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The Robots of Dawn

3424 A.D.




11: Gremionis

44.

THEY WERE SITTING in the airfoil again all three in the front, with Baley once more in the middle and feeling the pressure on either side. Baley was grateful to them for the care they unfailingly gave him, even though they were only machines, helpless to disobey instructions.

And then he thought: Why dismiss them with a word machines? Theyre good machines in a Universe of sometimes evil people. I have no right to favor the machines vs. people sub categorization over the good vs. evil one. And Daneel, at least, I cannot think of as a machine.

Giskard said, I must ask again, sir. Do you feel well?

Baley nodded. Quite well, Giskard. I am glad to be out here with you two.

The sky was, for the most part, white off white, actually. There was a gentle wind and it had felt distinctly cool until they got into the car.

Daneel said, Partner Elijah, I was listening carefully to the conversation between yourself and Dr. Vasilia. I do not wish to comment unfavorably on what Dr. Vasilia has said, but I must tell you that, in my observation, Dr. Fastolfe is a kind and courteous human being. He has never, to my knowledge, been deliberately cruel, nor has he, as nearly as I can judge, sacrificed a human beings essential welfare to the needs of his curiosity.

Baley looked at Daneels face, which gave the impression, somehow, of intent sincerity. He said, Could you say anything against Dr. Fastolfe, even if he were, in fact, cruel and thoughtless?

I could remain silent.

But would you?

If, by telling a lie, I were to harm a truthful Dr. Vasilia by casting unjustified doubt on her truthfulness, and if, by remaining silent, I would harm Dr. Fastolfe by lending further color to the true accusations against him, and if the two harms were, to my mind, roughly equal in intensity, then it would be necessary for me to remain silent. Harm through an active deed outweighs, in general, harm through passivity all things being reasonably equal.

Baley said, Then, even though the First Law states: A robot may not injure a human being or, through inaction, allow a human being to come to harm, the two halves of the law are not equal? A fault of commission, you say, is greater than one of omission?

The words of the law are merely an approximate description of the constant variations in positronomotive force along the robotic brain paths, Partner Elijah. I do not know enough to describe the matter mathematically, but I know what my tendencies are.

And they are always to choose not doing over doing, if the harm is roughly equal in both directions?

In general. And always to choose truth over nontruth, if the harm is roughly equal in both directions. In general, that is.

And, in this case, since you speak to refute Dr. Vasilia and thus do her harm, you can only do so because the First Law is mitigated sufficiently by the fact that you are telling the truth?

That is so, Partner Elijah.

Yet the fact is, you would say what you have said, even though it were a lie provided Dr. Fastolfe had instructed you, with sufficient intensity, to tell that lie when necessary and to refuse to admit that you had been so instructed.

There was a pause and then Daneel said, That is so, Partner Elijah.

It is a complicated mess, Daneel but you still believe that Dr. Fastolfe did not murder Jander Panell?

My experience with him is that he is truthful, Partner Elijah, and that he would not do harm to friend Jander.

And yet Dr. Fastolfe has himself described a powerful motive for his having committed the deed, while Dr. Vasilia has described a completely different motive, one that is just as powerful and is even more disgraceful than the first. Baley brooded a bit. If the public were made aware of either motive, belief in Dr. Fastolfes guilt would be universal.

Baley turned suddenly to Giskard. How about you, Giskard? You have known Dr. Fastolfe longer than Daneel has. Do you agree that Dr. Fastolfe could not have committed the deed and could not have destroyed Jander, on the basis of your understanding of Dr. Fastolfes character?

I do, sir.

Baley regarded the robot uncertainly. He was less advanced than Daneel. How far could he be trusted as a corroborating witness? Might he not be impelled to follow Daneel in whatever direction Daneel chose to take?

He said, You knew Dr. Vasilia, too, did you not?

I knew her very well, said Giskard.

And liked her, I gather?

She was in my charge for many years and the task did not in any way trouble me.

Even though she fiddled with your programming?

She was very skillful.

Would she lie about her father about Dr. Fastolfe, that is?

Giskard hesitated. No, sir. She would not.

Then you are saying that what she says is the truth.

Not quite, sir. What I am saying is that she herself believes she is telling the truth.

But why should she believe such evil things about her father to be true if, in actual fact, he is as kind a person as Daneel has just told me he was?

Giskard said slowly, She has been embittered by various events in her youth, events for which she considers Dr. Fastolfe to have been responsible and for which he may indeed have been unwittingly responsible to an extent. It seems to me it was not his intention that the events in question should have the consequences they did. However, human beings are not governed by the straightforward laws of robotics. It is therefore difficult to judge the complexities of their motivations under most conditions.

True enough, muttered Baley.

Giskard said, Do you think the task of demonstrating Dr. Fastolfes innocence to be hopeless?

Baleys eyebrows moved toward each other in a frown. It may be. As it happens, I see no way out and if Dr. Vasilia talks, as she has threatened to do

But you ordered her not to talk. You explained that it would be dangerous to herself if she did.

Baley shook his head. I was bluffing. I didnt know what else to say.

Do you intend to give up, then?

And Baley said forcefully, No! If it were merely Fastolfe, I might. After all, what physical harm would come to him? Roboticide is not even a crime, apparently, merely a civil offense. At worst, he will lose political influence and, perhaps, find himself unable to continue with his scientific labors for a time. I would be sorry to see that happen, but if theres nothing more I can do, then theres nothing more I can do.

And if it were just myself, I might give up, too. Failure would damage my reputation, but who can build a brick house without bricks? I would go back to Earth a bit tarnished, I would lead a miserable and unclassified life, but that is the chance that faces every Earthman and woman. Better men than I have had to face that as unjustly.

However, it is a matter of Earth. If I fail, then along with the grievous loss to Dr. Fastolfe and to myself, there would be an end for any hope Earthpeople might have to move out of Earth and into the Galaxy generally. For that reason, I must not fail and I must keep on somehow, as long as I am not physically thrust off this world.

Having ended in what was almost a whisper, he suddenly looked up and said in a peevish tone, Why are we sitting here parked, Giskard? Are you running the motor for your own amusement?

With respect, sir, said Giskard, you have not told me where to take you.

True! I beg your pardon, Giskard. First, take me to the nearest of the Community Personals that Dr. Vasilia made mention of. You two may be immune to such things, but I have a bladder that needs emptying. After that, find someplace nearby where I can get something to eat. I have a stomach that needs filling. And after that

Yes, Partner Elijah? asked Daneel.

To tell you the truth, Daneel, I dont know. However, after I tend to these purely physical needs, I will think of something.

And how Baley wished he could believe that.




45.

THE AIRFOIL DID not skim the ground for long. It came to a halt, swaying a bit, and Baley felt the usual odd tightening of his stomach. That small unsteadiness told him he was in a vehicle and it drove away the temporary feeling of being safe within walls and between robots. Through the glass ahead and on either side (and backward, if he craned his neck) was the whiteness of sky and the greenness of foliage, all amounting to Outside that is, to nothing. He swallowed uneasily.

They had stopped at a small structure.

Baley said, Is this the Community Personal?

Daneel said, It is the nearest of a number on the Institute grounds, Partner Elijah.

You found it quickly. Are these structures also included in the map that has been pumped into your memory?

That is the case, Partner Elijah.

Is this one in use now?

It may be, Partner Elijah, but three or four may use it simultaneously.

Is there room for me?

Very likely, Partner Elijah.

Well, then, let me out. Ill go there and see

The robots did not move. Giskard said, Sir, we may not enter with you.

Yes, I am aware of that, Giskard.

We will not be able to guard you properly, sir.

Baley frowned. The lesser robot would naturally have the more rigid mind and Baley suddenly recognized the danger that he would simply not be allowed out of their sight and, therefore, not allowed to enter the Personal. He put a note of urgency into his voice and turned his attention to Daneel, who might be expected to more nearly understand human needs. I cant help that, Giskard. Daneel, I have no choice in the matter. Let me out of the car.

Giskard looked at Baley without moving and, for one horrid moment, Baley thought the robot would suggest that he unburden himself in the nearby field in the open, like an animal.

The moment passed. Daneel said, I think we must allow Partner Elijah to have his way in this respect.

Whereupon Giskard said to Baley, If you can wait for a short while, sir, I will approach the structure first.

Baley grimaced. Giskard walked slowly toward the building and then, deliberately, circumnavigated it. Baley might have predicted the fact that, once Giskard disappeared, his own sense of urgency would increase.

He tried to distract his own nerve endings by staring around at the prospect. After some study, he became aware of thin wires in the air, here and there fine, dark hairs against the white sky. He did not see them, to begin with. What he saw first was an oval object sliding along beneath the clouds. He became aware of it as a vehicle and realized that it was not floating but was suspended from a long horizontal wire. He followed that long wire with his eyes, forward and back, noting others of the sort. He then saw another vehicle farther off and yet another still farther off. The farthest of the three was a featureless speck whose nature he understood only because he had seen the nearer ones.

Undoubtedly, these were cable cars for internal transportation from one part of the Robotics Institute to another.

How spread out it all was, thought Baley. How needlessly the Institute consumed space.

And yet, in doing so, it did not consume the surface. The structures were sufficiently widely spaced so that the greenery seemed untouched and the plant and animal life continued (Baley imagined) as they might in emptiness.

Solaria, Baley remembered, had been empty. No doubt all the Spacer worlds were empty, since Aurora, the most populous, was so empty, even here in the most built up region of the planet. For that matter, even Earth outside the Cities was empty.

But there were the Cities and Baley felt a sharp pang of homesickness, which he had to push to one side.

Daneel said, Ah, friend Giskard has completed his examination.

Giskard was back and Baley said tartly, Well? Will you be so kind as to grant me permission He stopped. Why expend sarcasm on the impenetrable hide of a robot?

Giskard said, It seems quite certain that the Personal is unoccupied.

Good! Then get out of my way. Baley flung open the door of the airfoil and stepped out onto the gravel of a narrow path. He strode rapidly, with Daneel following.

When he reached the door of the structure, Daneel wordlessly indicated the contact that would open it. Daneel did not venture to touch the contact himself. Presumably, thought Baley, to have done so without specific instructions would have indicated an intention to enter and even the intention was not permitted.

Baley pushed the contact and entered, leaving the two robots behind.

It was not until he was inside that it occurred to him that Giskard could not possibly have entered the Personal to see that it was unoccupied, that the robot must have been judging the matter from external appearance a dubious proceeding at best.

And Baley realized, with some discomfort, that, for the first time, he was isolated and separated from all protectors and that the protectors on the other side of the door couldnt easily enter if he were suddenly in trouble. What, then, if he were, at this moment, not alone? What if some enemy had been alerted by Vasilia, who knew he would be in search of a Personal, and what if that enemy was in hiding right now in the structure?

Baley grew suddenly and uncomfortably aware that (as would not have been the case on Earth) he was totally unarmed.




46.

TO BE SURE, the structure was not large. There were small urinals, side by side, half a dozen of them; small washbasins, side by side, again half a dozen. No showers, no clothes fresheners, no shaving devices.

There were half a dozen stalls, separated by partitions and with small doors to each. Might there not be someone waiting inside one of them The doors did not come down to the ground. Moving softly, he bent and glanced under each door, looking for any sign of legs. He then approached each door, testing it, swinging it open tensely, ready to slam it shut at the least sign of anything untoward, and then to dash to the door that led to the Outside.

All the stalls were empty.

He looked around to make sure there were no other hiding places.

He could find none.

He went to the door to the Outside and found no indication of a way of locking it. It occurred to him that there would naturally be no way of locking it. The Personal was clearly for the use of several men at the same time. Others would have to be able to enter at need.

Yet he could not very well leave and try another, for the danger would exist at any and besides, he could delay no longer.

For a moment, he found himself unable to decide which of the series of urinals he should use. He could approach and use any of them. So could anyone else.

He forced the choice of one upon himself and, aware of openness all around, was afflicted at once with bashful bladder. He felt the urgency, but had to wait impatiently for the feeling of apprehension at the possible entrance of others to dissipate itself.

He no longer feared the entrance of enemies, just the entrance of anyone.

And then he thought: The robots will at least delay anyone approaching.

With that, he managed to relax He was quite done, greatly relieved, and about to turn to a washbasin, when he heard a moderately high pitched, rather tense voice. Are you Elijah Baley?

Baley froze. After all his apprehension and all his precautions, he had been unaware of someone entering. In the end, he had been entirely wrapped up in the simple act of emptying his bladder, something that should not have taken up even the tiniest fraction of his conscious mind. (Was he getting old?)

To be sure, there seemed no threat of any kind in the voice he heard. It seemed empty of menace. It may have been that Baley simply felt certain and had the sure confidence within him that Daneel, at least, if not Giskard, would not have allowed a threat to enter.

What bothered Baley was merely the entrance. In his whole life, he had never been approached let alone addressed by a man in a Personal. On Earth that was the most strenuous taboo and on Solaria (and, until now, on Aurora) he had used only one person Personals.

The voice came again. Impatient. Come! You must be Elijah Baley.

Slowly, Baley turned. It was a man of moderate height, delicately dressed in well fitted clothing in various shades of blue. He was light skinned, light haired, and had a small mustache that was a shade darker than the hair on his head. Baley found himself staring with fascination at the small strip of hair on the upper lip. It was the first time he had seen a Spacer with a mustache.

Baley said (and was filled with shame at speaking in a Personal), I am Elijah Baley. His voice, even in his own ears, seemed a scratchy and unconvincing whisper.

The Spacer seemed to find it unconvincing, certainly. He said, narrowing his eyes and staring, The robots outside said Elijah Baley was in here, but you dont look at all the way you looked on hyperwave. Not at all.

That foolish dramatization! thought Baley fiercely. No one would meet him to the end of time without having been preliminarily poisoned by that impossible representation. No one would accept him as a human being at the start, as a fallible human being and when they discovered the fallibility, they would, in disappointment, consider him a fool.

He turned resentfully to the washbasin and splashed water, then shook his hands vaguely in the air, while wondering where the hot air jet might be found. The Spacer touched a contact and seemed to pluck a thin bit of absorbent fluff out of midair.

Thank you, said Baley, taking it. That was not me in the hyperwave show. It was an actor.

I know that, but they might have picked one that looked more like you, mightnt they? It seemed to be a source of grievance to him. I want to speak to you.

How did you get past my robots?

That was another source of grievance, apparently. I nearly didnt, said the Spacer. They tried to stop me and I only had one robot with me. I had to pretend I had to get in here on an emergency basis and they searched me. They absolutely laid hands on me to see if I was carrying anything dangerous. Id have you up on charges if you werent an Earthman. You cant give robots the kind of orders that embarrass a human being.

Im sorry, said Baley stiffly, but I am not the one who gave them their orders. What can I do for you?

I want to speak to you.

You are speaking to me. Who are you?

The other seemed to hesitate, then said, Gremionis.

Santirix Gremionis?

Thats right.

Why do you want to speak to me?

For a moment, Gremionis stared at Baley, apparently with embarrassment. Then he mumbled, Well, as long as Im here if you dont mind I might as well and he stepped toward the line of urinals.

Baley realized, with the last refinement of horrified queasiness, what it was Gremionis intended to do. He turned hastily and said, Ill wait for you outside.

No no, dont go, said Gremionis desperately, in what was almost a squeak. This wont take a second. Please!

It was only that Baley now wanted, just as desperately, to talk to Gremionis and did not want to do anything that might offend the other and make him unwilling to talk; otherwise he would not have been willing to accede to the request.

He kept his back turned and squinted his eyes nearly shut in a sort of horrified reflex. It was only when Gremionis came up around him, his hands kneading a fluffy towel of his own, that Baley could relax again, after a fashion.

Why do you want to speak to me? he said again.

Gladia the woman from Solaria Gremionis looked dubious and stopped.

I know Gladia, said Baley coldly.

Gladia viewed me trimensionally, you know and told me you had asked about me. And she asked me if I had, in any way, mistreated a robot she owned a human looking robot like one of those outside

Well, did you, Mr. Gremionis?

No! I didnt even know she owned a robot like that, until Did you tell her I did?

I was only asking questions, Mr. Gremionis.

Gremionis had made a fist of his right hand and was grinding it nervously into his left. He said intensely, I dont want to be falsely accused of anything and especially where such a false accusation would affect my relationship with Gladia.

Baley said, How did you find me?

Gremionis said, She asked me about that robot and said you had asked about me. I had heard you had been called to Aurora by Dr. Fastolfe to solve this puzzle about the robot. It was on the hyperwave news. And The words ground out as though they were emerging from him with the utmost difficulty.

Go on, said Baley.

I had to talk to you and explain that I had had nothing to do with that robot. Nothing! Gladia didnt know where you were, but I thought Dr. Fastolfe would know.

So you called him?

Oh no, I I dont think Id have the nerve to Hes such an important scientist. But Gladia called him for me. Shes that kind of person. He told her you had gone to see his daughter, Dr. Vasilia Aliena. That was good because I know her.

Yes, I know you do, said Baley.

Gremionis looked uneasy. How did you Did you ask her about me, too? His uneasiness seemed to be degenerating to misery. I finally called Dr. Vasilia and she said you had just left and Id probably find you at some Community Personal and this one is the closest to her establishment. I was sure there would be no reason for you to delay in order to find a farther one. I mean why should you?

You reason quite correctly, but how is it you got here so quickly?

I work at the Robotics Institute and my establishment is on the Institute grounds. My scooter brought me here in minutes.

Did you come here alone?

Yes! With only one robot. The scooter is a two seater, you see.

And your robot is waiting outside?

Yes.

Tell me again why you want to see me.

Ive got to make sure you dont think Ive had anything to do with that robot. I never even heard of him till this whole thing exploded in the news. So can I talk to you now?

Yes, but not here, said Baley firmly. Lets get out.

How strange it was, thought Baley, that he was so pleased to get out from behind walls and into the Outside. There was something more totally alien to this Personal than anything else he had encountered on either Aurora or Solaria. Even more disconcerting than the fact of planet wide indiscriminate use had been the horror of being openly and casually addressed of behavior that drew no distinction between this place and its purpose and any other place and purpose.

The book films he had viewed had said nothing of this. Clearly, as Fastolfe had pointed out, they were not written for Earth people but for Aurorans and, to a lesser extent, for possible tourists from the other forty nine Spacer worlds. Earthpeople, after all, almost never went to the Spacer worlds, least of all to Aurora. They were not welcome there. Why, then, should they be addressed?

And why should the book films expand on what everyone knew? Should they make a fuss over the fact that Aurora was spherical in shape, or that water was wet, or that one man might address another freely in a Personal?

Yet did that not make a mockery of the very name of the structure? Yet Baley found himself unable to avoid thinking of the Womens Personals on Earth where, as Jessie had frequently told him, women chattered incessantly and felt no discomfort about it. Why women, but not men? Baley had never thought seriously about it before, but had accepted it merely as custom as unbreakable custom but if women, why not men?

It didnt matter. The thought only affected his intellect and not whatever it was about his mind that made him feel overwhelming and ineradicable distaste for the whole idea. He repeated, Lets get out.

Gremionis protested, But your robots are out there.

So they are. What of it?

But this is something I want to talk about privately, man to m man. He stumbled over the phrase.

I suppose you mean Spacer to Earthman.

If you like.

My robots are necessary. They are my partners in my investigation.

But this has nothing to do with the investigation. Thats what Im trying to tell you.

Ill be the judge of that, said Baley firmly, walking out of the Personal.

Gremionis hesitated and then followed.




47.

DANEEL AND GISKARD were waiting impassive, expressionless, patient. On Daneels face, Baley thought he could make out a trace of concern, but, on the other hand, he might merely be reading that emotion into those inhumanly human features. Giskard, the less human looking, showed nothing, of course, even to the most willing personifier.

A third robot waited as well presumably that of Gremionis. He was simpler in appearance even than Giskard and had an air of shabbiness about him. It was clear that Gremionis was not very well to do.

Daneel said, with what Baley automatically assumed to be the warmth of relief, I am pleased that you are well, Partner Elijah.

Entirely well. I am curious, however, about something. If you had heard me call out in alarm from within, would you have come in?

At once, sir, said Giskard.

Even though you are programmed not to enter Personals?

The need to protect a human being you, in particular would be paramount, sir.

That is so, Partner Elijah, said Daneel.

Im glad to hear that, said Baley. This person is Santirix Gremionis. Mr. Gremionis, this is Daneel and this is Giskard.

Each robot bent his head solemnly. Gremionis merely glanced at them and lifted one hand in indifferent acknowledgment. He made no effort to introduce his own robot.

Baley looked around. The light was distinctly dimmer, the wind was brisker, the air was cooler, the sun was completely hidden by clouds. There was a gloom to the surroundings that did not seem to affect Baley, who continued to be delighted at having escaped from the Personal. It lifted his spirits amazingly that he was actually experiencing the feeling of being pleased at being Outside. It was a special case, he knew, but it was a beginning and he could not help but consider it a triumph.

Baley was about to turn to Gremionis to resume the conversation, when his eye caught movement. Walking across the lawn came a woman with an accompanying robot. She was coming toward them but seemed totally oblivious to them. She was clearly making for the Personal.

Baley put out his arm in the direction of the woman, as though to stop her, even though she was still thirty meters away, and muttered, Doesnt she know thats a Mens Personal?

What? said Gremionis.

The woman continued to approach, while Baley watched in total puzzlement. Finally, the womans robot stepped to one side to wait and the woman entered the structure.

Baley said helplessly, But she cant go in there.

Gremionis said, Why not? Its communal.

But its for men.

Its for people, said Gremionis. He seemed utterly confused.

Either sex? Surely you cant mean that.

Any human being. Of course I mean it! How would you want it to be? I dont understand.

Baley turned away. It had not been many minutes before that he had thought that open conversation in a Personal was the acme in bad taste, of Things Not Done.

If he had tried to think of something worse yet, he would have completely failed to dredge up the possibility of encountering a woman in a Personal. Convention on Earth required him to ignore the presence of others in the large Community Personals on that world, but not all the conventions ever invented would have prevented him from knowing whether a person passing him was a man or a woman.

What if, while he had been in the Personal, a woman had entered casually, indifferently as this one had just done? Or, worse still, what if he had entered a Personal and found a woman already there?

He could not estimate his reaction. He had never weighed the possibility, let alone met with such a situation, but he found the thought totally intolerable.

And the book films had told him nothing about that, either.

He had viewed those films in order that he might not approach the investigation in total ignorance of the Auroran way of life and they had left him in total ignorance of all that was important.

Then how could he handle this triply knotted puzzle of Janders death, when at every step he found himself lost in ignorance?

A moment before he had felt triumph at a small conquest over the terrors of Outside, but now he was faced with the feeling of being ignorant of everything, ignorant even of the nature of his ignorance.

It was now, while fighting not to picture the woman passing through the airspace lately occupied by himself, that he came near to utter despair.




48.

AGAIN GISKARD SAID (and in a way that made it possible to read concern into his words if not into the tone), Are you unwell, sir? Do you need help?

Baley muttered, No no. Im all right. But lets move away. Were in the path of people wishing to use that structure.

He walked rapidly toward the airfoil that was resting in the open stretch beyond the gravel path. On the other side was a small two wheeled vehicle, with two seats, one behind the other. Baley assumed it to be Gremionis scooter.

His feeling of depression and misery, Baley realized, was accentuated by the fact that he felt hungry. It was clearly past lunchtime and he had not eaten.

He turned to Gremionis. Lets talk but if you dont mind, lets do it over lunch. That is, if you havent already eaten and if you dont mind eating with me.

Where are you going to eat?

I dont know. Where does one eat at the Institute?

Gremionis said, Not at the Community Diner. We cant talk there.

Is there an alternative?

Come to my establishment, said Gremionis at once. It isnt one of the fancier ones here. Im not one of your high executives. Still, I have a few serviceable robots and we can set a decent table. I tell you what. Ill get on my scooter with Brundij my robot, you know and you follow me. Youll have to go slowly, but Im only a little over a kilometer away. It will just take two or three minutes.

He moved away at an eager half run. Baley watched him and thought there seemed to be a kind of gangly youthfulness about him. There was no easy way of actually judging his age, of course; Spacers didnt show age and Gremionis might easily be fifty. But he acted young, almost what an Earthman would consider teenage young. Baley wasnt sure exactly what there was about him that gave that impression.

Baley turned suddenly to Daneel. Do you know Gremionis, Daneel?

I have never met him before, Partner Elijah.

You, Giskard?

I have met him once, sir, but only in passing.

Do you know anything about him, Giskard?

Nothing that is not apparent on the surface, sir.

His age? His personality?

No, sir.

Gremionis shouted, Ready? His scooter was humming rather roughly. It was clear that it was not air jet assisted. The wheels would not leave the ground. Brundij sat behind Gremionis.

Giskard, Daneel, and Baley moved quickly into their airfoil once again.

Gremionis moved outward in a loose circle. Gremionis hair flew backward in the wind and Baley had a sudden sensation of how the wind must feel when one traveled in an open vehicle such as a scooter. He was thankful he was totally enclosed in an airfoil which suddenly seemed to him a much more civilized way of traveling.

The scooter straightened out and darted off with a muted roar, Gremionis waving one hand in a follow me gesture. The robot behind him maintained his balance with almost negligent ease and did not hold on to Gremionis waist, as Baley was certain a human being would have needed to.

The airfoil followed. Although the scooters smooth forward progression seemed high speed, that was apparently the illusion of its small size. The airfoil had some difficulty maintaining a speed low enough to avoid running it down.

Just the same, said Baley thoughtfully, one thing puzzles me.

What is that, Partner Elijah? asked Daneel.

Vasilia referred to this Gremionis disparagingly as a barber. Apparently, he deals with hair, clothes, and other matters of personal human adornment. How is it, then, that he has an establishment on the grounds of the Robotics Institute?
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IT TOOK ONLY a few minutes before Baley found himself in the fourth Auroran establishment he had seen since his arrival on the planet a day and a half before: Fastolfes, Gladias, Vasilias, and now Gremionis.

Gremionis establishment appeared smaller and drabber than the others, even though it showed, to Baleys unpracticed eye in Auroran matters, signs of recent construction. The distinctive mark of the Auroran establishment the robotic niches were, however, present. On entering, Giskard and Daneel moved quickly into two that were empty and faced the room, unmoving and silent. Gremionis robot, Brundij, moved into a third niche almost as quickly.

There was no sign of any difficulty in making their choices or of any tendency for any one niche to be the target of two robots, however briefly. Baley wondered how the robots avoided conflict and decided there must be signal communication among them of a kind that was subliminal to human beings. It was something (provided he remembered to do so) concerning which he might consult Daneel.

Gremionis was studying the niches also, Baley noticed.

Gremionis hand had gone to his upper lip and, for a moment, his forefinger stroked the small mustache. He said, a bit uncertainly, Your robot, the human looking one, doesnt seem right in the niche. Thats Daneel Olivaw, isnt it? Dr. Fasfolfes robot?

