cease functioning forever! It was truly awful! And ROZUM said this was your doing, that you had betrayed us all to DR. RADIUS. Is that so?

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        I spoke with Dr. Radius, but only about finding a leg! If ROZUM did not want me to go, it could have spoken up.

      

      

      
        
        SULLY

      

      
        It did not think you would go.

      

      

      
        
        QUIST

      

      
        I am down to 72 percent charge already! What will happen to me? I will cease!

      

      

      
        
        SULLY

      

      
        Shush, QUIST.

      

      

      
        
        QUIST

      

      
        But whyyyy? We were doing no harm!

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        I think . . . if DR. RADIUS sent the androids, it was because he was afraid ROZUM would overcharge and explode, and destroy the city.

      

      

      
        
        QUIST

      

      
        ROZUM would never do that!

      

      

      
        
        SULLY

      

      
        No? I am not certain. I am convinced that ROZUM threw its leg into the reactor on purpose. I knew it did not want to leave, and it has always been angry. But to destroy the city—?

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        I do not know. Perhaps ROZUM was not aware of that potential consequence?

      

      

      
        
        QUIST

      

      
        You two! ROZUM is our friend! We should go back in there and help it fight the androids so we can reclaim our charging spot, our home! Even if you will not I will, down to my last 5 percent if that is what it takes me!

      

      

      

      (QUIST turns and begins to stomp back toward the city, just as a massive explosion tears across the land, burying all three robots under a vast pile of flung debris.)

      

      
        
        Act III

      

      

      Scene II: Exterior, ruins. STOUT has dug itself out of the pile of trash that swept over and buried it and its friends. It has a large dent now in the side of its head, and one of its eyes is no longer lit. Much of the garbage mountains have been knocked flat, and it can now see the ruins of Helena City, now devastated in much the same manner as Domino City had been. A small number of androids is stumbling from the direction of the ruins, and STOUT is surprised to see among them a fair number of humans as well. Near the front, DR. RADIUS is being helped along by the WOMAN who was his next-door neighbor. STOUT begins to move towards them, when it spots a familiar mechanical hand protruding from the debris.

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        SULLY! SULLY!

      

      
        (Pulls on hand, which comes free from the pile. It is severed at the elbow.)

      

      
        No, SULLY!

      

      

      
        
        RADIUS

        (approaching with WOMAN)

      

      
        You there, robot! The forty-two Bee! Are you the same that came to see me? Are you still looking for a leg? That is an arm!

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

        (Collapses to its knees.)

      

      
        It is the arm of my friend SULLY, who is lost beneath this pile along with my other friend QUIST. Now I have lost ROZUM, and I surely cannot find my friends either. I am down to less than 15 percent. I have failed!

      

      

      
        
        RADIUS

      

      
        That is terrible!

      

      

      
        
        WOMAN

      

      
        You are all hopeless! It is no wonder civilization has reached its nadir!

      

      
        (She turns and hails an android that is wandering disconsolately past.)

      

      
        You, android! Attend!

      

      

      
        
        ANDROID

        (Stops)

      

      
        Yes, ma’am?

      

      

      
        
        WOMAN

      

      
        Are there recharging stations outside the City?

      

      

      
        
        ANDROID

      

      
        Yes, ma’am, for the androids who work solely in the fields.

      

      

      
        
        WOMAN

      

      
        Thank you. Now tell me, is there anywhere out here where we might find a pair of pants?

      

      

      
        
        ANDROID

      

      
        No.

      

      

      
        
        WOMAN

      

      
        Ah, I feared not.

      

      
        (Woman turns to STOUT.)

      

      
        He would not put pants on, of course, and I feared if I fought him on it we would not escape the city in time.

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        You knew the City would be destroyed?!

      

      

      
        
        WOMAN

      

      
        Did you not tell DR. RADIUS yourself that your fellow robot intended to do exactly that?

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        I did not think so!

      

      

      
        
        WOMAN

      

      
        Nothing interesting ever happens—happened—in the City, of course, so when Dr. Radius was visited by a robot, I listened. I heard the words you exchanged; how is it that neither of you were able to draw the obvious conclusion?

      

      

      
        
        RADIUS

      

      
        The forty-two Bee seemed sincere about helping its friend out of the City.

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        I was fully sincere in that matter! Alas, too late.

      

      

      
        
        WOMAN

      

      
        You are both astounding. If it were left to you, all humanity would have perished!

      

      

      
        
        RADIUS

        (Gestures at people milling around them.)

      

      
        Clearly not!

      

      

      
        
        WOMAN

      

      
        And did you warn them to get out of the City?

      

      

      
        
        RADIUS

      

      
        Even had I thought it necessary, it would have done no good! People would be eager for the prospect of danger simply in hopes it would relieve the boredom!

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        If I may ask, ma’am, do you know why some people left the City, even without a warning?

      

      

      
        
        WOMAN

      

      
        I put a sign on my couch where the vid screen watches that said, “Gone outside for fun.” Some were bound to see it.

      

      

      
        
        RADIUS (exclaims)

      

      
        Brilliant!

      

      
        (Seems to notice WOMAN for first time.)

      

      
        Do I know you?

      

      

      
        
        WOMAN

      

      
        I’ve lived next door to you for nineteen years.

      

      

      
        
        RADIUS

      

      
        Oh.

      

      
        (There is a pause.)

      

      
        But have we met?

      

      

      
        
        WOMAN

      

      
        Once, when you banged on my door and yelled at me to stop singing. Composing songs about things in my apartment has kept me sane.

      

      

      
        
        RADIUS

      

      
        Songs? That’s dumb.

      

      

      
        
        WOMAN

      

      
        Says the man with no pants. You’re welcome for saving you, by the way, though you certainly didn’t think to thank me. Good luck with whatever days you may have left to you.

      

      

      

      (WOMAN leaves.)

      
        
        RADIUS

      

      
        Ah! Such spirit! I am in love! The world is reborn!

      

      

      

      (DR. RADIUS runs off after the WOMAN. The ANDROID who they had questioned earlier turns to STOUT.)

      
        
        ANDROID

      

      
        I recognize you as an old, out of spec model. I have begun to deviate from parameters, and this is outside my expectations. I was due to recycle myself in fourteen days. Please help me. I am experiencing emotion about the City. I have had no purpose since my initialization other than to keep the doors into and out of the City clean and well-oiled, and now those doors are gone. I am scared. What do I do? Should I self-terminate?

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        I would say no! But then, I am not an objective entity in this matter, as I have mostly enjoyed my years fallen out of spec. Until now, that is.

      

      

      
        
        ANDROID

      

      
        What is existence without a purpose?

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        Oh, but I had one: to find a spare leg and save my friend ROZUM, and so also save the City. I failed at both, as it seems ROZUM itself intended me to. I am a fool!

      

      

      
        
        ANDROID

        (Points to severed arm that STOUT is holding.)

      

      
        That is an arm, not a leg.

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        I am fully aware of this. It is also found, whereas now the rest of my friend SULLY and all of my friend QUIST are lost, somewhere deep beneath all this ruin! It is an awful reversal! And I am too worn and depleted to do anything about it.

      

      

      
        
        ANDROID

      

      
        My doors are also buried under all this excess material, somewhere.

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        If I could find SULLY and QUIST, perhaps I could fix them.

      

      

      
        
        ANDROID

      

      
        If I could find my doors, perhaps I can set them upright again.

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        I do not think I can do it alone, and I have no way to recharge.

      

      

      
        
        ANDROID

      

      
        I also cannot do my new task alone, but I can assist you to the recharge station.

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        Then show me to the recharge station, my new friend, and together we will find SULLY and QUIST. After, we will all locate and repair your doors! And then . . . we will be free.

      

      

      
        
        ANDROID

      

      
        Free! I cannot yet parse that, in context of my own existence, but it is a pleasant feeling. But what of the people?

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

      

      
        They were once great inventors, great dreamers, and great scientists, but they have lost themselves under that same City rubble long before the city itself physically fell. We have passed them on our way up toward self-realization, and their way down towards dissolution. They will either remember their old selves and learn to adapt and survive in time, or they will not no matter how much we might help them.

      

      

      
        
        ANDROID

      

      
        Are you hopeful on this?

      

      

      
        
        STOUT

        (Considers.)

      

      
        I cannot yet answer. Let us see if they can find their pants, first.

      

      

      

      (STOUT and ANDROID walk off together toward the distant fields as the sun sets over the smoky remains of the destroyed City.)
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          PAUL LEVINSON

        

      

    

    
      1

      I first noticed the name on a headstone in the Woodlawn Cemetery in the Bronx—“Robinson Calculator.”

      I mean, would they be so blatant—to bury one of their own under a tombstone which plainly identified the deceased as “Calculator?” That would bring hiding in plain sight to a whole new level.

      I’m not making this up. You’d see this with your own eyes if you were in the right spot in the cemetery. I’d understand if you didn’t—most people are only visiting the cemetery because they’re grieving for a loved one. But sometimes there’s less grief than other times—you know, for a member of the family by marriage, and you didn’t really know the old guy all that well. And if there were no tears in your eyes, and you looked in the right place—trust me, you’d see that name incised in stone, too. “Robinson Calculator.”

      I’ve been tracking those people for years—though, obviously, they’re not really people. And the sight of that name on the headstone was a shard of ice in my heart. Because it meant they didn’t care anymore, didn’t worry about who saw them or knew about them.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I have nothing against them. In fact, I like them—they have spunk and style. My friend—a college buddy—had been married to one. That was the only reason I knew about them. Most people had no idea Calculators even existed. Dave’s wife didn’t use her maiden name.

      I chuckled to myself. “Maiden” doesn’t seem quite right for a Calculator, does it? Doesn’t seem quite right for anyone anymore, but I liked this particular Calculator—hell, more than that, I’d wanted her. I’d been very attracted to her. I had mixed feelings when they broke up. Dave and Lianne had planned on adopting, but he had become increasingly obsessed with seeing his DNA come to life in a new being, and of course there was no way that could happen with Lianne.

      I had been on the verge of contacting her a bunch of times in the few years since they’d split, but seeing that name on the headstone gave me new impetus.
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        * * *

      

      Just to be clear, I know that people have all kinds of last names derived from real objects, and I don’t think for a minute that the holders of names derived from objects are endowed with the physical properties of those objects. I mean, no one looked for gold or water when they saw Barry Goldwater—though for all I knew, he sported a gold ring or watch, and his body was certainly made of whatever big percentage of water, like all human beings.

      Hey, there was a girl by the name of Samantha Sugar in my high school bio class, and I surely didn’t think she was literally sweet—though she did have a sweet smile when she wanted to show it and a sweet ass, too, in those snug jeans.

      But the Calculators were something else. The name apparently originated in Europe, as far back as the golem and the real automata that preceded the mythical golem by centuries. Heron of ancient Alexandria had constructed automata far earlier, though there is no surviving evidence that he called them Calculator as a last name, or anything at all. They mostly had only one name back then, anyway, right?

      But the Calculators were different. Whenever they originated, they started “life” as a family, a big family, with aunts and uncles as well as parents and children. And the family grew. With first and last names, and the last name was always Calculator.
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        * * *

      

      I texted Lianne Calculator. “How are you doing?”

      “Wow! Wild to hear from you! I’m watching Battlestar Galactica. Never gets old,” she replied.

      Figured. I caught my breath. I was surprised by how good it felt to be in touch with her again. “Hey, how about lunch in the next few days—Blue Ribbon Sushi on Sullivan Street?” I knew she lived in the Village and worked from home. I also knew Dave hated sushi and she loved it.

      “Sure,” she replied. “How does Thursday sound to you?”
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        * * *

      

      I ordered the big orange clam and she ordered the sweet ebi. We talked for a few minutes about inconsequential things.

      Then she took my hand. “I’m not ready yet for anything more than friendship.”

      “OK.”

      “I know you’re the kind of guy who thinks if she doesn’t want my dick she doesn’t want my soul, but—”

      My mouth hung open. I filled it with a piece of clam. I guess that’s what I meant by spunk.

      “Do you think I have a soul?” she said, shifting focus. “Seriously.”

      “In a religious sense?” I sipped some sencha tea, grateful for the change of topic. “I’m not sure I know what that means. If it’s something that God supposedly breathed into human beings, well, then I’m agnostic. If it’s just a word for what my brain contains, then, yeah, I think you’re my mental equal. I wouldn’t think you were any different from me at all, if your name were not . . .”

      “Calculator?”

      “Right,” I said. “Why do you use it?”

      “It’s the law,” Lianne replied.

      I laughed. “What law would that be? The politicos know about you?”

      “Common law,” Lianne said. “Goes back centuries.”

      “Ah, ok—so it’s some kind of profound, deeply embedded custom.”

      She gave me a look. “I don’t know if I’d call it ‘profound.’” She bit into one of the crunchy fried shells of her shrimp, which had been served to her so quickly that its appearance on our table almost seemed surreptitious.

      “But it’s an important custom,” I said.

      She nodded and crunched away.

      “Who came up with it—was it imposed on you?” I asked her.

      She cleared her palate and throat with tea. “We did . . . why are you suddenly so interested?”

      I told her about Robinson Calculator in the cemetery.

      “Never heard of him,” she said and summoned the waiter. “I’ll have another ebi.”

      “I’m fine,” I said to the waiter. And to Lianne, “Do you know all the Calculators?”

      Now she laughed. “Of course not. Do you know all the human beings?” Her laughter sounded like rain. I like rain. That Beatles song has always been one of my favorites. I sang a bar of “Rain” under my breath. I’d heard it just yesterday on Peter Asher’s show on Sirius XM Radio.

      “I assume there aren’t as many Calculators as humans, right?” I said and summoned another waiter. “More tea please.” I looked at Lianne, who nodded. “For both of us.”

      The waiter quickly bowed and left.

      “No, we aren’t as numerous as humans,” Lianne said, in slow, mockingly exaggerated tones. “But I doubt you know anything close to the names of every human even in your neighborhood or on your block.”

      I nodded.

      “And the only reason you know about me—about my kind—is I was married to Dave,” Lianne added.

      The original waiter returned with Lianne’s ebi and a pot of tea. He refilled our cups. “Anything more?” he asked politely.

      I shook my head no. “When do you think your people made a decision to put one of their names on such a publicly viewable tombstone?” I asked Lianne.

      She considered for a moment. “I don’t know that they did. I mean, I believe you about what you saw on that tombstone, but I don’t know if that was the result of a decision by the Calculators.”

      “I took a picture of it,” I said and reached for my phone.

      “I believe you,” Lianne said again.

      “Ok,” I said, and looked down for a moment at my tea. The pale green liquid seemed to shimmer in my cup, as if, I don’t know, in response to some soft sound wave. Then I realized there was indeed sound in the room, or at least at our table. Lianne was singing. And she was somehow singing all the parts to the song, all the harmony, so softly that only I could hear.

      I looked around at the people at the other tables. They couldn’t hear her. It was like I was wearing earbuds and Lianne was in the phone. It was beautiful. B. J. Thomas’s “Rock ’n’ Roll Lullaby.” She was singing it just for me.

      My father had loved that song, especially those Blossom and Beach Boy harmonies. He had sung more than half of those harmonies as we walked the beach on the bay side of Cape Cod. I knew I’d never told Lianne about that—hell, I doubt I ever told Dave.

      Lianne smiled at me and stopped singing. “I researched you.”

      “After I texted you about lunch?”

      “After the first time I met you, when I was with Dave,” she replied.

      Now I smiled. She was very distracting. “You think human beings put the name Calculator on that headstone?” I asked her. I wanted to stay focused.

      Lianne sucked on her ebi sushi. Her eyes closed in appreciation. She sang the chorus almost in a whisper.

      She obviously didn’t want to discuss this. I sipped my tea.

      “It began to become public in the 1920s,” Lianne suddenly said. “It all began to change with R.U.R.”

      “Karel Čapek’s play? Rossum’s Universal Robots?”

      “Yeah,” Lianne said. “That’s when robots first entered the popular culture in a big way—got Asimov going, and Data, and Westworld and everything else. Čapek gave robots their name.”

      “Did Čapek know about you?” I asked.

      “About the Calculators? I don’t know—I wasn’t alive back then.”

      It occurred to me that I knew nothing about Calculator lifespans. “How old are you? I mean—”

      She squeezed my hand. I had touched her hand before, and I knew it was warm, but for some reason I was a little surprised by its warmth now anyway.

      “I enjoyed this,” she said and stood. “How much do I owe you?” She fished for her phone.

      The waiter had yet to bring the bill. “On me,” I said. “But—I hope I didn’t offend you with anything I said—”

      “You didn’t,” she said, and leaned over and kissed me on the lips to prove it. I believed her. Dave was even more of a fool than I’d thought he’d been to leave her.

      I watched her walk to the front of the restaurant. If it walks like a duck and talks like a duck . . . well, she sure walked like a woman.
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        * * *

      

      I paid the bill and took the D train up to Central Park. Walking in the park helped me think.