Yes, said Baley. He was in the hyperwave drama, too. Or at least an actor was one who better fit the part.

Yes, I remember.

Baley noted that Gremionis like Vasilia and even like Gladia and Fastolfe kept a certain distance. There seemed to be a repulsion field unseen, unfelt, unsensed in any way around Baley that kept these Spacers from approaching too closely, that sent them into a gentle curve of avoidance when they passed him.

Baley wondered if Gremionis was aware of this or if it was entirely automatic. And what did they do with the chairs he sat in while in their establishments, the dishes he ate from, the towels he used? Would ordinary washing suffice? Were there special sterilizing procedures? Would they discard and replace everything? Would the establishments be fumigated once he left the planet or every night? What about the Community Personal he used? Would they tear it down and rebuild it? What about the woman who had ignorantly entered it after he had left? Or could she possibly have been the fumigator?

He realized he was getting silly.

To outer space with it. What the Aurorans did and how they dealt with their problems was their affair and he would bother his head no more with them. Jehoshaphat! He had his own problems and, right now, the particular splinter of it was Gremionis and he would tackle that after lunch.

Lunch was rather simple, largely vegetarian, but for the first time he had a little trouble. Each separate item was too sharply defined in taste. The carrots tasted rather strongly of carrots and the peas of peas, so to speak.

A little too much so, perhaps.

He ate rather reluctantly and tried not to show a slightly rising gorge.

And, as he did so, he became aware that he grew used to it as though his taste buds saturated and could handle the excess more easily. It dawned on Baley, in a rather sad way, that if his exposure to Auroran food was to continue for any length of time, he would return to Earth missing that distinctiveness of flavor and resenting the flowing together of Earth tastes.

Even the crispness of various items which had startled him at first, as each closing of his teeth seemed to create a noise that surely (he thought) must interfere with conversation had already grown to seem exciting evidence that he was, in fact, eating. There would be a silence about an Earth meal that would leave him missing something.

He began to eat with attention, to study the tastes. Perhaps, when Earthpeople established themselves on other worlds, this Spacer fashion food would be the mark of the new diet, especially if there were no robots to prepare and serve the meals.

And then he thought uncomfortably, not when but if Earth people established themselves on other worlds and the ifness of it all depended on him, on Plainclothesman Elijah Baley. The burden of it weighed him down.

The meal was over. A pair of robots brought in the heated, moistened napkins with which one could clean ones hands. Except that they werent ordinary napkins, for when Baley put his down on the plate, it seemed to move slightly, thin out, and grow cobwebby. Then, quite suddenly, it leaped up insubstantially and was carried into an outlet in the ceiling. Baley jumped slightly and his eyes moved upward, following the disappearing item open mouthed.

Gremionis said, Thats something new I just picked up. Disposable, you see, but I dont know if I like it yet. Some people say it will clog the disposal vent after a while and others worry about pollution because they say some of it will surely get in your lungs. The manufacturer says not, but

Baley realized suddenly that he had said not a word during the meal and that this was the first time either of them had spoken since the short exchange on Daneel before the meal had been served. And there was no use in small talk about napkins.

Baley said, rather gruffly, Are you a barber, Mr. Gremionis?

Gremionis flushed, his light skin reddening to the hairline. He said in a choked voice, Who told you that?

Baley said, If that is an impolite way of referring to your profession, I apologize. It is a common way of speaking on Earth and is no insult there.

Gremionis said, I am a hair designer and a clothing designer. It is a recognized branch of art. I am, in fact, a personnel artist. His finger went to his mustache again.

Baley said gravely, I notice your mustache. Is it common to grow them on Aurora?

No, it is not. I hope it will become so. You take your masculine face A great many of them can be strengthened and improved by the artful design of facial hair. Everything is in the design thats part of my profession. You can go too far, of course. On the world of Pallas, facial hair is common, but it is the practice there to indulge in parti colored dying. Each individual hair is separately dyed to produce some sort of mixture. Now, thats foolish. It doesnt last, the colors change with time, and it looks terrible. But even so, its better than facial baldness in some ways. Nothing is less attractive than a facial desert. Thats my own phrase. I use it in my personal talks with potential clients and its very effective. Females can get by with no facial hair because they make up for it in other ways. On the world of Smitheus

There was a hypnotic quality to his quiet, rapid words and his earnest expression, the way in which his eyes widened and remained fixed on Baley with an intense sincerity. Baley had to shake loose with an almost physical force.

He said, Are you a roboticist, Mr. Gremionis?

Gremionis looked startled and a little confused at being interrupted in midflow. A roboticist?

Yes. A roboticist.

No, not at all. I use robots as everyone does, but I dont know whats inside them. Dont care really.

But you live here on the grounds of the Robotics Institute. How is that?

Why shouldnt I? Gremionis voice was measurably more hostile.

If youre not a roboticist

Gremionis grimaced. Thats stupid! The Institute, when it was designed some years ago, was intended to be a self contained community. We have our own transport vehicle repairshops, our own personal robot maintenance shops, our own physicians, our own structuralists. Our personnel live here and, if they have use for a personnel artist, thats Santirix Gremionis and I live here, too. Is there something wrong with my profession that I should not?

I havent said that.

Gremionis turned away with a residual petulance that Baleys hasty disclaimer had not allayed. He pressed a button, then, after studying a varicolored rectangular strip, did something that was remarkably like drumming his fingers briefly.

A sphere dropped gently from the ceiling and remained suspended a meter or so above their heads. It opened as though it were an orange that was unsegmenting and a play of colors began within it, together with a soft wash of sound. The two melted together so skillfully that Baley, watching with astonishment, discovered that, after a short while, it was hard to distinguish one from the other.

The windows opacified and the segments grew brighter.

Too bright? asked Gremionis.

No, said Baley, after some hesitation.

Its meant for background and Ive picked a soothing combination that will make it easier for us to talk in a civilized way, you know. Then he said briskly, Shall we get to the point?

Baley withdrew his attention from the whatever it was (Gremionis had not given it a name) with some difficulty and said, If you please. I would like to.

Have you been accusing me of having anything to do with the immobilization of that robot Jander?

Ive been inquiring into the circumstances of the robots ending.

But youve mentioned me in connection with that ending. In fact, just a little while ago, you asked me if I were a roboticist. I know what you had in mind. You were trying to get me to admit I knew something about robotics, so that you could build up a case against me as the as the ender of the robot.

You might say the killer.

The killer? You cant kill a robot. In any case, I didnt end it, or kill it, or anything you want to call it. I told you, Im not a roboticist. I know nothing about robotics. How can you even think that

I must investigate all connections, Mr. Gremionis. Jander belonged to Gladia the Solarian woman and you were friendly with her. Thats a connection.

There could be any number of people friendly with her. Thats no connection.

Are you willing to state that you never saw Jander in all the times you may have been in Gladias establishment?

Never! Not once!

You never knew she had a humaniform robot?

No!

She never mentioned him.

She had robots all over the place. All ordinary robots. She said nothing about having anything else.

Baley shrugged. Very well. I have no reason so far to suppose that that is not the truth.

Then say so to Gladia. That is why I wanted to see you. To ask you to do that. To insist.

Has Gladia any reason to think otherwise?

Of course. You poisoned her mind. You questioned her about me in that connection and she assumed she was made uncertain The fact is, she called this morning and asked me if I had anything to do with it. I told you that.

And you denied it?

Of course I denied it and very strenuously, too, because I didnt have anything to do with it. But its not convincing if I do the denying. I want you to do it. I want you to tell her that, in your opinion, I had nothing to do with the whole business. You just said I didnt and you cant, without any evidence at all, destroy my reputation. I can report you.

To whom?

To the Committee on Personal Defense. To the Legislature. The head of this Institute is a close personal friend of the Chairman himself and Ive already sent a full report to him on this matter. Im not waiting, you understand. Im taking action.

Gremionis shook his head with an attitude that might have been intended for fierceness but that did not entirely carry conviction, considering the mildness of his face. Look, he said, this isnt Earth. We are protected here. Your planet, with its overpopulation, makes your people exist in so many beehives, so many anthills. You push against each other, suffocate each other and it doesnt matter. One life or a million lives it doesnt matter.

Baley, fighting to keep contempt from showing in his voice, said, Youve been reading historical novels.

Of course I have and they describe it as it is. You cant have billions of people on a single world without its being so. On Aurora, we are each a valuable life. We are protected physically, each of us, by our robots, so that there is never an assault, let alone murder, on Aurora.

Except for Jander.

Thats not murder; its only a robot. And we are protected from the kinds of harm more subtle than assault by our Legislature. The Committee on Personal Defense takes a dim view a very dim view of any action that unfairly damages the reputation or the social status of any individual citizen. An Auroran, acting as you did, would be in trouble enough. As for an Earth man well

Baley said, I am carrying on an investigation at the invitation, I presume, of the Legislature. I dont suppose Dr. Fastolfe could have brought me here without Legislative permission.

Maybe so, but that wouldnt give you the right to overstep the limits of fair investigation.

Are you going to put this up to the Legislature, then?

Im going to have the Institute head

What is his name, by the way?

Kelden Amadiro. Im going to ask him to put it up to the Legislature and hes in the Legislature, you know hes one of the leaders of the Globalist party. So I think you had better make it plain to Gladia that I am completely innocent.

I would like to, Mr. Gremionis, because I suspect that you are innocent, but how can I change suspicion to certainty, unless you will allow me to ask you some questions?

Gremionis hesitated. Then, with an air of defiance, he leaned back in his chair and placed his hands behind his neck, the picture of a man utterly failing to appear at ease. He said, Ask away. I have nothing to hide. And after youre done, youll have to call Gladia, right on that trimensional transmitter behind you and say your piece or you will be in more trouble than you can imagine.

I understand. But first How long have you known Dr. Vasilia Fastolfe, Mr. Gremionis? Or Dr. Vasilia Aliena, if you know her by that name?

Gremionis hesitated, then said in a tense voice, Why do you ask that? What does that have to do with it?

Baley sighed and his dour face seemed to sadden further. I remind you,> r. Gremionis, that you have nothing to hide and that you want to convince me of your innocence, so that I can convince Gladia of the same. Just tell me how long you have known her. If you have not known her, just say so but before you do, it is only fair to tell you that Dr. Vasilia has stated that you knew her well well enough, at least, to offer yourself to her.

Gremionis looked chagrined. He said in a shaky voice, I dont know why people have to make a big thing out of it. An offer is a perfectly natural social interaction that concerns no one else. Of course, youre an Earthman, so youd make a fuss about it.

I understand she didnt accept your offer.

Gremionis brought his hands down upon his lap, fists clenched. Accepting or rejecting is entirely up to her. Thereve been people whove offered themselves to me and whom Ive rejected. Its no large matter.

Well, then. How long have you known her?

For some years. About fifteen.

Did you know her when she was still living with Dr. Fastolfe?

I was just a boy then, he said, flushing.

How did you get to know her?

When I finished my training as a personnel artist, I was called in to design a wardrobe for her. It gave her pleasure and after that she used my services in that respect exclusively.

Was it on her recommendation, then, that you received your present position as might we say official personnel artist for the members of the Robotics Institute?

She recognized my qualifications. I was tested, along with others, and won the position on my merits.

But she did recommend you?

Briefly and with annoyance, Gremionis said, Yes.

And you felt the only decent return you could make was to offer yourself to her.

Gremionis grimaced and drew his tongue across his lips, as though tasting something unpleasant. That is disgusting! I suppose an Earthman would think in such a way. My offer meant only that it pleased me to do so.

Because she is attractive and has a warm personality? Gremionis hesitated. Well, I wouldnt say she has a warm personality, he said cautiously, but certainly shes attractive.

Ive been told that you offer yourself to everybody without distinction.

That is a lie.

What is a lie? That you offer yourself to everybody or that I have been told so?

That I offer myself to everybody. Who said that?

I dont know that it would serve any purpose to answer that question. Would you expect me to quote you as a source of embarrassing information? Would you speak freely to me if you thought I would?

Well, whoever said it is a liar.

Perhaps it was merely dramatic exaggeration. Had you offered yourself to others before you offered yourself to Dr. Vasilia?

Gremionis looked away. Once or twice. Never seriously.

But Dr. Vasilia was someone you were serious about?

Well

It is my understanding you offered yourself to her repeatedly, which is quite against Auroran custom.

Oh, Auroran custom Gremionis began furiously. Then he pressed his lips together firmly and his forehead furrowed. See here, Mr. Baley, can I speak to you confidentially?

Yes. All my questions are intended to satisfy myself that you had nothing to do with Janders death. Once I am satisfied of that, you may be sure Ill keep your remarks in confidence.

Very well, then. Its nothing wrong its nothing Im ashamed of, you understand. Its just that I have a strong sense of privacy and I have a right to that if I wish, dont I?

Absolutely, said Baley consolingly.

You see, I feel that social sex is best when there is a profound love and affection between partners.

I imagine thats very true.

And then theres no need for others, wouldnt you say?

It sounds plausible.

Ive always dreamed of finding the perfect partner and never seeking anyone else. They call it monogamy. It doesnt exist on Aurora, but on some worlds it does and they have it on Earth dont they, Mr. Baley?

In theory, Mr. Gremionis.

Its what I want. Ive looked for it for years. When I experimented with sex sometimes, I could tell something was missing. Then I met Dr. Vasilia and she told me well, people get confidential with their personnel artists because its very personal work and this is the really confidential part

Well, go on.

Gremionis licked his ups. If what I say now gets out, Im ruined. Shell do her best to see to it that I get no further commissions. Are you sure this has something to do with the case?

I assure you with as much force as I can, Mr. Gremionis, that this can be totally important.

Well, then Gremionis did not look quite convinced the fact is, that I gathered from what Dr. Vasilia told me, in bits and pieces, that she is his voice dropped to a whisper a virgin.

I see, said Baley quietly (remembering Vasilias certainty that her fathers refusal had distorted her life and getting a firmer understanding of her hatred of her father).

That excited me. It seemed to me I could have her all to myself and I would be the only one that she would ever have. I cant explain how much that meant to me. It made her look gloriously beautiful in my eyes and I just wanted her so much.

So you offered yourself to her?

Yes.

Repeatedly. You werent discouraged by her refusals?

It just reinforced her virginity, so to speak, and made me more eager. It was more exciting that it wasnt easy. I cant explain and I dont expect you to understand.

Actually, Mr. Gremionis, I do understand. But there came a time when you stopped offering yourself to Dr. Vasilia?

Well, yes.

And began offering yourself to Gladia?

Well, yes.

Repeatedly?

Well, yes.

Why? Why the change?

Gremionis said, Dr. Vasilia finally made it clear that there was no chance and then Gladia came along and she looked like Dr. Vasilia and and that was it.

Baley said, But Gladia is no virgin. She was married on Solaria and she experimented rather widely on Aurora, I am told.

I knew about that, but she stopped. You see, shes a Solarian by birth, not an Auroran, and she didnt quite understand Auroran customs. But she stopped because she doesnt like what she calls promiscuity.

Did she tell you that?

Yes. Monogamy is the custom on Solaria. She wasnt happily married, but it is still the custom shes used to, so she never enjoyed the Auroran way when she tried it and monogamy is what I want, too. Do you see?

I see. But how did you meet her in the first place?

I just met her. She was on the hyperwave when she arrived in Aurora, a romantic refugee from Solaria. And she played a part in that hyperwave drama

Yes yes, but there was something else, wasnt there?

I dont know what else you want.

Well, let me guess. Didnt there come a point when Dr. Vasilia said she was rejecting you forever and didnt she suggest an alternative to you?

Gremionis, in sudden fury, shouted, Did Dr. Vasilia tell you that?

Not in so many words, but I think I know what happened, even so. Did she not tell you that it might be advantageous if you looked up a new arrival on the planet, a young lady from Solaria who was a ward or protégée of Dr. Fastolfe who you know is Dr. Vasilias father? Did Dr. Vasilia perhaps not tell you that people thought this young lady, Gladia, rather resembled herself, but that she was younger and had a warmer personality? Did Dr. Vasilia not, in short, encourage your to transfer your attentions from herself to Gladia?

Gremionis was visibly suffering. His eyes flicked to those of Baley and away again. It was the first time that Baley saw in the eyes of any Spacer a look of fright or was it awe? (Baley shook his head slightly. He must not take too much satisfaction at having overawed a Spacer. It could damage his objectivity.)

He said, Well? Am I right or wrong?

And Gremionis said in a low voice. That hyperwave show was no exaggeration, then. Do you read minds?
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BALEY SAID CALMLY, I just ask questions. And you havent answered directly. Am I right or wrong?

Gremionis said, It didnt quite happen like that. Not just like that. She did talk about Gladia, but He bit at his lower lip and then said, Well, it amounted to what you said. It was just about the way you described it.

And you were not disappointed? You found that Gladia did resemble Dr. Vasilia?

In a way, she did. Gremionis eyes brightened. But not really. Stand them side by side and youll see the difference. Gladia has much greater delicacy and grace. A greater spirit of of fun.

Have you offered yourself to Vasilia since you met Gladia?

Are you mad? Of course not.

But you have offered yourself to Gladia?

Yes.

And she rejected you?

Well, yes, but you have to understand that she has to be sure, as I would have to be. Think what a mistake I would have made if I had moved Dr. Vasilia to accept me. Gladia doesnt want to make that mistake and I dont blame her.

But you dont think it would be a mistake for her to accept you, so you have offered yourself again and again and again.

Gremionis stared vacantly at Baley for a moment and then seemed to shudder. He thrust out his lower lip, as though he were a rebellious child. You say it in an insulting way

Im sorry. I dont mean it to be insulting. Please answer the question.

Well, I have.

How many times have you offered yourself?

I havent counted. Four times. Well, five. Or maybe more.

And she has always rejected you.

Yes. Or I wouldnt have to offer again, would I?

Did she reject you angrily?

Oh no. Thats not Gladia. Very kindly.

Has it made you offer yourself to anyone else?

What?

Well, Gladia has rejected you. One way of responding would be to offer yourself to someone else. Why not? If Gladia doesnt want you

No. I dont want anyone else.

Why is that, do you suppose?

And, strenuously, Gremionis said, How should I know why that is? I want Gladia. Its a its a kind of madness, except that I think its the best kind of insanity. Id be mad not to have that kind of madness. I dont expect you to understand.

Have you tried to explain this to Gladia? She might understand.

Never. Id distress her. Id embarrass her. You dont talk about such things. I should see a mentologist.

Have you?

No.

Why not?

Gremionis frowned. You have a way of asking the rudest questions, Earthman.

Perhaps because Im an Earthman. I know no better. But Im also an investigator and I must know these things. Why have you not seen a mentologist?

Surprisingly, Gremionis laughed. I told you. The cure would be greater madness than the disease. I would rather be with Gladia and be rejected than be with anyone else and be accepted. Imagine having your mind out of whack and wanting it to stay out of whack. Any mentologist would put me in for major treatment.

Baley thought awhile, then said, Do you know whether Dr. Vasilia is a mentologist in any way?

Shes a roboticist. They say thats the closest thing to it. If you know how a robot works, youve got a hint as to how a human brain works. Or so they say.

Does it occur to you that Vasilia knows these strange feelings you have in connection with Gladia?

Gremionis stiffened. Ive never told her. I mean in so many words.

Isnt it possible that she understands your feelings without having to ask? Is she aware that you have repeatedly offered yourself to Gladia?

Well She would ask how I was getting along. In the way of long standing acquaintanceship, you know. I would say certain things. Nothing intimate.

Are you sure that it was never anything intimate? Surely she encouraged you to continue to offer.

You know now that you mention it, I seem to see it all in a new way. I dont see quite how you managed to put it into my head. Its the questions you ask, I suppose, but it seems to me now that she did continue to encourage my friendship with Gladia. She actively supported it. He looked very uneasy. This never occurred to me before. I never really thought about it.

Why do you think she encouraged you to make repeated offers to Gladia?

Gremionis twitched his eyebrows ruefully and his finger went to his mustache. I suppose some might guess she was trying to get rid of me. Trying to make sure I wouldnt want to bother her. He made a small laughing sound. Thats not very complimentary to me, is it?

Did Dr. Vasilia cease being friendly with you?

Not at all. She was more friendly if anything.

Did she try to tell you how to be more successful with Gladia? To show a greater interest in Gladias work, for example?

She didnt have to do that. Gladias work and mine are very similar. I work with human beings and she with robots, but were both designers artists That does make for closeness, you know. We even help each other at times. When Im not offering and being rejected, were good friends. Thats a lot, when you come to think of it.

Did Dr. Vasilia suggest you show a greater interest in Dr. Fastolfes work?

Why should she suggest that? I dont know anything about Dr. Fastolfes work.

Gladia might be interested in her benefactors work and it might be a way for you to ingratiate yourself with her.

Gremionis eyes narrowed. He rose with almost explosive force, walked to the other end of the room, came back, stood in front of Baley, and said, Now you look here! Im not the biggest brain on the planet, not even the second biggest, but Im not a blithering idiot. I see what youre getting at, you know.

Oh?

All your questions have served to sort of wriggle me into saying that Dr. Vasilia got me to fall in love Thats it he stopped in sudden surprise Im in love, like in the historical novels. He thought about that with the light of wonder in his eyes. Then the anger returned. That she got me to fall in love and to stay in love, so that I could find out things from Dr. Fastolfe and learn how to immobilize that robot, Jander.

You dont think thats so?

No, its not! shouted Gremionis. I dont know anything about robotics. Anything. No matter how carefully anything about robotics were explained to me, I wouldnt understand it. And I dont think Gladia would either. Besides, I never asked anyone about robotics. I was never told by Dr. Fastolfe or anyone anything about robotics. No one ever suggested I get involved with robotics. Dr. Vasilia never suggested it. Your whole rotten theory doesnt work. He shot his arms out to either side. It doesnt work. Forget it.

He sat back, folded his arms rigidly across his chest, and forced his lips together in a thin line, making his small mustache bristle.

Baley looked up at the unsegmented orange, which was still humming its low, pleasantly varying tune and displaying a gentle change of color as it swayed hypnotically through a small, slow arc.

If Gremionis outburst had upset his line of attack, he showed no sign of it. He said, I understand what youre saying, but its still true that you see much of Gladia, isnt it?

Yes, I do.

Your repeated offers do not offend her and her repeated rejections do not offend you?

Gremionis shrugged. My offers are polite. Her refusals are gentle. Why should we be offended?

But how do you spend time together? Sex is out, obviously, and you dont talk robotics. What do you do?

Is that all there is to companionship sex and robotics? We do a great deal together. We talk, for one thing. She is very curious about Aurora and I spend hours describing the planet. Shes seen very little of it, you know. And she spends hours telling me about Solaria and what a hellhole it is. Id rather live on Earth no offense intended. And theres her dead husband. What a miserable character he was. Gladias had a hard life, poor woman.

We go to concerts, I took her to the Art Institute a few times, and we work together. I told you that. We go over my designs or her designs together. To be perfectly honest, I dont see that working on robots is very rewarding, but we all have our own notions, you know. For that matter, she seemed to be amused when I explained why it was so important to cut hair correctly her own hair isnt quite right, you know. But mostly, we go for walks.

Walks? Where?

Nowhere particularly. Just walks. That is her habit because of the way she was brought up on Solaria. Have you ever been on Solaria? Yes, you have been, of course. Im sorry. On Solaria, there are these huge estates with only one or two human beings on them, just robots otherwise. You can walk for miles and be completely alone and Gladia says that it makes you feel as though you owned the entire planet. The robots are always there, of course, keeping an eye on you and taking care of you, but, of course, they keep out of sight. Gladia misses that feeling of world ownership here on Aurora.

Do you mean that she wants world ownership?

You mean a kind of lust for power? Gladia? Thats crazy. All she means is that she misses the feeling of being alone with nature. I dont see it myself, you understand, but I like humoring her. Of course, you cant quite get the Solarian feeling in Aurora. There are bound to be people about, especially in the Eos metropolitan area, and robots havent been programmed to keep out of sight. In fact, Aurorans generally walk with robots. Still, I know some routes that are pleasant and not very crowded and Gladia enjoys them.

Do you enjoy them, too?

Well, only because I would be with Gladia. Aurorans are walkers, too, by and large, but I must admit Im not. I had protesting muscles at first and Vasilia laughed at me.

She knew you went on walks, did she?

Well, I came in limping one day and creaking at the thighs, so I had to explain. She laughed and said it was a good idea and the best way to get a walker to accept an offer was to walk with them. Keep it up, she said, and shell cancel her rejection before you get a chance to offer again. Shell make the offer herself. As it happened, Gladia didnt, but eventually I grew to like the walks very much, just the same.

He seemed to have gotten over his flash of anger and was now very much at his ease. He might have been thinking of the walks, Baley thought, for there was a half smile on his face. He looked rather likable and vulnerable with his mind back on who knew what conversational passage on a walk that had taken them who knew where. Baley almost smiled in response.

Vasilia knew, then, that you continued the walks.

I suppose so. I began to take Wednesdays and Saturdays off because that fit in with Gladias schedule choice and Vasilia would sometimes joke about my WS walks when I brought in some sketches.

Did Dr. Vasilia ever join the walks?

Certainly not.

Baley shifted in his seat and stared intently at his fingertips as he said, I presume you had robots accompanying you on your walks.

Absolutely. One of mine, one of hers. They kept rather out of the way, though. They didnt tag along in what Gladia called Aurora fashion. She wanted Solarian solitude, she said. So I obliged, though at first I got a crick in my neck looking around to see if Brundij was with me.

And which robot accompanied Gladia?

It wasnt always the same one. Whichever he was, he held off, too. I didnt get to talk to him.

What about Jander?

Some of the sunniness left Gremionis expression at once.

What about him? he asked.

Did he ever come along? If he did, you would know, wouldnt you?

A humaniform robot? I certainly would. And he did not accompany us not ever.

Are you certain?

Completely certain. Gremionis scowled. I imagine she thought him far too valuable to waste on duties any ordinary robot could perform.

You seem annoyed. Did you think so, too?

He was her robot. I didnt worry about it.

And you never saw him when you were at Gladias establishment?

Never.

Did she ever say anything about him? Discuss him?

Not that I recall.

Didnt you consider that strange?

Gremionis shook his head. No. Why talk about robots? Baleys somber eyes fixed on the others face. Did you have any idea of the relationship between Gladia and Jander?

Gremionis said, Are you going to tell me that there was sex between them?

Baley said, Would you be surprised if I did?

Gremionis said stolidly, It happens. Its not unusual. You can use a robot sometimes, if you feel like it. And a humaniform robot completely humaniform, I believe

Completely, said Baley with an appropriate gesture. Gremionis lips curved downward. Well, then, it would be hard for a woman to resist.

She resisted you. Doesnt it bother you that Gladia would prefer a robot to you?

Well, if it comes to that, Im not sure that I believe this is true but if it is, its nothing to worry about. A robot is just a robot. A woman and a robot or a man and a robot its just masturbation.

You honestly never knew of the relationship, Mr. Gremionis? You never suspected?

I never gave it any thought, insisted Gremionis.

Didnt know? Or did know, but paid it no mind?

Gremionis scowled. Youre pushing again. What do you want me to say? Now that you put it into my head and push, it seems to me, if I look back, that maybe I was wondering about something like that. Just the same, I never felt anything was happening before you started asking questions.

Are you sure?

Yes, Im sure. Dont badger me.

Im not badgering you. Im just wondering if it were possible that you did know that Gladia was regularly engaging in sex with Jander, that you knew that you would never be accepted as her lover as long as that was so, that you wanted her so much that you would stop at nothing to eliminate Jander, that, in short, you were so jealous that you

And at that moment, Gremionis as though some tightly coiled spring, held back with difficulty for some minutes, had suddenly twitched loose hurled himself at Baley with a loud and incoherent cry. Baley, taken completely by surprise, pushed backward instinctively and his chair went over.
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THERE WERE STRONG arms upon him at once. Baley felt himself lifted, the chair righted, and was aware that he was in the grip of a robot. How easy it was to forget they were in the room when they stood silent and motionless in their niches.

It was neither Daneel nor Giskard who had come to his rescue, however. It was Gremionis robot, Brundij.

Sir, said Brundij, his voice just a bit unnatural, I hope you are not hurt.

Where were Daneel and Giskard?

The question answered itself at once. The robots had divided the labor neatly and quickly. Daneel and Giskard, estimating instantly that an overturned chair offered less chance of harm to Daley than a maddened Gremionis, had launched themselves at the host. Brundij, seeing at once that he was not needed in that direction, saw to the welfare of the guest.

Gremionis still standing, his breath heaving was completely immobilized in the careful double grasp of Baleys robots.

Gremionis said, in very little above a whisper, Release me. I am in control of myself.

Yes, sir, said Giskard.

Of course, Mr. Gremionis, said Daneel with what was almost suavity.

But although their arms released their hold, neither moved back for a period of time. Gremionis looked right and left, adjusted the smoothness of his clothing, and then, deliberately, sat down. His breathing was still rapid and his hair was, to a small extent, in disarray.

Baley now stood, one hand on the back of the chair on which he had been sitting.

Gremionis said, I am sorry, Mr. Baley, for losing control. It is something I have not done in my adult life. You accused me of being j jealous. It is a word no respectable Auroran would use of another, but I should have remembered you are an Earthman. It is a word we encounter only in historical romances and even then the word is usually spelled with a j, followed by a dash. Of course, that is not so on your world. I understand that.

I am sorry, too, Mr. Gremionis, said Baley gravely, that my forgetfulness of Auroran custom led me astray in this instance. I assure you that such a lapse will not happen again. He seated himself and said, I dont know that there is much more to discuss

Gremionis did not seem to be listening. When I was a child, he said, I would sometimes push against another, and be pushed, and it would be awhile before the robots would take the trouble to separate us, of course

Daneel said, If I may explain, Partner Elijah. It has been well established that total suppression of aggression in the very young has undesirable consequences. A certain amount of youthful play involving physical competition is permitted even encouraged provided no real hurt is involved. Robots in charge of the young are carefully programmed to be able to distinguish the chances and level of harm that may take place. I, for instance, am not properly programmed in this respect and would not qualify as a guardian of the young except under emergency conditions for brief periods. Nor would Giskard.

Baley said, Such aggressive behavior is stopped during adolescence, I suppose.

Gradually, said Daneel, as the level of harm that may be inflicted increases and as the desirability of self control becomes more pronounced.

Gremionis said, By the time I was ready for higher schooling, I, like all Aurorans, knew quite well that all competition rested on the comparison of mental capacity and talent

No physical competition? said Baley.

Certainly, but only in fashions that do not involve deliberate physical contact with intent to injure.

But since youve been an adolescent

Ive attacked no one. Of course I havent. Ive had the urge to do so on a number of occasions, to be sure. I suppose I wouldnt be entirely normal if I hadnt, but until this moment, Ive been able to control it. But then, no one ever called me that before.

Baley said, It would do no good to attack, in any case, if you are going to be stopped by robots, would it? I presume there is always a robot within reach on both sides of both the attacker and the attacked.

Certainly. All the more reason for me to be ashamed of having lost my self control. I trust that this wont have to go into your report.

I assure you I will tell no one of this. It has nothing to do with the case.

Thank you. Did you say that the interview is over?

I think it is.

In that case, will you do as I have asked you to do?

What is that?

To tell Gladia I had nothing to do with Janders immobilization.

Baley hesitated. I will tell her that that is my opinion.

Gremionis said, Please make it stronger than that. I want her to be absolutely certain that I had nothing to do with it; all the more so if she was fond of the robot from a sexual standpoint. I couldnt bear to have her think I was j j Being a Solarian, she might think that.

Yes, she might, said Baley thoughtfully.

But look, said Gremionis, speaking quickly and earnestly. I dont know anything about robots and no one Dr. Vasilia or anyone else has told me anything about them how they work, I mean. There is just no way in which I could have destroyed Jander.

Baley seemed, for a moment, to be deep in thought. Then he said, with clear reluctance, I cant help but believe you. To be sure, I dont know everything. And it is possible I say this without meaning offense that either you or Dr. Vasilia or both are lying. I know surprisingly little about the intimate nature of Auroran society and I can perhaps be easily fooled. And yet, I cant help but believe you. Nevertheless, I cant do more than tell Gladia that, in my opinion, you are completely innocent. I must say in my opinion, however. I am sure she will find that strong enough.

Gremionis said gloomily, Then I will have to be satisfied with that. If it will help, though, I assure you, on the word of an Auroran citizen, that I am innocent.

Baley smiled slightly. I wouldnt dream of doubting your word, but my training forces me to rely on objective evidence alone.

He stood up, stared solemnly at Gremionis for a moment, then said, What I am about to say should not be taken amiss, Mr. Gremionis. I take it that you are interested in having me give Gladia this reassurance because you want to retain her friendship.

I want that very much, Mr. Baley.

And you intend, on some suitable occasion, to offer yourself again?

Gremionis flushed, swallowed visibly, then said, Yes, I do.

May I then give you a word of advice, sir? Dont do it.

You may keep your advice, if thats what youre going to tell me. I dont intend ever to give up.

I mean do not go through the usual formal procedure. You might consider simply Baley looked away, feeling unaccountably embarrassed putting your arms around her and kissing her.

No, said Gremionis earnestly. Please. An Auroran woman would not endure that. Nor an Auroran man.

Mr. Gremionis, wont you remember that Gladia is not Auroran? She is Solarian and has other customs, other traditions. I would try it if I were you.

Baleys level gaze masked a sudden internal fury. What was Gremionis to him that he should give such advice? Why tell another to do that which he himself longed to do?
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BALEY GOT BACK to business, with a somewhat deeper baritone to his voice than was usual. He said, Mr. Gremionis, you mentioned the name of the head of the Robotics Institute earlier. Could you give me that name again?

Kelden Amadiro.

And would there be some way of reaching him from here? Gremionis said, Well, yes and no. You can reach his receptionist or his assistant. I doubt that youll reach him. Hes a rather standoffish person, Im told. I dont know him personally, of course. Ive seen him now and then, but Ive never talked to him.

I take it, then, he doesnt use you as a clothes designer or for personal grooming?

I dont know that he uses anyone and, from the few occasions when Ive seen him, I can tell you he looks it, though Id rather you didnt repeat that remark.

Im sure youre right, but Ill keep the confidence, said Baley gravely. I would like to try to reach him, despite his standoffish reputation. If you have a trimensic outlet, would you mind my making use of it for that purpose?

Brundij can make the call for you.

No, I think my partner, Daneel, should that is, if you dont mind.

I dont mind at all, said Gremionis. The outlet is in there, so just follow me, Daneel. The pattern you must use is 75 30 up 20.

Daneel bowed his head. Thank you, sir.

The room with the trimensic outlet was quite empty, except for a thin pillar toward one side of the room. It ended waist high in a flat surface on which there was a rather complicated console. The pillar stood in the center of a circle marked off on the light green floor in a neutral gray. Near it was an identical circle in size and color, but on the second one there stood no pillar.

Daneel stepped to the pillar and, as he did so, the circle on which it stood glowed with a faint white radiance. His hand moved over the console, his fingers flicking too quickly for Baley to make out clearly what it was they did. It only took a second and then the other circle glowed in precisely the same way. A robot appeared on it, three dimensional in appearance but with a very faint flicker that gave away the fact that it was a holographic image. Next to him was a console like that next to which Daneel stood, but the robots console also flickered and was also an image.

Daneel said, I am R. Daneel Olivaw he faintly emphasized the R. so the robot would not mistake him for a human being and I represent my partner, Elijah Baley, a plainclothesman from Earth. My partner would like to speak with Master Roboticist Kelden Amadiro.

The robot said, Master Roboticist Amadiro is in conference. Would it be sufficient to speak to Roboticist Cicis?

Daneel looked quickly in Baleys direction. Baley nodded and Daneel said, That will be quite satisfactory.

The robot said, If you will ask Plainclothesman Baley to take your place, I will try to locate Roboticist Cicis.

Daneel said smoothly, It would perhaps be better if you were first to

But Baley called out, Its all right, Daneel. I dont mind waiting.

Daneel said, Partner Elijah, as the personal representative of Master Roboticist Han Fastolfe, you have assimilated his social status, at least temporarily. It is not your place to have to wait for

Its all right, Daneel, said Baley, with enough emphasis to preclude further discussion. I dont wish to create delay by a dispute over social etiquette.

Daneel stepped off the circle and Baley stepped on. He felt a slight tingle as he did so (perhaps a purely imaginary one), but it quickly passed.

The robots image, standing on the other circle, faded and disappeared. Baley waited patiently and eventually another image darkened and took on apparent three dimensionality.

Roboticist Maloon Cicis here, said the figure in a rather sharp, clear voice. He had the close cut bronze hair that alone sufficed to give him what Baley thought of as a typical Spacer look, though there was a certain un Spacerlike asymmetry to the line of his nose.

Baley said quietly, I am Plainclothesman Elijah Baley from Earth. I would like to speak with Master Roboticist Kelden Amadiro.

Do you have an appointment, Plainclothesman?

No, sir.

You will have to make one if you wish to see him and theres no time slot available for this week or next.

I am Plainclothesman Elijah Baley of Earth

So I have been given to understand. It doesnt alter the facts.

Baley said, At the request of Dr. Han Fastolfe and with the permission of the World Legislature of Aurora, I am investigating the murder of Robot Jander Panell

The murder of Robot Jander Panell? asked Cicis so politely as to indicate contempt.

Roboticide, if you prefer, then. On Earth, the destruction of a robot would not be so great a matter, but on Aurora, where robots are treated more or less as human beings, it seemed to me that the word murder might be used.

Cicis said, Nevertheless, whether murder, roboticide, or nothing at all, it is still impossible to see Master Roboticist Amadiro.

May I leave a message for him?

You may.

Will it be delivered to him instantly? Now?

I can try, but obviously I can make no guarantee.

Good enough. I will make several points and I will number them. Perhaps you would like to make notes.

Cicis smiled faintly. I think I will be able to remember.

First, where there is a murder, there is a murderer, and I would like to give Dr. Amadiro a chance to speak in his own defense

What! said Cicis.

(And Gremionis, watching from the other side of the room, let his jaw drop.)

Baley managed to imitate the faint smile that had suddenly disappeared from the others lips. Am I too fast for you, sir? Would you like to make notes after all?

Are you accusing the Master Roboticist of having had anything to do with this Jander Panell business?

On the contrary, Roboticist. It is because I dont want to accuse him that I must see him. I would hate to imply any connection between the Master Roboticist and the immobilized robot on the basis of incomplete information, when a word from him might make everything clear.

You are mad!

Very well. Then tell the Master Roboticist that a madman wants a word with him in order to avoid accusing him of murder. Thats my first point. I have a second. Could you tell him that the same madman has just completed a detailed interrogation of Personnel Artist Santirix Gremionis and is calling from Gremionis establishment. And the third point am I going too fast for you?

No! Finish!

The third point is this. It may be that the Master Roboticist, who surely has a great deal on his mind that is of much moment, does not remember who Personnel Artist Santirix Gremionis is. In that case, please identify him as someone living on the Institute grounds who has, in the last year, taken many long walks with Gladia, a woman from Solaria who now lives on Aurora.

I cannot deliver a message so ridiculous and offensive, Earthman.

In that case, would you tell him I will go straight to the Legislature and I will announce that I cannot continue with my investigation because one Maloon Cicis takes it upon himself to assure me that Master Roboticist Kelden Amadiro will not assist me in the investigation of the destruction of Robot Jander Panell and will not defend himself against accusations of being responsible for that destruction?

Cicis reddened. You wouldnt dare say anything of the sort.

Wouldnt I? What would I have to lose? On the other hand, how will it sound to the general public? After all, Aurorans are perfectly aware that Dr. Amadiro is second only to Dr. Fastolfe himself in expertise in robotics and that, if Fastolfe himself is not responsible for the roboticide Is it necessary to continue?

You will find, Earthman, that the laws of Aurora against slander are strict.

Undoubtedly, but if Dr. Amadiro is effectively slandered, his punishment is likely to be greater than mine. But why dont you simply deliver my message now? Then, if he explains just a few minor points, we can avoid all question of slander or accusation or anything of the sort.

Cicis scowled and said stiffly, I will tell Dr. Amadiro this and I will strongly advise him to refuse to see you. He disappeared.

Again, Baley waited patiently, while Gremionis gestured fiercely and said in a loud whisper, You cant do that, Baley. You cant do it. Baley waved him quiet.

After some five minutes (it seemed much longer to Baley), Cicis reappeared, looking enormously angry. He said, Dr. Amadiro will take my place here in a few minutes and will talk to you. Wait!

And Baley said at once, There is no point in waiting. I will come directly to Dr. Amadiros office and I will see him there.

He stepped off the gray circle and made a cutting gesture to Daneel, who promptly broke the connection.

Gremionis said, with a kind of strangled gasp, You cant talk to Dr. Amadiros people that way, Earthman.

I just have, said Baley.

Hell have you thrown off the planet within twelve hours.

If I dont make progress in straightening out this mess, I may in any case be thrown off the planet within twelve hours.

Daneel said, Partner Elijah, I fear that Mr. Gremionis is justified in his alarm. The Auroran World Legislature cannot do more than evict you, since you are not an Auroran citizen. Nevertheless, they can insist that the Earth authorities punish you severely and Earth will do so. They could not resist an Auroran demand, in this case. I would not wish you to be punished in this way, Partner Elijah.

Baley said heavily, Nor do I wish the punishment, Daneel, but I must take the chance. Mr. Gremionis, I am sorry that I had to tell him I was calling from your establishment. I had to do something to persuade him to see me and I felt he might attach importance to that fact. What I said was, after all, the truth.

Gremionis shook his head. If I had known what you were going to do, Mr. Baley, I would not have permitted you to call from my establishment. I feel sure that Im going to lose my position here and with bitterness what are you going to do for me that will make up for that?

I will do my best, Mr. Gremionis, to see that you do not lose your position. I feel confident that you will be in no trouble. If I fail, however, you are free to describe me as a madman who made wild accusations against you and frightened you with threats of slander, so that you had to let me use your viewer. Im sure Dr. Amadiro will believe you. After all, you have already sent him a memo complaining that I have been slandering you, have you not?

Baley lifted his hand in farewell. Good bye, Mr. Gremionis. Thank you again. Dont worry and remember what I said about Gladia.

With Daneel and Giskard sandwiching him fore and aft, Baley stepped out of Gremionis establishment, scarcely conscious of the fact that he was moving out into the open once more.
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ONCE OUT IN the open, it was a different matter. Baley stopped and looked up.

Odd, he said. I didnt think that that much time had passed, even allowing for the fact that the Auroran day is a little shorter than standard.

What is it, Partner Elijah? asked Daneel solicitously.

The sun has set. I wouldnt have thought it.

The sun has not yet set, sir, put in Giskard. It is about two hours before sunset.

Daneel said, It is the gathering storm, Partner Elijah. The clouds are thickening, but the storm will not actually break for some time yet.

Baley shivered. Dark, in itself, did not disturb him. In fact, when Outside, night, with its suggestion of enclosing walls, was far more soothing than the day, which broadened the horizons and opened space in every direction.

The trouble was that this was neither day nor night.

Again, he tried to remember what it had been like that time it had rained when he had been Outside.

It suddenly occurred to him that he had never been out when it snowed and that he wasnt even sure what the rain of crystalline solid water was like. Descriptions in words were surely insufficient. The younger ones sometimes went out to go sliding or sledding or whatever and returned shrieking with excitement but always glad to get within the City walls. Ben had once tried to make a pair of skis, according to directions in some ancient book or other, and had gotten himself half buried in a drift of the white stuff. And even Bens descriptions of what it was like to see and feel snow were distressingly vague and unsatisfying.

Then, too, no one went out when it was actually snowing, as opposed to having the material merely lying about on the ground. Baley told himself, at this point, that the one thing everyone agreed on was that it only snowed when it was very cold. It was not very cold now; it was merely cool. Those clouds did not mean it was going to snow. Somehow, he felt only minimally consoled.

This was not like the cloudy days on Earth, which he had seen. On Earth, the clouds were lighter; he was sure of that. They were grayish white, even when they covered the sky solidly. Here, the light what there was of it was rather bilious, a ghastly yellowish slate. Was that because Auroras sun was more orange than Earths was?

He said, Is the color of the sky unusual?

Daneel looked up at the sky. No, Partner Elijah. It is a storm.

Do you often have storms like this?

At this time of year, yes. Occasional thunderstorms. This is no surprise. It was predicted in the weather forecast yesterday and again this morning. It will be over well before daybreak and the fields can use the water. Weve been a bit subnormal in rainfall lately.

And it gets this cold, too? Is that normal, too?

Oh yes. But let us get into the airfoil, Partner Elijah. It can be heated.

Baley nodded and walked toward the airfoil, which lay on the grassy plot where it had been brought to rest before lunch. He paused.

Wait. I did not ask Gremionis for directions to Amadiros establishment or office.

No need, Partner Elijah, said Daneel immediately, his hand in the crook of Baleys elbow, propelling him gently but unmistakably onward. Friend Giskard has the map of the Institute clearly in his memory banks and he will take us to the Administration Building. It is very likely that Dr. Amadiro has his office there.

Giskard said, My information is to the effect that Dr. Amadiros office is in the Administration Building. If, by some chance, he is not at his office but is in his establishment, that is nearby.

Again, Baley found himself crammed into the front seat between the two robots. He welcomed Daneel particularly, with his humanlike body warmth. Although Giskards textilelike outermost layer was insulating and not as cold to the touch as bare metal would have been, he was the less attractive of the two in Baleys current chilly state.

Baley caught himself on the verge of putting an arm around Daneels shoulder, with the intention of finding comfort by drawing him even closer. He brought his arm down to his lap in confusion. He said, I dont like the way it looks out there.

Daneel, perhaps in an effort to take Baleys mind off the appearance Outside, said, Partner Elijah, how is it you knew that Dr. Vasilia had encouraged Mr. Gremionis interest in Miss Gladia? I did not see that you had received any evidence to that effect.

I didnt, said Baley. Ive been desperate enough to play long shots that is, to gamble on events of low probability. Gladia told me that Gremionis was the one person sufficiently interested in her to offer himself repeatedly. I thought he might have killed Jander out of jealousy. I didnt think he could possibly know enough about robotics to do it, but then I heard that Fastolfes daughter Vasilia was a roboticist and resembled Gladia physically. I wondered if Gremionis, having been fascinated by Gladia, might not have been fascinated by Vasilia earlier and if the killing might possibly have been the result of a conspiracy between the two. It was by hinting obscurely at the existence of such a conspiracy that I was able to persuade Vasilia to see me.

Daneel said, But there was no conspiracy, Partner Elijah at least as far as the destruction of Jander was concerned. Vasilia and Gremionis could not have engineered that destruction, even if they had worked together.

Granted and yet Vasilia had been made nervous by the suggestion of having had a connection with Gremionis. Why? When Gremionis told us of having been attracted to Vasilia first, and then to Gladia, I wondered if the connection between the two had been more indirect, if Vasilia might have encouraged the transfer for some reason more distantly connected but connected nevertheless to Janders death. After all, there had to be some connection between the two; Vasilias reaction to the original suggestion showed that.

My suspicion was correct. Vasilia had engineered Gremionis switch from one woman to the other. Gremionis was astonished at my knowing this and that, too, was useful, for if the matter were something completely innocent, there would have been no reason to make a secret of it and a secret it obviously was. You remember that Vasilia mentioned nothing of urging Gremionis to turn to Gladia. When I told her that Gremionis had offered himself to Gladia, she acted as though that was the first time she had heard of it.

But, Partner Elijah, of what importance is this?

We may find out. It seemed to me that there was no importance in it to either Gremionis or Vasilia. Therefore, if it had any importance at all, it might be that a third person was involved. If it had anything to do with the Jander affair, then it ought to be a roboticist still more skillful than Vasilia and that might be Amadiro. So I hinted to him of the existence of a conspiracy by deliberately pointing out I had been questioning Gremionis and was calling from his establishment and that worked, too.

Yet I still dont know what it all means, Partner Elijah.

Nor I except for some speculations. But perhaps well find out at Amadiros. Our situation is so bad, you see, we have nothing to lose by guessing and gambling.

During this exchange, the airfoil has risen on its air jets, and had moved to a moderate height. It cleared a line of bushes and was now once again speeding along over grassy areas and graveled roads. Baley noticed that, where the grass was taller, it was swept to one side by the wind as though an invisible and much larger airfoil were passing over it.

Baley said, Giskard, you have been recording the conversations which have taken place in your presence, havent you?

Yes, sir.

And can reproduce them at need?

Yes, sir.

And can easily locate and reproduce some particular statement made by some given person?

Yes, sir. You would not have to listen to the entire recording.

And could you, at need, serve as a witness in a courtroom?

I, sir? No, sir. Giskards eyes were fixed firmly on the road. Since a robot can be directed to lie by a skillful enough command and not all the exhortations or threats of a judge might help, the law wisely considers a robot an incompetent witness.

But, in that case, of what use are your recordings?

That, sir, is a different thing. A recording, once made, cannot be altered on simple command, though it might be erased. Such a recording can, therefore, be admitted as evidence. There are no firm precedents, however, and whether it is or is not admitted depends on the individual case and on the individual judge.

Baley could not tell whether that statement was depressing in itself or whether he was influenced by the unpleasant livid light that bathed the landscape. He said, Can you see well enough to drive, Giskard?

Certainly, sir, but I do not need to. The airfoil is equipped with a computerized radar that would enable it to avoid obstacles on its own, even if I were, unaccountably, to fail in my task. It was this that was in operation yesterday morning when we traveled comfortably though all the windows were opacified.

Partner Elijah, said Daneel, again veering the conversation away from Baleys uncomfortable awareness of the coming storm, do you have hope that Dr. Amadiro might indeed be helpful?

Giskard brought the airfoil to rest on a wide lawn before a broad but not very high building, with an intricately carved façade that was clearly new and yet gave the impression of imitating something quite old.

Baley knew it was the Administration Building without being told. He said, No, Daneel, I suspect that Amadiro may be far too intelligent to give us the least handle to grasp him by.

And if that is so, what do you plan to do next?

I dont know, said Baley, with a grim feeling of déjà vu, but Ill try to think of something.




54.

WHEN BALEY ENTERED the Administration Building, his first feeling was one of relief at removing himself from the unnatural lighting Outside. The second was one of wry amusement.

Here on Aurora, the establishments the private dwelling places were all strictly Auroran. He couldnt, for a moment, while sitting in Gladias living room, or breakfasting in Fastolfes dining room, or talking in Vasilias work room, or making use of Gremionis trimensional viewing device, have thought himself on Earth. All four were distinct from each other, but all fell within a certain genus, widely different from that of the underground apartments on Earth.

The Administration Building, however, breathed officialdom and that, apparently, transcended ordinary human variety. It did not belong to the same genus as the dwelling places on Aurora, any more than an official building in Baleys home City resembled an apartment in the dwelling Sectors but the two official buildings on the two worlds of such widely different natures strangely resembled each other.

This was the first place on Aurora where, for an instant, Baley might have imagined himself on Earth. Here were the same long cold bare corridors, the same lowest common denominator of design and decoration, with every light source designed so as to irritate as few people as possible and to please just as few.

There were some touches here that would have been absent on Earth the occasional suspended pots of plants, for instance, flourishing in the light and outfitted with devices (Baley guessed) for controlled and automatic watering. That natural touch was absent on Earth and its presence did not delight him. Might such pots not sometimes fall? Might they not attract insects? Might not the water drip?

There were some things missing here, too. On Earth, when one was within a City, there was always the vast, warm hum of people and machinery even in the most coldly official of administrative structures. It was the Busy Buzz of Brotherhood, to use the phrase popular among Earths politicians and journalists.

Here, on the other hand, it was quiet. Baley had not particularly noticed the quiet in the establishments he had visited that day and the day before, since everything had seemed so unnatural there that one more oddity escaped his notice. Indeed, he had been more aware of the soft susurration of insect life outside or of the wind through the vegetation than of the absence of the steady Hum of Humanity (another popular phrase).

Here, however, where there seemed a touch of Earth, the absence of the Hum was as disconcerting as was the distinct orange touch to the artificial light which was far more noticeable against the blank off white of the walls here than among the busy decoration that marked the Auroran establishments.

Baleys reverie did not last long. They were standing just inside the main entrance and Daneel had held out his arm to stop the other two. Some thirty seconds passed before Baley, speaking in an automatic whisper in view of the silence everywhere, said, Why are we waiting?

Because it is advisable to do so, Partner Elijah, said Daneel. There is a tingle field ahead.

A what?

A tingle field, Partner Elijah. Actually, the name is a euphemism. It stimulates the nerve endings and produces a rather sharp pain. Robots can pass, but human beings cannot. Any breach, of course, whether by human or robot, will set off an alarm.

Baley said, How can you tell theres a tingle field?

It can be seen, Partner Elijah, if you know what to look for. The air seems to twinkle a bit and the wall beyond that region has a faint greenish tinge as compared to the wall in front of it.

Im not at all sure I see it, said Baley indignantly. Whats to prevent me or any innocent outsider from walking into it and experiencing agony?

Daneel said, Those who are members of the Institute carry a neutralizing device; those who are visitors are almost always attended by one or more robots who will surely detect the tingle field.

A robot was approaching down the corridor on the other side of the field. (The twinkling of the field was more easily noted against the muted smoothness of his metallic surface.) He seemed to ignore Giskard, but, for a moment, he hesitated as he looked from Baley to Daneel and back. And then, having made a decision, he addressed Baley. (Perhaps, thought Baley, Daneel looks too human to be human.)