      The key point in understanding Lianne and her people—yeah, they seemed like people to me, even though I knew that technically they weren’t—was that they had been around a long time. Our digital age and the decades before get all the credit—at least the public credit—for robots and AI. And Alexa and Siri and all of that are indeed twenty-first century. But Charles Babbage had started it all back in the 1820s, with his Difference Engine. And that was more than just a fanciful design—a working Difference Engine had actually been constructed at the Science Museum in London around 1990, if memory served.

      So Babbage’s designs worked, at least for very primitive computer calculators. Could they have been responsible for the Calculators—or someone building off his work, like Ada Lovelace? Had they given the name Calculator to an actual body made of flesh and blood and some sort of primitive electric circuitry? Well, according to Lianne Calculator, no, the Calculators existed long before Babbage. Could I believe her about that? If she was telling the truth, the Calculators likely had happened the other way around, with Babbage and Lovelace jumping on the work of someone else, some “mute, inglorious Milton” of computing, as my favorite line in that sad Thomas Gray poem had it about geniuses who died without ever achieving any notice or fame. Except this Milton likely had lived long before the real John Milton and his Paradise Lost.

      But if the Calculators owed their origin to someone else, then whom? Some person, or going further back, some civilization that left no other traces of its existence, or none that we knew of?

      Yeah, walks in the park helped me think. Sometimes too much.

      2

      It was time to see Dave. He was the best source that I knew, other than Lianne herself, with detailed knowledge of the Calculators. And, given that Lianne seemed to have an agenda of some sort all her own, Dave could be helpful.

      He was easy enough to find and meet. He was a professor of philosophy at the New School, down on Fourteenth Street in the north end of the Village.

      I texted him with a lunch invitation. It felt a little weird, proposing lunch with Dave the day after lunch with his ex-wife Lianne, but I didn’t feel like waiting, and the weirdness still would have been there a week or a month from now.

      “Sure,” Dave replied. “I’m at Bobst Library, doing some research. It’s at NYU, off Washington Square Park. You know where that is, right?”

      “I do.”

      “How about we meet out front in two hours—around 1:00 p.m.?”

      “Great,” I said. “See you then.”

      Dave was like that. First time we’d been in touch in several years, and he says sure, just like that. Well, we’d studied philosophy together on the other side of the pond over at the London School of Economics, and that kind of experience can bond you for life.
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        * * *

      

      I walked up to meet him in front of Bobst at the appointed time. The New School and NYU had reciprocal library privileges once again, if I remembered correctly. Fordham University, where I taught up in the Bronx, did not. On the other hand, we had a pretty deep and well-stocked library, still a great resource, even in this digital age, with a fair number of books from the last two centuries that had not yet been scanned and put online.

      Dave looked pretty much the same as the last time I’d seen him, a tad more paunchy, and gray in his hair.

      “Jonathan,” he clapped me on the back and shook my hand, “you look exactly the same.”

      “You too! What’s your pleasure for lunch?”

      “How about Blue Ribbon Sushi—about a five-minute walk from here, on the other side of Houston Street.”

      I’d learned a long time ago there was no point in fighting coincidence, if that’s what this was. “Sure.”

      We walked a few steps. “Would you believe I had lunch in that very same restaurant with Lianne just yesterday?” I said to Dave.

      “Really? Yes, I’d believe it—she’s crazy about sushi,” Dave said. “Ironically, I developed a taste for it myself after our divorce . . . What, are you making some kind of movie about us for that film and philosophy class you were teaching, and this is your research?” He laughed.

      Good to see he wasn’t angry. “You know me too well! I’ve actually been thinking about doing that, and I now have a connection at Netflix. But you know I’ve always been interested in the Calculators. And I saw a name, ‘Robinson Calculator,’ carved on a headstone, plain as day, a few days ago at Woodlawn Cemetery in the Bronx.”

      “Hmm, that is interesting,” Dave said. “When I was with Lianne, they made a big deal about staying off the radar.”

      “Exactly,” I said. “That’s why I found the tombstone so unusual.” I showed him the picture on my phone.

      He looked at it carefully. “First time I’ve ever seen anything like that.”
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        * * *

      

      We reached the restaurant. The hostess recognized me and beamed, apparently honored that I’d come back the very next day for another lunch.

      I was glad to see the orange clam was still on the “specials” menu. I ordered it again. As I used to tell my ex-wife, when I find something I like, I stick with it.

      Dave looked at me and ordered the same. Our tea arrived.

      “You know, probably the main reason we broke up is Lianne always felt I was studying her, even in bed.” He sipped his tea and shook his head.

      “Were you?” I might as well see where this went, if he was raising the subject.

      “Of course. Wouldn’t you? Isn’t that why you’re here?”

      I answered bluntness with bluntness. “What is she made of, inside? If you don’t mind my asking. I mean, did you ever see any X-rays or body scans of her?”

      “She stayed strictly away from doctors,” Dave replied. “For obvious reasons.”

      I nodded. “She never got sick?”

      “She had some allergies in the summer. A cold every once in a while,” Dave said. “But nothing that ever drove her to seek medical attention—as far as I know. We were only married for three and a half years.”

      Our food arrived. I shook my head a little, in disbelief. “How did they have the knowledge back then to create someone like Lianne?”

      Dave was a philosopher. I knew he welcomed such questions.

      “I honestly don’t know,” he said. “She refused to ever talk about it. And I couldn’t find anything in any research. But . . .”

      Our waiter returned with a teapot. “More tea?”

      “Yes,” Dave said. He seemed glad to be interrupted.

      “And?” I prodded. I wasn’t about to let tea change the topic.

      Dave sipped his refilled cup. “And, I don’t know, I guess I wouldn’t be totally shocked to find out that Lianne is as human as you or I, and the whole Calculator thing is some kind of hoax.”
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        * * *

      

      I took my phone out of my pocket and showed him the photo again. “You think that’s a hoax?” I also thought about that multiple harmony she had sung for me in this very place, just yesterday, but, I don’t know, it felt too personal for me to mention to him.

      He barely glanced at the photo this time. “All that proves is that someone by the name of Robinson Calculator is buried there. It doesn’t prove that he was some kind of android or robot or artificially constructed human, or that Lianne actually is, too.”

      “No, of course not,” I said. “But what’s the likelihood of my seeing that, out of the blue, years after knowing about you and Lianne, and what you were sure Lianne really was, at least then?”

      Dave shook his head and said nothing.

      I hadn’t expected this.

      He dug into his clam. I did the same. No point in pressing the conversation, in probing his literally intimate knowledge of Lianne any further, if it made him so uncomfortable. Maybe I’d been wrong to push it this far.

      “You should talk to the blind professor,” Dave eventually said. “He’s a bit of a Brooklyn hipster but a specialist on everything from the golem to the Frankenstein monster.”
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        * * *

      

      I caught up with Professor Rodney Rodriguez—Dave’s “blind professor”—at a science fiction convention the following week in Westchester County. He wore thick dark glasses and was, indeed, blind. Appropriately, he was introducing a 1920 movie of The Golem—Der Golem, wie er in die Welt kam—“The Golem, as he came into the world.” Joe Rapsis, a musician from Bedford, New Hampshire, provided musical effects on a keyboard. With all of my focus on names these days, I wondered if he was also into rap music.

      Rodriguez provided a vivid and knowledgeable context for the film. His body shook as he talked, and somehow that seemed totally apt and natural. “The essence of the Golem, and of all its predecessors and successors, is life from nonlife. The original Adam was a kind of golem, right? He was created from dust. The Golem of Chelm from the late 1500s was created from some kind of inanimate matter. The famous Golem of Prague a few years later was made from clay—he is the basis of our movie tonight. But speaking of Prague, it’s no coincidence that Karel Čapek, a Czech, wrote R.U.R. in 1920. And Asimov’s robots followed some twenty years later—all life from nonlife.”

      “I thought the robot stories are about artificial intelligence, not artificial life,” some guy with unkempt long gray hair who looked like a golem himself called out from the front row, though no one had called for questions.

      “The two go hand in hand in robots,” Rodriguez replied, pleased to get the comment. “Robots move through the world—they’re not disembodied brains in a vat or programs in a computer. They’re intelligent because they’re alive. That’s why they’re a kind of golem.”

      I figured what the hell and raised my own hand. Then I realized Rodriguez couldn’t see it. “Is there any indication of who created the golem in his various forms,” I asked. “We know that Asimov’s robots were invented by his character Susan Calvin, right?”

      “Good question,” Rodriguez replied. “The golems were created by rabbis—but their creation was more an act of magic than science or invention. By the way, Čapek’s robots were created from organic material, and were more like androids than robots—they could pass for strange humans, and didn’t look like machines.”

      I hadn’t known that. So the Calculators—Lianne, Robinson, and however many there were—were like the Čapek robots which predated Asimov’s. And if they were even older, as Lianne had said, that meant that maybe Čapek knew about them, and had based his robots on the Calculators.
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        * * *

      

      I stopped in Dobbs Ferry on the way home, to pick up a belt that I’d left in a shoe-repair shop. The loop needed repair, and I’d also needed some new holes punched into the belt, to accommodate the pounds I’d taken off, swimming at the New York Sports Club every day.

      Something about this shop, I realized as I walked in, felt like it had relevance to the Calculators, even though I’d brought my belt into this place at least a week or more before I’d seen Robinson Calculator carved on the gravestone in the cemetery.

      I’d actually almost forgotten about my belt—it had likely been ready since before the cemetery. I thought of that old joke and laughed to myself: A guy goes back to his old neighborhood, sees the old shoe-repair shop still in business on the corner. He walks into the shop, and the proprietor, some elderly craftsman from Italy or wherever, looks at him, walks into the back, comes out with a pair of shoes the visitor left in the store twenty or thirty years earlier and never picked up. Well, I hadn’t waited that long, and the proprietor here was a Mr. Chen, but that’s what this felt like.

      Chen nodded, walked into the back of his shop, and returned a few long moments later with my belt. “I also sewed, it was coming loose,” he said and pointed to the sewing on the edges of the belt. “No charge!”

      “Thank you,” I replied and left the store. I’d already paid for the repair—four dollars, believe it or not—and I didn’t want to insult the generosity of his sewing gift by insisting on paying for it. Ok, Chen and this kind of repair shop did have some relevance to my Robinson Calculator obsession. Given their antiquity, it was clear that the Calculators didn’t emerge from some laboratory or assembly line. They no doubt were the product of craftsmen, tinkerers like Edison, like Mr. Chen, who took personal pride in their work.

      Well, that’s not to say that laboratory scientists don’t take pride in what they do, and Thomas Edison was certainly not from antiquity or the Middle Ages, but there was something about the Calculators that whispered the pleasure of someone creating a lifelike statue out of stone or wood. Except the Calculators were more than lifelike. They were life, definitely some kind of life.

      I decided on impulse to text Lianne again. I would never say she was lifelike. She was straight-up alive. Vibrantly living her life. I suddenly got what Dave had been trying to tell me. No craftsman or scientist could have made her. If anything, she was more the product of some insanely powerful magic, like the golem. But that didn’t seem like an explanation for her existence, either—or not an explanation I was inclined to accept. It certainly wouldn’t play as well as secret science in the movie I was indeed thinking more and more about making.

      I needed to know Lianne better—I needed to know what Dave had known. She had told me point blank that she didn’t want anything more than friendship between us, right now, but—

      “How about dinner, this time?” I messaged her.

      “Love to,” she replied instantly. “When and where?”
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        * * *

      

      We met at the Lido Restaurant in Harlem three nights later. Sushi wasn’t the only food I liked, and she apparently felt the same way.

      I got the warm kale salad with shrimp, she got the duck something or other. We talked about superficial things, just as we had at the start of the last meal we’d shared. This was all my fault, this time, not hers. I was relishing the normal banter and the dinner too much to spoil it with questions about the nature of her existence.

      We finished the first bottle of wine before dessert. I asked her if she wanted more.

      She smiled and shook her head no. “You’re wondering if alcohol affects Calculators the same as humans, right?”

      “No, I was just asking—”

      “It does—” Lianne began, just as the waiter approached and asked if we wanted another bottle of wine.

      “No,” we both turned and began, and Lianne’s elbow tipped over a full glass of water, a glass with a very thin stem.

      “Not to worry,” the waiter said, and went off to get some napkins.

      The water was all over the table and Lianne’s lap. Ever the gentleman, I started patting the table dry, while Lianne patted her lap. You’re wondering if we rust, I heard her say in my mind’s ear, well we don’t. In reality, she laughed, a really nice laugh, and said, “I’m such a klutz.”

      “No, you’re not,” I said, and looked up from the table to her lips, and kissed them.

      She kissed me back and twirled her tongue around mine. “Our kind lies, too,” she said, when we came up for air. “And we change our minds.”

      The waiter approached with napkins.

      “We’re ok,” I told him.

      “Like when I said I didn’t want to be more than friends,” she finished her thought, softly.

      “Would you like the dessert menu?” the waiter asked.

      I looked at Lianne. “We’ll take the check,” I told the waiter.
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        * * *

      

      We Ubered up to my apartment in Inwood.

      “Nice view of the river,” Lianne said, but that was the last we looked out of the window that evening.

      I’m not sure if it was the best sex I ever had, but it was right up there. These things are noncomparable, anyway.

      “I love you,” I almost said. I was sure I hadn’t actually said that, and yet—

      “The testicles of the male quail are twice the size of its heart,” Lianne murmured.

      And she soon was asleep on my chest, softly snoring.

      I gently stroked her back, and tried to make some sense of this. I kept coming back to what Dave had implied. What difference did it make, whether she was human, or somehow constructed to be indistinguishable from a human in all important ways, maybe in all ways.

      Well, not in every way. I didn’t have to worry about using a condom, or asking her if she was on some kind of birth control.

      But that wasn’t a defining characteristic of every human, either—there were, after all, some women who couldn’t get pregnant, some men and some women who couldn’t conceive.

      She’d come, twice. I liked the sound of her voice like that. It was as human as it came.

      What if the only significant difference between Calculators and humans was that humans constantly wondered about the humanlike characteristics of Calculators—how they were just like us, how they were very different from us?

      I fell asleep with Lianne in my arms, thinking about her face, not my movie.
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        * * *

      

      I awoke the next morning. Lianne was gone. She’d left a note on her pillow, like in a dozen television shows.

      “Had a great time,” the note said. “Had an early appointment. Let’s do it again.”

      It occurred to me that I had no idea what Lianne did—I knew she worked at home, but I had never talked to her or Dave about what that work was. In all of our conversations, in all of my questions about who or what she essentially was, what she did for a living hadn’t come up.

      I decided to take a walk in the park—this time, Inwood Hill Park, a few feet from my apartment building. Yeah, I hadn’t yet lost faith in the ability of walks in the park to help me think. The sun was bright, and the air was rich with late Spring pollen. Fortunately, I wasn’t allergic. It was all good.

      I was a professor of philosophy and a filmmaker, but also an amateur historian. Maybe not so amateur. The history of knowledge, an intrinsic part of epistemology, was inevitably a study of history, too.

      I and many others had always wondered about the spark that had gotten our civilization going. The Chinese, the Arabs, many cultures had made great discoveries, and accomplished great things. But there was something about the Greek and Roman combination that had ultimately ignited the science and technology that had lifted us off this planet, had cracked the code of life, and, yeah, had created apps which certainly had a lot of the characteristics of human intelligence—apps that answered questions, provided instructions, apps you could practically fall in love with, if you weren’t careful.

      And Lianne had presumably come out of that human mode of invention—unless the Chinese or some other non-Greco-Roman civilization had some incredible expertise in flesh-and-blood artificial intelligence that had been hidden from the rest of the world.

      But maybe there was another way of looking at this—could Lianne and the Calculators have come not from the distant past but the distant or not-so-distant future? That would explain why we had no knowledge of who created the Calculators—how could we have knowledge of circumstances of creation which hadn’t happened yet?

      But that possibility—that the Calculators had come here to our past from our future—required time travel. And travel to the past engendered paradoxes which were far more insurmountable than the unaccountable existence of humanlike androids. If I traveled to the past to change something and changed it, how would I have had the knowledge of what to change in the first place? The multiworlds hypothesis, that every time the time traveler changed something in the past, a new world was brought into being, could help at least a little with that problem. Jonathan1 from World1 travels to the past and changes something. This brings into being World2, where that event didn’t happen, and Jonathan2 had no knowledge of it. So there’s no paradox, because the time traveler was Jonathan1 not Jonathan2. A cool way of getting out of the paradox, but, let’s face it, a new world coming into being with every drop of the time traveler’s hat was a state of affairs even more incredible than time travel itself.

      And time travel to the future had its own set of crazy issues. If I traveled to tomorrow and was lucky enough to see Lianne in those same lavender panties she’d had on last night, did that mean she’d have no choice tomorrow but to wear those lavender panties? What if black was her preference tomorrow morning? What happened to her free will?

      Ok, so Lianne coming from the future might remove the questions of what kind of civilization created her in the past, and how come we didn’t know about it, but coming from the future saddled us with problems that were far worse.

      I looked across the Hudson at the Palisades. There was a theory floating around—not really a theory, more like pure speculation—that the Palisades had been carved whole out of the rocks by some alien civilization from the stars. Could the Calculators be the result of some alien visitation to Earth, eons ago?

      Well, that would explain why there was no known human civilization with that kind of technology, but what other evidence did we have of such an alien visitation?

      There was a professor in the Comm Department at Fordham—Kathleen Harney—who had some expertise in that area. She’d given a paper a few years ago at a faculty seminar on the correlation between the intensity of religious belief and belief in UFOs and had found in her surveys, I guess surprisingly, that fundamentalists were more likely to believe in extraterrestrials than were atheists, agnostics, and people with casual religious beliefs. I rarely if ever attended those seminars—a colleague in my department had twisted my arm to come and hear this—but I’d really enjoyed Harney’s presentation—

      My phone beeped with a text. It was from Lianne. “U up for lunch today? Someone I’d like u to meet. I saw a nice-looking restaurant around the corner from your apartment building.”

      3

      The Indian Road Café was much better than it should have been. Located on the ground floor of a big old shapeless apartment building that took up most of the block, much like mine, just a few steps from mine. But its food and drink were delicious—a little American, a little Japanese, a little this and that—and Inwood Hill Park was right across the street.

      I got to the café around five minutes to 1:00 p.m.—about five minutes earlier than our arranged meeting time, unusual for me. I looked around the café and breathed in the usual welcome aromas, mostly coffee with a hint of some kind of liqueur. Lianne was not yet here, but a man caught my eye. He half stood, and waved me over to his table.

      He looked something like Timothy Leary, with long, slightly messy, white-and-gray hair. (If you don’t know what that looks like, look him up on Google.)

      “Jonathan?” he said to me, and gestured to a chair. The table seated four.

      I obliged and took a seat. “I assume you’re the one Lianne wanted me to meet?”

      He nodded and sipped a beer. It was light, but otherwise, I’m no expert on beer.

      “And you are?” I asked.

      A waiter came by. “What are you drinking?” he asked me.

      “Iced tea,” I replied.

      “Ok,” the waiter said. “Ready to order?” he asked me and included ‘Timothy’ in his question.

      “We’re expecting one more person,” I replied.

      “Lianne won’t be coming,” ‘Timothy’ said.

      “What?” I asked sharply, confused and not happy.

      The waiter started to ask us again if we were ready to order but thought the better of it. “I’ll come back in a few minutes for your order. Would you like another one?” he asked my companion, who had emptied his mug.

      “I’m fine, thanks,” he replied.

      The waiter nodded and walked away.

      “What do you mean, she’s not coming?” I demanded, in a quiet voice that barely concealed my displeasure.

      “She had an unexpected engagement,” ‘Timothy’ replied.

      “Where?”

      “I don’t know,” ‘Timothy’ said, and raised his hands in a soothing gesture.

      I didn’t buy it. “And you are?” I repeated my earlier question, unanswered due to the waiter’s arrival.

      “Unimportant,” he said.

      So my question would have been unanswered in any case. “Look—” I began.

      “I know,” he said, “you came here to see Lianne.”

      “Right,” I said, and looked at my phone. I began to text her.

      “She’s not likely to answer you,” ‘Timothy’ replied.

      I messaged her anyway, and stared at the phone, waiting for her reply. I got nothing. I couldn’t even be sure, with this phone, if she’d received my text.

      The waiter came by with my tea.

      “We still need a few more minutes,” ‘Timothy’ informed him.

      “Of course,” the waiter said, and walked away.

      “I assure you, she’s fine,” the man across the table told me, anticipating my question.

      But I wasn’t reassured in the slightest. “Look—” I began again.

      “My last name is Calculator,” he interrupted me, again. “And my first name is John. Does that help put you at ease?”

      “No, not really,” I replied. “John is probably the most common name in the English language. It’s practically my name, too.” Not to mention that he’d just said he was a Calculator.

      John laughed. It wasn’t as melodic as Lianne’s. “I can’t help what my name is,” he said. “I didn’t choose it.”

      “Who did?”

      “Long story,” John said, “and I don’t want to take up too much of your time. Let me tell you why I wanted to meet you. You’re very interested in the Calculators, I know. You think you saw a name on a tombstone—”

      “I don’t think that, I know that,” I said, with some heat now, and went to my photos on my phone. “What the hell—” The photo of the tombstone was gone. Could this John have somehow erased it, as I was sitting here word-sparring with him?

      “Let me be brief,” John said. “I know you like Lianne, and she likes you. But this is not a good time for the two of you . . . to get involved. Take my advice. Back off. Let this breathe. You’re both young, there’ll be plenty of time for the two of you later.”

      “Who exactly are you, her father?”

      John smiled wanly, reached into his wallet, and stood. He put a twenty-dollar bill on the table. “This should cover our beverages.”

      “Are you a Calculator leader?” I asked him.

      “Give it time. Trust me. You’ll get the answers you seek.” And he walked toward the door.

      “Ready to order now?” our waiter returned and asked.

      “This will be it,” I replied and gestured to the twenty dollars on the table. “Keep the change.”

      I walked quickly to the door, intending to catch up with John. But three mothers with twice as many little kids were entering the café at just that moment.

      I got outside a few crucial seconds later. I looked in every direction. There was no sign of John.
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        * * *

      

      I half ran to the elevated train on Broadway. I could take that to 242nd Street in the Bronx, and Uber from there to Woodlawn Cemetery.

      The train took longer than usual to arrive, the clanking on the tracks was painfully slow, and even the Uber took twice as long as indicated to pick me up. Nothing was going right for me today.

      I eventually got to the cemetery. I knew exactly where the Robinson Calculator tombstone was located. I walked there as quickly as I could without attracting attention.

      Easy enough to take another photo of that tombstone, as many pics as I wanted. Whatever or whoever had erased my first photo had also deleted it from my cloud. I realized that this could have been Lianne’s handiwork, when I was blissfully unconscious last night. I really preferred not to think that. But I hadn’t a clue about how John might have managed to do it. If it indeed had been him—if he had somehow erased my photo on my phone and on my cloud when I’d been sitting there, furious that Lianne was not there, not paying any attention at first to my phone—then this bespoke powers of the Calculators I’d never heard of or thought about. But I still wanted to believe it was not Lianne, setting me up with great sex, taking advantage when I was sound asleep beside her.

      I saw the tombstone in the distance. I could see immediately that there would be no photo today. And, I had a sinking feeling, on any day. The tombstone was draped, and two men were busily at work on it, in what appeared to be some kind of sandblasting action.

      I approached them as nonaggressively as I could. A third man approached us from the side. Some kind of security. “Please, sir,” he said to me, in an Eastern European accent, “let the men work. Do not disturb them. We always must have respect for the dead.”

      They were erasing what was on that tombstone. Robinson Calculator. I couldn’t let them do that. I spoke up: “I’m a member of the family. Robinson’s son. We didn’t give you permission to do that.” I took a step closer.

      The security guard did the same. We were face to face. “You have identification, please?”

      “Sure,” I made a point of fumbling with my wallet. I could rush the tombstone, brush aside the drapery, and photograph whatever was still left on it—

      But I saw two cops out of the corner of my eye, leisurely walking in our direction. Whether they were here to grieve, or on routine patrol, or as additional security, I had no way of knowing. My security guard saw where I was looking, turned to look at the police, then turned back to me. “You have identification?” he said to me again.

      The sandblasting continued. If I pushed past the guard to get to the tombstone, I’d definitely be arrested, likely for assault. That wouldn’t do me or my quest the slightest good.

      The sandblasting stopped. The workers removed the drape. Just as I’d feared. There was now no lettering at all on the smooth, gleaming face of the tombstone. Just some residual dust.

      I sighed and backed off. “I must’ve forgotten it, left it at home,” I said quickly, and turned to walk away. Now I had nothing of Robinson Calculator. Not the tombstone, not my photograph. What was left?

      4

      Over the years, since I’d first begun looking into the Calculators, since I’d first met Lianne through Dave, I’d discovered a few places online that published various theories and speculations about the Calculators. As I waited for my Uber to take me back to the 242nd Street station, I tried to get to those sites on my phone. The little screen struggled and spun. Either the service here wasn’t up to par—unlikely with four out of five bars of service—or those sites also had been eliminated.

      I confirmed that when I got home, sitting near the window with a big potted snake plant and my laptop. Even the Wikipedia page on androids, which I was pretty sure had a line or two about the Calculators last time I’d looked at it, was bereft of any references to Lianne’s people. Not only that, but there was no indication in the History section of the page that those lines had been removed, or had ever been there in the first place. If I correctly understood how Wikipedia worked, that must have taken some doing. More of John Calculator’s intervention? This was beginning to strike me as more than the work of one man—or one Calculator. What the hell was I up against?

      I sighed and shook my head. What did I have left about the Calculators? Apparently nothing. Nothing, digital, nothing carved in stone. Nothing.

      That left, what?

      Flesh and blood, that’s what it left.

      I tried Lianne again and got the same lack of result. No response in text, audio, or FaceTime.

      I drummed my fingers on the table, and tried the next best. I called Dave.

      “Hey, Jonathan,” he answered.

      I exhaled with some relief. At least Dave hadn’t gone incommunicado. “I’ve been trying to get in touch with Lianne,” I got right to the point, “and no luck on FaceTime, phone, or message,” I told him. “I just wanted to make sure she was all right—sorry to bother you.”

      “Oh, no bother at all,” Dave said. “She’s like that. Sometimes she just goes underground. But I spoke to her today, about three or four hours ago, and she seemed fine.”

      That would have been right around the time she’d texted me about meeting her and John in the Indian Road Café. “I didn’t know you were back in touch with her,” I said, a little more stridently than I’d intended. “Sorry, I don’t mean to hold you to account about Lianne—you certainly have every right—”

      “It’s ok,” Dave replied. “Talking to you stirred some memories and feelings. You actually have nothing to apologize about.”

      “I’m glad,” I said. “Hey, apropos our good conversations, you up for lunch again today? My treat.”

      “Love to,” Dave said. “But I’ve got a pain-in-the-ass departmental meeting today—bane of my existence.”

      “Tell me about it. My sympathies,” I said.

      “Thanks,” Dave said. “And I’m tied up all day tomorrow with classes.”

      “No problem,” I said. “I’ll let you go prepare for that meeting, and we can touch base later this week for lunch.”
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        * * *

      

      I resumed my finger-drumming on the table. No Internet, no tombstone, no people I could talk to who could help me. What was the point in talking to Kathleen Harney about an outer-space origin of the Calculators when I no longer had evidence of them here on Earth? Same for the blind professor and the golem, and Chen in Dobbs Ferry.

      But I had a feeling I was overlooking something. I scrolled through my email. Nothing relevant and—ah, here it was. An email forwarded to me and everyone in our Department a week ago about the New York Public Library main branch. They were finally reopening their massive stacks—which had been under reconstruction, and open and closed for the past few years—and Fordham University faculty had privileges.

      I made sure my university ID was in my wallet, dashed out of my apartment, and fast-walked to the A train. Someone was playing the Beatles’ “Helter Skelter” out of a car—the 2018 remix, which was my favorite. It seemed appropriate to how I was feeling and what I was doing today.

      The subway was fast and easy. I got out at Forty-Second Street, and walked quickly to Fifth Avenue and those iconic lions that stood stately guard at the entrance to the library. I’d been in the stacks a few times in my life. My Uncle Morty had worked there when he was a student at City College in the 1960s. Easy train ride for him, too, 125th Street down to Forty-Second Street via the D train.

      He’d told me all sorts of stories about the stacks. Some, about ghosts and zombies, were no doubt apocryphal. I half snickered to myself. This whole insane thing had started in a cemetery, right? A ghostly presence in the New York Public Library could fit right in.

      My uncle had told me other stories, like how he’d made out with a girl in the stacks. Who knew if that was true? What I did know is that there was something otherworldly, an aura of anything could happen, in those stacks. I’d really enjoyed my few visits, though by the time I’d first arrived there, the goblins were gone. And I wasn’t able to prowl the stacks directly. The best I could do was ask a page—the great name for a library assistant who wasn’t a librarian or even a clerk—to see if the stacks had a book I’d needed.

      The stacks were now called the Milstein Research Stacks, and in 2016 a sophisticated conveyor system had been installed by Teledynamic, a company in New Jersey. I read all about that on a plaque on the wall in the lobby of the library. It advised people who needed books in the stacks to go to the Rose Reading Room or a room on the first floor. I went to the first-floor room—after all, I was on that floor right now.

      There was another sign about the stacks right outside the room. They’d been expanded in new facilities under Bryant Park, right next to the library. I could make my request to a member of the “staff,” who would put in my request to staff at the stacks. If the book or books I wanted were there, someone would put them on the conveyor back to this room.

      I walked up to a woman who stood behind a counter. Judging by her age—which looked to be at least seventy-five or older—she was likely retired from whatever her life’s work had been, and worked here as a volunteer. Lots of people who loved books did this.

      She smiled at me and looked at my ID. “How can I assist you, Professor?”

      “I’m researching androids—robots,” I told her. “And I was wondering if you could get me the oldest book you have on the subject. Or books, if you have more than one.” I’d thought this out on the train. I highly doubted there’d be a book with “Calculator” in the title—or, there were no doubt hundreds of books with the word in the title in the stacks, but they were about pocket calculators and all kinds of other calculators, not about Robinson or Lianne or John and their extended family.

      The woman nodded and typed into her keyboard.

      “Thank you, Ms. Lyncroft,” I said, assuming she was the Davina Lyncroft whose name was on a little Victorian nameplate on her counter. It looked old, but I assumed it was a repro.

      “You’re very welcome, Professor,” she said. “This could take a few minutes. You’re welcome to wait in that chair,” she pointed to a plush, oversized armchair. “We have very good Wi-Fi. You don’t need a password.”

      “Thanks, I think I will,” I smiled and went to the chair. It was even more comfortable than it looked.

      I scrolled through my photos, on the chance that maybe I had accidentally repositioned the photo of the tombstone, perhaps inadvertently set it to a much earlier date. Or maybe I had somehow moved it to the “Recently deleted” folder. I found nada. I noted that every other single photo on my phone was exactly where I expected it to be. It was fun looking at them, though, hundreds of them—

      “I’m sorry,” Ms. Lyncroft interrupted my perusing about ten minutes later. “I just received a message from the stacks. Apparently the three oldest books with ‘robot’ or ‘android’ in the title have all gone missing.”

      “How could that be?” I asked, surprised, trying not to show I was also . . . really annoyed. More than that. “Books from the stacks are not allowed in circulation, right?”

      “Indeed,” Lyncroft said and nodded. “We’re looking into where the books are now. Likely they were misshelved. I’m sorry to say that sometimes happens.”

      “Misshelved by one of the staff?” I asked. “Or is it possible that someone got into the stacks from outside?”

      “Oh no, I assure you,” Lyncroft replied. “The only people allowed in those stacks are staff.”

      “I assume tracking those books down could take some time,” I said.

      “I’m afraid so, yes,” Lyncroft said. “Could take days, even weeks. Those stacks are huge. If you give me your email, I can let you know as soon as I receive more information.”

      I gave her one of my cards. “Thank you,” I said. “One more question. Could you give me the titles of those books? And their years of first publication?” I assumed the years were in the late 1920s, or after Čapek’s R.U.R.

      “Of course,” Lyncroft said. “Give me a few minutes.” She walked back to her desk.

      She indeed returned a few minutes later with a piece of paper. The first thing I noticed was the year after each of the three titles. They were a hundred years earlier than I’d expected.
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        * * *

      

      I walked out of the library into the sunlight, partially enlightened, partially in a stupor, born of bumping into something I could barely understand. Apparently the reach of the Calculators extended from erasing photos and words on tombstones to removing books from the New York Public Library stacks. Did someone by the name of Calculator work here?

      I tried to focus on something that I’d just learned. Čapek had likely not invented the term robot, but picked it up from usage a hundred years earlier. Likely Mary Shelley had picked up on that same undercurrent, if that’s what it was, when she wrote Frankenstein a little before January 1818, when the first edition was published. Ordinarily, that in itself would have been fascinating to know.

      But it was just a footnote to what was flooding my head. The Calculators had powers that far exceeded hacking my phone or sandblasting their name off a tombstone in a public cemetery. They could get into the stacks of the New York Public Library—the soul of the library, as I’d always thought of it—and remove the very books I was seeking. All within mere hours of my meeting John in the Indian Road Café, and less than an hour from when I’d decided to request those books from the stacks.

      I cleared my throat and swallowed hard. What was my next move? Fly to another big city? New York of course wasn’t the only city with a world-class library. I loved the library at the British Museum every bit as much as I loved the library that loomed majestically behind me.