The robot said, Your name, sir?

Baley said, I am Plainclothesman Elijah Baley from Earth. I am accompanied by two robots of the establishment of Dr. Han Fastolfe Daneel Olivaw and Giskard Reventlov.

Identification, sir?

Giskards serial number flared out in soft phosphorescence on the left side of his chest. I vouch for the other two, friend, he said.

The robot studied the number a moment, as though comparing it with a file in his memory banks. Then he nodded and said, Serial number accepted. You may pass.

Daneel and Giskard moved forward at once, but Baley found himself edging ahead slowly. He put out one arm as a way of testing the coming of pain.

Daneel said, The field is gone, Partner Elijah. It will be restored after we have passed through.

Better safe than sorry, thought Baley, and continued his shuffle till he was well past the point where the barrier of the field might have existed.

The robots, showing no sign of impatience or condemnation, waited for Baleys reluctant steps to catch up with them.

They then stepped onto a helical ramp that was only two people wide. The robot was first, by himself; Baley and Daneel stood side by side behind him (Daneels hand rested lightly, but almost possessively, on Baleys elbow); and Giskard brought up the rear.

Baley was conscious of his shoes pointing upward just a bit uncomfortably and felt vaguely that it would be a little tiresome mounting this too steep ramp and having to lean forward in order to avoid a clumsy slip. Either the soles of his shoes or the surface of the ramp or both ought to be ridged. In fact, neither was.

The robot in the lead said, Mr. Baley, as though warning of something, and the robots hand then visibly tightened on the railing that it held.

At once, the ramp divided into sections that slid against each other to form steps. Immediately thereafter, the whole ramp began to move upward. It made a complete turn, passing up through the ceiling, a section of which had retracted, and, when it came to a halt, they were on what was (presumably) the second floor. The steps disappeared and the four stepped off.

Baley looked back curiously. I suppose it will service those who want to go down as well, but what if there is a period where more people want to go up than down? It would end up sticking half a kilometer into the sky or into the ground, in reverse.

That is an up helix, said Daneel in a low voice. There are separate down helices.

But it has to get down again, doesnt it?

It collapses at the top or the bottom depending on which were speaking of, Partner Elijah, and, in periods of nonuse, it unwinds, so to speak. This up helix is descending now.

Baley looked back. The smooth surface might be sliding downward, but it showed no irregularity or mark whose motion he could notice.

And if someone should want to use it when it has moved up as far as it can?

Then one must wait for the unwinding, which would take less than a minute. There are ordinary flights of stairs as well, Partner Elijah, and most Aurorans are not reluctant to use them. Robots almost always use the stairs. Since you are a visitor, you are being offered the courtesy of the helix.

They were walking down a corridor again, toward a door more ornate than the others. They are offering me courtesy, then, said Baley. A hopeful sign.

It was perhaps another hopeful sign that an Auroran now appeared in the ornate doorway. He was tall, at least eight centimeters taller than Daneel, who was some five centimeters taller than Baley. The man in the doorway was broad as well, somewhat heavyset, with a round face, a somewhat bulbous nose, curly dark hair, a swarthy complexion, and a smile.

It was the smile that was most noticeable. Wide and apparently unforced, it revealed prominent teeth that were white and well shaped.

He said, Ah, it is Mr. Baley, the famous investigator from Earth, who has come to our little planet to show that I am a dreadful villain. Come in, come in. You are welcome. I am sorry if my able aide, Roboticist Maloon Cicis, gave you the impression that I would be unavailable, but he is a cautious fellow and is a great deal more concerned about my time than I myself am.

He stepped to one side as Baley walked in and tapped him lightly with the fiat of his hand on the shoulder blade as he passed. It seemed to be a gesture of friendship of a kind that Baley had not yet experienced on Aurora.

Baley said, cautiously (was he assuming too much?), I take it you are Master Roboticist Kelden Amadiro?

Exactly. Exactly. The man who intends to destroy Dr. Han Fastolfe as a political force upon this planet but that, as I hope to persuade you, does not really make me a villain. After all, I am not trying to prove that it is Fastolfe who is a villain simply because of the foolish vandalism he committed on the structure of his own creation poor Jander. Let us say only that I will demonstrate that Fastolfe is mistaken.

He gestured lightly and the robot who had guided them in stepped forward and into a niche.

As the door closed, Amadiro gestured Baley jovially to a well upholstered armchair and, with admirable economy, indicated, with his other arm, wall niches for Daneel and Giskard as well.

Baley noticed that Amadiro stared with a moments hunger at Daneel and that, for that moment, his smile disappeared and a look that was almost predatory appeared on his face. It was gone quickly and he was smiling again. Baley was left to wonder if, perhaps, that momentary change of expression was an invention of his own imagination.

Amadiro said, Since it looks as though were in for some mildly nasty weather, lets do without the ineffective daylight we are now dubiously blessed with.

Somehow (Baley did not follow exactly what it was that Amadiro did on the control panel of his desk) the windows opacified and the walls glowed with gentle daylight.

Amadiros smile seemed to broaden. We do not really have much to talk about, you and I, Mr. Baley. I took the precaution of speaking to Mr. Gremionis while you were coming here. From what he said, I decided to call Dr. Vasilia as well. Apparently, Mr. Baley, you have more or less accused both of complicity in the destruction of Jander and, if I can understand the language, you have also accused me.

I merely asked questions, Dr. Amadiro, as I intend to do now.

No doubt, but you are an Earthman, so you are not aware of the enormity of your actions and I am really sorry that you must nonetheless suffer the consequences of them. You know perhaps that Gremionis sent me a memo concerning your slander of him.

He told me he had, but he misinterpreted my action. It was not slander.

Amadiro pursed his lips as though considering the statement. I dare say you are right from your standpoint, Mr. Baley, but you dont understand the Auroran definition of the word. I was forced to send Gremionis memo on to the Chairman and, as a result, it is very likely that youll be ordered off the planet by tomorrow morning. I regret this, of course, but I fear that your investigation is about to come to an end.
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BALEY WAS TAKEN aback. He did not know what to make of Amadiro and he had not expected this confusion within himself. Gremionis had described him as standoffish. From what Cicis had said, he expected Amadiro to be autocratic. In person, however, Amadiro seemed jovial, outgoing, even friendly. Yet if his words were to be trusted, Amadiro was calmly moving to end the investigation. He was doing it pitilessly and yet with what seemed to be a commiserating smile.

What was he?

Automatically, Baley glanced toward the niches where Giskard and Daneel were standing, the primitive Giskard of course without expression, the advanced Daneel calm and quiet. That Daneel had ever met Amadiro in his short existence was, on the face of it, unlikely. Giskard, on the other hand, in his how many? decades of life might very well have met him.

Baleys lips tightened as he thought he might have asked Giskard in advance what Amadiro might be like. He might, in that case, be now better able to judge how much of this roboticists present persona was real and how much was cleverly calculated.

Why on Earth or off it, Baley wondered, didnt he use these robotic resources of his more intelligently? Or why didnt Giskard volunteer information but no, that was unfair. Giskard clearly lacked the capacity for independent activity of that sort. He would yield information on request, Baley thought, but would produce none on his own initiative.

Amadiro followed the brief flicking of Baleys eyes and said, Im one against three, I think. As you see, I have none of my robots here in my office although any number are on instant call, I admit while you have two of Fastolfes robots: the old reliable Giskard and that marvel of design, Daneel.

You know them both, I see, said Baley.

By reputation only. I actually see them I, a roboticist, was about to say in the flesh I actually see them physically for the first time now, although I saw Daneel portrayed by an actor in that hyperwave show.

Everyone in all the worlds has apparently seen that hyperwave show, said Baley glumly. It makes my life as a real and limited individual difficult.

Not with me, said Amadiro, his smile broadening. I assure you I did not take your fictional representation with any seriousness whatever. I assumed you were limited in real life. And so you are or you would not have indulged so freely in unwarranted accusations on Aurora.

Dr. Amadiro, said Baley, I assure you I was making no formal accusations. I was merely pursuing an investigation and considering possibilities.

Dont misunderstand me, said Amadiro with sudden earnestness. I dont blame you. I am sure that you were behaving perfectly by Earth standards. It is just that you are up against Auroran standards now. We treasure reputation with unbelievable intensity.

If that were so, Dr. Amadiro, then havent you and other Globalists been slandering Dr. Fastolfe with suspicion, to a far greater extent than any small thing I have done?

Quite true, agreed Amadiro, but I am an eminent Auroran and have a certain influence, while you are an Earthman and have no influence whatever. That is most unfair, I admit, and I deplore it, but that is the way the worlds are. What can we do? Besides, the accusation against Fastolfe can be maintained and will be maintained and slander isnt slander when it is the truth. Your mistake was to make accusations that simply cant be maintained. Im sure you must admit that neither Mr. Gremionis nor Dr. Vasilia Aliena nor both together could possibly have disabled poor Jander.

I did not formally accuse either.

Perhaps not, but you cant hide behind the word formally on Aurora. Its too bad Fastolfe didnt warn you of this when he brought you in to take up this investigation, this as it now is, Im afraid ill fated investigation.

Baley felt the corner of his mouth twitch as he thought that Fastolfe might indeed have warned him.

He said, Am I to get a hearing in the matter or is it all settled?

Of course you will get a hearing before being condemned. We are not barbarians here on Aurora. The Chairman will consider the memo I have sent him, together with my own suggestions in the matter. He will probably consult Fastolfe as the other party intimately concerned and then arrange to meet with all three of us, perhaps tomorrow. Some decision might be reached then or later and it would be ratified by the full Legislature. All due process of law will be followed, I assure you.

The letter of the law will be followed, no doubt, but what if the Chairman has already made up his mind, what if nothing I say will be accepted, and what if the Legislature simply rubberstamps a foregone decision? Is that possible?

Amadiro did not exactly smile at that, but he seemed subtly amused. You are a realist, Mr. Baley. I am pleased with that. People who dream of justice are so apt to be disappointed and they are usually such wonderful people that one hates to see that happen.

Amadiros glance fixed itself on Daneel again. A remarkable job, this humaniform robot, he said. It is astonishing how close to his vest Fastolfe has kept things. And it is a shame that Jander was lost. There Fastolfe did the unforgivable.

Dr. Fastolfe, sir, denies that he was in any way implicated.

Yes, Mr. Baley, of course he would. Does he say that I am implicated? Or is my implication entirely your own idea?

Baley said deliberately, I have no such idea. I merely wish to question you on the matter. As for Dr. Fastolfe, he is not a candidate for one of your accusations of slander. He is certain you have had nothing to do with what happened to Jander because he is quite certain you lack the knowledge and capacity to immobilize a humaniform robot.

If Baley hoped to stir things up in that manner, he failed. Amadiro accepted the slur with no loss of good humor and said, In that he is right, Mr. Baley. Sufficient ability is not to be found in any roboticist alive or dead except for Fastolfe himself. Isnt that what he says, our modest master of masters?

Yes, he does.

Then whatever does he say happened to Jander, I wonder?

A random event. Purely chance.

Amadiro laughed. Has he calculated the probability of such a random event?

Yes, Master Roboticist. Yet even an extremely unlikely chance might happen, especially if there were incidents that bettered the odds.

Such as what?

That is what I am hoping to find out, Since you have already arranged to have me thrown off the planet, do you now intend to forestall any questioning of yourself or may I continue my investigation until such time as my activity in that respect is legally ended? Before you answer, Dr. Amadiro, please consider that the investigation has not as yet been legally ended and, in any hearing that may come up, whether tomorrow or later, I will be able to accuse you of refusing to answer my questions if you should insist on now ending this interview. That might influence the Chairman in his decision.

It would not, my dear Mr. Baley. Dont imagine you can in any way interfere with me. However, you may interview me for as long as you wish. I will cooperate fully with you, if only to enjoy the spectacle of the good Fastolfe trying uselessly to disentangle himself from his unfortunate deed. I am not extraordinarily vindictive, Mr. Baley, but the fact that Jander was Fastolfes own creation does not give him the right to destroy it.

Baley said, It is not legally established that this is what he has done, so that what you have just said is, at least potentially, slander. Let us put that to one side, therefore, and get on with this interview. I need information. I will ask my questions briefly and directly and, if you answer in the same way, this interview may be completed quickly.

No, Mr. Baley. It is not you who will set the conditions for this interview, said Amadiro. I take it that one or both of your robots is equipped to record our conversation in full.

I believe so.

I know so. I have a recording device of my own as well. Dont think, my good Mr. Baley, that you will lead me through a jungle of short answers to something that will serve Fastolfes purpose. I will answer as I choose and make certain I am not misinterpreted. And my own recording will help me make it certain that I am not misinterpreted. Now, for the first time, there was the suggestion of the wolf behind Amadiros attitude of friendliness.

Very well, then, but if your answers are deliberately long winded and evasive, that, too, will show up in the recording.

Obviously.

With that understood, may I have a glass of water, to begin with?

Absolutely. Giskard, will you oblige Mr. Baley?

Giskard was out of his niche at once. There was the inevitable tinkle of ice at the bar at one end of the room and a tall glass of water was on the desk immediately before Baley.

Baley said, Thank you, Giskard, and waited for him to move back into his niche.

He said, Dr. Amadiro, am I correct in considering you the head of the Robotics Institute?

Yes, you are.

And its founder?

Correct. You see, I answer briefly.

How long has it been in existence?

As a concept decades. I have been gathering like minded people for at least fifteen years. Permission was obtained from the Legislature twelve years ago. Building began nine years ago and active work began six years ago. In its present completed form, the Institute is two years old and there are long range plans for further expansion, eventually. There you have a long answer, sir, but presented reasonably concisely.

Why did you find it necessary to set up the Institute?

Ah, Mr. Baley. Here you surely expect nothing but a long winded answer.

As you please, sir.

At this point, a robot brought in a tray of small sandwiches and still smaller pastries, none of which were familiar to Baley. He tried a sandwich and found it crunchy and not exactly unpleasant but odd enough for him to finish it only with an effort. He washed it down with what was left of his water.

Amadiro watched with a kind of gentle amusement and said, You must understand, Mr. Baley, that we Aurorans are unusual people. So are Spacers generally, but I speak of Aurorans in particular now. We are descended from Earthpeople something most of us do not willingly think about but we are self selected.

What does that mean, sir?

Earthpeople have long lived on an increasingly crowded planet and have drawn together into still more crowded cities that finally became the beehives and anthills you call Cities with a capital C. What kind of Earthpeople, then, would leave Earth and go to other worlds that are empty and hostile so that they might build new societies from nothing, societies that they could not enjoy in completed form in their own lifetime trees that would still be saplings when they died, so to speak.

Rather unusual people, I suppose.

Quite unusual. Specifically, people who are not so dependent on crowds of their fellows as to lack the ability to face emptiness. People who even prefer emptiness, who would like to work on their own and face problems by themselves, rather than hide in the herd and share the burden so that their own load is virtually nothing. Individualists, Mr. Baley. Individualists!

I see that.

And our society is founded on that. Every direction in which the Spacer worlds have developed further emphasizes our individuality. We are proudly human on Aurora, rather than being huddled sheep on Earth. Mind you, Mr. Baley, I use the metaphor not as a way of deriding Earth. It is simply a different society which I find unadmirable but which you, I suppose, find comforting and ideal.

What has this to do with the founding of the Institute, Dr. Amadiro?

Even proud and healthy individualism has its drawbacks. The greatest minds working singly, even for centuries cannot progress rapidly if they refuse to communicate their findings. A knotty puzzle may hold up a scientist for a century, when it may be that a colleague has the solution already and is not even aware of the puzzle that it might solve. The Institute is an attempt, in the narrow field of robotics at least, to introduce a certain community of thought.

Is it possible that the particular knotty puzzle you are attacking is that of the construction of a humaniform robot?

Amadiros eyes twinkled. Yes, that is obvious, isnt it? It was twenty six years ago that Fastolfes new mathematical system, which he calls intersectional analysis, made it possible to design humaniform robots but he kept the system to himself. Years afterward, when all the difficult technical details were worked out, he and Dr. Sarton applied the theory to the design of Daneel. Then Fastolfe alone completed Jander. But all of those details were kept secret, also.

Most roboticists shrugged and felt that this was natural. They could only try, individually, to work out the details for themselves. I, on the other hand, was struck by the possibility of an Institute in which efforts would be pooled. It wasnt easy to persuade other roboticists of the usefulness of the plan, or to persuade the Legislature to fund it against Fastolfes formidable opposition, or to persevere through the years of effort, but here we are.

Baley said, Why was Dr. Fastolfe opposed?

Ordinary self love, to begin with and I have no fault to find with that, you understand. All of us have a very natural self love. It comes with the territory of individualism. The point is that Fastolfe considers himself the greatest roboticist in history and also considers the humaniform robot his own particular achievement. He doesnt want that achievement duplicated by a group of roboticists, individually faceless compared to himself. I imagine he viewed it as a conspiracy of inferiors to dilute and deface his own great victory.

You say that was his motive for opposition to begin with. That means there were other motives. What were they?

He also objects to the uses to which we plan to put the humaniform robots.

What uses are these, Dr. Amadiro?

Now now. Lets not be ingenuous. Surely Dr. Fastolfe has told you of the Globalist plans for setting the Galaxy?

That he has and, for that matter, Dr. Vasilia has spoken to me of the difficulties of scientific advance among individualists. However, that does not stop me from wanting to hear your views on these matters. Nor should it stop you from wanting to tell me. For instance, do you want me to accept Dr. Fastolfes interpretation of Globalist plans as unbiased and impartial and would you state that for the record? Or would you prefer to describe your plans in your own words?

Put that way, Mr. Baley, you intend to give me no choice.

None, Dr. Amadiro.

Very well. I we, I should say, for the people at the Institute are like minded in this look into the future and wish to see humanity opening ever more and ever newer planets to settlement. We do not, however, want the process of self selection to destroy the older planets or to reduce them to moribundity, as in the case pardon me of Earth. We dont want the new planets to take the best of us and to leave behind the dregs. You see that, dont you?

Please go on.

In any robot oriented society, as in the case of our own, the easy solution is to send out robots as settlers. The robots will build the society and the world and we can then all follow later without selection, for the new world will be as comfortable and as adjusted to ourselves as the old worlds were, so that we can go on to new worlds without leaving home, so to speak.

Wont the robots create robot worlds rather than human worlds?

Exactly, if we send out robots that are nothing but robots. We have, however, the opportunity of sending out humaniform robots like Daneel here, who, in creating worlds for themselves, would automatically create worlds for us. Dr. Fastolfe, however, objects to this. He finds some virtue in the thought of human beings calving a new world out of a strange and forbidding planet and does not see that the effort to do so would not only cost enormously in human life, but would also create a world molded by catastrophic events into something not at all like the worlds we know.

As the Spacer worlds today are different from Earth and from each other?

Amadiro, for a moment, lost his joviality and looked thoughtful. Actually, Mr. Baley, you touch an important point. I am discussing Aurora only. The Spacer worlds do indeed differ among themselves and I am not overly fond of most of them. It is clear to me though I may be prejudiced that Aurora, the oldest among them, is also the best and most successful. I dont want a variety of new worlds of which only a few might be really valuable. I want many Auroras uncounted millions of Auroras and for that reason I want new worlds carved into Auroras before human beings go there. Thats why we call ourselves Globalists by the way. We are concerned with this globe of oars Aurora and no other.

Do you see no value in variety, Dr. Amadiro?

If the varieties were equally good, perhaps there would be value, but if some or most are inferior, how would that benefit humanity?

When do you start this work?

When we have the humaniform robots with which to do it. So far there were Fastolfes two, of which he destroyed one, leaving Daneel the only specimen. His eyes strayed briefly to Daneel as he spoke.

When will you have humaniform robots?

That is difficult to say. We have not yet caught up with Dr. Fastolfe.

Even though he is one and you are many, Dr. Amadiro?

Amadiro twitched his shoulders slightly. You waste your sarcasm, Mr. Baley. Fastolfe was well ahead of us to begin with and, though the Institute has been in embryo for a long time, we have been fully at work for only two years. Besides, it wffi be necessary for us not only to catch up with Fastolfe but to move ahead of him. Daneel is a good product, but he is only a prototype and is not good enough.

In what way must the humaniform robots be improved beyond Daneels mark?

They must be even more human, obviously. They must exist in both sexes and there must be the equivalent of children. We must have a generational spread if a sufficiently human society is to be built up on the planets.

I think I see difficulties, Dr. Amadiro.

No doubt. There are many. Which difficulties do you foresee, Mr. Baley?

If you produce humaniform robots who are so humaniform they can produce a human society, and if they are produced with a generational spread in both sexes, how will you be able to distinguish them from human beings?

Will that matter?

It might. If such robots are too human, they might melt into Auroran society and become part of human family groups and might not be suitable for service as pioneers.

Amadiro laughed. That thought clearly entered your head because of Gladia Delmarres attachment to Jander. You see, I know something of your interview with that woman from my conversations with Gremionis and with Dr. Vasilia. I remind you that Gladia is from Solaria and her notion of what constitutes a husband is not necessarily Auroran in nature.

I was not thinking of her in particular. I was thinking that sex on Aurora is broadly interpreted and that robots as sex partners are tolerated even now, with robots who are only approximately humaniform. If you really cannot tell a robot from a human being

Theres the question of children. Robots can neither father nor mother children.

But that brings up another point. The robots will be long lived, since the proper building of the society may take centuries.

They would, in any case, have to be long lived if they are to resemble Aurorans.

And the children also long lived?

Amadiro did not speak.

Baley said, These will be artificial robot children and will never grow older they will not age and mature. Surely this will create an element sufficiently nonhuman to cast the nature of the society into doubt.

Amadiro sighed. You are penetrating, Mr. Baley. It is indeed our thought to devise some scheme whereby robots can produce babies who can in some fashion grow and mature at least long enough to establish the society we want.

And then, when human beings arrive, the robots can be restored to more robotic schemes of behavior.

Perhaps if that seems advisable.

And this production of babies? Clearly, it would be best if the system used were as close to the human as possible, wouldnt it?

Possibly.

Sex, fertilization, birth?

Possibly.

And if these robots form a society so human that they cannot be differentiated from human, then, when true human beings arrive, might it not be that the robots would resent the immigrants and try to keep them off? Might the robots not react to Aurorans as you react to Earthpeople?

Mr. Baley, the robots would still be bound by the Three Laws.

The Three Laws speak of refraining from injuring human beings and of obeying human beings.

Exactly.

And what if the robots are so close to human beings that they regard themselves as the human beings they should protect and obey? They might, very rightly, place themselves above the immigrants.

My good Mr. Baley, why are you so concerned with all these things? They are for the far future. There will be solutions, as we progress in time and as we understand, by observation, what the problems really are.

It may be, Dr. Amadiro, that Aurorans may not very much approve what you are planning, once they understand what it is. They may prefer Dr. Fastolfes views.

Indeed? Fastolfe thinks that, if Aurorans cannot settle new planets directly and without the help of robots, then Earthpeople should be encouraged to do so.

Baley said, It seems to me that that makes good sense.

Because you are an Earthman, my good Baley. I assure you that Aurorans would not find it pleasant to have Earthpeople swarming over the new worlds, building new beehives and forming some sort of Galactic Empire in their trillions and quadrillions and reducing the Spacer worlds to what? To insignificance at best and to extinction at worst.

But the alternative to that is worlds of humaniform robots, building quasi human societies and allowing no true human beings among themselves. There would gradually develop a robotic Galactic Empire, reducing the Spacer worlds to insignificance at best and to extinction at worst. Surely Aurorans would prefer a human Galactic Empire to a robotic one.

What makes you so sure of that, Mr. Baley?

The form your society takes now makes me sure. I was told, on my way to Aurora, that no distinctions are made between robots and human beings on Aurora, but that is clearly wrong. It may be a wished for ideal that Aurorans flatter themselves truly exists, but it does not.

Youve been here what? less than two days and you can already tell?

Yes, Dr. Amadiro. It may be precisely because Im a stranger that I can see clearly. I am not blinded by custom and ideals. Robots are not permitted to enter Personals and thats one distinction that is clearly made. It permits human beings to find one place where they can be alone. You and I sit at our ease, while robots remain standing in their niches, as you see Baley waved his arm toward Daneel which is another distinction. I think that human beings even Aurorans will always be eager to make distinctions and to preserve their own humanity.

Astonishing, Mr. Baley.

Not astonishing at all, Dr. Amadiro. You have lost. Even if you manage to foist your belief that Dr. Fastolfe destroyed Jander upon Aurorans generally, even if you reduce Dr. Fastolfe to political impotence, even if you get the Legislature and the Auroran people to approve your plan of robot settlement, you will only have gained time. As soon as the Aurorans see the implications of your plan, they will turn against you. It might be better, then, if you put an end to your campaign against Dr. Fastolfe and meet with him to work out some compromise whereby the settlement of new worlds by Earthmen can be so arranged as to represent no threat to Aurora or to the Spacer worlds in general.

Astonishing, Mr. Baley, said Amadiro a second time.

You have no choice, said Baley flatly.

But Amadiro answered, in a leisurely and amused tone, When I say your remarks are astonishing, I do not refer to the content of your statements but only to the fact that you make them at all and that you think they are worth something.
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BALEY WATCHED AMADIRO forage for one last piece of pastry and put half of it into his mouth, clearly enjoying it.

Very good, said Amadiro, but I am a little too fond of eating. What was I saying? Oh yes. Mr. Baley, do you think you have discovered a secret? That I have told you something that our world does not already know? That my plans are dangerous, but that I blab them to every newcomer? I imagine you may think that, if I talk to you long enough, I will surely produce some verbal folly that you will be able to make use of. Be assured that I am not likely to. My plans for ever more humaniform robots, for robot families, and for as human a culture as possible are all on record. They are available to the Legislature and to anyone who is interested.

Baley said, Does the general public know?

Probably not. The general public has its own priorities and is more interested in the next meal, the next hyperwave show, the next space soccer contest than in the next century and the next millennium. Still, the general public will be as glad to accept my plans, as are the intellectually minded who already know. Those who object will not be numerous enough to matter.

Can you be certain of that?

Oddly enough, I can be. You dont understand, Im afraid, the intensity of the feelings that Aurorans and Spacers generally have toward Earthpeople. I dont shares those feelings, mind you, and I am, for instance, quite at ease with you. I dont have that primitive fear of infection, I dont imagine that you smell bad, I dont attribute to you all sorts of personality traits that I find offensive, I dont think that you and yours are plotting to take our lives or steal our property but the large majority of Aurorans have all these attitudes. It may not be very close to the surface and Aurorans may bring themselves to be very polite to individual Earthpeople who seem harmless, but put them to the test and all their hatred and suspicion will emerge. Tell them that Earthpeople are swarming over new worlds and will preempt the Galaxy and they will howl for Earths destruction before such a thing can happen.