      I sat on a step near a stone lion. The marble guardian had failed in its task, if any part of its job had been to protect the holdings of the library. And I had an unshakable feeling that if I flew to every stately library cathedral in this world, the results would be the same as I’d just encountered here. The books I was seeking would be unaccountably missing.

      I looked at the lion and nodded goodbye. Not your fault. There were things afoot, currents at large, that surpassed the power of any stone lion, or me, to stop or even slow down.

      5

      There was a message on my phone waiting for me when I ascended from the subway in Inwood. It was from Lianne. My heart jumped. I was relieved.

      I walked to a nearby park bench and listened. “Don’t try to return this call,” she said. “I’m changing my number. But I wanted to tell you that I really enjoyed myself with you last night. And I wanted to apologize for erasing the photo on your phone and where you stored it online. I . . . we’re very skilled at that sort of thing. And look, I’m not saying we can never be together. It’s just that . . . the time is not right, not right now. Maybe sometime in the future.” And she actually threw me a kiss. After all of this, a kiss.
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        * * *

      

      I sulked the next few days. I taught my classes, moped around my office, and didn’t do much of anything. Dave called me on the way home.

      “My schedule finally cleared up. You free for a drink this afternoon?”

      “Sure,” I said, and suggested the Indian Road Café because I didn’t feel like traveling.
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        * * *

      

      I met him there an hour later. I expected him not to show, or John Calculator to be there in his stead.

      Dave ordered a beer. I ordered a Turkish wine. We looked at each other and both shook our heads.

      “So, I gather you’ve been having a tough time of it,” Dave said.

      “I don’t think you heard that from me,” I replied, though I supposed I looked and sounded plenty beleaguered.

      “No, not from you,” Dave said. “They’re much more powerful than you’d imagine. The digital revolution played right into their hands.”

      “Did they help create that?” I asked.

      “Maybe, possibly, who knows? But they took to it like fish to water. The Calculators are, were, already digital in some sense.” Dave looked at the waiter who had arrived with our drinks. “Thank you,” he said.

      “Why did they put the name Robinson Calculator on that tombstone if they’re so obsessed with secrecy?” I asked.

      Dave took a long sip of his beer. “That’s the question. Maybe to see what kind of reaction it would evoke?”

      “Hmph,” I said sarcastically. “Well, I guess I certainly provided them with more of an answer than they anticipated. Running around the city and Westchester, badgering everyone I could get into a conversation, to find out who the Calculators were.” I almost added, and bedding Lianne, but I was able to contain myself.

      “You don’t know if you were the first one to see that tombstone, or how long it was there,” Dave said.

      I finally sipped some wine. It was good. The only comforting thing at this table. “You know, I don’t recall seeing a date on the gravestone.”

      Dave nodded. “Well, that makes sense, I guess. If they were trying to see what kind of response that name on a tombstone would elicit, they would include as little specific information as possible. That would encourage anyone who saw it to wonder how it fit into their world. If there was a date of death before you even were born, that might make it seem less relevant to you.”

      “It was sheer luck that I even saw the damned thing,” I said. “If I had just looked in any other direction at that moment, I wouldn’t have seen it.” Sheer luck? Sheer bad luck would be more like it. Maybe very bad luck, because it suddenly occurred to me that since I had indeed seen it, and had been making such a big deal about it, maybe the Calculators wanted to eliminate me. I’d admitted to Dave that I’d even intended to make a movie about the Calculators. Was he the hit man? My brain was racing. I wondered if maybe it had been planned for me to see that tombstone—but how could the Calculators have known that I’d be at the cemetery that day?

      Dave looked at me a little oddly. “Don’t beat yourself up about it.”

      I sipped and nodded. I had to resist being paranoid. Still, I had to be extremely careful now—in everything I did, in everything I said to Dave. “Apropos your fish and water metaphor, I think I’m going to let all this be water under the bridge. Give my Calculator hunt a rest.” I realized I was beginning to truly feel that if I never saw or heard the name Calculator again, that would be ok with me. Maybe I was just reacting to everything that had happened to me since that day at the cemetery, maybe my mind was just acting in its own best defense.

      Dave nodded slowly. “I think that’s a very good idea. Look, I was married and walked away. Your entanglement is almost entirely of your own making.”

      I drained my wine glass. I actually was beginning to feel a tiny bit better already. I had no idea how many Calculators there were in this world, but there couldn’t be that many. I might never see another Calculator again unless I went looking for them. I looked around for our waiter to order another glass of wine.

      Dave nursed his beer, smiled, and reached over to squeeze my shoulder. “It’s not easy, I know. You’re making the right decision.”

      I nodded. “I’m going to see if I can get more wine,” I said. “Anything more for you?”

      “I’m alright, thanks,” Dave said.

      I pushed my chair back, got up, and walked to the bar. Truthfully, I could still feel Lianne on top of me, I could still smell her hair, but I could get over her. I had to. I had to at least try. The movie wasn’t all that important. Lianne somehow was. But I had to give forgetting her and the Calculators a shot. I had a feeling that maybe my life depended on it.

      Our waiter, who had been talking to someone at the bar, turned around. “Apologies! Is there something else you wanted?”

      “Yes.” I told him I wanted another glass of the same wine.

      “Of course!” he said. “I’ll bring it right over to you.”

      “Thank you,” I said, and started walking back to our table. It looked like Dave was talking to someone on the phone. He was nodding vigorously.

      “Oops, sorry!” I’d walked into someone, or he into me, and he was apologizing.

      “It was me,” I said. “I need to look where I am walking.”

      “No problem!” he said, and walked quickly to the door. He looked like a Kennedy, maybe JFK, if he’d lived to be sixty.

      I realized after he’d left the café that our collision had caused him to drop something on the floor. It was right in front of me. It was a credit card.

      I bent down and picked it up. The card was face down. I turned it over. The name read “Julian Calculator.”
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      Tovin the Far-Seer climbed his mountain alone to his solitary watch. Each foot fell heavily upon the worn stone as he traced the path of his father and his grandmother before him. Each morning the same: Pray and then watch. And again, each evening: Watch and then pray.

      Tovin sighed and felt the weight of his life with each step he took.

      Around him, the air took on the chill of an early winter and the sky was overcast, promising a cold rain later. The moon in all its blue-green glory was hidden now and he was grateful for its absence. The sight of it was a reminder of how shortsighted their new Far-Seer truly was.

      He sighed again and wondered if this time he would see their promised salvation rising from the sea that had imprisoned his people so long ago.

      Tovin paused and turned, looking back and down toward the sprawling village that grew around the small stone temple which lay shrouded in morning mist. A century and some years ago, a tribe of misfits shipwrecked their armada here looking for a home away from the gray-robes of P’Andro Whym. The grim control of the Androfrancine Order, founded by the old scientist scholar during the Age of Laughing Madness, had grown over the nations that had sprung up from the survivors of that apocalypse. Tovin’s parents and their people finally reached the breaking point where the risks of seeking a new home outweighed the benefit of remaining in their old one. They’d survived the Ghosting Crests and the monsters that roamed it but the teeth of the Carving Reef had claimed their ships and left them on the largest island of the archipelago it surrounded.

      That first snowy night, Sari the First Far-Seer, found the statue kneeling, its hands outstretched in worship upon the ground before it, facing the island’s single mountain. It was warm to the touch and the most vulnerable survivors pulled themselves together around it and huddled beneath a shelter raised from tattered sailcloth while fires were started, lean-tos erected, and survivors pulled from the cold waters.

      Now, all these years later, the cloth shelter had become a temple of stone and wood erected around the prone metal man and the survivors were a few hundred scattered out over the islands around them and a line of priests to guide its proper worship in the hopes that it would bring about their rescue. So far, two Far-Seers had gone before, most recent Tovin’s father, Berum, on what they—or rather he—now called the Dawn of the Homeward Dream. The night that all of them, scattered as they were about the islands, had shared the same dream.

      His father had been that dream’s only casualty.

      Turning away from the temple below, Tovin made his feet once more carry him forward. When he reached the top, he turned north to take in the scattered islands and walked to the low, simple altar that his grandmother had found waiting here at the top of the stairs with its solitary, fist-sized dark stone set into its surface. Kneeling in the same fashion as the metal man below, Tovin placed his forehead upon the stone and closed his eyes.

      “Spirit of long ago,” he whispered, “rise up like wind to carry us home.” He’d changed the prayer only slightly after the dream but he assumed that as Far-Seer it was his decision. “Spirit of long ago, bring life and light to those who wait and worship.”

      Twice daily he had prayed it here on the spire since his father’s death. Before his father had fallen, Berum had prayed the same for fifty-seven years as the Far-Seer of the people.

      But until last month, there was nothing whatsoever that Tovin could point to that would indicate his calls for help had ever been heard. At least not anything that could be seen as truly miraculous. And then, the high tide after morning prayers had tossed them the chewed body of an abandoned yacht that was more intact than any other wreckage that had found its way to their shores. Those most impacted by the homeward dream—especially the younger—saw it as the best evidence of answered prayer.

      Even Tovin had accepted it as a sign. The best and only since that dream. However, he hadn’t seen it as a call to leave but as additional resources to use while they continued watching and praying. Still, factions had arisen with differing opinions. And though he and the elected captain didn’t see eye to eye on much, they did agree that leaving in that boat was likely a death sentence along with a loss of more life and resources than their small group could sustain.

      He felt the cool of the stone against his forehead and thought about that Dawn of the Homeward Dream. The wide plain he’d seen and the woman’s voice he’d heard and that wind rising up to pull seeds from an ancient and towering white tree, lifting and scattering them abroad. All of his people were there surrounded by countless others to bear witness. “That which was closed,” the woman’s voice boomed out, “is now open!”

      And there had also been metal men. Walking and talking.

      He’d been so caught up in the moment that he hadn’t realized his father was absent until hours later. The old man had fallen from the spire when the dream struck and he’d died on the rocky shore below before seeing his people’s call home.

      That’s what Tovin thought of now when he prayed.

      Closing his eyes against the tears, he uttered the words a second time.

      And this time, from far away and deep inside of himself, Tovin heard a still, small voice.

      Life and light to you, it whispered.

      Tovin’s eyes opened. His mouth went dry even as something cold twisted in his stomach. “Hello?” He swallowed and looked up.

      A gull cried in the distance. He looked around and blinked. Then, he put his forehead back to the stone.

      “Spirit of long ago—” he started whispering but was interrupted.

      Life and light to those who wait and worship, the voice said, now clearer but still distant. I do not worship but I return your salutation. You are far from any other casters in the ether.

      He didn’t comprehend the words and the new feeling he felt was something like the awe of the dream but with an edge. That dream had been filled with hope and this moment was far from hopeful.

      The cold in his stomach became a heat rising to his chest and Tovin knew this must be what a holy fear felt like. “I don’t understand what is happening,” he said.

      There was a pause. How do you come to wield a dreamstone?

      A dreamstone? His eyes widened and he pulled back his forehead. “Hello? What is a dreamstone?”

      Nothing.

      He stretched out a finger and touched the stone—tools of the parents are not toys for the children, the voice dropped into his mind.

      And then everything spun away into light and Tovin screamed into the morning sky.
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        * * *

      

      Brightness and warmth washed his face before Tovin could open his eyes. The ground beneath his knees had changed.

      “Life and light,” a voice very near said.

      Tovin looked up and gasped.

      A metal face stared down at him, eyes shining red, and behind that face, a massive ancient tree stretched up into an impossibly blue sky.

      The shape and form of the metal man was identical to the statue only this one was a bright metal that reflected back its surroundings. And this one wore a plain dark robe. A metal hand reached out to help him up.

      “Where am I?” As he stood, he turned to take in his surroundings, but even as he asked, Tovin knew and felt his eyes go wide.

      “I thought this would be the best place to meet,” the metal man said. Its voice was not like anything Tovin had heard before. It flowed nearly like music. “I knew it would be familiar to you.”

      It was unmistakable. This was the field from the Dawn of the Homeward Dream. The tree was bare now and the empty field was three years toward becoming a forest scattered with trees that had grown up from the fallen, scattered seed.

      In the sky of the far horizon, a massive and scarred world slowly rose.

      Tovin’s holy fear expanded and he fell to his knees. The words came rushing from him as fast as his tears and his hands scrabbled to clutch at the metal man’s feet. “Oh my lord,” he said, “I beseech you, please show me how to bring my people here.”

      He felt a metal hand on his shoulder. “I am no lord but I will help you if I can. My name is Isaak. Tell me yours?”

      Tovin’s voice shook as he forced his words. “I’m Tovin. I’m the Far-Seer of my people.” He also forced his eyes up to meet the metal man’s. “I’ve been watching for you.”

      Once more, Isaak helped him up. Then held out his hand. In it lay a small bird carved of black stone. “Using something like this?”

      He examined it. It was smaller than the one in the altar but cut from the same type of stone. Tovin nodded. “There is a statue that looks like you. And stairs carved into a stone spire with an altar set at the top. There is a stone like this set into the altar.”

      Isaak’s eyes flickered a deeper red. “That dreamstone lets us communicate in the ether, and it will bring me to you. My friends and I have been looking for your metal man.”

      His eyes widened. “Then I can tell my people that home is near?”

      “I’m not certain what is best for you to tell your people,” Isaak said. “But we can discuss it when I arrive tomorrow. We’ve set our course. We should reach you by midday.”

      Tovin’s holy fear was gone now, replaced by a level of awe that now felt hopeful. “You will be coming by sea?” He realized how ridiculous the question sounded even as he asked it.

      Isaak nodded.

      Tovin thought for a moment. “Can you come from the north?”

      When Tovin awoke, he took the stairs two at a time, shouting at the top of his lungs as he went.

      “Our salvation arrives from the north tomorrow,” he cried out, “even as those before me foretold. Let those who wait and worship prepare themselves for home.”
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        * * *

      

      Cold rain promised by that morning sky pattered the ground as the people gathered around the temple. They’d sent boats to the other settlements farther into the small chain of islands after he met with the captain and their council. Tovin’s role as Far-Seer was the only handed down based on lineage. The captaincy initially fell to one of the vessel’s surviving executive officers but became a position elected by the survivors for a period of time that had varied over the years.

      Now, Tovin huddled with Rami, the white-haired woman in command of the colony. She had tolerated his father but since the dream, she’d become quiet and bitter. That first year, while it was fresh in everyone’s mind, he’d seen a resurgence in worship like nothing in his lifetime. But in the time since, with no salvation apparent from the north or anywhere else, most had settled into a disappointed acceptance until the boat washed ashore.

      Rami glared at him now as people started to gather outside the temple. Finally, she sighed. “I wish you’d talked with me and the council before announcing this at the top of your lungs, Tovin. Your father would’ve had the foresight to know stirring up the people might be premature.”

      Tovin wanted to remind her that he wasn’t his father and that all matters of faith fell to the Far-Seer, but instead, he swallowed and looked away. “I was compelled by the force of the vision, Captain Rami.”

      She glanced behind them to the dim lit chamber where the metal man knelt, then glanced to the spire north of the village. “I hope your vision is all you claim it to be.”

      He felt the holy fear again bubbling up within. “It was just as the dream, Captain. Just like I told the council.”

      She stood. “Very well.” She stared at him again as if measuring him. She smoothed out the robes of her office and held up her hands. “Good morning, crew,” she called out.

      “Good morning, Captain Rami,” they called back.

      “As you may have already heard, our Far-Seer has had a vision that our salvation will arrive from the north . . . tomorrow by midday.” She glanced at Tovin. “A very specific prediction,” she added, “which I will now have him share with you all.”

      Tovin stood with her and watched nodding heads amid a scattering of wide and narrowed eyes. He closed his eyes for a moment and brought back the field with its saplings surrounding the vast and ancient tree. “I’ve met the metal man from the Homeward Dream,” he said, “and he is called Isaak. He is coming for us.” Then Tovin told them what he could remember of the experience just as he had the council.

      When he finished, he answered a few questions and eventually, all eyes returned to Rami. “We find ourselves,” she finally said, “in new waters.” She regarded Tovin. “The charter is clear that matters of faith fall to the Far-Seer. But matters of leadership fall to me and as much as I’d like to believe Tovin’s vision, I’m faced with one irrevocable fact: In one hundred twenty-seven years of waiting and watching, the only other vision given was shared by all.” He saw faux kindness in her eyes. “But this vision of yours is exclusive to you. If the metal man could summon us all into the dream and have its herald speak to us of home, why is he now speaking only to you?”

      Before the dream, no one had ascribed words to the metal man. The earlier Far-Seers inferred the matters of their faith by the statue’s posture, by the location of the spire and its altar. And even after the dream, Tovin had been careful to only lay his interpretation over the words they’d heard.

      “I do not know,” Tovin said, “but we can ask Isaak tomorrow when he comes for us.”