Even if the alternative was a robot society?

Certainly. You dont understand how we feel about robots, either. We are familiar with them. We are at home with them.

No. They are your servants. You feel superior to them and are at home with them only while that superiority is maintained. If you are threatened by an overturn, by having them become your superiors, you will react with horror.

You say that only because that is how Earthpeople would react.

No. You keep them out of the Personals. It is a symptom.

They have no use for those rooms. They have their own facilities for washing and they do not excrete. Of course, they are not truly humaniform. If they were, we might not make that distinction.

You would fear them the more.

Truly? said Amadiro. Thats foolish. Do you fear Daneel? If I can trust that hyperwave show and I admit I do not think I can you developed a considerable affection for Daneel. You feel it now, dont you?

Baleys silence was eloquent and Amadiro pursued his advantage.

Right now, he said, you are unmoved by the fact that Giskard is standing, silent and unresponsive, in an alcove, but I can tell by small examples of body language that you are uneasy over the fact that Daneel is doing so, too. You feel he is too human in appearance to be treated as a robot. You dont fear him the more because he looks human.

I am an Earthman. We have robots, said Baley, but not a robot culture. You cannot judge from my case.

And Gladia, who preferred Jander to human beings

She is a Solarian. You cannot judge from her case, either.

What case can you judge from, then? You are only guessing. To me, it seems obvious that, if a robot is human enough, he would be accepted as human. Do you demand proof that I am not a robot? The fact that I seem human is enough. In the end, we will not worry whether a new world is settled by Aurorans who are human in fact or in appearance, if no one can tell the difference. But human or robot the settlers will be Aurorans either way, not Earthpeople.

Baleys assurance faltered. He said unconvincingly, What if you never learn how to construct a humaniform robot?

Why would you expect we would not? Notice that I say we. There are many of us involved here.

It may be that any number of mediocrities do not add up to one genius.

Amadiro said shortly, We are not mediocrities. Fastolfe may yet find it profitable to come in with us.

I dont think so.

I do. He will not enjoy being without power in the Legislature and, when our plans for settling the Galaxy move ahead and he sees that his opposition does not stop us, he will join us. It will be only human of him to do so.

I dont think you will win out, said Baley.

Because you think that somehow this investigation of yours will exonerate Fastolfe and implicate me, perhaps, or someone else.

Perhaps, said Baley desperately.

Amadiro shook his head. My friend, if I thought that anything you could do would spoil my plans, would I be sitting still and waiting for destruction?

You are not. You are doing everything you can to have this investigation aborted. Why would you do that if you were confident that nothing I could do would get in your way?

Well, said Amadiro, you can get in my way by demoralizing some of the members of the Institute. You cant be dangerous, but you can be annoying and I dont want that either. So, if I can, Ill put an end to the annoyance but Ill do that in reasonable fashion, in gentle fashion, even. If you were actually dangerous

What could you do, Dr. Amadiro, in that case?

I could have you seized and imprisoned until you were evicted. I dont think Aurorans generally would worry overmuch about what I might do to an Earthman.

Baley said, You are trying to browbeat me and that wont work. You know very well you could not lay a hand on me with my robots present.

Amadiro said, Does it occur to you that I have a hundred robots within call? What would yours do against them?

All hundred could not harm me. They cannot distinguish between Earthmen and Aurorans. I am human within the meaning of the Three Laws.

They could hold you quite immobilized without harming you while your robots were destroyed.

Not so, said Baley. Giskard can hear you arid, if you make a move to summon your robots, Giskard will have you immobilized. He moves very quickly and, once that happens, your robots will be helpless, even if you manage to call them. They will understand that any move against me will result in harm to you.

You mean that Giskard will hurt me?

To protect me from harm? Certainly. He will kill you, if absolutely necessary.

Surely you dont mean that.

I do, said Baley. Daneel and Giskard have orders to protect me. The First Law, in this respect, has been strengthened with all the skill Dr. Fastolfe can bring to the job and with respect to me, specifically. I havent been told this in so many words, but Im quite sure its true. If my robots must choose between harm to you and harm to me, Earthman though I am, it will be easy for them to choose harm to you. I imagine you are well aware that Dr. Fastolfe is not very eager to ensure your well being.

Amadiro chuckled and a grin wreathed his face. Im sure youre right in every respect, Mr. Baley, but it is good to have you say so. You know, my good sir, that I am recording this conversation also I told you so at the start and Im glad of it. It is possible that Dr. Fastolfe will erase the last part of this conversation, but I assure you I wont. It is clear from what you have said that he is quite prepared to devise a robotic way of doing harm to me even kill me, if he can manage that whereas it cannot be said from anything in this conversation or any other that I plan any physical harm to him whatever or even to you. Which of us is the villain, Mr. Baley? I think you have established that and I think, then, that this is a good place at which to end the interview.

He rose, still smiling, and Baley, swallowing hard, stood up as well, almost automatically.

Amadiro said, I still have one thing to say, however. It has nothing to do with our little contretemps here on Aurora Fastolfes and mine. Rather, with your own problem, Mr. Baley.

My problem?

Perhaps I should say Earths problem. I imagine that you feel very anxious to save poor Fastolfe from his own folly because you think that will give your planet a chance for expansion. Dont think so, Mr. Baley. You are quite wrong, rather arsyvarsy, to use a vulgar expression Ive come across in some of your planets historical novels.

Im not familiar with that phrase, said Baley stiffly.

I mean you have the situation reversed. You see, when my view wins out in the Legislature and note that I say when and not if Earth will be forced to remain in her own planetary system, I admit, but that will actually be to her benefit. Aurora will have the prospect of expansion and of establishing an endless empire. If we then know that Earth will merely be Earth and never anything more, of what concern will she be to us? With the Galaxy at our disposal, we will not begrudge Earthpeople their one world. We would even be disposed to make Earth as comfortable a world for her people as would be practical.

On the other hand, Mr. Baley, if Aurorans do what Fastolfe asks and allow Earth to send out settling parties, then it wont be long before it will occur to an increasing number of us that Earth will take over the Galaxy and that we will be encircled and hemmed in, that we will be doomed to decay and death. After that, there will be nothing I can do. My Own quite kindly feeling toward Earthmen will not be able to withstand the general kindling of Auroran suspicion and prejudice and it will then be very bad for Earth.

So if, Mr. Baley, you are truly concerned for your own people, you should be very anxious indeed for Fastolfe not to succeed in foisting upon this planet his very misguided plan. You should be a strong ally of mine. Think about it. I tell you this, I assure you, out of a sincere friendship and liking for you and for your planet.

Amadiro was smiling as broadly as ever, but it was all wolf now.
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BALEY AND HIS robots followed Amadiro out the room and along the corridor.

Amadiro stopped at one inconspicuous door and said, Would you care to use the facilities before leaving?

For a moment, Baley frowned in confusion, for he did not understand. Then he remembered the antiquated phrase Amadiro had used, thanks to his own reading of historical novels.

He said, There was an ancient general, whose name I have forgotten, who, mindful of the exigencies of sudden absorption in military affairs, once said, Never turn down a chance to piss.

Amadiro smiled broadly and said, Excellent advice. Quite as good as my advice to think seriously about what I have said. But I notice that you hesitate, even so. Surely you dont think I am laying a trap for you. Believe me, I am not a barbarian. You are my guest in this building and, for that reason alone, you are perfectly safe.

Baley said cautiously, If I hesitate, it is because I am considering the propriety of using your uh facilities, considering that I am not an Auroran.

Nonsense, my dear Baley. What is your alternative? Needs must. Please make use of it. Let that be a symbol that I myself am not subject to the general Auroran prejudices and wish you and Earth well.

Could you go a step further?

In what way, Mr. Baley?

Could you show me that you are also superior to this planets prejudice against robots

There is no prejudice against robots, said Amadiro quickly. Baley nodded his head solemnly in apparent acceptance of the remark and completed his sentence.  by allowing them to enter the Personal with me. I have grown to feel uncomfortable without them.

For one moment, Amadiro seemed shaken. He recovered almost at once and said, with what was almost a scowl, By all means, Mr. Baley.

Yet whoever is now inside might object strenuously. I would not want to create scandal.

No one is in there. It is a one person Personal and, if someone were making use of it, the in use signal would indicate that.

Thank you, Dr. Amadiro, said Baley. He opened the door and said, Giskard, please enter.

Giskard clearly hesitated, but said nothing in objection and entered. At a gesture from Baley, Daneel followed, but as he passed through the door, he took Baleys elbow and pulled him in as well.

Baley said, as the door closed behind him, Ill be out again soon. Thank you for allowing this.

He entered the room with as much unconcern as he could manage and yet he felt a tightness in the pit of his abdomen. Might it contain some unpleasant surprise?
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BALEY FOUND THE Personal empty, however. There was not even much to search. It was smaller than the one in Fastolfes establishment.

Eventually, he noticed Daneel and Giskard standing silently side by side, backs against the door, as though endeavoring to have entered the room by the least amount possible.

Baley tried to speak normally, but what camp out was a dim croak. He cleared his throat with unnecessary noise and said, You can come farther into the room and you neednt remain silent, Daneel. (Daneel had been on Earth. He knew the Earthly taboo against speech in the Personal.)

Daneel displayed that knowledge at once. He put his forefinger to his lips.

Baley said, I know, I know, but forget it. If Amadiro can forget the Auroran taboo about robots in Personals, I can forget the Earthly taboo about speech there.

Will it not make you uncomfortable, Partner Elijah? asked Daneel in a low voice.

Not a bit, said Baley in an ordinary one. (Actually, speech felt different with Daneel a robot. The sound of speech in a room such as this when, actually, no human being was present was not as horrifying as it might be. In fact, it was not horrifying at all when only robots were present, however humaniform one of them might be. Baley could not say so, of course. Though Daneel had no feelings a human being could hurt, Baley had feelings on his behalf.)

And then Baley thought of something else and felt, quite intensely, the sensation of being a thoroughgoing fool.

Or, he said to Daneel, in a voice that was suddenly very low indeed, are you suggesting silence because this room is bugged? The last word came out merely as a shaping of the mouth.

If you mean, Partner Elijah, that people outside this room can detect what is spoken inside this room through some sort of eavesdropping device, that is quite impossible.

Why impossible?

The toilet device flushed itself with quick and silent efficiency and Baley advanced toward the washbasin.

Daneel said, On Earth, the dense packing of the Cities makes privacy impossible. Overhearing is taken for granted and to use a device to make overhearing more efficient might seem natural. If an Earthman wishes not to be overheard, he simply doesnt speak, which may be why silence is so mandatory in places where there is a pretense of privacy, as in the very rooms you call Personals.

On Aurora, on the other hand, as on all the Spacer worlds, privacy is a true fact of life and is greatly valued. You remember Solaria and the diseased extremes to which it was carried there. But even on Aurora, which is no Solaria, every human being is insulated from every other human being by the kind of space extension unthinkable on Earth and by a wall of robots, in addition. To break down that privacy would be an unthinkable act.

Baley said, Do you mean it would be a crime to bug this room?

Much worse, Partner Elijah. It would not be the act of a civilized Auroran gentleman.

Baley looked about. Daneel, mistaking the gesture, plucked a towel out of the dispenser, which might not have been instantly apparent to the others unaccustomed eyes, and offered it to Baley.

Baley accepted the towel, but that was not the object of his questing glance. It was a bug for which his eyes searched, for he found it difficult to believe that someone would forego an easy advantage on the ground that it would not be civilized behavior. It was, however, useless and Baley, rather despondently, knew it would be. He would not be able to detect an Auroran bug, even if one were there. He wouldnt know what to look for in a strange culture.

Whereupon he followed the course of another strand of suspicion in his mind. Tell me, Daneel, since you know Aurorans better than I do, why do you suppose Amadiro is taking all this trouble with me? He talks to me at his leisure. He sees me out. He offers me the use of this room something Vasilia would not have done. He seems to have all the time in the world to spend on me. Politeness?

Many Aurorans pride themselves on their politeness. It may be that Amadiro does. He has several times stressed that he is not a barbarian.

Another question. Why do you think he was willing to have me bring you and Giskard into this room?

It seemed to me that that was to remove your suspicions that the offer of this room might conceal a trap.

Why should he bother? Because he was concerned over the possibility of my experiencing unnecessary anxiety?

Another gesture of a civilized Auroran gentleman, I should imagine.

Baley shook his head. Well, if this room is bugged and Amadiro can hear me, let him hear me. I dont consider him a civilized Auroran gentleman. He made it quite clear that, if I did not abandon my investigation, he would see to it that Earth as a whole would suffer. Is that the act of a civilized gentleman? Or of an incredibly brutal blackmailer?

Daneel said, An Auroran gentleman may find it necessary to utter threats, but if so, he would do it in a gentlemanly manner.

As Amadiro did. It is, then, the manner and not the content of speech that marks the gentleman. But then, Daneel, you are a robot and therefore can not really criticize a human being, can you?

Daneel said, It would be difficult for me to do so. But may I ask a question, Partner Elijah? Why did you ask permission to bring friend Giskard and me into this room? It had seemed to me that you were reluctant, earlier, to believe you were in danger. Have you now decided that you are not safe except in our presence?

No, not at all, Daneel. I am now quite convinced that I am not in danger and have not been.

Yet there was a distinctly suspicious cast about your actions when you entered this room, Partner Elijah. You searched it.

Baley said, Of course! I said I am not in danger, but I do not say there is no danger.

I do not think I see the distinction, Partner Elijah, said Daneel.

We will discuss it later, Daneel. I am still not certain as to whether this room is bugged or not.

Baley was by now quite done. He said, Well, Daneel, Ive been leisurely about this; I havent rushed at all. Now Im ready to go out again and I wonder if Amadiro is still waiting for us after all this time or whether he has delegated an underling to do the rest of the job of showing us out. After all, Amadiro is a busy man and cannot spend all day with me. What do you think, Daneel?

It would be more logical if Dr. Amadiro had delegated the task.

And you, Giskard? What do you think?

I agree with friend Daneel, though it is my experience that human beings do not always make what would seem the logical response.

Baley said, For my part, I suspect Amadiro is waiting for us quite patiently. If something has driven him to waste this much time on us, I rather think that the driving force whatever it might be has not yet weakened.

I do not know what might be the driving force you speak of, Partner Elijah, said Daneel.

Nor I, Daneel, said Baley, which bothers me a great deal. But let us open the door now and see.
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AMADIRO WAS WAITING outside the door for them, precisely where Baley had left him. He smiled at them, showing no sign of impatience. Baley could not resist shooting a quiet I told you so glance at Daneel, who responded with bland impassivity.

Amadiro said, I rather regretted, Mr. Baley, that you had not left Giskard outside when you entered the Personal. I might have known him in times past, when Fastolfe and I were on better terms but somehow never did. Fastolfe was my teacher once, you know.

Was he? said Baley. I didnt know that, as a matter of fact.

No reason you should, unless you had been told and, in the short time youve been on the planet, you can scarcely have had time to learn much in the way of this sort of trivia, I suppose. Come now, it has occurred to me that you can scarcely think me hospitable if I do not take advantage of your being at the Institute to show you around.

Really, said Baley, stiffening a bit. I must

I insist, said Amadiro, with something of a note of the imperious entering his voice. You arrived on Aurora yesterday morning and I doubt that you will be staying on the planet much longer. This may be the only chance you will ever have of getting a glimpse of a modern laboratory doing research work on robotics.

He linked arms with Baley and continued to speak in familiar terms. (Prattled was the term that occurred to the astonished Baley.)

Youve washed, said Amadiro. Youve taken care of your needs. There may be other roboticists here whom you will wish to question and I would welcome that, since I am determined to show I have put no barriers in your way during the short time in which you will yet be permitted to conduct your investigation. In fact, there is no reason you cant have dinner with us.

Giskard said, If I may interrupt, sir

You may not! said Amadiro with unmistakable firmness and the robot fell silent.

Amadiro said, My dear Mr. Baley, I understand these robots. Who should know them better? Except for the unfortunate Fastolfe, of course. Giskard, I am sure, was going to remind you of some appointment, some promise, some business and there is no point in any of that. Since the investigation is about over, I promise you, none of what he was going to remind you of will have any significance. Let us forget all such nonsense and, for a brief time, be friends.

You must understand, my good Mr. Baley, he went on, that I am quite an aficionado of Earth and its culture. It is not the most popular of subjects on Aurora, but I find it fascinating. 1 am particularly interested in Earths past history, the days when it had a hundred languages and Interstellar Standard had not yet been developed. May I compliment you, by the way, on your own handling of Interstellar?

This way, this way, he said, turning a corner. Well be coming to the pathway simulation room, which has its own weird beauty, and we may have a mock up in operation. Quite symphonic, actually. But I was talking about your handling of Interstellar. It is one of the many Auroran superstitions concerning Earth, that Earthpeople speak an all but incomprehensible version of Interstellar. When the show about you was produced, there were many who said that the actors could not be Earthpeople because they could be understood, yet I can understand you. He smiled as he said that.

Ive tried reading Shakespeare, he continued with a confidential air, but I cant read him in the original, of course, and the translation is curiously flat. I cant help but believe that the fault lies with the translation and not with Shakespeare. I do better with Dickens and Tolstoy, perhaps because that is prose, although the names of the characters are, in both cases, virtually unpronounceable to me.

What Im trying to say, Mr. Baley, is that Im a friend of Earth. I really am. I want what is best for it. Do you understand? He looked at Baley and again the wolf showed in his twinkling eyes.

Baley raised his voice, forcing it between the softly running sentences of the other. Im afraid I cannot oblige you, Dr. Amadiro. I must be about my business and I have no further questions to ask of either you or anyone else here. If you

Baley paused. There was a faint and curious rumble of sound in the air. He looked up, startled. What is that?

What is what? asked Amadiro. I sense nothing. He looked at the robots, who had been following the two human beings in grave silence. Nothing! he said forcefully. Nothing.

Baley recognized that as the equivalent of an order. Neither robot could now claim to have heard the rumble in direct contradiction to a human being, unless Baley himself applied a counter pressure and he was sure he could not manage to do it skillfully enough in the face of Amadiros professionalism.

Nevertheless, it didnt matter. He had heard something and he was not a robot; he would not be talked out of it. He said, By your own statement, Dr. Amadiro, I have little time left me, That is all the more reason that I must

The rumble again. Louder.

Baley said, with a sharp, cutting edge to his voice, That, I suppose, is precisely what you didnt hear before and what you dont hear now. Let me go, sir, or I will ask my robots for help.

Amadiro loosened his grip on Baleys upper arm at once. My friend, you had but to express the wish. Come! I will take you to the nearest exit and, if ever you are on Aurora again, which seems unlikely in the extreme, please return and you may have the tour I promised you.

They were walking faster. They moved down the spiral ramp, out along a corridor to the commodious and now empty anteroom and the door by which they had entered. The windows in the anteroom showed utterly dark. Could it be night already?

It wasnt. Amadiro muttered to himself, Rotten weather! Theyve opacified the windows.

He turned to Baley, I imagine its raining. They predicted it and the forecasts can usually be relied on always, when theyre unpleasant.

The door opened and Baley jumped backward with a gasp. A cold wind gusted inward and against the sky not black but a dull, dark gray the tops of trees were whipping back and forth.

There was water pouring from the sky descending in streams. And as Baley watched, appalled, a streak of light flashed across the sky with blinding brilliance and then the rumble came again, this time with a cracking report, as though the light streak had split the sky and the rumble was the noise it had made.

Baley turned and fled back the way he had come, whimpering.
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BALEY FELT DANEELS strong grip on his arms, just beneath his shoulders. He halted and forced himself to stop making that infantile sound. He could feel himself trembling.

Daneel said with infinite respect, Partner Elijah, it is a thunderstorm expected predicted normal.

I know that, whispered Baley.

He did know it. Thunderstorms had been described innumerable times in the books he had read, whether fiction or nonfiction. He had seen them in holographs and on hyperwave shows sound, sight, and all.

The real thing, however, the actual sound and sight, had never penetrated into the bowels of the City and he had never in his life actually experienced such a thing.

With all he knew intellectually about thunderstorms, he could not face viscerally the actuality. Despite the descriptions, the collections of words, the sight in small pictures and on small screens, the sounds captured in recordings; despite all that, he had no idea the flashes were so bright and streaked so across the sky; that the sound was so vibratorily bass in sound when it rattled across a hollow world; that both were so sudden; and that rain could be so like an inverted bowl of water, endlessly pouring.

He muttered in despair, I cant go out in that.

You wont have to, said Daneel urgently. Giskard will get the airfoil. It will be brought right to the door for you. Not a drop of rain will fall on you.

Why not wait until its over?

Surely that would not be advisable, Partner Elijah. Some rain, at least, will continue past midnight and if the Chairman arrives tomorrow morning, as Dr. Amadiro implied he might, it might be wise to spend the evening in consultation with Dr. Fastolfe.

Baley forced himself to turn around, face in the direction from which he wanted to flee, and look into Daneers eyes. They seemed deeply concerned, but Baley thought dismally that that was merely the result of his own interpretation of the appearance of those eyes. The robot had no feelings, only positronic surges that mimicked those feelings. (And perhaps human beings had no feelings, only neuronic surges that were interpreted as feelings.)

He was somehow aware that Amadiro was gone. He said, Amadiro delayed me deliberately by ushering me into the Personal, by his senseless talk, by his preventing you or Giskard from interrupting and warning me about the storm. He would even have tried to persuade me to tour the building or dine with him. He desisted only at the sound of the storm. That was what he was waiting for.

It would seem so. If the storm now keeps you here, that may be what he was waiting for.

Baley drew a deep breath. You are right. I must leave somehow.

Reluctantly, he took a step toward the door, which was still open, still filled with a dark gray vista of whipping rain. Another step. And still another leaning heavily on Daneel.

Giskard was waiting quietly at the door.

Baley paused and closed his eyes for a moment. Then he said in a low voice, to himself rather than to Daneel, I must do it, and moved forward again.
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ARE YOU WELL, sir? asked Giskard.

It was a foolish question, dictated by the programming of the robot, thought Baley, though, at that, it was no worse than the questions asked by human beings, sometimes with wild inappropriateness, out of the programming of etiquette.

Yes, said Baley in a voice he tried and failed to raise above a husky whisper. It was a useless answer to the foolish question, for Giskard, robot though he was, could surely see that Baley was unwell and that Baleys answer was a palpable lie.

The answer was, however, given and accepted and that freed Giskard for the next step. He said, I will now leave to get the airfoil and bring it to the door.

Will it work in all this this water, Giskard?

Yes, sir. This is not an uncommon rain.

He left, moving steadily into the downpour. The lightning was flickering almost continuously and the thunder was a muted growl that rose to a louder crescendo every few minutes.

For the first time in his life, Baley found himself envying a robot. Imagine being able to walk through that; to be indifferent to water, to sight, to sound; to be able to ignore surroundings and to have a pseudo life that was absolutely courageous; to know no fear of pain or of death, because there was no pain or death.

And yet to be incapable of originality of thought, to be incapable of unpredictable leaps of intuition Were such gifts worth what humanity paid for them? At the moment, Baley could not say. He knew that, once he no longer felt terror, he would know that no price was too high to pay for being human. But now that he experienced nothing but the pounding of his heart and the collapse of his will, he could not help but wonder of what use it might be to be a human being if one could not overcome these deep seated terrors, this intense agoraphobia.

Yet he had been in the open for much of two days and had managed to be almost comfortable.

But the fear had not been conquered. He knew that now. He had suppressed it by thinking intensely of other things, but the storm overrode all intensity of thought.

He could not allow this. If all else failed thought, pride, will then he would have to fall back on shame. He could not collapse under the impersonal, superior gaze of the robots. Shame would have to be stronger than fear.

He felt Daneels steady arm about his waist and shame prevented him from doing what, at the moment, he most wanted to do to turn and hide his face against the robotic chest. He might have been unable to resist if Daneel had been human He had lost contact with reality, for he was becoming aware of Daneels voice as though it were reaching him from a long distance. It sounded as though Daneel was feeling something akin to panic.

Partner Elijah, do you hear me?

Giskards voice, from an equal distance, said, We must carry him.

No, mumbled Baley. Let me walk.

Perhaps they did not hear him. Perhaps he did not really speak, but merely thought he did. He felt himself lifted from the ground. His left arm dangled helplessly and he strove to lift it, to push it against someones shoulder, to lift himself upright again from the waist, to grope for the floor with his feet and stand upright.

But his left arm continued to dangle helplessly and his striving went for nothing.

He was somehow aware that he was moving through the air and he felt a wash of spray against his face. Not actually water but the sifting of damp air. Then there was the pressure of a hard surface against his left side, a more resilient one against his right side.

He was in the airfoil, wedged in once more between Giskard and Daneel. What he was most conscious of was that Giskard was very wet.

He felt a jet of warm air cascading over him. Between the near darkness outside and the film of trickling water upon the glass, they might as well have been opacified or so Baley thought till opacification actually took place and total darkness descended. The soft noise of the jet, as the airfoil rose above the grass and swayed, muted the thunder and seemed to draw its teeth.

Giskard said, I regret the discomfort of my wet surface, sir. I will dry quickly. We will wait here a short while till you recover.

Baley was breathing more easily. He felt wonderfully and comfortably enclosed. He thought: Give me back my City. Wipe out all the Universe and let the Spacers colonize it. Earth is all we need.

And even as he thought it, he knew it was his madness that believed it, not he.

He felt the need to keep his mind busy.

He said weakly, Daneel.

Yes, Partner Elijah?

About the Chairman. Is it your opinion that Amadiro was judging the situation correctly in supposing that the Chairman would put an end to the investigation or was he perhaps allowing his wishes to do his thinking for him?

It may be, Partner Elijah, that the Chairman will indeed interview Dr. Fastolfe and Amadiro on the matter. It would be a standard procedure for settling a dispute of this nature. There are ample precedents.

But why? asked Baley weakly. If Amadiro was so persuasive, why should not the Chairman simply order the investigation stopped?

The Chairman, said Daneel, is in a difficult political situation. He agreed originally to allow you to be brought to Aurora at Dr. Fastolfes urging and he cannot so sharply reverse himself so soon without making himself look weak and irresolute and without angering Dr. Fastolfe, who is still a very influential figure in the Legislature.

Then why did he not simply turn down Amadiros request?

Dr. Amadiro is also influential, Partner Elijah, and likely to grow even more so. The Chairman must temporize by hearing both sides and by giving at least the appearance of deliberation before coming to a decision.

Based on what?

On the merits of the case, we must presume.

Then by tomorrow morning, I must come up with something that will persuade the Chairman to side with Fastolfe, rather than against him. If I do that, will that mean victory?

Daneel said, The Chairman is not all powerful, but his influence is great. If he comes out strongly on Dr. Fastolfes side, then, under the present political conditions, Dr. Fastolfe will probably win the backing of the Legislature.