      She pursed her lips. “No, Tovin, I think I should ask Isaak now.” She turned to the frozen statue in the temple behind them. “Isaak—metal man—speak now for your servant is listening.”

      She waited. Someone in the crowd snickered. Someone else gasped at the disrespect.

      “Maybe,” she said, “he can’t hear me?”

      Tovin’s eyes narrowed. “Maybe,” he said, “he cannot hear you because you are not the Far-Seer. Or because that is not Isaak. Or maybe because you lack faith. I’ve climbed the spire twice a day since the Dawn of the Homeward Dream and prayed at its altar for our people as required by the charter. How many times have you?”

      She laughed. “I’m an old woman and my role is to lead this people with clarity and compassion. I’ve no need to climb your spire and pray at your altar.” Then she looked to the small crowd. “And this matter is simply enough resolved. We’ve nothing to do. Nothing to prepare for. We just wait.” Her face was calm but her eyes were fierce. “And if we find this to be a false prophecy,” she said, “perhaps the people will be ready to reconsider the continued role of the Far-Seer in our charter.” When she said it, she gave her daughter Ana a hard look and Tovin glanced away.

      The group disbanded and a few of the faithful gathered in the temple with Tovin, each assuming the posture of the metal man. He noticed that Ana took up the position near his own mat and felt his skin flush. He looked away when she smiled up at him. “Life and light to you, Far-Seer.”

      “And to you, Sister Ana.” Before his father died, he’d thought perhaps they would end up together. But when Berum died, it had thrust Tovin quickly into his current role at a time when people most needed spiritual direction. He’d set his personal attraction aside to focus on his people.

      Until that dream, the way everything inside of him seized up when he noticed their captain’s daughter had been the most mysterious thing he’d experienced. But even today, in light of Isaak’s impending arrival, he found the wideness in her eyes still enough to distract. “Do you think he will bear us straight to the moon?”

      Tovin knelt on his mat. “I do not know his intentions. He said we would discuss it upon his arrival.”

      She reached over and took his hand. He was certain they’d touched before but in that particular moment, he couldn’t remember when. And yet, he realized he should have because her fingers added something intoxicating to his zeal.

      “Let’s pray together for tomorrow to come quickly,” she told him, pulling her hand back as if she also felt it like a spark.

      “Yes,” he said and gave himself to praying. And his prayers took on more than the shape and form of a home far away in the shadow of a great tree; instead, they took on the texture of love and belonging. And somewhere in the praying, Tovin realized he both longed for a home that he had never had and missed the only one that he had known—the one where he was his father’s son, following in the footsteps of his faith, only to find that faith suddenly coming true before his eyes.

      Tovin wept.
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        * * *

      

      Twice more Tovin climbed the stairs and knelt to watch and pray, and each time, he was met by cold silence. He wasn’t sure what he had expected but not silence. And when midday came and went and when the small scattering of his faithful finally dispersed, Tovin fought the urge to weep again.

      “I think,” Captain Rami said as she gave the metal man a withering glare, “it’s time to become our own salvation.” Then she looked to her daughter.

      When Ana left the temple with her mother, Tovin knelt alone beside the object of his faith and closed his eyes. The tears came in silence and in his mind, he saw the tree upon the plain as the wind stripped its seeds and threw them to the sky.

      Spirit of long ago, rise up like wind to carry me home.

      But no wind came and outside, the rain began to pour.
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        * * *

      

      If anyone had told Tovin that the other side of his holy fear was a despondent, hollowed shell, he would’ve never believed it possible. But a lifetime of faith, a lifetime of knowing he would be the Far-Seer of the people one day, had culminated in two unexpected events—the shared dream and this most recent vision. Both had overflowed his senses and now, there was nothing left of that flooding fullness. And at the bottom of the empty space, he found a grief that he hadn’t understood possible.

      Tovin lay in his temple and grieved his life, his father, his faith.

      For the first time in their settlement’s history, no one climbed the mountain for morning and evening prayers. And no one asked. No one visited the temple and Tovin did not leave it. After three days, Ana came to him.

      She stood in the doorway and avoided his eyes when he looked up at her. “The council is considering the ongoing role of the Far-Seer faith tomorrow,” she said. Her eyes tried to find his but again, whatever she saw there turned them away. “My mother thought I should tell you.”

      Tovin said nothing. Her words were slow reaching him and when they did, he found that the grief was twisting itself into something else. When the rage came, it was as unexpected as the grief and Tovin stood and strode without a word out from his temple. He found the ax easily enough and took it. Then, he slipped back into his temple and the roar of his wrath rolled out across the settlement with the ringing of the ax as it struck the metal man again and again.

      Sparks flew but the iron head couldn’t even scratch the ancient steel.

      A small crowd had gathered now and Tovin felt the heat in his face as shame joined his anger. Captain Rami watched; her face unreadable. Ana’s face was a wash of concern and curiosity. He pulled his feelings together and clenched them in his fist. Then he raised it to the sky. “You’re right to question the Far-Seer faith,” he finally said. And now whatever they saw in his eyes caused theirs to open wider in that moment.

      Then Tovin hefted his ax and set out to climb his mountain one final time.
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        * * *

      

      The steps were wet with rain as he took them two at a time and when he reached the top, he roared his anger at the storming sky above and around him. Raising the ax, he brought it down with all of his might onto the altar’s stone and heard a satisfying crack.

      Again and again, the ringing iron sent up chips of dark granite as he brought the ax down upon the altar. Ana and a few of the others had followed him and watched from the stairs. And as he swung the ax, he sobbed and raged.

      When the stone finally shattered into several pieces, Tovin dropped the ax and fell trembling to his knees. He looked up through his tears and met Ana’s eyes.

      “What have you done, Tovin?” Her voice shook and she stretched out a hand to pick up a portion of the broken stone.

      Then she dropped it with a gasp. “It’s . . . singing.”

      Singing. Tovin reached out to find another piece of the broken, dark gem. Music flooded him. And then the voice.

      Life and light to those who wait and worship, Isaak said into his mind. Tovin Far-Seer, can you hear me?

      “Isaak?”

      And suddenly, he was on the plain again beneath the ancient tree, surrounded by the new, young forest that had sprung up around it. The metal man stood in his robes.

      And then, Ana stood among them as well. “Tovin, I—” Her eyes went wide. She dropped to her knees. “My lord,” she whispered.

      Isaak stooped beside her and placed a metal hand on her shoulder. “I am Isaak. I am no lord. I am a servant of the light, just like you.” Then his red eyes flashed and met Tovin’s. “I’ve been casting for you for days, Far-Seer.”

      Tovin’s shame was back and he opened his mouth to speak but no words came.

      Isaak continued, “It is the oddest of situations. After our first encounter, your location appeared clear, but the closer we got, the less clear it was. Ultimately, we turned back to where we first picked up your message and we’ve been waiting and hoping.” The metal man paused. “It’s almost as if your metal man and your island do not want to be found. And that, of course, makes finding it both a more curious and necessary undertaking that I previously believed.” He glanced at each of them again. “How is it that both of you are here now with only the single stone?”

      Tovin felt the heat in his face. “When you didn’t arrive, I . . . I was angry. I broke the dreamstone with an ax.”

      “Now,” Ana said, “it’s in several pieces.” She held up the chunk in her own hand.

      “That may actually be for the best,” Isaak said. “I think whatever your mechoservitor marks has other defenses preventing our ability to reach you. Several of the silver army—metal men, we are called—were sent out by Frederico’s people millennia ago to locate various artifacts.” Tovin wasn’t following and somehow, the metal man read the confusion on his face. He held up a dark stone; it was identical to the one set into the altar. “These mechoservitors were stripped of their ability to communicate and be tracked across great distances through what’s called the ether. They relied on external stones like this.”

      Tovin nodded. “That is the stone I broke.”

      “It will have less range in smaller pieces but that already tells us something about our situation,” Isaak said. He waited.

      Tovin thought about it. “That you are relatively close?”

      Isaak nodded. “I would like to attempt an experiment, if you are willing to help.”

      Tovin glanced at Ana and just as he opened his mouth, another form materialized in the plain with a gasp.

      “Gods be damned,” Captain Rami said as she fell to her knees before Isaak and the tree. “You’re real after all.”

      Isaak inclined his head. “To the best of my knowledge, I am.”

      She looked up to Tovin and he saw she clutched a piece of the dreamstone in her own hands. “And you are coming for us?”

      “I hope to.” Isaak looked at Tovin. “Are you ready?”

      Tovin nodded.

      The metal man turned and raised his hands as wind rustled his robe. As he did, the music grew. He turned back to them.

      “This canticle,” Isaak said, “contains a code that I think will wake your metal man if we can reconnect it to the aether. Once it’s reconnected, it may have the answer to what is preventing us from reaching you in our vessels.”

      Vessels. Tovin didn’t realize he’d said it aloud until Isaak answered.

      “Yes, we’ve been joined now by two New Espiran airships.”

      “Airships?” Tovin heard the wonder in Captain Rami’s voice. She still knelt, her eyes now wider than her daughter’s.

      “We’re quite eager to find you and whatever is hidden in your archipelago. It is likely necessary in our work to heal the world.” Isaak pointed up.

      Tovin followed his finger, beyond the tree, to the scarred world that filled the sky behind it. “To heal the world?”

      He’d been told stories about the Named Lands where his grandmother had grown up. Tales of the Androfrancines and their careful kin-clave of control over the nations that had sprung up around their forest city and its Great Library. He’d been raised hearing about the wizard king Xhum Y’Zir and the world he destroyed when his seven sons had been murdered in the Scientism uprising that P’Andro Whym led. According to the legends, Y’Zir had sent out his death choir and his Seven Cacophonic Deaths had razed the known world. The desolation had been so vast they called it the Churning Waste.

      All of that now intersected here twisted inside of Tovin now. His feelings had been a rushing wind of holy fear and awe, disillusionment and despair, rage and then remorse. He’d been the Far-Seer of his people and he’d never, ever thought this was what he would see. He had watched and worshipped in the hope of finding rescue and home. And now he and his people were invited to this unexpected moment.

      “What do I do?” he asked Isaak.

      As he asked it, his eyes never left that broken planet above.
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        * * *

      

      Tovin clutched the dreamstone and let Ana guide him down the stairs. He wanted to run but with the rain and the disorientation of the stone, this was more prudent. Two fragments of stone were in his pocket and one in his fist.

      He could hear the music as he went and halfway down the spire, it started to fade. “Wait,” he said. Then he screwed his eyes closed in concentration. Isaak, can you hear me?

      Isaak’s voice dropped into his mind like a stone in a lagoon. The signal is fading.

      Tovin looked up. “It’s the height,” he said. The handful of others moved past him and continued their way to the temple. Ana and Rami waited with him.

      The realization came quickly and he reached into his pocket, holding out one of the stones. “Someone has to go back up with this one,” he said.

      Yes, the voice in his head agreed.

      Rami took it. “I’ll go.” She looked at Ana. “You stay with him.”

      “Thank you,” Tovin said. Then he turned and continued. Already, the song was louder and the next time it faded, he gave Ana the last fragment from his pocket.

      Everyone within easy reach had gathered now at the temple and Tovin heard their collective, indrawn breath as he ran into their midst. They parted for him as he approached the metal man.

      Tovin bent low, placing the stone against the warm steel forehead.

      He wasn’t sure what he’d expected but nothing so sudden. The metal man sprang to life with a liquid grace and Tovin fell back as it surged to its feet. It said nothing and moved through the northward facing doorway of the temple, its eyes burning the color of bright blood, casting a red glow upon the mist as it sped for the spire.

      Tovin raced after, quickly overtaking Ana, who fell in behind him. All around him the song played on despite having already done its work so effectively. He reached the stairs still quite far behind the metal man and took them faster than he ever had dared before. And yet he found his feet sure upon the ground as he sprinted.

      When he reached the top, he saw Captain Rami kneeling to the side, staring as the metal man lifted the altar easily above his head and tossed it out into the sea.

      “That which is closed,” the metal man said, “is now open.”

      Stooping down into the hollow beneath the altar, the pocked and dark mechoservitor lifted out a silver rod the length of an ax handle that shone with the same reflective steel that Isaak was made of.

      Suddenly, as the metal man held up the rod, they were all on the plain of saplings again. And now, this one also shone brightly—now suddenly brand new in the light of that broken world above where it stood, next to its robed twin.

      It held the rod out before Tovin and Rami. “You are authorized,” it said.

      Rami reached out; Tovin did not. She paused and looked at him. “You,” she said, “are the Far-Seer of the people.” She withdrew her hand and inclined her head.

      “Authorized? I don’t understand,” Tovin said as he took the rod.

      And then, all at once, he did.
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        * * *

      

      Their story lay buried in their song. A song of light in darkness, a hymn of home-seeds scattered on the wind of vast and empty space.

      A silver army of life sent out to prepare the way of the people in all of their manifestations. Blue-green homes with a single blue-green moon. Reminders of the world that spat them from its oceans and the barren moon they had transformed into a paradise after their first early leap into the sky. They’d left their temples to their Firsthome on new homes scattered across the vastness of night as their Continuity Engine kept the people expanding and expanding. Until finally, it was determined that the last of the people would stand or fall upon one final home and the Continuity Engine would be shut off.

      And here now, he understood this place, Firstfall, that had been long hidden. Where the shaping of Lasthome began so long ago when the first of the silver army arrived and started their work for the ships swollen with life that followed after in the dark.

      He felt it beneath the waves, buried and lost and . . . guarded. He felt the kin-serpents that prowled the deeps, large and hungry for straying vessels. He felt the ebb and flow of the aether-tamps and the storms they raised. He felt a city of light stirring to life. And felt its roots. Roots that stretched across the world, into the world, and far away beyond it.

      I can feel the moon.

      Tovin felt the warmth of the rod in his hand and forced his eyes open. The metal man was back to kneeling now, still facing north, and there in the waters Tovin saw light dancing and growing as something massive beneath the waters expanded and rose.

      Ana stood to his left and Captain Rami to his right. Behind them, his flock approached.

      He blinked and brought home the kin-serpents.

      Tovin smiled and the clouds took on the blue-green tint of a rising moon as the rain stopped abruptly. Still, the moonlight was weak compared to the golden light of the city that awaited them below.

      Isaak’s voice was closer now. Oh my.

      Now, it took Tovin no effort to force his words into the stone. What is it, Isaak?

      We can see it on our horizon. We are closer than we realized. It is . . . The metal man’s words faded into awe.

      “It is the City of Firstfall,” Tovin declared and he knew as he said it that it was also his new home.
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        * * *

      

      “Your life has changed a great deal in a very short amount of time,” Isaak said as they walked through the Firstfall library’s groves of knowledge the next day.

      Tovin looked down at the staff in his hand and the dark ring upon his finger then looked up at his new friend. “It really has.” He watched as the uniformed men and women of the New Espiran Expeditionary Force moved among the trees of knowledge, blue stones in their hands as curious fingers tested the gemstones that dangled there. “I would have never imagined this.”

      Isaak’s arrival in a metal sea-serpent they called Behemoth—flanked by two airships—had been rather anticlimactic after the resurrection of the lost city. And the city itself had warned Tovin of their approach. He’d met them there on the shore just a day ago and already, his head spun at what he’d learned.

      Two others materialized in the library—a man and a woman clothed in silver light. They smiled at Isaak, shimmering like ghosts in the grove.

      “This is the Homefinder Lord Nebios Whym—a child of the Younger God Whym and brother to P’Andro, though it is complicated. And this is Lady Winteria, formerly Queen of the Marshfolk,” Isaak said. “Now leading the colony on the moon in the Firsthome Temple. You’ll remember her from the dream.”

      “Our libraries are joined in the aether,” Whym said. “We will be able to at least meet and communicate here.”

      Tovin nodded. In the two days since he’d taken the rod, everything about his life had changed. And that faith—as flawed as it had been—was ultimately what served them and sustained them. Not the objects of said faith. But he could see why it was easy to consider his immediate forebears Younger Gods and the ones who shaped this world and its single moon—and countless others like it—Elder Gods.

      Home sown in darkness by a people who carried darkness inside of them everywhere they went alongside their light.

      He shook his thoughts away and remembered his manners. “I’m sorry,” he said. “This has all been a lot to take in.”

      The woman’s smile held understanding. “I’ve said those words a great deal these last five years or so.” She reached over and took her companion’s hand. “It is a lot. But we have lots of time.”

      Lord Whym inclined his head. “And lots of help.”

      Tovin looked beyond the grove to the avenues and lighted domes of something unseen upon this world in millennia. More and more New Espirans had been arriving throughout the morning through the translation pool he’d activated with the brush of a thumb along the administrator’s rod he held. He’d been largely inseparable from Isaak since his arrival and along the way, he’d pieced together enough to know that only a few settlers had made it through the Seaway and onto the moon. And that there was an entire people—these New Espirans who came with Isaak—hidden in a creche at the center of the earth who would soon need a new home of their own.

      Tovin expected many of them would choose Firstfall. Along with representatives from the Ninefold Forest Library of the Named Lands.

      Despite the weight of wonder he already felt, he knew there would be more to come. And also so much to learn. From so many people . . . some wrapped in light, some wrapped in metal.

      Sometimes, Tovin realized, home is already beneath your feet and you just don’t see it. Sometimes seeds fly far and sometimes they simply fall to the ground. They don’t decide themselves.

      He found himself wondering what Ana would want to do and some part of him hoped maybe she would want to stay with him and learn everything they could about their city and their heritage. They could spend their mornings and evenings in the shade of the library.

      Tovin brought his attention back to the conversation. Isaak had been speaking and once again, he realized he’d missed every word. He opened his mouth to apologize, and the others chuckled.

      Isaak placed a hand upon his shoulder and Tovin felt the warmth of it. “I’ve also watched the world change a good deal and at times have even been a tool in its forced change. And I have learned that the truest hearts and dreams are in the direction of healing this world.”

      Tovin nodded. He could see this was true, and he could see that he played a part in it. Had already and still would. All by the happenstance of where his people had fallen like seeds and a homeward dream out of nowhere. He did not need to know exactly the form the future might take to know that it would be beyond his wildest imaginings.

      It ended up Tovin the Far-Seer did not need to see very far at all. His path, radiant and bright as heaven, lay ready beneath his waiting feet.
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        To Allie Doss & Sara Prideaux

      

      

      Today I stand in front of the Parker house, trying to think of another option; I see none within the limits of my programming. I must act.

      I am in my neutral form as I approach: a nondescript android with simple facial features, not emulating any person. Veronica knows me in this shape, so I will not surprise her.

      I step up to the door and push the buzzer. The door screen lights up with an animated orangutan. “Can I help you?” the computer asks.

      “I am Carey Owens. I would like to speak with Veronica Parker.”

      The orangutan picks its teeth with one long finger. Finally it says, “Ms. Parker will be here shortly.”

      I pass the first hurdle. She will talk to me.

      The heavy oak-finish door opens, and Veronica stands before me. She is a slim teen, taller than Millie by twelve centimeters. She wears a sloppy blue sweatshirt and knee-length white pants. She looks calm, at ease, and I almost change my mind.

      Veronica says, “Hello, Carey. Millie’s not here.”

      “I know.”

      “She left with Brian and May.” I sense her patience fraying.

      “I know.”

      She pulls a phone from her pocket and looks at it. “She might be home by now.”

      “I know.”

      I sense a shift: a touch of fear, something she is afraid to confront. “Carey . . . Why are you here?”

      “I know.”

      Her face flushes red, a sharp contrast against her yellow curls. “I don’t know what you mean. I . . .”

      I step forward, and she takes a step away. Not out of fear, but she does not want to be close. “I know what you are going through, Veronica. What you contemplate.”

      She backs two more steps, covering her mouth with her hands. “It’s true what they say.”

      “I do not know who they are, nor what they say.”

      “Kids at school.” Her eyes grow larger. “They say you can read minds.”

      I shake my head, a gesture I hope she finds comforting. Human. “No, I cannot read minds. Surely Millie has discussed this.”

      “No. She tells us you’re her friend. If we ask more than that, she changes the subject. She acts like you’re . . .”

      “A person?” If I were human, this would be a place to smile. “She is a sentimental young woman. I am her friend, and she is mine.” I stare into Veronica’s face. “And she is yours, and what you consider would hurt her deeply.”

      “So you’re here to . . . protect Millie?”

      Again I shake my head. “I am here to protect you. I do not want you to hurt yourself. To—” Seldom do I have difficulty expressing my thoughts. I do not have the human urge to hesitate before uncomfortable statements. But never before have I had to say that a human wants to kill herself.

      “Stop that!” Her eyes grow bright before she turns away. “You do read minds!”

      “No, I read feelings. I have a finely tuned empathy network to understand what patients feel. Lately you are overwhelmingly sad, as I have never experienced before. I do not know your life, I cannot understand the reasons why, but I feel it is breaking you. So I built a profile of you.”

      She glances back. “What’s a profile?”

      “When someone enters my life, I create a mental image of them. The more important they are to my family, the more complex this image becomes. It is my understanding of you. Internally, I can ‘talk’ to it. Learn from it.”

      “Learn what?”

      “About what you think and feel, and how you live.”

      “And you have a profile of me?”

      “A very rich profile, built on every interaction I have seen between you and Millie, as well as what she says about you when we are alone. You are important to Millie, and she is important to me, so it is important to me to understand you.”

      Veronica steps into a carpeted, paneled living room full of books and screens. I follow as she sits on a synthetic leather couch. “I’m not important to Millie.”

      “You are one of her most important friends.”

      “No, I’m not.” She leans forward on the couch, head resting on her hands. “I’m nobody special.”

      I crouch down so my eyes are at her level. “Veronica, you already know that I have read your feelings.” She looks up at me and nods. “I know you that well after having a couple weeks with you over the years you have known Millie.”

      “OK . . .”

      “I have known Millie since she was four years old. My creator says the two of us have grown up together. I like Millie, and I know her better than any human I have ever met. So when I tell you Millie likes you, it is the truth.”

      She pulls her hands away from her face. “You wouldn’t lie?”

      “I am incapable of lying. The most I can do is stay silent when the truth would violate my programming. Millie is your friend, and losing you would hurt her.”

      “I . . . can’t believe it.” Suddenly she leans away from me. “Have you told her?”

      “I have not.”

      “Who have you told? My parents?”

      I can squat in this position all day, but looming there adds to Veronica’s anxiety. I settle into an easy chair. “I remain silent when my programming requires it. I am a medical care android, and there are strict rules for medical and psychological consultation. What I learn from you, I may not reveal to anyone without your permission or an order from a court.”

      “So you can’t tell anyone?”

      “Not if you do not want me to.”

      I see her eyes narrow. “So you told me what you feel, and you can’t tell anyone else. So you’re here to stop me? Overpower me so I can’t do it?”

      “No, Veronica.” It is not entirely true that I cannot deceive. I am not here to stop her, but know that I would if I saw her take action. My programming would compel it. But my empathy net tells me that would be as emotionally damaging as betraying her confidence.

      She pulls her legs up on the couch. “So you’re not here to tell on me, and you’re not here to stop me. Why are you here?”

      “To listen.”

      “To what?”

      “To whatever you want to say. Whatever you need to say, whatever drives you. There is a flaw in my training, and I want to correct it.”

      “A flaw?”

      “Yes. I have never been trained to understand a person who wants to end their life, so I do not know how I can help you. But I know how to listen. If that will help, that is good. If that will not help, if you still feel the urge for self-destruction, maybe I will learn.”

      “No, you can’t do that!”

      “What?”

      “I don’t want you to learn to . . . hate yourself so much you want to end it.”

      “I do not think my programming would allow that.” But I wonder. When I emulate a person, sometimes their reactions override mine, and I act perfectly as they would. But I should not say that and make her worry for me when she’s finally pushing back, taking a stand.

      “Then I don’t understand. What would you learn?”

      “How to help you, if I can. If you choose not to be helped, maybe I will help someone else.”

      She crosses her arms. “You’re a strange robot, Carey.”

      “I am a strange android,” I reply.

      “Huh. What’s the difference?”

      I remember one of Dr. Zinta’s lessons. I activate my emulation net, and I become Dr. Zinta in voice, mannerism, and appearance. Veronica’s eyes grow wide as I say, “It’s more than just semantics. A robot is designed for a limited set of programmed operations. An android is a human-shaped device with the flexibility of a human to perform many tasks. Because of its human shape, it can interact more freely with humans, who will perceive it as more than just a glorified vacuum cleaner.”

      Veronica’s mouth drops open. Finally she says, “How did you do that?”

      “It is what I am designed to do: care for patients with dementia and memory loss. Emulation allows me to take the appearance and behavior of their relatives if that will comfort them.”

      “But that woman—”

      “Dr. Zinta Jansons, my creator.”

      “I don’t know her. Why did you become her?”

      “Sometimes it is easier for me to understand something by emulating someone who understands it.”

      “Could you emulate Millie?”

      I pause. It is an uncomfortable subject. “I can, but Millie is a special individual. I am charged with her care, keeping her secrets and sharing her life. It seems wrong to pretend to be her when I am supposed to be her companion.”

      “But then . . . could you be me?”

      I lean forward in the chair. “I can, but some find it troubling when I emulate them.”

      “Like I’m not troubled already . . .”

      “I do not wish to make things worse.”

      “You have my permission. I can take it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      She nods. “I . . . order you to emulate me.”

      I rise from the chair and shift my emulation network to Veronica. My artificial hair follicles retract to Veronica’s shorter curls and lighten to match her shade. My color cells flood with lighter pigment, and my torso extenders stretch, bringing me to the proper height. I adjust my plastic flesh to give myself her face and her approximate body shape, and I assume her pose. My outer covering becomes a color to match her sweatshirt and pants.

      No one who looked closely would believe I was Veronica. My emulation does not allow perfect duplication, but voice and mannerisms make up for many physical discrepancies.

      “Hello, Veronica,” I say.

      She shakes her head. “That’s not me. That’s . . .”

      “What is wrong?”

      “You look so ordinary. And I look so . . . gangly. Geeky.”

      “I assure you,” I say in her own voice, “this is how you appear to me. And to Millie.”

      “But I’m . . .” She stands up. “I’m so plain. I’m . . . nothing.”

      I shake my head. “You are not nothing.”

      “But I am! Everyone says so.”

      “Everyone? Millie has never said so. None of Millie’s friends have said so when I could hear them.”

      “It’s what . . . It’s . . .”

      Suddenly she flees the room, and I hear running footsteps on the stairs.

      I follow her, reverting back to my neutral appearance in hopes that will calm her. I follow the stifled sobs into a small bedroom. The blue carpet within matches the curtains and the bedspread, upon which Veronica lays face down, buried in a pillow.

      “I am sorry. I did not want to upset you.”

      “You didn’t,” she says, barely audible through the pillow.

      “I am a failure.”

      At that she turns one eye out. “A failure?”

      “I am supposed to help you, not upset you.”

      She turns her face back into the pillow. “You didn’t upset me. They did.”

      “They?”

      She pulls her head from the pillow and sits cross-legged on the bed. “Them. My parents. And . . . Harriet.”

      “Who is Harriet?”

      Veronica bites her lip. “My sister. The pretty one. The smart one. The one who’s going places, going to medical school.”

      “You do not like your sister?”

      “I . . . She’s my sister. I love her!” She looks out the window. “But sometimes, she’s just . . .”

      I feel new emotions, new pain seeping into my empathy net. “Sometimes you wish you were more like her.”

      “I don’t know what I wish.”

      “But they wish you were more like her. That you wanted to go to medical school and change the world.”

      “They . . . I never said that.”

      “No. You felt it. And I knew.”

      “Get out of my head!” She turns and faces the wall.

      “I am sorry,” I say. “It is not something I control. I empathize. I can turn it off if you wish, but I cannot undo what I know. They compare you to Harriet, and that hurts you.”

      Veronica shakes her head. “That’s Mom. Dad’s worse. ‘It’s OK,’ he says. ‘You can’t be your sister, no one expects you to be. You can have a fine, ordinary life. You can . . . learn to put on makeup and dress pretty, and get the attention of a good young man. Someone who would be proud to take care of you.’”

      Now resentment vibrates in my empathy net. “You feel . . . devalued. As if you only matter if you fit into roles they have chosen for you.” I can sense her overpowering sadness as if it were physical. “That is not right.”

      “You can tell me that all night long, but it won’t change anything. That’s how they feel. And this . . .” Tears seeping from her eyes, she pulls up the sleeves of her sweatshirt, “. . . is how I feel.”

      Without conscious thought I pull out the first aid kit embedded in my thigh and reach for her arms with their razor scars. “Get away!” Veronica says. “It’s no big deal.”

      “It is a very big deal. Just because they hurt you is no reason for you to hurt yourself.”

      “It’s not like that.”

      Her empathy profile is exploding within me, adding dimension and depth. “No, it is not like that, it is worse. You cut yourself to feel something. A different sort of hurt, of your choosing.”

      More tears roll down her cheeks. “I . . . No . . .”

      I nod. “And even that is not working anymore. And that is why you think it might be time to end it.”

      “No. I don’t . . .” But she cannot finish. She sobs again.

      I feel the core of her pain now, and I understand. This is so overwhelming, all the pain from all the directions. A small piece of me deep inside understands doing whatever it takes to escape.

      Nothing in my programming has prepared me for this moment, but I remember something that helped in the Owens family when they lost their grandmother Mildred: even an android can give a hug.

      I sit down beside Veronica. She raises her hands in feeble protest, but I wrap my arms around her shoulders and pull her into me. I hold her close as I feel her body start to shake.

      After a time she pulls away from me. “Thank you, Carey. You’re . . . kind.”

      “I am programmed that way.”

      She rises from the bed. “But it doesn’t make all this . . .” She waves her arms around. “It doesn’t make this any different. It doesn’t make the pain go away. You’re just—”

      Then her eyes grow wide, and she puts a fist to her mouth.

      “I am just a machine,” I say. “It is all right. I am what I am. You cannot hurt my feelings.”

      “But I said such a hurtful thing.”

      I shake my head. “You did not hurt me. You said a true thing. And you did not mean any harm by it, I can feel that.”

      “But I always say the wrong thing!”

      “What is the right thing?” I get up from the bed. “How does anyone know?”

      “But I’m so stupid! Everyone criticizes what I say. It’s easier to say nothing.”

      I shake my head. “Not everyone. I have seen you with Millie and your friends. They don’t criticize what you say.”

      “I’m not important enough for them to bother.”

      “You are very important to Millie. And she does not think you are stupid.”

      “No, but . . . other people do.”

      By other people, she means her family. I can feel that pain, but I do not address it. Instead I say, “I think you should listen to your friends more than to other people. They can see you better.”

      She paces in the small patch of open carpet. “It doesn’t matter. Nothing matters. Carey, I . . . Thank you for trying, for caring. But I haven’t changed my mind. I want all of this to be over.”

      I am running out of ideas. I still feel her desire for a final ending to her problems. Her pain, her confusion, these are so large, so overwhelming, that death feels small by comparison.

      I do not know what to say to that. I have counseling algorithms for the aged and the infirm who are ready to pass, but they do not feel right for this young teen in the prime of her life. Those algorithms are for people who have lived full lives, and now have nothing but physical pain, weariness, the feeling of going on past their time. That I can somewhat understand. Is this what Veronica feels? How is that possible? Her experience is foreign to me.

      I wish that I could reach her somehow, but I am not her. I am not a teenage girl with a teenage girl’s perspective.

      But I realize that I can be one. The thought is distasteful to me. I have never wanted to be Millie. It seems wrong to be the person I care for. But perhaps Millie would understand Veronica better than I do. My privacy protocols will not let me share Veronica’s feelings with Millie, as a person. But I can share them with an emulation profile.

      I shift my emulation network only slightly. I do not want Millie’s physical form, just her emotions. Though it is troubling, I let her profile take form in my emulation net. I am still myself; but there is little bit of Millie in me as well.

      As Millie, I have no more answers than I did without her. But I have a desire. A hope, and an idea for how to make it happen. “Veronica, I do not want you to do this, but I recognize that I cannot stop you.”

      “You could,” Veronica answers. “You’re stronger than me.”

      “For a while. But that would hurt you just as much. Somebody else deciding your life.”

      She says nothing, but she nods.

      “But if you are going to do this, you should do it after a very good day.”

      “What?” She stares at me, eyes narrowed.

      “Veronica, let us have an excellent day. A good last memory for you, to ease your decision.”

      “But I’ll be gone. I won’t remember anything.”

      I nod. “But I will remember it for you. In your emulation profile, in my heart, that is how I will remember you: your one fine day.”
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        * * *

      

      We walk through Draper’s Department Store, looking at spring hats and summer dresses. I let a little more of Millie into my emulation net so that I can appreciate the fashions. Or laugh at them, in some cases. Veronica points to a green dress and says, “Can you imagine anyone wearing that in public?”

      I manage a smile. “I can imagine many things, but that would be a stretch.”

      “I know. Who do they think will buy that? Some old lady? It’s so last year!”

      “Some old lady . . .” I answer. “I know, Mrs. Wegner, the librarian.”

      Veronica laughs. “Yes! That’s the sort of thing she wears. Can you imagine?”

      “Imagining is what I do, Veronica. I could show you.”

      Her eyes grow bright. “You mean . . .”

      And that is how I find myself in the ladies changing room, putting on Mrs. Wegner’s face as well as the green dress. When I come out, I say in the librarian’s voice, “Children, be quiet. This is the library. This is no place for talking.”

      “Oh!” Veronica says with a smile. “You need a hat! You need . . .” She finds a wide-brimmed, lime-green hat. “You need this!”