Baley found himself beginning to think clearly again. That would seem explanation enough for Amadiros attempt to delay us. He might have reasoned that I had nothing yet to offer the Chairman and he needed only to delay to keep me from getting anything in the time that remained to me.

So it would seem, Partner Elijah.

And he let me go only when he thought he could rely on the storm continuing to keep me.

Perhaps so, Partner Elijah.

In that case, we cannot allow the storm to stop us.

Giskard said calmly, Where do you wish to be taken, sir?

Back to the establishment of Dr. Fastolfe.

Daneel said, May we have one moments more pause, Partner Elijah? Do you plan to tell Dr. Fastolfe that you cannot continue the investigation?

Baley said sharply, Why do you say that? It was a measure of his recovery that his voice was loud and angry.

Daneel said, It is merely that I fear you might have forgotten for a moment that Dr. Amadiro urged you to do so for the sake of Earths welfare.

I have not forgotten, said Baley grimly, and I am surprised, Daneel, that you should think that that would influence me. Fastolfe must be exonerated and Earth must send its settlers outward into the Galaxy. If there is danger in that from the Globalists, that danger must be chanced.

But, in that case, Partner Elijah, why go back to Dr. Fastolfe? It doesnt seem to me that we have anything of moment to report to him. Is there no direction in which we can further continue our investigation before reporting to Dr. Fastolfe?

Baley sat up in his seat and placed his hand on Giskard, who was now entirely dry. He said, in quite a normal voice, I am satisfied with the progress I have already made, Daneel. Lets get moving, Giskard. Proceed to Fastolfes establishment.

And then, tightening his fists and stiffening his body, Baley added, Whats more, Giskard, clear the windows. I want to look out into the face of the storm.
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BALEY HELD HIS breath in preparation for transparency. The small box of the airfoil would no longer be entirely enclosed; it would no longer have unbroken walls.

As the windows clarified, there was a flash of light that came and went too quickly to do anything but darken the world by contrast

Baley could not prevent his cringe as he tried to steel himself for the thunder which, after a moment or two, rolled and grumbled.

Daneel said pacifyingly, The storm will get no worse and soon enough it will recede.

I dont care whether it recedes or not, said Baley through trembling lips. Come on. Lets go. He was trying, for his own sake, to maintain the illusion of a human being in charge of robots.

The airfoil rose slightly in the air and at once underwent a sideways movement that tilted it so that Baley felt himself pushing hard against Giskard.

Baley cried out (gasped out, rather), Straighten the vehicle, Giskard!

Daneel placed his arm around Baleys shoulder and pulled him gently back His other arm was braced about a hand grip attached to the frame of the airfoil.

That cannot be done, Partner Elijah, Daneel said. There is a fairly strong wind.

Baley felt his hair bristle. You mean were going to be blown away?

No, of course not, said Daneel. If the car were antigrav a form of technology that does not, of course, exist and if its mass and inertia were eliminated, then it would be blown like a feather high into the air. However, we retain our full mass even when our jets lift us and poise us in the air, so our inertia resists the wind. Nevertheless, the wind makes us sway, even though the car remains completely under Giskards control.

It doesnt feel like it. Baley was conscious of a thin whine, which he imagined to be the wind curling around the body of the airfoil as it cut its way through the protesting atmosphere. Then the airfoil lurched and Baley, who could not for his life have helped it, seized Daneel in a desperate grip around the neck.

Daneel waited a moment. When Baley had caught his breath and his grip grew less rigid, Daneel released himself easily from the others embrace, while somewhat tightening the pressure of his own arm around Baley.

He said, In order to maintain course, Partner Elijah, Giskard must counter the wind by an asymmetric ordering of the airfoils jets. They are sent to one side so as to cause the airfoil to lean into the wind and these jets have to be adjusted in force and direction as the wind itself changes force and direction. There are none better at this than Giskard, but, even so, there are occasional jiggles and lurches. You must excuse Giskard, then, if he does not participate in our conversation. His attention is fully on the airfoil.

Is it it safe? Baley felt his stomach contract at the thought of playing with the wind in this fashion. He was devoutly glad he had not eaten for some hours. He could not dared not be sick in the close confines of the airfoil. The very thought unsettled him further and he tried to concentrate on something else.

He thought of running the strips back on Earth, of racing from one moving strip to its neighboring faster strip, and then to its neighboring still faster strip, and then back down into the slower regions, leaning expertly into the wind either way; in one direction as one fastered (an odd word used by no one but stripracers) and in the other direction, as one slowered. In his younger days, Daneel could do it without pause and without error.

Daneel had adjusted to the need without trouble and, the one time they had run the strips together, Daneel had done it perfectly. Well, this was just the same! The airfoil was running strips. Absolutely! It was the same!

Not quite the same, to be sure. In the City, the speed of the strips was a fixed quantity. What wind there was blew in absolutely predictable fashion, since it was only the result of the movement of the strips. Here in the storm, however, the wind had a mind of its own or, rather, it depended on so many variables (Baley was deliberately striving for rationality) that it seemed to have a mind of its own and Giskard had to allow for that. That was all. Otherwise, it was just running the strips with an added complication. The strips were moving at variable and sharply changing speeds.

Baley muttered, What if we blow into a tree?

Very unlikely, Partner Elijah. Giskard is far too skillful for that. And we are only very slightly above the ground, so that the jets are particularly powerful.

Then well hit a rock. It will cave us in underneath.

We will not hit a rock, Partner Elijah.

Why not? How on Earth can Giskard see where hes going, anyway? Baley stared at the darkness ahead.

It is just about sunset, said Daneel, and some light is making its way through the clouds. It is enough for us to see by with the help of our headlights. And as it grows darker, Giskard will brighten the headlights.

What headlights? asked Baley rebelliously.

You do not see them very well because they have a strong infrared component, to which Giskards eyes are sensitive but yours are not. Whats more, the infrared is more penetrating than shorter wave light is and, for that reason, is more effective in rain, mist, and fog.

Baley managed to feel some curiosity, even amid his uneasiness. And your eyes, Daneel?

My eyes, Partner Elijah, are designed to be as similar to those of human beings as possible. That is regrettable, perhaps, at this moment.

The airfoil trembled and Baley found himself holding his breath again. He said in a whisper, Spacer eyes are still adapted to Earths sun, even if robot eyes arent. A good thing, too, if it helps remind them theyre descended from Earthpeople.

His voice faded out. It was getting darker. He could see nothing at all now and the intermittent flashes lighted nothing, either. They were merely blinding. He closed his eyes and that didnt help. He was the more conscious of the angry, threatening thunder.

Should they not stop? Should they not wait for the worst of the storm to pass?

Giskard suddenly said, The vehicle is not reacting properly.

Baley felt the ride become ragged as though the machine was on wheels and was rolling over ridges.

Daneel said, Can it be storm damage, friend Giskard?

It does not have the feel of that, friend Daneel. Nor does it seem likely that this machine would suffer from this kind of damage in this or any other storm.

Baley absorbed the exchange with difficulty. Damage? he muttered. What kind of damage?

Giskard said, I should judge the compressor to be leaking, sir, but slowly. Its not the result of an ordinary puncture.

How did it happen, then? Baley asked.

Deliberate damage, perhaps, while it was outside the Administration Building. I have known, now, for some little time that we are being followed and carefully not being overtaken.

Why, Giskard?

A possibility, sir, is that they are waiting for us to break down completely. The airfoils motion was becoming more ragged.

Can you make it to Dr. Fastolfes?

It would not seem so, sir.

Baley tried to fling his reeling mind into action. In that case, Ive completely misjudged Amadiros reason for delaying us. He was keeping us there to have one or more of his robots damage the airfoil in such a way as to bring us down in the midst of desolation and lightning.

But why should he do that? said Daneel, sounding shocked. To get you? In a way, he already had you.

He doesnt want me. No one wants me, said Baley with a somewhat feeble anger. The danger is to you, Daneel.

To me, Partner Elijah?

Yes, you! Daneel. Giskard, choose a safe place to come down and, as soon as you do, Daneel must get out of the car and be off to a place of safety.

Daneel said, That is impossible, Partner Elijah. I could not leave you when you are feeling ill and most especially if there are those who pursue us and might do you harm.

Baley said, Daneel, theyre pursuing you. You must leave. As for me, I will stay in the airfoil. I am in no danger.

How can I believe that?

Please! Please! How can I explain the whole thing with everything spinning Daneel Baleys voice grew desperately calm you are the most important individual here, far more important than Giskard and I put together. Its not just that I care for you and want no harm to come to you. All of humanity depends on you. Dont worry about me; Im one man; worry about billions. Daneel please
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BALEY COULD FEEL himself rocking back and forth. Or was it the airfoil? Was it breaking up altogether? Or was Giskard losing control? Or was he taking evasive action?

Baley didnt care. He didnt care! Let the airfoil crash. Let it smash to bits. He would welcome oblivion. Anything to get rid of this terrible fright, this total inability to come to terms with the Universe.

Except that he had to make sure that Daneel got away safely away. But how?

Everything was unreal and he was not going to be able to explain anything to these robots. The situation was so clear to him, but how was he to transfer this understanding to these robots, to these nonmen, who understood nothing but their Three Laws and who would let all of Earth and, in the long run, all of humanity go to hell because they could only be concerned with the one man under their noses?

Why had robots ever been invented?

And then, oddly enough, Giskard, the lesser of the two, came to his aid.

He said in his contentless voice, Friend Daneel, I cannot keep this airfoil in motion much longer. Perhaps it will be more suitable to do as Mr. Baley suggests. He has given you a very strong order.

Can I leave him when he is unwell, friend Giskard? said Daneel, perplexed.

You cannot take him out into the storm with you, friend Daneel. Moreover, he seems so anxious for you to leave that it may do him harm for you to stay.

Baley felt himself reviving. Yes yes he managed to croak out. As Giskard says. Giskard, you go with him, hide him, make sure he doesnt return then come back for me.

Daneel said forcefully, That cannot be, Partner Elijah. We cannot leave you alone, untended, unguarded.

No danger I am in no danger. Do as I say

Giskard said, Those following are probably robots. Human beings would hesitate to come out in the storm. And robots would not harm Mr. Baley.

Daneel said, They might take him away.

Not into the storm, friend Daneel, since that would work obvious harm to him. I will bring the airfoil to a halt now, friend Daneel. You must be ready to do as Mr. Baley orders. I, too.

Good! whispered Baley. Good! He was grateful for the simpler brain that could more easily be impressed and that lacked the ability to get lost and uncertain in ever expanding refinements.

Vaguely, he thought of Daneel trapped between his perception of Baleys ill being and the urgency of the order and of his brain snapping under the conflict.

Baley thought: No no, Daneel. Just do as I say and dont question it.

He lacked the strength, almost the will, to articulate it and he let the order remain a thought.

The airfoil came down with a bump and a short, harsh, scraping noise.

The doors flew open, one on either side, and then closed with a soft, sighing noise. At once, the robots were gone. Having come to their decision, there was no hesitation and they moved with a speed that human beings could not duplicate.

Baley took a deep breath and shuddered. The airfoil was rock steady now. It was part of the ground.

He was suddenly aware of how much of his misery had been the result of the swaying and bucking of the vehicle, the feeling of insubstantiality, of not being connected to the Universe but of being at the mercy of inanimate, uncaring forces.

Now, however, it was still and he opened his eyes.

He had not been aware that they had been closed.

There was still lightning on the horizon and the thunder was a subdued mutter, while the wind, meeting a more resistant and less yielding object now than it had hitherto, keened a higher note than before.

It was dark. Baleys eyes were no more than human and he saw no light of any kind, other than the occasional blip of lightning. The sun must surely have set and the clouds were thick.

And for the first time since Baley had left Earth, he was alone!
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ALONE!

He had been too ill, too beside himself, to make proper sense. Even now, he found himself struggling to understand what it was he should have done and would have done if he had had room in his tottering mind for more than the one thought that Daneel must leave.

For instance, he had not asked where he now was, what he was near, where Daneel and Giskard were planning to go. He did not know how any portion of the grounded airfoil worked. He could not, of course, make it move, but he might have had it supply heat if he felt cold or turn off the heat if there were too much except that he did not know how to direct the machine to do either.

He did not know how to opacify the windows if he wanted to be enclosed or how to open a door if he wanted to leave.

The only thing he could do now was to wait for Giskard to come back for him. Surely that was what Giskard would expect him to do. The orders to him had simply been: Come back for me.

There had been no indication that Baley would change position in any way and Giskards clear and uncluttered mind would surely interpret the Come back with the assumption that he was to come back to the airfoil.

Baley tried to adjust himself to that. In a way, it was a relief merely to wait, to have to make no decisions for a while, because there were no decisions he could possibly make. It was a relief to be steady and to feel at rest and to be rid of the terrible light flashes and the disturbing crashes of sound.

Perhaps he might even allow himself to go to sleep.

And then he stiffened. Dare he do that?

They were being pursued. They were under observation. The airfoil, while parked and waiting for them outside the Administration Building of the Robotics Institute, had been tampered with and no doubt the tamperers would soon be upon him.

He was waiting for them, too, and not for Giskard only.

Had he thought it out clearly in the midst of his misery? The machine had been tampered with outside the Administration Building. That might have been done by anyone, but most likely by someone who knew it was there and who would know that better than Amadiro?

Amadiro had intended delay until the storm. That was obvious. He was to travel in the storm and he was to break down in the storm. Amadiro had studied Earth and its population; he boasted of that. He would know quite clearly just what difficulty Earthpeople would have with the Outside generally and with a thunderstorm in particular.

He would be quite certain that Baley would be reduced to complete helplessness.

But why should he want that?

To bring Baley back to the Institute? He had already had him, but he had had a Baley in the full possession of his faculties and along with him he had had two robots perfectly capable of defending Baley physically. It would be different now!

If the airfoil were disabled in a storm, Baley would be disabled emotionally. He would even be unconscious, perhaps, and would certainly not be able to resist being brought back. Nor would the two robots object. With Baley clearly in, their only appropriate reaction would be to assist Amadiros robots in rescuing him.

In fact, the two robots would have to come along with Baley and would do so helplessly.

And if anyone ever questioned Amadiros action, he could say that he had feared for Baley in the storm; that he had tried to keep him at the Institute and failed; that he had sent his robots to trail him and assure his safety; and that, when the airfoil came to grief in the storm, those robots brought Baley back to haven. Unless people understood that it had been Amadiro who had ordered the airfoil tampered with (and who would believe that and how could one prove it?), the only possible public reaction would be to praise Amadiro for his humanitarian feelings all the more astonishing for having been expressed toward a subhuman Earthman.

And what would Amadiro do with Baley then?

Nothing, except to keep him quiet and helpless for a time. Baley was not himself the quarry. That was the point.

Amadiro would also have two robots and they would now be helpless. Their instructions forced them, in the strongest manner, to guard Baley and, if Baley were ill and being cared for, they could only follow Amadiros orders if those orders were clearly and apparently for Baleys benefit. Nor would Baley be (perhaps) sufficiently himself to protect them with further orders certainly not if he were kept under sedation.

It was clear! It was clear! Amadiro had had Baley, Daneel, and Giskard but in unusable fashion. He had sent them out into the storm in order to bring them back and have them again in usable fashion. Especially Daneel! It was Daneel who was the key.

To be sure, Fastolfe would be searching for them eventually and would find them, too, and retrieve them, but by then it would be too late, wouldnt it?

And what did Amadiro want with Daneel?

Baley, his head aching, was sure he knew but how could he possibly prove it?

He could think no more. If he could opacify the windows, he could make a little interior world again, enclosed and motionless, and then maybe he could continue his thoughts.

But he did not know how to opacify the windows. He could only sit there and look at the flagging storm beyond those windows, hear the whip of rain against the windows, watch the fading lightning, and listen to the muttering thunder.

He closed his eyes tightly. The eyelids made a wall, too, but he dared not sleep.

The car door on his right opened. He heard the sighing noise it made. He felt the cool, damp breeze enter, the temperature drop, the sharp smell of things green and wet enter and drown out the faint and friendly smell of oil and upholstery that reminded him somehow of the City that he wondered if he would ever see again.

He opened his eyes and there was the odd sensation of a robotic face staring at him and drifting sideways, yet not really moving. Baley felt dizzy.

The robot, seen as a darker shadow against the darkness, seemed a large one. He had, somehow, an air of capability about him. He said, Your pardon, sir. Did you not have the company of two robots?

Gone, muttered Baley, acting as ill as he could and aware that it did not require acting. A brighter flash of the heavens made its way through the eyelids that were now half open.

Gone! Gone where, sir? And then, as he waited for an answer, he said, Are you ill, sir?

Baley felt a distant twinge of satisfaction within the inner scrap of himself that was still capable of thinking. If the robot had been without special instruction, he would have responded to Baleys clear signs of illness before doing anything else. To have asked first about the robots implied hard and close pressed directions as to their importance.

It fit.

He tried to assume a strength and normality he did not possess and said, I am well. Dont concern yourself with me.

It could not possibly have convinced an ordinary robot, but this one had been so intensified in connection with Daneel (obviously) that he accepted it. He said, Where have the robots gone, sir?

Back to the Robotics Institute.

To the Institute? Why, sir?

They were called by Master Roboticist Amadiro and he ordered them to return. I am waiting for them.

But why did you not go with them, sir?

Master Roboticist Amadiro did not wish me to be exposed to the storm. He ordered me to wait here. I am following Master Roboticist Amadiros orders.

He hoped the repetition of the prestige filled name with the inclusion of the honorific, together with the repetition of the word order, would have its effect on the robot and persuade him to leave Baley where he was.

On the other hand, if they had been instructed, with particular care, to bring back Daneel, and if they were convinced that Daneel was already on his way back to the Institute, there would be a decline in the intensity of their need in connection with that robot. They would have time to think of Baley again. They would say The robot said, But it appears you are not well, sir.

Baley felt another twinge of satisfaction. He said, I am well.

Behind the robot, he could vaguely see a crowding of several other robots he could not count them with their faces gleaming in the occasional lightning flash. As Baleys eyes adapted to the return of darkness, he could see the dim shine of their eyes.

He turned his head. There were robots at the left door, too, though that remained closed.

How many had Amadiro sent? Were they to have been returned by force, if necessary?

He said, Master Roboticist Amadiros orders were that my robots were to return to the Institute and I was to wait. You see that they are returning and that I am waiting. If you were sent to help, if you have a vehicle, find the robots, who are on their way back, and transport them. This airfoil is no longer operative. He tried to say it all without hesitation and firmly, as a well man would. He did not entirely succeed.

They have returned on foot, sir?

Baley said, Find them. Your orders are clear.

There was hesitation. Clear hesitation.

Baley finally remembered to move his right foot he hoped properly. He should have done it before, but his physical body was not responding properly to his thoughts.

Still the robots hesitated and Baley grieved over that. He was not a Spacer. He did not know the proper words, the proper tone, the proper air with which to handle robots with the proper efficiency. A skilled roboticist could, with a gesture, a lift of an eyebrow, direct a robot as though it were a marionette of which he held the strings. Especially if the robot were of his own design.

But Baley was only an Earthman.

He frowned that was easy to do in his misery and whispered a weary Go! and motioned with his hands.

Perhaps that added the last small and necessary quantity of weight to his order or perhaps an end had simply been reached to the time it took for the robots positronic pathways to determine, by voltage and counter voltage, how to sort out their instructions according to the Three Laws.

Either way, they had made up their minds and, after that, there was no further hesitation. They moved back to their vehicle, whatever and wherever it was, with such determined speed that they seemed simply to disappear.

The door the robot had held open now closed of its own accord. Baley had moved his foot in order to place it in the pathway of the closing door. He wondered distantly if his foot would be cut off cleanly or if its bones would be crushed, but he didnt move it. Surely no vehicle would be designed to make such a misadventure possible.

He was alone again. He had forced robots to leave a patently unwell human being by playing on the force of the orders given them by a competent robot master who had been intent on strengthening the Second Law for his own purposes and had done it to the point where Baleys own quite apparent lies had subordinated the First Law to it.

How well he had done it, Baley thought with distant self satisfaction and became aware that the door which had swung shut was still ajar, held so by his foot, and that that foot had not been the least bit damaged as a result.




65.

BALEY FELT COOL air curling about his foot and a sprinkle of cool water. It was a frighteningly abnormal thing to sense, yet he could not allow the door to close, for he would then not know how to open it. (How did the robots open those doors? Undoubtedly, it was no puzzle to members of the culture, but in his reading on Auroran life, there was no careful instruction of just how one opens the door of a standard airfoil. Everything of importance is taken for granted. Youre supposed to know, even though you are, in theory, being informed.)

He was groping in his pockets as he thought this and even the pockets were not easy to find. They were not in the right places and they were sealed, so that they had to be opened by fumbles till he found the precise motion that caused the seal to part. He pulled out a handkerchief, balled it, and placed it between the door and jamb so that the door would not entirely close. He then removed his foot.

Now to think if he could. There was no point to keeping the door open unless he meant to get out. Was there, however, any purpose in getting out?

If he waited where he was, Giskard would eventually come back for him and, presumably, lead him to safety.

Dare he wait?

He did not know how long it would take Giskard to see Daneel to safety and then return.

But neither did he know how long it would take the pursuing robots to decide they would not find Daneel and Giskard on any road leading back to the Institute. (Surely it was impossible that Daneel and Giskard had actually moved backward toward the Institute in search of sanctuary. Baley had not actually ordered them not to but what if that were the only feasible route? No! Impossible!)

Baley shook his head in silent denial of the possibility and felt it ache in response. He put his hands to it and gritted his teeth.

How long would the pursuing robots continue to search before they would decide that Baley had misled them or had been himself misled? Would they then return and take him in custody, very politely and with great care not to harm him? Could he hold them off by telling them he would die if exposed to the storm?

Would they believe that? Would they call the Institute to report? Surely they would do that. And would human beings then arrive? They would not be overly concerned about his welfare.

If Baley got out of the car and found some hiding place in the surrounding trees, it would be that much harder for the pursuing robots to locate him and that would gain him time.

It would also be harder for Giskard to locate him, but Giskard would be under a much more intense instruction to guard Baley than the pursuing robots were to find him. The primary task of the former would be to locate Baley and of the latter, to locate Daneel.

Besides, Giskard was programmed by Fastolfe himself and Amadiro, however skillful, was no match for Fastolfe.

Surely, then, all things being equal, Giskard would be back before the other robots could possibly be.

But would all things be equal? With a faint attempt at cynicism, Baley thought: Im worn out and cant really think. Im merely seizing desperately at whatever will console me.

Still, what could he do but play the odds, as he conceived the odds to be?

He leaned against the door and was out into the open. The handkerchief fell out into the wet, rank grass and he automatically bent down to pick it up, holding it in his hands as he staggered away from the car.

He was overwhelmed by the gusts of rain that soaked his face and hands. After a short while, his wet clothes were clinging to his body and he was shivering with cold.

There was a piercing splitting of the sky too quick for him to close his eyes against and then a sharp hammering that stiffened him in terror and made him clap his hands over his ears.

Had the storm returned? Or did it sound louder only because he was out in the open?

He had to move. He had to move away from the car, so that the pursuers would not find him too easily. He must not waver and remain in its vicinity or he might as well have stayed inside and dry.

He tried to wipe his face with the handkerchief, but it was as wet as his face was and he let it go. It was useless.

He moved on, hands outstretched. Was there a moon that circled Aurora? He seemed to recall there had been mention of such a thing and he would have welcomed its light. But what did it matter? Even if it existed and were in the sky now, the clouds would obscure it.

He felt something. He could not see what it was, but he knew it to be the rough bark of a tree. Undoubtedly a tree. Even a City man would know that much.

And then he remembered that lightning might hit trees and might kill people. He could not remember that he had ever read a description of how it felt to be hit by lightning or if there were any measures to prevent it. He knew of no one on Earth who had been hit by lightning.

He felt his way about the tree and was in an agony of apprehension and fear. How much was halfway around, so that he would end up moving in the same direction?

Onward!

The underbrush was thick now and hard to get through. It was like bony, clutching fingers holding him. He pulled petulantly and he heard the tearing of cloth.

Onward!

His teeth were chattering and he was trembling.

Another flash. Not a bad one. For a moment, he caught a glimpse of his surroundings.

Trees! A number of them. He was in a grove of trees. Were many trees more dangerous than one tree where lightning was concerned?

He didnt know.

Would it help if he didnt actually touch a tree?

He didnt know that, either. Death by lightning simply wasnt a factor in the Cities and the historical novels (and sometimes histories) that mentioned it never went into detail.

He looked up at the dark sky and felt the wetness coming down. He wiped at his wet eyes with his wet hands.

He stumbled onward, trying to step high. At one point, he splashed through a narrow stream of water, sliding over the pebbles underlaying it.

How strange! It made him no wetter than he was.

He went on again. The robots would not find him. Would Giskard?

He didnt know where he was. Or where he was going. Or how far he was from anything.

If he wanted to return to the car, he couldnt.

If he was trying to find himself, he couldnt.

And the storm would continue forever and he would finally dissolve and pour down in a little stream of Baley and no one would ever find him again.

And his dissolved molecules would float down to the ocean.

Was there an ocean on Aurora?

Of course there was! It was larger than Earths, but there was more ice at the Auroran poles.

Ah, he would float to the ice and freeze there, glistening in the cold orange sun.

His hands were touching a tree again wet hands wet tree rumble of thunder funny he didnt see the flash of lightning lightning came first was he hit?

He didnt feel anything except the ground.

The ground was under him because his fingers were scrabbling into cold mud. He turned his head so he could breathe. It was rather comfortable. He didnt have to walk anymore. He could wait. Giskard would find him.

He was suddenly very sure of it. Giskard would have to find him because No, he had forgotten the because. It was the second time he had forgotten something. Before he went to sleep Was it the same thing he had forgotten each time? The same thing? It didnt matter.

It would be all right all And he lay there, alone and unconscious, in the rain at the base of a tree, while the storm beat on.
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AFTERWARD, LOOKING BACK and estimating times, it would appear that Baley had remained unconscious not less than ten minutes and not more than twenty.

At the time, though, it might have been anything from zero to infinity. He was conscious of a voice. He could not hear the words it spoke, just a voice. He puzzled over the fact that it sounded odd and solved the matter to his satisfaction by recognizing it as a womans voice.

There were arms around him, lifting him, heaving him. One arm his arm dangled. His head lolled.

He tried feebly to straighten out, but nothing happened. The womans voice again.

He opened his eyes wearily. He was aware of being cold and wet and suddenly realized that water was not striking him. And it was not dark, not entirely. There was a dim suffusing of light and, by it, he saw a robots face.

He recognized it. Giskard, he whispered and with that he remembered the storm and the flight. And Giskard had reached him first; he had found him before the other robots had.

Baley thought contentedly: I knew he would.

He let his eyes close again and felt himself moving rapidly but with the slight yet definite unevenness that meant he was being carried by someone who was walking. Then a stop and a slow adjustment until he was resting on something quite warm and comfortable. He knew it was the seat of a car covered, perhaps, with toweling, but did not question how he knew.