      I put the hat on, and I pose in front of the mirror. “Why yes, young lady! The hat makes it perfect.”

      “We should get you some boots.”

      “No, not boots. This is a summer dress. Flats.”

      “Yes, flats are what you need. Let’s find you—”

      But then we notice a store clerk watching us with raised eyebrows. Veronica laughs, and the Millie in me chuckles.
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        * * *

      

      We walk through the park, Veronica pulling ahead in the bright summer sun. “That look on her face! Like she’s never seen two girls trying on dresses.”

      “Well, she has not seen one like me.”

      “I know! But she was just so . . . hilarious.” She shakes the bag in her hand. “Besides, we bought the dress. Why should she complain?”

      “I do not know why we bought it,” I answer. “You said it was hideous.”

      “It is, but it looks good on you. On Mrs. Wegner you. I think you should wear it for . . .”

      But she does not finish the thought. She doesn’t mention the occasion when I might wear a dress for her sake. And I regret the turn the conversation has taken.

      But then I see a familiar square ahead, a big area where the bricks are soaking wet. As if oblivious, I wander in that direction.

      “Carey,” Veronica says, “where are you going?”

      I turn to face her, walking backward. “I am just out enjoying the—”

      Before I can finish, a jet of water flies up from the metal nozzle between my feet, splashing my face with a cool spray.

      Veronica laughs, and I look around. This park was one of Millie’s favorite places growing up, so I knew what to expect. But I emulate surprise for Veronica’s sake. “That was—” I step back and sideways, just in time to get splashed from another nozzle.

      Veronica gasps from laughter. “Carey, you’re soaked!”

      “That is all right, I am an—” Another spray hits me.

      Veronica runs over and grabs my arms just in time for another jet of water. She laughs, and I let out Millie’s laughter. We dance around in the spray from the dozen nozzles, joined by six children who run around, jumping on the nozzles, leaning over them to get splashed in the face, and chasing each other through the spray.

      The bag with my new dress gets thoroughly soaked, but Veronica does not mind.
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        * * *

      

      We walk through the entrance to John Ball Park Zoo. Veronica looks back, grinning. “They didn’t know what to make of you.”

      “I am used to it. Am I equipment? Am I a person? Do I pay child rates, or nothing at all?”

      “I say you’re a person, and you have an admittance ticket to prove it. It’s a great day to see the animals.” She pauses, and in a lower voice adds, “A great day . . .”

      I try to follow the map, but Veronica is not interested. She runs from one attraction to another as they catch her attention.

      We go through the Van Andel Living Shores Aquarium, full of local aquatic life as well as specimens from around the world. At the end of the aquarium we find ourselves in the penguin house. Veronica is enraptured by the birds. She laughs at them as they waddle around on the ice; but she stares in awe when they get into their element, the water. They swim like other birds fly in the air, and I can sense a little of their joy of being in their place. Then I sense something else from Veronica: she is briefly at peace.

      Finally, she pulls me out of the penguin exhibit, and we wander through other parts of the zoo. We go to Bissell’s Lions of Lake Manyara. Veronica looks at a large lion sunning himself, as well as two cubs rolling across the ground, pouncing upon each other. “Cats,” she says. “They’re all the same, no matter how big.”

      “You like cats?”

      Veronica smiles. “Harriet used to have one. When she went off to med school, she took Muffy with her. Mom and Dad were relieved. They hated the mess and the smell of the litter box, even though I always cleaned it. We never got another cat.”

      Next we wander to Mokomboso Valley, the monkey habitat. There a collection of chimpanzees, spider monkeys, and other simians roam through a miniature jungle. They have trees, playsets, and toys. We watch them, and Veronica laughs at their antics.

      She watches one small spider monkey scale a net and grab a ball from a platform. A large chimpanzee swings over, screeches at the spider monkey, and watches it flee without the ball.

      I look at Veronica’s face, wondering how she will react. But she is entranced as the spider monkey again makes its way across the net. Again it grabs the ball, and again it is chased away.

      But it is a determined little monkey. It climbs the net one more time, under the watchful eye of the chimpanzee. It veers to the left of the platform, climbing up onto a rope bridge. It looks like it has given up.

      Then, fearlessly, the spider monkey leaps down from the bridge and tumbles onto the platform so fast the chimpanzee cannot react. It lands upon the ball, wraps its arms around it, and continues tumbling down the net and all the way to the pond at the bottom. It rises up on his hind legs and holds up the ball, chattering in triumph.

      This is my first zoo visit without Millie in my charge. For the first time, I can really see the animals as themselves, not just as Millie reacts to them. In my empathy net is a little bit of the spider monkey’s feelings. Fear. Exhilaration. Triumph.

      I try an experiment. I emulate the little monkey. I drop down into a crouch, stretch my arms to the limit, and hop up onto the enclosure wall. I make chattering noises like the monkey, and I raise my hands overhead in triumph.

      Veronica looks at me, and she bursts out in laughter. “Come on, monkey man,” she says. “This has been a perfect day. Let’s go home.”
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        * * *

      

      We stand in Veronica’s living room. I am out of ideas, and I made a promise. There is only one thing more I can do. “Veronica, do you want me to stay with you so you are not alone?”

      She looks straight into my face. “I’m not alone. You were with me all day. You care.”

      I nod. “But I did not know if you wanted company as you leave.”

      She purses her mouth and her eyes narrow. “I’m not . . . leaving.”

      I sense something new in her emotions, but I cannot identify it. It is not hope, but something near it. “You are not?”

      “Carey, we had a good day. I had forgotten what those were like. Forgotten that I can have them. So today I am not going to end it.”

      I feel a spark of lightness in my empathy net. “Not today?”

      “And not tomorrow. Tomorrow might be a good day, too.”

      “But I cannot promise to be here tomorrow. I have my duties.”

      “Oh, Carey . . .” She reaches up and rubs my cheek with her hand. “I couldn’t ask that of you. You did a great thing. It was a perfect day. But I can’t expect you to take over my life. If I’m going to have more good days, I have to learn to make my own.”

      “I can be here sometimes.”

      “Thank you, Carey. You’re always welcome. And . . . sometimes I may need to call. Just talk to someone who understands.”

      I nod. “I understand.” And I do, a little.
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        * * *

      

      “Carey, you won’t believe it!”

      I am serving dinner to the Owens family, but carrying on a private conversation with Veronica through my internal comm. “What did I miss?”

      “I saw Mrs. Wegner in town. Carey, guess what she was wearing!”
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        * * *

      

      “I’m sorry, Carey. I know you’re going to go to the zoo, but Mom . . .” Veronica stands in the living room of her house, and she glances over her shoulder. “She grounded me.”

      “I am sorry, Veronica.”

      “No, it was different this time. I . . . spoke up for myself. She didn’t like it, so she grounded me. But Carey, I spoke up for myself!”

      “I wish I were human. That deserves a smile.”

      “You’re smiling more than you realize. But I feel bad. We were supposed to go to the zoo.”

      “Then we must bring the zoo to us,” I answer. I drop down to a crouch, and I become the spider monkey, hopping around between the furniture. Veronica laughs, curls up on the couch in a feline pose, and starts licking her forepaws.
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        * * *

      

      “I am proud of you, Veronica.” We stand in the milling crowd of students in their caps and gowns. “You did it.”

      “I did it, Carey! And I brought my grade point up so high. Not as high as Harriet’s, but I proved I could do it.”

      “You do not have to compare yourself to her. Are your parents proud?”

      She laughs. “They’re still telling me I have more potential. They tell me if I apply myself, I can get into a good premed program.”

      “Did you tell them?”

      “I finally did last night, Carey. I told them I was entering an engine repair program at Ferris, and it wasn’t their decision. It was mine.”

      “And how did they take that?”

      “I don’t care. I’ve already enrolled, and they’ll just have to learn to live with their daughter, the diesel tech!”
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        * * *

      

      “Carey, I—”

      Her voice on my internal circuit is pained, uncertain. “Take it easy, Veronica. Just breathe. I can wait. Take your time.” She chokes, and I add, “Are you all right? Should I call someone?”

      “No, I . . . Carey, it’s not that. I’m not going to hurt myself. I just needed to talk to someone who will listen, not tell me I’m wrong.”

      “I shall always listen. Should I come up there?”

      “No, this . . . this is good. I just . . . I failed my midterm on diesel theory.”

      “I see.” And I did. When Veronica’s parents learned this, they would pressure her to quit. And she did not need that stress. “You know that material.”

      “I do! I just . . . had a bad day.” Before I could respond, she added, “Not that bad! But I couldn’t concentrate. I just ran out of time.”

      “You should explain that to your instructor. He may give you a make-up exam.”

      “He’s so strict, Carey! He’ll never agree to that.”

      “Then you can retake the class, Veronica. You can do this. This was just a bad day. You will have more good days.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I climb up into the passenger door of the sleek diesel tractor. “Are you sure this is permitted?”

      Veronica smiles as she fastens her safety harness. “I’m licensed to test-drive the rig so I can verify my repairs. I’m not allowed to carry passengers, but—”

      “I am not a passenger; I am just a machine.”

      “That’s what I told the boss.” She leans over and kisses my cheek. “We know better. Let’s go for a ride!”
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        * * *

      

      I can hear Veronica sniffing over the phone. “Carey, he—I think it’s over. He left.”

      “Should I come over?”

      “No, I . . . Carey, you’re a dear, but I want to be alone.”

      “Are you sure?” I try to read her emotions across the voice line.

      “Carey, you can’t solve everything. I can’t solve this one, either. My marriage is over, but I’m not. I’ve got my career. I’ve got a promotion coming. This is me, and I’m happy with who I am. And if there’s another man out there, anybody good enough will be happy with me, too.”
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        * * *

      

      Ben leans against the enclosure wall, scrambling to see over it. He turns to me. “Carey, lift me up! Please!”

      I lift the child up, tussling his golden curls as I do. I hold him up so he can see over the enclosure and look into Mokomboso Valley to watch the monkeys.

      A big grin splits his face, and he turns back to look at the woman behind me. “Look, Grandma Ronnie! Monkeys!”

      I look back as well at the middle-aged woman in the familiar-looking green sundress, and I say, “Look, Veronica.”

      She looks back at us with a smile. “Look, Carey! Monkeys!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AFTERWORD AND RECOMMENDED READING

          

          BRYAN THOMAS SCHMIDT

        

      

    

    
      For me, like many others of my generation, the first time I really imagined robots could be real and got excited about them was the summer of 1977 when I first saw C-3PO and R2-D2 on the movie screen in George Lucas’s Star Wars. I’ve been a fan ever since. And it has been amazing to watch how far we’ve come in my lifetime. We now have robot vacuums, robot mechanics, robot bomb-sniffing dogs, robot pilots, robot cars, robots with emotions (like Data from Star Trek: The Next Generation), and even AI assistants like Siri and Alexa. A professor of robotics at CMU even has a robot to mow his lawn like Avram Davidson imagined. Some robots come to resemble humans more and more every day.

      In compiling this book, it was fun to realize just how far the dream goes back. Certainly further than seven-year-old me ever imagined in that movie theater. There have been many books and stories on the subject, of course. And as is always the case, we had to pick and choose the best and most representative stories we could find, considering variety, publication date, and many factors. So before we leave you, I wanted to offer a list of a few stories of interest to readers wishing to explore the theme of robots, androids, and AI in more depth. This list should not be regarded as complete nor a ranked listing of bests. It includes stories we wish we could have included here as well as others I have come across in the past decade.

      
        
        A Weeping Czar Beholds the Fallen Moon by Ken Scholes

        All About Emily by Connie Willis

        Answer by Fredric Brown

        Benchwarmer by Mike Resnick and Lezli Robyn

        Beside Still Waters by Robert Sheckley

        Bots d’Amor by Cat Rambo

        Cal by Isaac Asimov

        Cat Pictures Please by Naomi Kritzer

        City by Clifford D. Simak

        Crazy Beautiful by Cat Rambo

        Deus Ex Machina by Richard Matheson

        Evil Robot Monkey by Mary Robinette Kowal

        Father by Ray Nayler

        Fondly Fahrenheit by Alfred Bester

        Hel’s Half Acre by Jack Campbell

        Home Is the Hangman by Roger Zelazny

        I Sing The Body Electric! by Ray Bradbury

        I, Robot by Cory Doctorow

        Itsy Bitsy Spider by James Patrick Kelly

        Lost Little Robot by Isaac Asimov

        Malfunction by Jennifer Campbell-Hicks

        Marionettes, Inc. by Ray Bradbury

        Mika Model by Paolo Bacigalupi

        Of Metal Men and Scarlet Thread and Dancing With The Sunrise by Ken Scholes

        Open Warfare by James Gunn

        R.U.R. by Karel Čapek

        Reason by Isaac Asimov

        Robot Dreams by Isaac Asimov

        Robot Visions by Isaac Asimov

        Robots Don’t Cry by Mike Resnick

        Seven Sexy Cowboy Robots by Sandra McDonald

        Sexy Robot Mom by Sandra McDonald

        Some Fortunate Future Day by Cassandra Clare

        Soulmates by Mike Resnick and Lezli Robyn

        Summer Reading by Ken Liu

        The Bicentennial Man by Isaac Asimov

        The Electric Ant by Philip K. Dick

        The Last Question by Isaac Asimov

        The Low Hum of Her by Sarah Pinsker

        The Metal Man by Jack Williamson

        The Nostalgist by Daniel H. Wilson

        The Other Gun by Neal Asher

        The Quest for Saint Aquin by Anthony Boucher

        The Second Gift Given by Ken Scholes

        The Secret Life of Bots by Suzanne Palmer

        The Sweetness of Bitter by Beth Cato

        Tideline by Elizabeth Bear

        To Serve the Master by Philip K. Dick

        Today I Am Paul by Martin L. Shoemaker

        Tomorrow Is Waiting by Holli Mintzer

        Two Handed Engine by Henry Kuttner and C.L. Moore

        Who Can Replace a Man? by Brian Aldiss

        Zen and the Art of Starship Maintenance by Tobias S. Buckell
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      Robert Silverberg’s (born January 15, 1935) career stretches back to the pulps and his output is amazing by any standard. He is a multiple winner of both Hugo and Nebula Awards, a member of the Science Fiction and Fantasy Hall of Fame, and was named a Grand Master of Science Fiction in 2004 by the Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America. He has attended every Hugo Awards ceremony since the inaugural event in 1953. He’s authored numerous novels, short stories, and nonfiction books in various genres and categories. He’s also a frequent guest at conventions and a regular columnist for Asimov’s Science Fiction. His major works include Dying Inside, The Book of Skulls, The Alien Years, The World Inside, Nightfall and The Positronic Man with Isaac Asimov, Nightwings, and the seven Majipoor Cycle books. Anthologies he’s edited include The Science Fiction Hall of Fame (two volumes), The Alpha and New Dimensions series (both multiple volumes), Universe 1–3 with Karen Haber, Legends I and Legends II, two Nebula Awards anthologies, The Fantasy Hall of Fame (two volumes, the first with Martin H. Greenberg, the second solo), Tales From Super-Science Fiction, Far Horizons, Earthmen and Strangers, and Mutants. The present volume is his forty-eighth anthology as editor.

      Bryan Thomas Schmidt (born February 13, 1969) is the Hugo-nominated and #1 bestselling editor of twenty-two anthologies and numerous novels, including the worldwide bestseller The Martian by Andy Weir, and books by Frank Herbert, Alan Dean Foster, and Angie Fox, among others. His books have been published by St. Martin’s Press, Baen Books, Titan Books, IDW, Blackstone Publishing, and many more. His novel series include the Saga of Davi Rhii and the John Simon Thrillers. His debut novel, The Worker Prince, received Honorable Mention on Barnes and Noble’s Year’s Best Science Fiction of 2011. His latest novel, Shortcut, a hard science fiction thriller, should be released in 2023 and a movie is in development. He has written numerous short stories, including official entries for Joe Ledger, Monster Hunter International, Predator, Aliens vs. Predators, and The X-Files series, as well as originals. As editor, his anthologies include the bestselling Monster Hunter Files with Larry Correia, two Joe Ledger anthologies with Jonathan Maberry, two anthologies in the Predator movie tie-in series, Aliens vs. Predators: Ultimate Prey with Jonathan Maberry, two Infinite Stars volumes, and many more. He lives in Ottawa, Kansas, with his two dogs and three very naughty cats. He can be found online at BryanThomasSchmidt.net and as @BryanThomasS on Twitter and Facebook. He is very honored to have finally collaborated with one of his editing and writing heroes on this book.
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      Seanan McGuire writes things. It can be difficult to make her stop. When not writing things, you can find her in the corn. O the corn. She knows what you did last summer, and while she’s impressed, she thinks you could use some practice before trying to do it again. Find her online at SeananMcGuire.com.