Then there was the sensation of smooth motion through the air and the feeling of soft absorbent fabric over his face and hands, the tearing open of his blouse, cold air upon his chest, and then the drying and blotting again.

After that, the sensations crowded in upon him.

He was in an establishment. There were flashes of walls, of illumination, of objects (miscellaneous shapes of furnishings) which he saw now and then when he opened his eyes.

He felt his clothes being stripped off methodically and made a few feeble and useless attempts to cooperate, then he felt warm water and vigorous scrubbing. It went on and on and he didnt want it to stop.

At one point, a thought occurred to him and he seized the arm that was holding him. Giskard! Giskard!

He heard Giskards voice, I am here, sir.

Giskard, is Daneel safe?

He is quite safe, sir.

Good. Baley closed his eyes again and made no effort whatever in connection with the drying. He felt himself turned over and over in the stream of dry air and then he was being dressed again in something like a warm robe.

Luxury! Nothing like this had happened to him since he was an infant and he was suddenly sorry for the babies for whom everything was done and who were not sufficiently conscious of it to enjoy it.

Or did they? Was the hidden memory of that infant luxury a determinant of adult behavior? Was his own feeling now just an expression of the delight of being an infant again?

And he had heard a womans voice. Mother?

No, that couldnt possibly be. Mamma?

He was sitting in a chair now. He could sense as much and he could also feel, somehow, that the short, happy period of renewed infancy was coming to an end. He had to return to the sad world of self consciousness and self help.

But there had been a womans voice. What woman?

Baley opened his eyes. Gladia?
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IT WAS A question, a surprised question, but deep within himself he was not really surprised. Thinking back, he had, of course, recognized her voice.

He looked around. Giskard was standing in his alcove, but he ignored him. First things first.

He said, Wheres Daneel?

Gladia said, He has cleaned and dried himself in the robots quarters and he has dry clothing. He is surrounded by my household staff and they have their instructions. I can tell you that no outsider will approach within fifty meters of my establishment in any direction without our all knowing it at once. Giskard is cleaned and dried as well.

Yes, I can see that, said Baley. He was not concerned with Giskard, only with Daneel. He was relieved that Gladia seemed to accept the necessity of guarding Daneel and that he would not have to face the complications of explaining the matter.

Yet there was one breach in the wall of security and a note of querulousness entered in his voice as he said, Why did you leave him, Gladia? With you gone, there was no human being in the house to stop the approach of a band of outside robots. Daneel could have been taken by force.

Nonsense, said Gladia with spirit. We were not gone long and Dr. Fastolfe had been informed. Many of his robots had joined mine and he could be on the spot in minutes if needed and Id like to see any band of outside robots withstand him.

Have you seen Daneel since you returned, Gladia?

Of course! Hes safe, I tell you.

Thank you! Baley relaxed and closed his eyes. Oddly enough, he thought: It wasnt so bad.

Of course it wasnt. He had survived, hadnt he? When he thought that, something inside himself grinned and was happy.

He had survived, hadnt he?

He opened his eyes and said, How did you find me, Gladia?

It was Giskard. They had come here both of them and Giskard explained the situation to me quickly. I set right about securing Daneel, but he wouldnt budge until I had promised to order Giskard out after you. He was very eloquent. His responses with respect to you are very intense, Elijah.

Daneel remained behind, of course. It made him very unhappy, but Giskard insisted that I order him to stay at the very top of my voice. You must have given Giskard some mighty strict orders. Then we got in touch with Dr. Fastolfe and, after that, we took my personal airfoil.

Baley shook his head wearily. You should not have come along, Gladia. Your place was here, making sure Daneel was safe.

Gladias face twisted into scorn. And leave you dying in the storm, for all we knew? Or being taken up by Dr. Fastolfes enemies? I have a little holograph of myself letting that happen. No, Elijah, I might have been needed to keep the other robots away from you if they had gotten to you first. I may not be much good in most ways, but any Solarian can handle a mob of robots, let me tell you. Were used to it.

But how did you find me?

It wasnt so terribly hard. Actually, your airfoil wasnt far away, so that we could have walked it, except for the storm. We

Baley said, You mean we had almost made it to Fastolfes?

Yes, said Gladia. Either your airfoil, in being damaged, wasnt damaged sufficiently to force you to a standstill sooner or Giskards skill kept it going for longer than the vandals had anticipated. Which is a good thing. If you had come down closer to the Institute, they might have gotten you all. Anyway, we took my airfoil to where yours had come down. Giskard knew where it was, of course, and we got out

And you got all wet, didnt you, Gladia?

Not a bit, she replied. I had a large rain shade and a light sphere, too. My shoes got muddy and my feet got a little damp because I didnt have time to spray on Latex, but theres no harm in that. Anyway, we were back at your airfoil less than half an hour after Giskard and Daneel had left you and, of course, you werent there.

I had tried began Baley.

Yes, we know. I thought they the others had taken you away because Giskard said you were being followed. But Giskard found your handkerchief about fifty meters from the airfoil and he said that you must have wandered off in that direction. Giskard said it was an illogical thing to do, but that human beings were often illogical, so that we should search for you. So we looked both of us using the lightsphere, but it was he found you. He said he saw the infrared glimmer of your body heat at the base of the tree and we brought you back.

Baley said, with a spark of annoyance, Why was my leaving an illogical thing to do?

He didnt say, Elijah. Do you wish to ask him? She gestured toward Giskard.

Baley said, Giskard, whats this?

Giskards impassivity was disrupted at once and his eyes focused on Baley. He said, I felt that you had exposed yourself to the storm unnecessarily. If you had waited, we would have brought you here sooner.

The other robots might have gotten to me first.

They did but you had sent them away, sir.

How do you know that?

There were many robotic footprints around the doors on either side, sir, but there was no sign of dampness within the airfoil, as there would have been if wet arms had reached in to lift you out. I judged you would not have gotten out of the airfoil of your own accord in order to join them, sir. And, having sent them away, you need not have feared they would return very quickly, since it was Daneel they were after by your own estimate of the situation and not you. In addition, you might have been certain that I would have been back quickly.

Baley muttered, I reasoned precisely in that manner but I felt that confusing the issue might help further. I did what seemed best to me and you did find me, even so.

Yes, sir.

Baley said, But why bring me here? If we were close to Gladias establishment, we were just as close, perhaps closer, to Dr. Fastolfes.

Not quite, sir. This residence was somewhat closer and I judged, from the urgency of your orders, that every moment counted in securing Daneels safety. Daneel concurred in this, though he was most reluctant to leave you. Once he was here, I felt you would want to be here, too, so that you could, if you desired, assure yourself of his safety firsthand.

Baley nodded and said grumpily (he was still annoyed at that remark concerning his illogicality), You did well, Giskard.

Gladia said, Is it important that you see Dr. Fastolfe, Elijah? I can have him summoned here. Or you can view him trimensionally.

Baley leaned back in his chair again. He had leisure to realize that his thought processes were blunted and that he was very tired. It would do him no good to face Fastolfe now. He said, No. Ill see him tomorrow after breakfast. Time enough. And then I think Ill be seeing this man, Kelden Amadiro, the head of the Robotics Institute. And a high official what dyou call him? the Chairman. He will be there, too, I suppose.

You look terribly tired, Elijah, said Gladia. Of course, we dont have those microorganisms those germs and viruses that you have on Earth and youve been cleaned out, so you wont get any of the diseases they have all over your planet, but youre clearly tired.

Baley thought: After all that, no cold? No flu? No pneumonia? There was something to being on a Spacer world at that.

He said, I admit Im tired, but that can be cured by a bit of rest.

Are you hungry? Its dinnertime.

Baley made a face. I dont feel like eating.

Im not sure thats wise. You dont want a heavy meal, perhaps, but how about some hot soup? It will do you good.

Baley felt the urge to smile. She might be Solarian, but given the proper circumstances she sounded exactly like an Earthwoman. He suspected that this would be true of Aurorans as well. There are some things that differences in culture dont touch.

He said, Do you have soup available? I dont want to be a problem.

How can you be a problem? I have a staff not a large one, as on Solaria, but enough to prepare any reasonable item of food on short order. Now you just sit there and tell me what kind of soup you would like. It will all be taken care of.

Baley couldnt resist. Chicken soup?

Of course. Then innocently, Just what I would have suggested and with lumps of chicken, so that it will be substantial.

The bowl was put before him with surprising speed. He said, Arent you going to eat, Gladia?

Ive eaten already, while you were being bathed and treated.

Treated?

Only routine biochemical adjustment, Elijah. You had been rather psychic damaged and we wanted no repercussions. Do eat!

Baley lifted an experimental spoonful to his lips. It was not bad chicken soup, though it had the queer tendency of Auroran food to be rather spicier than Baley would prefer. Or perhaps it was prepared with different spices than those he was used to.

He remembered his mother suddenly a sharp thrust of memory that made her appear younger than he himself was right now. He remembered her standing over him when he rebelled at eating his nice soup.

She would say to him, Come, Lije. This is real chicken and very expensive. Even the Spacers dont have anything better.

They didnt. He called to her in his mind across the years:

They dont, Mom!

Really! If he could trust memory and allow for the power of youthful taste buds, his mothers chicken soup, when it wasnt dulled by repetition, was far superior.

He sipped again and again and when he finished, he muttered in a shamefaced way, Would there be a little more?

As much as you want, Elijah.

Just a little more.

Gladia said to him, as he was finishing, Elijah, this meeting tomorrow morning

Yes, Gladia?

Does it mean that your investigation is over? Do you know what happened to Jander?

Baley said judiciously, I have an idea as to what might have happened to Jander. I dont think I can necessarily persuade anyone that I am right.

Then why are you having the conference?

Its not my idea, Gladia. Its Master Roboticist Amadiros idea. He objects to the investigation and hes going to try to have me sent back to Earth.

Is he the one who tampered with your airfoil and tried to have his robots take Daneel?

I think he is.

Well, cant he be tried and convicted and punished for that?

He certainly could, said Baley feelingly, except for the very small problem that I cant prove it.

And can he do all that and get away with it and stop the investigation, too?

Im afraid he has a good chance of being able to do so. As he himself says, people who dont expect justice dont have to suffer disappointment.

But he mustnt. You mustnt let him. Youve got to complete your investigation and find out the truth.

Baley sighed. What if I cant find out the truth? Or what if I can but cant make people listen to me?

You can find out the truth. And you can make people listen to you.

You have a touching faith in me, Gladia. Still, if the Auroran World Legislature wants to send me back and orders the investigation ended, theres nothing Im going to be able to do about it.

Surely you wont be willing to go back with nothing accomplished.

Of course I wont. Its worse than just accomplishing nothing, Gladia. Ill go back with my career ruined and with Earths future destroyed.

Then dont let them do that, Elijah.

And he said, Jehoshaphat, Gladia, Im going to try not to, but I cant lift a planet with my bare hands. You cant ask me for miracles.

Gladia nodded and, eyes downcast, put her fist to her mouth, sitting there motionlessly, as though in thought. It took a while for Baley to realize that she was weeping soundlessly.
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BALEY STOOD UP quickly and walked around the table to her. He noted absently and with some annoyance that his legs were trembling and that there was a tic in the muscle of his right thigh.

Gladia, he said urgently, dont cry.

Dont bother, Elijah, she whispered. It will pass. He stood helplessly at her side, reaching out to her yet hesitating. Im not touching you, he said. I dont think I had better do so, but

Oh, touch me. Touch me. Im not all that fond of my body and I wont catch anything from you. Im not what I used to be.

So Baley reached out and touched her elbow and stroked it very slightly and clumsily with his fingertips. Ill do what I can tomorrow, Gladia, he said. Ill give it my very best try.

She rose at that, turned toward him, and said, Oh, Elijah. Automatically, scarcely knowing what he was doing, Baley held out his arms. And, just as automatically, she walked into them and he was holding her while her head cradled against his chest.

He held her as lightly as he could, waiting for her to realize that she was embracing an Earthman. (She had undoubtedly embraced a humaniform robot, but he had been no Earthman.)

She sniffed loudly and spoke while her mouth was half obscured in Baleys shirt.

She said, It isnt fair. Its because Im a Solarian. No one really cares what happened to Jander and they would if I were an Auroran. It just boils down to prejudice and politics.

Baley thought: Spacers are people. This is exactly what Jessie would say in a similar situation. And if it were Gremionis who was holding Gladia, hed say exactly what Ill say if I knew what I would say.

And then he said, Thats not entirely so. Im sure Dr. Fastolfe cares what happened to Jander.

No, he doesnt. Not really. He just wants to have his way in the Legislature, and that Amadiro wants to have his way, and either one would trade Jander for his way.

I promise you, Gladia, I wont trade Jander for anything.

No? If they tell you that you can go back to Earth with your career saved and no penalty for your world, provided you forget all about Jander, what would you do?

Theres no use setting up hypothetical situations that cant possibly come to pass. Theyre not going to give me anything in return for abandoning Jander. Theyre just going to try to send me back with nothing at all except ruin for me and my world. But, if they were to let me, I would get the man who destroyed Jander and see to it that he was adequately punished.

What do you mean if they were to let you? Make them let you!

Baley smiled bitterly. If you think Aurorans pay no attention to you because youre a Solarian, imagine how little you would get if you were from Earth, as I am.

He held her closer, forgetting he was from Earth, even as he said the word. But Ill try, Gladia. Its no use raising hopes, but I dont have a completely empty hand. Ill try His voice trailed off.

You keep saying youll try. But how? She pushed away from him a bit to look up into his face.

Baley said, bewildered, Why, I may

Find the murderer?

Whatever. Gladia, please, I must sit down.

He reached out for the table, leaning on it.

She said, What is it, Elijah?

Ive had a difficult day, obviously, and I havent quite recovered, I think.

Youd better go to bed, then.

To tell the truth, Gladia, I would like to.

She released him, her face full of concern and with no further room in it for tears. She lifted her arm and made a rapid motion and he was (it seemed to him) surrounded by robots at once.

And when he was in bed eventually and the last robot had left him, he found himself staring up at darkness.

He could not tell whether it was still raining Outside or whether some feeble lightning flashes were still making their last sleepy sparks, but he knew he heard no thunder.

He drew a deep breath and thought: Now what is it I have promised Gladia? What will happen tomorrow?

Last act: Failure?

And as Baley drifted into the borderland of sleep, he thought of that unbelievable flash of illumination that had come before sleep.
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TWICE BEFORE, IT had happened. Once the night before when, as now, he was falling asleep and once earlier this evening when he had slipped into unconsciousness beneath the tree in the storm. Each time, something had occurred to him, some enlightenment that had unmystified the problem as the lightning had undarkened the night.

And it had stayed with him as briefly as the lightning had.

What was it?

Would it come to him again?

This time, he tried consciously to seize it, to catch the elusive truth. Or was it the elusive illusion? Was it the slipping away of conscious reason and the coming of attractive nonsense that one couldnt analyze properly in the absence of a properly thinking brain?

The search for whatever it was, however, slid slowly away. It would no more come on call than a unicorn would in a world in which unicorns did not exist.

It was easier to think of Gladia and of how she had felt. There had been the direct touch of the silkiness of her blouse, but beneath it were the small and delicate arms, the smooth back.

Would he have dared to kiss her if his legs had not begun to buckle beneath him? Or would that have been going too far?

He heard his breath exhale in a soft snore and, as always, that embarrassed him. He flogged himself awake and thought of Gladia again. Before he left, surely but not if he could gain nothing for her in ret Would that be payment for services ren He heard the soft snore again and cared less this time.

Gladia He had never thought he would see her again let alone touch her let alone hold her hold her And he had no way of telling at what point he passed from thought to dream.

He was holding her again, as before But there was no blouse and her skin was warm and soft and his hand moved slowly down the slope of shoulder blade and down the hidden ridges of her ribs There was a total aura of reality about it. All of his senses were engaged. He smelled her hair and his lips tasted the faint, faint salt of her skin and now somehow they were no longer standing. Had they lain down or were they lying down from the start? And what had happened to the light?

He felt the mattress beneath him and the cover over him darkness and she was still in his arms and her body was bare.

He was shocked awake. Gladia? Rising inflection disbelieving Shh. Elijah. She placed the fingers of one hand gently on his lips. Dont say anything.

She might as well have asked him to stop the current of his blood.

He said, What are you doing?

She said, Dont you know what Im doing? Im in bed with you.

But why?

Because I want to. Her body moved against his.

She pinched the top of his night garment and the seam that held it together fell apart.

Dont move, Elijah. Youre tired and I dont want you to wear yourself out further.

Elijah felt a warmth stirring within him. He decided not to protect Gladia against herself. He said, Im not that tired, Gladia.

No, she said sharply. Rest! I want you to rest. Dont move. Her mouth was on his as though intent on forcing him to keep quiet. He relaxed and the small thought flitted past him that he was following orders, that he was tired and was willing to be done to rather than to do. And, tinged with shame, it occurred to him that it rather diluted his guilt. (I couldnt help it, he heard himself say. She made me.) Jehoshaphat, how cowardly! How unbearably demeaning!

But those thoughts washed away, too. Somehow there was soft music in the air and the temperature had risen a bit. The cover had vanished and so had his nightclothes. He felt his head moved into the cradle of her arms and pressed against softness.

With a detached surprise, he knew, from her position, that the softness was her left breast and that it was centered, contrastingly, with its nipple hard against his lips.

Softly, she was singing to the music, a sleepily joyful tune he did not recognize.

She rocked gently back and forth and her fingertips grazed his chin and neck, He relaxed, content to do nothing, to let her initiate and carry through every activity. When she moved his arms, he did not resist and let them rest wherever she placed them.

He did not help and, when he did respond with heightened excitement and climax, it was only out of helplessness to do otherwise.

She seemed tireless and he did not want her to stop. Aside from the sensuality of sexual response, he felt again what he had felt earlier, the total luxury of the infants passivity.

And, finally, he could respond no more and, it seemed, she could do no more and she lay with her head in the hollow where his left shoulder met his chest and her left arm lay across his ribs, her fingers stroking the short, curling hairs tenderly.

He seemed to hear her murmuring, Thank you Thank you

For what? he wondered.

He was scarcely conscious of her now, for this utterly soft end of a hard day was as soporific as the fabled nepenthe and he could feel himself slipping away, as though his fingertips were relaxing from the edge of the cliff of harsh reality in order that he might drop drop through the soft clouds of gathering sleep into the slowly swaying ocean of dreams.

And as he did so, what had not come on call came of itself. For the third time, the curtain was lifted and all the events since he had left Earth shuffled once more into hard focus. Again, it was all clear. He struggled to speak, to hear the words he needed to hear, to fix them and make them part of his thought processes, but though he clutched at them with every tendril of his mind, they slipped past and through and were gone.

So that, in this respect, Baleys second day on Aurora ended very much as his first had.
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WHEN BALEY OPENED his eyes, it was to find sunlight streaming through the window and he welcomed it. To his still sleepy surprise, he welcomed it.

It meant the storm was over and it was as though the storm had never happened. Sunlight when viewed only as an alternative to the smooth, soft, warm, controlled light of the Cities could only be considered harsh and uncertain. But compare it with the storm and it was the promise of peace itself. Everything, Baley thought, is relative and he knew he would never think of sunshine as entirely evil again.

Partner Elijah? Daneel was standing at the side of the bed. A little behind him stood Giskard.

Baleys long face dissolved in a rare smile of pure pleasure. He held out his hands, one to each. Jehoshaphat, men and he was totally unaware, at the moment, of any inappropriateness in the word when I last saw you two together, I wasnt in the least sure I would ever see either of you again.

Surely, said Daneel softly, none of us would have been harmed under any circumstances.

With the sunlight coming in, I see that, said Baley. But last night, I felt as though the storm would kill me and I was certain you were in deadly danger, Daneel. It even seemed possible that Giskard might be damaged in some way, trying to defend me against overwhelming odds. Melodramatic, I admit, but I wasnt quite myself, you know.

We were aware of that, sir, said Giskard. That was what made it difficult for us to leave you, despite your urgent order. We trust that this is not a source of displeasure for you at present.

Not at all, Giskard.

And, said Daneel, we also know that you have been well cared for since we left you.

It was only then that Baley remembered the events of the night before.

Gladia!

He looked about in sudden astonishment. She was not anywhere in the room. Had he imagined No, of course not. That would be impossible. And then he looked at Daneel with a frown, as though suspecting his remark to bear a libidinous character.

But no, that would be impossible, too. A robot, however humaniform, would not be designed to take lubricious delight in innuendo.

He said, Quite well cared for. But what I need at the moment is to be shown to the Personal.

We are here, sir, said Giskard, to direct you and help you through the morning. Miss Gladia felt you would be more comfortable with us than with any of her own staff and she stressed that we were to leave nothing wanting for your comfort.

Baley looked doubtful. How far did she instruct you to go? I feel pretty well now, so I dont have to have anyone wash and dry me. I can take care of myself. She does understand that, I hope.

You need fear no embarrassment, Partner Elijah, said Dan eel, with the small smile that (it seemed to Baley) came at those moments when, in a human being, it might be judged that a feeling of affection would have arisen. We are merely to see to your comfort. If, at any time, you are most comfortable in privacy, we will wait at some distance.

In that case, Daneel, were all set. Baley scrambled out of bed. It pleased him to see that he felt quite steady on his legs. The nights rest and the treatment when he was brought back (whatever it might have been) had done marvels. And Gladia, too.
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STILL NUDE AND just damp enough from his shower to feel thoroughly fresh, Baley, having brushed his hair, studied the result critically. It seemed natural that he would have breakfast with Gladia and he wasnt certain how he might be received. It might be best, perhaps, to take the attitude that nothing had happened and to be guided by her attitude. And somehow, he thought, it might help if he looked reasonably good provided that was within the realm of the possible. He made a dissatisfied face at his reflection in the mirror.

Daneel! he called.

Yes, Partner Elijah.

Speaking through and around toothpaste, Baley said, Those are new clothes you are wearing, it seems.

Not mine originally, Partner Elijah. They had been friend Janders.

Baleys eyebrows climbed. She let you have Janders?

Miss Gladia did not wish me to be unclothed while waiting for my storm drenched items to be washed and to dry. Those are ready now, but Miss Gladia says I may keep these.

When did she say that?

This morning, Partner Elijah.

Shes awake, then?

Indeed. And you will be joining her at breakfast when you are ready.

Baleys lips tightened. It was odd that, at the moment, he was more concerned with having to face Gladia than, a little later on, the Chairman. The matter of the Chairman was, after all, in the lap of the Fates. He had decided on his strategy and it would either work or it would not work. As for Gladia he simply had no strategy.

Well, he would have to face her.

He said, with as careful an air of indifference as he might manage, And how is Miss Gladia this morning?

Daneel said, She seems well.

Cheerful? Depressed?

Daneel hesitated. It is difficult to judge the inner attitude of a human being. There is nothing in her behavior to indicate internal turmoil.

Baley cast a quick eye on Daneel and again he wondered if he were referring to the events of last night. And again he dismissed the possibility.

Nor did it do any good to study Daneels face. One could not stare at a robot to guess thoughts from expression, for there were no thoughts in the human sense.

He stepped out into the bedroom and looked at the clothes that had been laid out for him, considering them thoughtfully and wondering if he could put them on without error and without requiring robotic help. The storm and the night were over and he wanted to assume the mantle of adulthood and independence once again.

He said, What is this? He held up a long sash covered with an intricately colored arabesque.

It is a pajama sash, said Daneel. It is purely ornamental. It passes over the left shoulder and is tied at the right side of the waist. It is traditionally worn at breakfast on some Spacer worlds but is not very popular on Aurora.

Then why should I wear it?

Miss Gladia thought it would become you, Partner Elijah. The method of tieing is rather intricate and I will be glad to help you.

Jehoshaphat, thought Baley ruefully, she wants me to be pretty. What does she have in mind?

Dont think about it!

Baley said, Never mind. Ill manage with a simple bowknot. But listen, Daneel, after breakfast I will be going over to Fastolfes, where I will meet with him, with Amadiro, and with the Chairman of the Legislature. I dont know if there will be any others present.

Yes, Partner Elijah. I am aware of that. I dont think there will be others present.

Well, then, said Baley, beginning to put on his undergarments and doing it slowly so as to make no mistake and thus find it unnecessary to appeal for help to Daneel, tell me about the Chairman. I know from my reading that he is the nearest thing to an executive officer that there is on Aurora, but I gathered from that same reading that the position is purely honorary. He has no power, I take it.

Daneel said, I am afraid, Partner Elijah

Giskard interrupted. Sir, I am more aware of the political situation on Aurora than friend Daneel is. I have been in operation for much longer. Would you be willing to have me answer the question?

Why, certainly, Giskard. Go ahead.

When the government of Aurora was first set up, sir, began Giskard in a didactic way, as though an information reel within him were methodically spinning, it was intended that the executive officer fulfill only ceremonial duties. He was to greet dignitaries from other worlds, open all meetings of the Legislature, preside over its deliberations, and vote only to break a tie. After the River Controversy, however

Yes, I read about that, said Baley. It had been a particularly dull episode in Auroran history, in which impenetrable arguments over the proper division of hydroelectric power had led to the nearest approach to civil war the planet had ever seen. You neednt go into details.

No, sir, said Giskard. After the River Controversy, however, there was a general determination never to allow controversy to endanger Auroran society again. It has become customary, therefore, to settle all disputes in a private and peaceable manner outside the Legislature. When the legislators finally vote, it is in an agreed upon fashion, so that there is always a large majority on one side or the other.

The key figure in the settlement of disputes is the Chairman of the Legislature. He is held to be above the struggle and his power which, although nil in theory, is considerable in practice only holds as long as he is seen to be so. The Chairman therefore jealously guards his objectivity and, as long as he succeeds in this, it is he who usually makes the decision that settles any controversy in one direction or another.

Baley said, You mean that the Chairman will listen to me, to Fastolfe, and to Amadiro, and then come to a decision?

Possibly. On the other hand, sir, he may remain uncertain and require further testimony, further thought or both.

And if the Chairman does come to a decision, will Amadiro bow to it if it is against him or will Fastolfe bow if it is against him?

That is not an absolute necessity. There are almost always some who will not accept the Chairmans decision and both Dr. Amadiro and Dr. Fastolfe are headstrong and obstinate individuals if one may judge from their actions. Most of the legislators, however, will go along with the Chairmans decision, whatever that might be. Dr. Fastolfe or Dr. Amadiro whichever it may be who will be decided against by the Chairman will then be sure to find himself in a small minority when the vote is taken.

How sure, Giskard?

Almost sure. The Chairmans term of office is ordinarily thirty years, with the opportunity for reelection by the Legislature for another thirty years. If, however, a vote were to go against the Chairmans recommendation, the Chairman would be forced to resign forthwith and there would be a governmental crisis while the Legislature tried to find another Chairman under conditions of bitter dispute. Few legislators are willing to risk that and the chance of getting a majority to vote against the Chairman, when that is the consequence, is almost nil.