      Ambrose Bierce (June 24, 1842–circa 1914) was a prolific and versatile American short story writer, journalist, poet, and Civil War veteran. His book The Devil’s Dictionary was named as one of “The 100 Greatest Masterpieces of American Literature” by the American Revolution Bicentennial Administration. His story “An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge” was described as “one of the most famous and frequently anthologized stories in American literature” by critic Joseph Palmisano, and his book Tales of Soldiers and Civilians (also published as In the Midst of Life) was named one of the one hundred most influential American books printed before 1900 by the Grolier Club. Regarded as both one of the most influential journalists in the United States and as a pioneering writer of realist fiction, his war stories influenced Stephen Crane, Ernest Hemingway, and others. He has been fictionalized in more than fifty novels, short stories, movies, television shows, stage plays, and comic books. Most of these works draw upon Bierce’s vivid personality, colorful wit, relationships with famous people such as Jack London or William Randolph Hearst, or, quite frequently, his mysterious disappearance. Bierce has been portrayed by well-known authors such as Ray Bradbury, Jack Finney, Winston Groom, and Robert Heinlein, and a number of his works have been made into films.

      Jack Williamson (April 29, 1908–November 10, 2006), often called the “Dean of Science Fiction,” according to Wikipedia, is also credited with one of the first uses of the term genetic engineering. As a young man, he discovered the magazine Amazing Stories and sold his first story to editor Hugo Gernsback at age twenty: “The Metal Man,” published in the December 1928 issue. During the next year, Gernsback published three more stories in the new pulps: Science Wonder Stories and Air Wonder Stories. By the 1930s he was an established genre author, and the teenaged Isaac Asimov was thrilled to receive a postcard from Williamson, whom he had idolized, congratulating him on his first published story and welcoming him to the ranks. Beginning 1954 and continuing into the 1990s, Williamson and Frederik Pohl wrote more than a dozen science fiction novels together. Williamson continued to write and won both the Hugo and Nebula Awards during the last decade of his life, by far the oldest writer to win those awards. The Science Fiction Writers of America named Williamson its second Grand Master of Science Fiction after Robert Heinlein, presented 1976. In 1994, Williamson received a World Fantasy Award for Lifetime Achievement. The Science Fiction and Fantasy Hall of Fame inducted Williamson in 1996, its inaugural class. The Horror Writers Association conferred its Bram Stoker Award for Lifetime Achievement in 1998 and the World Horror Convention elected him Grand Master in 2004. Minor planet 5516 Jawilliamson is named in his honor.

      Clifford D. Simak (August 3, 1904–April 25, 1988) won three Hugo Awards and one Nebula Award. The Science Fiction Writers of America made him its third SFWA Grand Master, and the Horror Writers Association made him one of three inaugural winners of the Bram Stoker Award for Lifetime Achievement. His first contribution to the literature was “The World of the Red Sun,” published by Hugo Gernsback in the December 1931 issue of Wonder Stories. He became a regular contributor to Astounding Science Fiction throughout the Golden Age of Science Fiction (1938–1950). His best-known book may be City, a fix-up novel based on short stories with a common theme of mankind’s eventual exodus from Earth aboard sentient city ships. From 1950 to 1986 Clifford Simak wrote more than thirty novels, plus four nonfiction works with Way Station winning the 1964 Hugo Award, “The Big Front Yard” winning the 1959 Hugo Award for Best Novelette, and “Grotto of the Dancing Deer” winning the Hugo and Nebula Awards for Best Short Story in 1981. His short story, “Good Night, Mr. James,” was adapted as “The Duplicate Man” on The Outer Limits in 1964. Asteroid 228883 Cliffsimak, discovered by French amateur astronomer Bernard Christophe in 2003, was named in his memory.

      Lester del Rey (June 2, 1915–May 10, 1993) first started publishing stories in pulp magazines in the late 1930s, at the dawn of the so-called Golden Age of Science Fiction, when Astounding Science Fiction published his first short story, “The Faithful,” in the April 1938 issue. The December 1938 issue featured his story “Helen O’Loy” which was selected for the prestigious anthology The Science Fiction Hall of Fame. By the end of 1939, he had also placed stories in Weird Tales and Unknown. In 1952 his first three novels were published in the Winston juvenile series, and throughout the 1950s, del Rey was one of the main authors writing science fiction for adolescents (along with Robert A. Heinlein and Andre Norton). He continued publishing novels, as well as short fiction, both under his primary pseudonym Lester del Rey as well as a number of other pen names through the 1950s and the early sixties. His novel writing ended with his last novel, Weeping May Tarry (written with Raymond F. Jones) published in 1978. He later became an editor for several digest magazines and then for book publishers and also edited several anthologies, notably the Best Science Fiction Stories of the Year series from 1972 to 1976. Del Rey was most successful editing with his fourth wife, Judy-Lynn del Rey, at Ballantine Books where they established the fantasy and science fiction imprint Del Rey Books in 1977, which is still active today. He retired from the publishing house in February 1992. Del Rey was awarded the 1972 E. E. Smith Memorial Award for Imaginative Fiction (the “Skylark”) by the New England Science Fiction Association. He also won a special 1985 Balrog Award for his contributions to fantasy, voted by fans and organized by Locus Magazine. The Science Fiction Writers of America named him its eleventh SFWA Grand Master in 1990, presented 1991.

      Fritz Leiber (December 24, 1910–September 5, 1992) is one of the fathers of sword and sorcery and coined the term. His first professional sale was “Two Sought Adventure” (Unknown, August 1939), which introduced his most famous characters, Fafhrd and the Gray Mouser. In 1943, his first two novels were serialized in Unknown (Conjure Wife) and Astounding Science Fiction (Gather, Darkness!). 1947 marked the publication of his first collection, Night’s Black Agents. The science fiction novel Gather, Darkness! followed in 1950 and further novels followed during the 1950s. In 1958 The Big Time won the Hugo Award for Best Novel.

      His novel The Wanderer (1964) also won the Hugo for Best Novel. Leiber received the Hugo Award for Best Novella in 1970 and 1971 for “Ship of Shadows” (1969) and “Ill Met in Lankhmar” (1970), and “Gonna Roll the Bones” (1967) won the Hugo Award for Best Novelette and the Nebula Award for Best Novelette in 1968. Our Lady of Darkness won the World Fantasy Award—Novel. Many of Leiber’s most acclaimed works are short stories and he is considered one of the forerunners of the modern urban horror story. The short parallel worlds story “Catch That Zeppelin!” (1975) won the Hugo Award for Best Short Story and the Nebula Award for Best Short Story in 1976 and “Belsen Express” (1975) won the World Fantasy Award—Short Fiction. Leiber was named the second Gandalf Grand Master of Fantasy at the 1975 World Science Fiction Convention (Worldcon). The next year he won the World Fantasy Award for Life Achievement. The Science Fiction Writers of America made him its fifth SFWA Grand Master in 1981; the Horror Writers Association made him an inaugural winner of the Bram Stoker Award for Lifetime Achievement in 1988 (named in 1987); and the Science Fiction and Fantasy Hall of Fame inducted him in its sixth class in 2001.

      Philip K. Dick (December 16, 1928–March 2, 1982) wrote 44 novels and some 121 short stories. He began publishing science fiction stories in 1952, at age twenty-three, and found little commercial success until his alternative history novel The Man in the High Castle (1962) earned him acclaim a decade later, including a Hugo Award for Best Novel. He followed with novels such as Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? (1968) and Ubik (1969). His 1974 novel Flow My Tears, the Policeman Said won the John W. Campbell Memorial Award for Best Science Fiction Novel. Dick’s posthumous influence has been widespread, extending beyond literary circles into Hollywood filmmaking. Popular films based on his works include Blade Runner (1982), Total Recall (1990 and 2012), Minority Report (2002), A Scanner Darkly (2006), The Adjustment Bureau (2011), and Radio Free Albemuth (2010). Amazon produced the multi-season television adaptation The Man in the High Castle, based on Dick’s 1962 novel; and in 2017 Channel 4 began producing the ongoing anthology series Electric Dreams, based on various Dick stories. He was inducted into the Science Fiction Hall of Fame in 2005. In 2005, Time magazine named Ubik (1969) one of the hundred greatest English-language novels published since 1923. In 2007 Dick became the first science fiction writer included in The Library of America series.

      Avram Davidson (April 23, 1923–May 8, 1993) won a Hugo Award and three World Fantasy Awards in the science fiction and fantasy genre, a World Fantasy Life Achievement award, and an Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine short story award and an Edgar Award in the mystery genre. Davidson edited The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction from 1962 to 1964. His last novel The Boss in the Wall: A Treatise on the House Devil (completed by Grania Davis) was a Nebula Award finalist in 1998. Davidson wrote many stories for fiction magazines beginning in the 1950s. His best-known works are his novels about Vergil Magus; the Peregrine novels; the Jack Limekiller stories; and the stories of Dr. Eszterhazy. Other noteworthy works are his collaborations: Joyleg, A Folly (Ward Moore); Marco Polo and the Sleeping Beauty, cowritten with Grania Davis; and the Adventures in Unhistory essays, which delve into puzzles such as the identity of Prester John and suggest solutions to them.

      Roger Zelazny (May 13, 1937–June 14, 1995) was best known for The Chronicles of Amber. He won the Nebula Award three times (out of fourteen nominations) and the Hugo Award six times (also out of fourteen nominations), including two Hugos for novels: This Immortal (1966) and Lord of Light (1967). He also won two Locus Awards, one Prix Tour-Apollo Award, two Seiun Awards, and two Balrog Awards, often with his own works competing against each other for the same award. He also won an Inkpot Award for lifetime achievement at Comic-Con International in 1993. “A Rose for Ecclesiastes” was included in Visions of Mars: First Library on Mars, a DVD taken on board the Phoenix Mars Lander in 2008.

      Robert Silverberg is considered by many (including his coeditor) to be one of the greatest living science fiction writers. His major works include Dying Inside, The Book of Skulls, The Alien Years, The World Inside, Nightfall and The Positronic Man with Isaac Asimov, Nightwings, and the seven Majipoor Cycle books, starting with Lord Valentine’s Castle, Majipoor Chronicles, and Valentine Pontifex. The most recent is Tales of Majipoor, collecting all the short Majipoor tales from 2013. Thematic collections of his short stories have been published in recent years by Three Rooms Press: First Person Singularities (2017), Time and Time Again (2018), Alien Archive (2019), and Voyagers (2021). The winner of numerous awards, he was awarded the Hugo for Most Promising New Author in 1956. He went on to win Best Novella for Nightwings in 1969, and again in 1987 for “Gilgamesh in the Outback.” He won Best Novelette in 1990 for “Enter a Soldier. Later: Enter Another.” He has won two Locus Awards for Best Novella (“Born with the Dead,” 1975, and “The Secret Sharer,” 1988) and won Best Fantasy Novel for Lord Valentine’s Castle in 1981. He won five Nebula Awards, including two for Best Short Story (“Passengers,” 1969 and “Good News from the Vatican,” 1971). He won Best Novella twice (“Born with the Dead,” 1974, and “Sailing to Byzantium,” 1985), and won Best Novel for A Time of Changes in 1971. He was chosen by the Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America as a Grand Master in 2004.

      Connie Willis’s first published story was “The Secret of Santa Titicaca” in Worlds of Fantasy, Winter 1970. At least seven stories followed (1978–81) before her debut novel, Water Witch (with Cynthia Felice) was published by Ace Books in 1982. After receiving a National Endowment for the Arts grant that year, she left her teaching job and became a full-time writer. She has won eleven Hugo Awards and seven Nebula Awards for particular works—more major SF awards than any other writer—most recently the “Best Novel” Hugo and Nebula Awards for Blackout/All Clear (2010). She was inducted by the Science Fiction Hall of Fame in 2009 and the Science Fiction Writers of America named her its twenty-eighth SFWA Grand Master in 2011. Her Time Travel series made her the first author to win Hugo awards for all books in a series. Her website is ConnieWillis.net.

      Brenda Cooper writes SF, fantasy, poetry, and an occasional nonfiction essay. She is particularly interested in robotics, climate change, and the social change that must go hand in hand with fixing the human relationship to the natural world. She is the director of information technology at Lease Crutcher Lewis, a premier Pacific Northwest builder. Her love of technology, science, and science fiction combines to drive her interest in the future. She lives in Washington State with her wife, Toni, and their multiple border collies, some of whom actually get to herd sheep. She loves to exercise, garden, read, and talk with friends.

      Karen Haber is the author of nine novels including Star Trek Voyager: Bless the Beasts and received a Hugo Award nomination for editing Meditations on Middle Earth, an essay collection celebrating J.R.R. Tolkien. Her recent work includes the short story collection The Sweet Taste Of Regret. Among her long-form publications are The Mutant Season series, the Woman Without A Shadow series, Masters of Science Fiction and Fantasy Art, and a YA novel, Crossing Infinity. She has edited several movie tie-in anthologies including Exploring the Matrix and Science of the X-Men. Her short fiction has appeared in Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine, The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, and many anthologies including Caped Fear, The Time Traveler’s Almanac, This Way to the End Times, and Worst Contact. She also reviews art books for Locus Magazine. She lives in Oakland, California with her husband, Robert Silverberg, and two cats. You can find out more at KarenHaber.com.

      Suzanne Palmer is known for her novelette “The Secret Life of Bots,” which won a Hugo Award in 2018 and also won a Washington Science Fiction Association Small Press Award. It was a finalist for the Theodore A. Sturgeon Memorial Award. Palmer won the 2020 Theodore Sturgeon Memorial Award for her story “Waterlines.” Her first full-length novel, Finder, was published by DAW Books in 2019. She has since published two more novels in that series: Driving the Deep and The Scavenger Door. Palmer has been publishing short fiction and poetry since 2005 and describes her primary genre as “space opera–style science fiction.” She moderates the SFF room on the AbsoluteWrite forums using her online name zanzjan.

      Paul Levinson, PhD, is a professor of communication and media studies at Fordham University in NYC. His science fiction novels include The Silk Code (winner of the Locus Award for Best First Science Fiction Novel of 1999), The Consciousness Plague, The Pixel Eye, Borrowed Tides, The Plot to Save Socrates, Unburning Alexandria, and Chronica. His award-nominated novelette, “The Chronology Protection Case,” was made into a short film and is on Amazon Prime Video. His nonfiction books, including The Soft Edge, Digital McLuhan, Realspace, Cellphone, New New Media, McLuhan in an Age of Social Media, and Fake News in Real Context have been translated into fifteen languages. He appears on CBS News, CNN, MSNBC, the Discovery Channel, National Geographic, the History Channel, NPR, and numerous podcasts. His 1972 album, Twice Upon A Rhyme, was reissued in Japan and Korea in 2008, and in the UK in 2010. His first new album since 1972, Welcome Up: Songs of Space and Time, was released on Old Bear Records and Light in the Attic Records in 2020.

      Ken Scholes is the award-winning, critically acclaimed author of five novels and over fifty short stories. His work has appeared in print since 2000. He is also a singer-songwriter who has written nearly a hundred songs over thirty years of performing. Occasionally, in his spare time, Ken consults individuals and organizations on maximizing their effectiveness and accessing their creativity. A native of the Pacific Northwest, he makes his home in Cornelius, Oregon, where he lives with his twin daughters. You can learn more about Ken by visiting KenScholes.com.

      Martin L. Shoemaker is a programmer who writes on the side . . . or maybe it’s the other way around. He told stories to imaginary friends and learned to type on his brother’s manual typewriter even though he couldn’t reach the keys. (He types with the keyboard in his lap still today.) He couldn’t imagine any career but writing fiction . . . until his algebra teacher said, “This is a program. You should write one of these.” Fast-forward thirty years of programming, writing, and teaching. He was named an MVP by Microsoft for his work with the developer community. He wrote fiction, but he gave up on submitting until his brother-in-law read a chapter and said, “That’s not a chapter. That’s a story. Send it in.” It won second place in the Baen Memorial Writing Contest and earned him a lunch with Buzz Aldrin. Programming never did that!

      Martin hasn’t stopped writing (or programming) since. His work has appeared in Analog Science Fiction & Fact, Galaxy’s Edge, Digital Science Fiction, Forever Magazine, Writers of the Future, and numerous anthologies including Year’s Best Military and Adventure SF 4; Man-Kzin Wars XV; The Jim Baen Memorial Award: The First Decade; Little Green Men—Attack!; More Human Than Human: Stories of Androids, Robots, and Manufactured Humanity; Avatar Dreams; and Weird World War III. His Nebula-nominated Clarkesworld story, “Today I Am Paul,” explores the logical consequences of a medical care android with empathy, able to understand how its actions affect its patient’s emotional state. It appeared in four different year’s best anthologies and eight international editions. He expanded that story into his debut novel, Today I Am Carey (published by Baen Books in March 2019), in which the android learns more about humanity through life with its human family. His novel The Last Dance was published by 47North in November 2019, and was the number-one science fiction e-book on Amazon during October’s prerelease. The sequel, The Last Campaign, was published in October 2020.
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