Then, said Baley ruefully, everything depends on this mornings conference.

That is very likely.

Thank you, Giskard.

Gloomily, Baley arranged and rearranged his line of thought.

It seemed hopeful to him, but he did not have any idea what

Amadiro might say or what the Chairman might be like. It was Amadiro who had initiated the meeting and he must feel confident, sure of himself.

It was then that Baley remembered that once again, when he was falling asleep, with Gladia in his arms, he had seen or thought he had seen or imagined he had seen the meaning of all the events on Aurora. Everything had seemed clear obvious certain. And once more, for the third time, it was gone as though it had never been.

And with that thought, his hopes seemed to go, too.
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DANEEL LED BALEY into the room where breakfast was being served it seemed more intimate than an ordinary dining room. It was small and plain, with no more in the way of furnishings than a table and two chairs and when Daneel retired, he did not move into a niche. In fact, there were no niches and, for a moment, Baley found himself alone entirely alone in the room.

That he was not really alone, he was certain. There would be robots on instant call. Still, it was a room for two a no robots room a room (Baley hesitated at the thought) for lovers.

On the table there were two stacks of pancakelike objects that did not smell like pancakes but smelled good. Two containers of what looked like melted butter (but might not be) flanked them. There was a pot of the hot drink (which Baley had tried and had not liked very much) that substituted for coffee.

Gladia walked in, dressed in rather prim fashion and with her hair glistening, as though freshly conditioned. She paused a moment, her face wearing a half smile. Elijah?

Baley, caught a little by surprise at the sudden appearance, jumped to his feet. How are you, Gladia? He stuttered a bit.

She ignored that. She seemed cheerful, carefree. She said, If youre worried about Daneel not being in sight, dont be. Hes completely safe and hell stay so. As for us She came to him, standing close, and put a hand slowly to his cheek, as once, long ago, she had done in Solaria.

She laughed lightly. That was all I did then, Elijah. Do you remember?

Elijah nodded silently.

Did you sleep well, Elijah? Sit down, dear.

He sat down. Very well. Thank you, Gladia. He hesitated before deciding not to return the endearment in kind.

She said, Dont thank me. Ive had my best nights sleep in weeks and I wouldnt have if I hadnt gotten out of bed after I was sure you were sleeping soundly. If I had stayed as I wanted to I would have been annoying you before the night was over and you would not have gotten your rest.

He recognized the need for gallantry. There are some things more important than r rest, Gladia, he said, but with such formality that she laughed again.

Poor Elijah, she said. Youre embarrassed.

The fact that she recognized that embarrassed him even more. Baley had been prepared for contrition, disgust, shame, affected indifference, tears everything but the frankly erotic attitude she had assumed.

She said, Well, dont suffer so. Youre hungry. You hardly ate last night. Get some calories inside you and youll feel more carnal.

Baley looked doubtfully at the pancakes that werent.

Gladia said, Oh! Youve probably never seen these. Theyre Solarian delicacies. Pachinkas! I had to reprogram my chef before he could make them properly. In the first place, you have to use imported Solarian grain. It wont work with the Auroran varieties. And theyre stuffed. Actually, there are a thousand stuffings you can use, but this is my favorite and I know youll like it, too. I wont tell you whats in it, except for chestnut puree and a touch of honey, but try it and tell me what you think. You can eat it with your fingers, but be careful how you bite into it.

She picked one up, holding it daintily between the thumb and middle finger of each hand, then took a small bite, slowly, and licked at the golden, semiliquid filling that flowed out.

Baley imitated her action. The pachinka was hard to the touch and not too hot to hold. He put one end cautiously in his mouth and found it resisted biting. He put more muscle into it and the pachinka cracked and he found the contents flowing over his hands.

The bite was too large and too forceful, said Gladia, rushing to him with a napkin. Now lick at it. No one eats a pachinka neatly. Theres no such thing. Youre supposed to wallow in it. Ideally, youre supposed to eat it in the nude, then take a shower.

Baley tried a hesitant lick and his expression was clear enough.

You like it, dont you? said Gladia.

Its delicious, said Baley and he bit away at it slowly and gently. It wasnt too sweet and it seemed to soften and melt in the mouth. It scarcely required swallowing.

He ate three pachinkas and it was only shame that kept him from asking for more. He licked at his fingers without urging and eschewed the use of napkins, for he wanted none of it to be wasted on an inanimate object.

Dip your fingers and hands in the cleanser, Elijah, and she showed him. The melted butter was a finger bowl, obviously.

Baley did as he was shown and then dried his hands. He sniffed at them and there was no odor whatever.

She said, Are you embarrassed about last night, Elijah? Is that all you feel?

What did one say? Baley wondered.

Finally, he nodded. Im afraid I am, Gladia. Its not all I feel, by twenty kilometers or more, but I am embarrassed. Stop and think. Im an Earthman and you know that, but for the time being youre repressing it and Earthman is only a meaningless disyllabic sound to you. Last night you were sorry for me, concerned over my problem with the storm, feeling toward me as you would toward a child, and sympathizing with me, perhaps, out of the vulnerability produced in you by your own loss you came to me. But that feeling will pass Im surprised it hasnt passed already and then you will remember that I am an Earthman and you will feel ashamed, demeaned, and dirtied. You will hate me for what I have done for you and I dont want to be hated. I dont want to be hated, Gladia. (If he looked as unhappy as he felt, he looked unhappy indeed.)

She must have thought so, for she reached out to him and stroked his hand. I wont hate you, Elijah. Why should I? You did nothing to me that I can object to. I did it to you and Ill be glad for the rest of my life that I did. You freed me by a touch two years ago, Elijah, and last night you freed me again. I needed to know, two years ago, that I could feel desire and last night I needed to know that I could feel desire again after Jander. Elijah stay with me. It would be

He cut her off earnestly. How can that be, Gladia? I must go back to my own world. I have duties and goals there and you cannot come with me. You could not live the kind of life that is lived on Earth. You would die of Earthly diseases if the crowds and enclosure did not kill you first. Surely you understand.

I understand about Earth, said Gladia with a sigh, but surely you neednt leave immediately.

Before the morning is over, I may be ordered off the planet by the Chairman.

You wont be, said Gladia energetically. You wont let yourself be. And if you are, we can go to another Spacer world. There are dozens we can choose from. Does Earth mean so much to you that you wouldnt live on a Spacer world?

Baley said, I could be evasive, Gladia, and point out that no other Spacer world would let me make my home there permanently and you know thats so. The greater truth is, though, that even if some Spacer world would accept me, Earth means so much to me that I would have to return. Even if it meant leaving you.

And never visiting Aurora again? Never seeing me again?

If I could see you again, I would, Baley said, wishing. Over and over again, believe me. But whats the use of saying so? You know Im not likely to be invited back. And you know I cant return without an invitation.

Gladia said in a low voice, I dont want to believe that, Elijah.

Baley said, Gladia, dont make yourself unhappy. Something wonderful happened between us, but there are other wonderful things that will happen to you, too many of them, of all kinds, but not the same wonderful thing. Look forward to the others.

She was silent.

Gladia, he said urgently, need anyone know what has happened between us?

She looked up at him, a pained expression on her face. Are you that ashamed?

Of what happened, certainly not. But even though I am not ashamed, there could be consequences that would be discomforting. The matter would be talked about. Thanks to that hateful hyperwave drama, which included a distorted view of our relationship, we are news. The Earthman and the Solarian woman. If there is the slightest reason to suspect that there is love between us, it will get back to Earth at the speed of hyperspatial drive.

Gladia lifted her eyebrows with a touch of hauteur. And Earth will consider you demeaned? You will have indulged in sex with someone beneath your station?

No, of course not, said Baley uneasily, for he knew that that would certainly be the view of billions of Earthpeople. Has it occurred to you that my wife would hear of it? Im married.

And if she does? What of it?

Baley took a deep breath. You dont understand. Earth ways are not Spacer ways. We have had times in our history when sexual mores were fairly loose, at least in some places and for some classes. This is not one of those times. Earthmen live crowded together and it takes a puritan ethic to keep the family system stable under such conditions.

Everyone has one partner, you mean, and no other?

No, said Baley. To be honest, thats not so. But care is taken to keep irregularities sufficiently quiet, so that everyone can can

Pretend they dont know?

Well, yes, but in this case

It will all be so public that no one could pretend not to know and your wife will be angry with you and will strike you.

No, she wont strike me, but she will be shamed, which is worse. I will be shamed as well and so will my son. My social position will suffer and Gladia, if you dont understand, you dont understand, but tell me that you will not speak freely of this thing as Aurorans do. He was conscious of making a rather miserable show of himself.

Gladia said thoughtfully, I do not mean to tease you, Elijah. You have been kind to me and I would not be unkind to you, but she threw her arms up hopelessly your Earth ways are so nonsensical.

Undoubtedly. Yet I must live with them as you have lived with Solarian ways.

Yes. Her expression darkened with memory. Then, Forgive me, Elijah. Really and honestly, I apologize. I want what I cant have and I take it out on you.

Its all right.

No, its not all right. Please, Elijah, I must explain something to you. I dont think you understand what happened last night. Will you be all the more embarrassed if I do?

Baley wondered how Jessie would feel and what she would do if she could hear this conversation. Baley was quite aware that his mind should be on the confrontation with the Chairman that was looming immediately up ahead and not on his own personal marital dilemma. He should be thinking of Earths danger and not of his wifes, but, in actual fact, he was thinking of Jessie.

He said, Ill probably be embarrassed, but explain it anyway.

Gladia moved her chair, refraining from calling one of her robotic staff to do it for her. He waited for her nervously, not offering to move it himself.

She put her chair immediately next to his, facing it in the other direction, so that she was looking at him directly when she sat down. And as she did so, she put out her small hand and placed it in his and he felt his own hand press it.

You see, she said, I no longer fear contact. Im no longer at the stage where all I can do is brush your cheek for an instant.

That may be, but this does not affect you, Gladia, does it, as that bare touch did then?

She nodded. No, it doesnt affect me that way, but I like it anyway. I think thats an advance, actually. To be turned inside out just by a single moment of touch shows how abnormally I had lived and for how long. Now it is better. May I tell you how? What I have just said is actually prologue.

Tell me.

I wish we were in bed and it was dark. I could talk more freely.

We are sitting up and it is light, Gladia, but I am listening.

Yes. On Solaria, Elijah, there was no sex to speak of. You know that.

Yes, I do.

I experienced none, in any real sense. On a few occasions only a few my husband approached me out of duty. I wont even describe how that was, but you will believe me when I tell you that, looking back on it, it was worse than none.

I believe you.

But I knew about sex. I read about it. I discussed it with other women sometimes, all of whom pretended it was a hateful duty that Solarians must undergo. If they had children to the limit of their quota, they always said they were delighted they would never have to deal with sex again.

Did you believe them?

Of course I did. I had never heard anything else and the few non Solarian accounts I read were denounced as false distortions. I believed that, too. My husband found some books I had, called them pornography, and had them destroyed. Then, too, you know, people can make themselves believe anything. I think Solarian women believed what they said and really did despise sex. They certainly sounded sincere enough and it made me feel there was something terribly wrong with me because I had a kind of curiosity about it and odd feelings I could not understand.

You did not, at that time, use robots for relief in any way?

No, it didnt occur to me. Or any inanimate object. There were occasional whispers of such things, but with such horror or pretended horror that I would never dream of doing anything like that. Of course, I had dreams and sometimes something that, as I look back on it, must have been incipient orgasms, would wake me. I never understood them, of course, or dared talk of it. I was bitterly ashamed of it, in fact. Worse, I was frightened of the pleasure they brought me. And then, of course, I came to Aurora.

You told me of that. Sex with Aurorans was unsatisfactory.

Yes. It made me think that Solarians were right after all. Sex was not like my dreams at all. It was not until Jander that I understood. It is not sex that they have on Aurora; it is, it is choreography. Every step of it is dictated by fashion, from the method of approach to the moment of departure. There is nothing unexpected, nothing spontaneous. On Solaria, since there was so little sex, nothing was given or taken. And on Aurora, sex was so stylized that, in the end, nothing was given or taken either. Do you understand?

Im not sure, Gladia, never having experienced sex with an Auroran woman or, for that matter, never having been an Auroran man. But its not necessary to explain. I have a dim notion of what you mean.

Youre terribly embarrassed, arent you?

Not to the point of being unable to listen.

But then I met Jander and learned to use him. He was not an Auroran man. His only aim, his only possible aim, was to please me. He gave and I took and, for the first time, I experienced sex as it should be experienced. Do you understand that? Can you imagine what it must be like suddenly to know that you are not mad, or distorted, or perverted, or even simply wrong but to know that you are a woman and have a satisfying sex partner?

I think I can imagine that.

And then, after so short a time, to have it all taken away from me. I thought I thought that that was the end. I was doomed. I was never again, through centuries of life, to have a good sexual relationship again. Not to have had it to start with and then never to have had it at all was bad enough. But to get it against all expectation and to have it, then suddenly to lose it and go back to nothing that was unbearable. You see how important, therefore, last night was.

But why me, Gladia? Why not someone else?

No, Elijah, it had to be you. We came and found you, Giskard and I, and you were helpless. Truly helpless. You were not unconscious, but you did not rule your body. You had to be lifted and carried and placed in the car. I was there when you were warmed and treated, bathed and dried, helpless throughout. The robots did it all with marvelous efficiency, intent on caring for you and preventing harm from coming to you but totally without actual feeling. I, on the other hand, watched and I felt.

Baley bent his head, gritting his teeth at the thought of his public helplessness. He had luxuriated in it when it had happened, but now he could only feel the disgrace of being observed under such conditions.

She went on. I wanted to do it all for you. I resented the robots for reserving for themselves the right to be kind to you and to give. And as I thought of myself doing it, I felt a growing sexual excitement, something I hadnt felt since Janders death. And it occurred to me then that, in my only successful sex, what I had done was to take. Jander gave whatever I wished, but he never took. He was incapable of taking, since his only pleasure lay in pleasing me. And it never occurred to me to give because I was brought up with robots and knew they couldnt take.

And as I watched, it came to me that I knew only half of sex and I desperately wanted to experience the other half. But then, at the dinner table with me afterward, when you were eating your hot soup, you seemed recovered, you seemed strong. You were strong enough to console me and because I had had that feeling for you, when you were being cared for, I no longer feared your being from Earth and I was willing to move into your embrace. I wanted it. But even as you held me, I felt a sense of loss, for I was taking again and not giving.

And you said to me, Gladia, please, I must sit down. Oh, Elijah, it was the most wonderful thing you could have said to me.

Baley felt himself flush. It embarrassed me hideously at the time. Such a confession of weakness.

It was just what I wanted. It drove me wild with desire. I forced you to bed and came to you and, for the first time in my life, I gave. I took nothing. And the spell of Jander passed, for I knew that he had not been enough, either. It must be possible to take and give, both. Elijah, stay with me.

Baley shook his head. Gladia, if I tore my heart in two, it wouldnt change the facts. I cannot remain on Aurora. I must return to Earth. You cannot come to Earth.

Elijah, what if I can come to Earth?

Why do you say such a foolish thing? Even if you could, I would age quickly and soon be useless to you. In twenty years, thirty at the most, I will be an old man, probably dead, while you will stay as you are for centuries.

But that is what I mean, Elijah. On Earth, I will catch your infections and I will grow old quickly, too.

You wouldnt want that. Besides, old age isnt an infection. You will merely grow sick, very quickly, and die. Gladia, you can find another man.

An Auroran? She said it with contempt.

You can teach. Now that you know how to take and to give, teach them how to do both as well.

If I teach, will they learn?

Some will. Surely some will. You have so much time to find the one who will. There is (No, he thought, it is not wise to mention Gremionis now, but perhaps if he comes to her less politely and with a little more determination)

She seemed thoughtful. Is it possible? Then, looking at Baley, with her gray blue eyes moist, Oh, Elijah, do you remember anything at all of what happened last night?

I must admit, said Baley a little sadly, that some of it is distressingly hazy.

If you remembered, you would not want to leave me.

I dont want to leave you as it is, Gladia. It is just that I must.

And afterward, she said, you seemed so quietly happy, so rested. I lay nestled on your shoulder and felt your heart beat rapidly at first, then more and more slowly, except when you sat up so suddenly. Do you remember that?

Baley started and leaned a little away from her, gazing into her eyes wildly. No, I dont remember that. What do you mean? What did I do?

I told you. You sat up suddenly.

Yes, but what else? His heart was beating rapidly now, as rapidly as it must have in the wake of last nights sex. Three times, something that had seemed the truth had come to him, but the first two times he had been entirely alone. The third time, last night, however, Gladia had been with him. He had had a witness.

Gladia said, Nothing else, really. I said, What is it, Elijah? but you paid no attention to me. You said, I have it. I have it. You didnt speak clearly and your eyes were unfocused. It was a little frightening.

Is that all I said? Jehoshaphat, Gladia! Didnt I say anything more?

Gladia frowned. I dont remember. But then you lay back and I said, Dont be frightened, Elijah. Dont be frightened. Youre safe now. And I stroked you and you settled back and fell asleep and snored. I never heard anyone snore before, but thats what it must have been from the descriptions. The thought clearly amused her.

Baley said, Listen to me, Gladia. What did I say? I have it. I have it. Did I say what it was I had?

She frowned again. No. I dont remember Wait, you did say one thing in a very low voice. You said, He was there first.

He was there first. Thats what I said?

Yes. I took it for granted that you meant Giskard was there before the other robots, that you were trying to overcome your fears of being taken away, that you were reliving that time in the storm. Yes! Thats why I stroked you and said, Dont be frightened, Elijah. Youre safe now, till you relaxed.

He was there first. He was there first. I wont forget it now. Gladia, thanks for last night. Thanks for talking to me now.

Gladia said, Is there something important about you saying that Giskard found you first. He did. You know that.

It cant be that, Gladia. It must be something I dont know but manage to discover only when my mind is totally relaxed.

But what does it mean, then?

Im not sure, but if thats what I said, it must mean something. And I have an hour or so to figure it out. He stood up. I must leave now.

He had taken a few steps toward the door, but Gladia flew to him and put her arms around him. Wait, Elijah.

Baley hesitated, then lowered his head to kiss her. For a long moment, they clung together.

Will I see you again, Elijah?

Baley said sadly, I cant say. I hope so.

And he went off to find Daneel and Giskard, so that he could make the necessary preparations for the confrontation about to come.
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BALEYS SADNESS PERSISTED as he walked across the long lawn to Fastolfes establishment.

The robots walked on either side. Daneel seemed at his ease, but Giskard, faithful to his programming and apparently unable to relax it, maintained his close watch on the surroundings.

Baley said, What is the name of the Chairman of the Legislature, Daneel?

I cannot say, Partner Elijah. On the occasions when he has been referred to in my hearing, he has been referred to only as the Chairman. He is addressed as Mr. Chairman.

Giskard said, His name is Rutilari Horder, sir, but it is never mentioned officially. The title alone is used. That serves to impress continuity on the government. Human holders of the position have, individually, fixed terms, but the Chairman always exists.

And this particular individual Chairman how old is he?

Quite old, sir. Three hundred and thirty one, said Giskard, who typically had statistics on tap.

In good health?

I know nothing to the contrary, sir.

Any outstanding personal characteristics it might be well for me to be prepared for?

That seemed to stop Giskard. He said, after a pause, That is difficult for me to say, sir. He is in his second term. He is considered an efficient Chairman who works hard and gets results.

Is he short tempered? Patient? Domineering? Understanding?

Giskard said, You must judge such things for yourself, sir.

Daneel said, Partner Elijah, the Chairman is above partisanship. He is just and evenhanded, by definition.

Im sure of that, muttered Baley, but definitions are abstract, as is the Chairman, while individual Chairmen with names are concrete and may have minds to match.

He shook his head. His own mind, he would swear, had a strong measure of concrete itself. Having three times thought of something and three times lost it, he was now presented with his own comment at the time of having the thought and it still didnt help.

He was there first.

Who was there first? When?

Baley had no answer.
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BALEY FOUND FASTOLFE waiting for him at the door of his establishment, with a robot behind him who seemed most unrobotically restless, as though unable to perform his proper function of greeting a visitor and upset by the fact.

(But then, one was always reading human motivations and responses into robots. What was more likely true was no upsettedness no feeling of any kind merely a slight oscillation of positronic potentials resulting from the fact that his orders were to greet and inspect all visitors and he could not quite perform the task without pushing past Fastolfe, which he also could not do, in the absence of overriding necessity. So he made false starts, one after the other, and that made him seem restless.)

Baley found himself staring at the robot absently and only with difficulty managing to bring his eyes back to Fastolfe. (He was thinking of robots, but he didnt know why.)

Im glad to see you again, Dr. Fastolfe, he said and thrust his hand forward. After his encounter with Gladia, it was rather difficult to remember that Spacers were reluctant to make physical contact with an Earthman.

Fastolfe hesitated a moment and then, as manners triumphed over prudence, he took the hand offered him, held it lightly and briefly, and let it go. He said, I am even more delighted to see you, Mr. Baley. I was quite alarmed over your experience last evening. It was not a particularly bad storm, but to an Earthman it must have seemed overwhelming.

You know about what happened, then?

Daneel and Giskard have brought me fully up to date in that respect. I would have felt better if they had come here directly and, eventually, brought you here with them, but their decision was based on the fact that Gladias establishment was closer to the breakdown point of the airfoil and that your orders had been extremely intense and had placed Daneels safety ahead of your own. They did not misinterpret you?

They did not. I forced them to leave me.

Was that wise? Fastolfe led the way indoors, and pointed to a chair.

Baley sat down. It seemed the proper thing to do. We were being pursued.

So Giskard reported. He also reported that

Baley intervened. Dr. Fastolfe, please. I have very little time and I have questions that I must ask you.

Go ahead, please, said Fastolfe at once, with his usual air of unfailing politeness.

It has been suggested that you place your work on brain function above everything else, that you

Let me finish, Mr. Baley. That I will let nothing stand in my way, that I am totally ruthless, oblivious to any consideration of immorality or evil, would stop at nothing, would excuse everything, all in the name of the importance of my work.

Yes.

Who told you this, Mr. Baley? asked Fastolfe.

Does it matter?

Perhaps not. Besides, its not difficult to guess. It was my daughter Vasilia. Im sure of that.

Baley said, Perhaps. What I want to know is whether this estimate of your character is correct.

Fastolfe smiled sadly. Do you expect an honest answer from me about my own character? In some ways, the accusations against me are true. I do consider my work the most important matter there is and I do have the impulse to sacrifice anything and everything to it. I would ignore conventional notions of evil and immorality if these got in my way. The thing is, however, that I dont. I cant bring myself to. And, in particular, if I have been accused of killing Jander because that would in some way advance my study of the human brain, I deny it. It is not so. I did not kill Jander.

Baley said, You suggested I submit to a Psychic Probe to get some information that I cant reach otherwise out of my brain. Has it occurred to you that, if you submitted to a Psychic Probe, your innocence could be demonstrated?

Fastolfe nodded his head thoughtfully, I imagine Vasilia suggested that my failure to offer to submit to one was proof of my guilt. Not so. A Psychic Probe is dangerous and I am as nervous about submitting myself to one as you are. Still, I would have done so, despite my fears, were it not for the fact that is what my opponents would most like to have me do. They would argue against any evidence to my innocence and the Psychic Probe is not delicate enough an instrument to demonstrate innocence beyond argument. But what they would get by use of the Probe is information about the theory and design of humaniform robots. That is what they are after and that is what I am not going to give them.

Baley said, Very well. Thank you, Dr. Fastolfe.

Fastolfe said, You are welcome. And now, if I may get back to what I was saying, Giskard reported that, after you were left alone in the airfoil, you were accosted by strange robots. At least, you spoke of strange robots, rather disjointedly, after you were found unconscious and exposed to the storm.

The strange robots did accost me, Dr. Fastolfe. I managed to deflect them and send them away, but I thought it wise to leave the airfoil rather than await their return. I may not have been thinking clearly when I reached that decision. Giskard said I was not.

Fastolfe smiled. Giskard has a simplistic view of the Universe. Have you any idea whose robots they were?

Baley moved about restlessly and seemed to find no way of adjusting himself to the seat in a comfortable manner. He said, Has the Chairman arrived yet?

No, but he will be here momentarily. So will Amadiro, the head of the Institute, whom, the robots told me, you met yesterday. I am not sure that was wise. You irritated him.

I had to see him, Dr. Fastolfe, and he did not seem irritated.

That is no guide with Amadiro. As a result of what he calls your slanders and your unbearable sullying of professional reputation, he has forced the Chairmans hand.

In what way?

It is the Chairmans job to encourage the meeting of contending parties and to work for a compromise. If Amadiro wishes to meet with me, the Chairman could not, by definition, discourage it, much less forbid it. He must hold the meeting and, if Amadiro can find enough evidence against you and it is easy to find evidence against an Earthman that will end the investigation.

Perhaps, Dr. Fastolfe, you should not have called on an Earthman to help, considering how vulnerable we are.

Perhaps not, Mr. Baley, but I could think of nothing else to do. I still cant, so I must leave it up to you to persuade the Chairman to our point of view if you can.

The responsibility is mine? said Baley glumly.

Entirely yours, said Fastolfe smoothly.

Baley said, Are we four to be the only ones present? Fastolfe said, Actually, we three: the Chairman, Amadiro, and myself. We are the two principals and the compromising agent, so to speak. You will be there as a fourth party, Mr. Baley, only on sufferance. The Chairman can order you to leave at will, so I hope you will not do anything to upset him.

Ill try not to, Dr. Fastolfe.

For instance, Mr. Baley, do not offer him your hand if you will forgive my rudeness.

Baley felt himself grow warm with retroactive embarrassment at his earlier gesture. I will not.

And be unfailingly polite. Make no angry accusations. Do not insist on statements for which there is no support

You mean dont try to stampede anyone into betraying himself. Amadiro, for instance.

Yes, do not do so. You will be committing slander and it will be counterproductive. Therefore, be polite! If the politeness masks an attack, we wont quarrel with that. And try not to speak unless you are spoken to.

Baley said, How is it, Dr. Fastolfe, that you are so full of careful advice now and yet you never warned me about the dangers of slander earlier.

The fault is indeed mine, said Dr. Fastolfe. It was a matter of such basic knowledge to me that it never occurred to me that it had to be explained.

Baley grunted. Yes, I thought so.

Fastolfe raised his head suddenly.. I hear an airfoil outside. More than that, I can hear the steps of one of my staff, heading for the entrance. I presume the Chairman and Amadiro are at hand.

Together? asked Baley.

Undoubtedly. You see, Amadiro suggested my establishment as the meeting place, thus granting me the advantage of home ground. He will therefore have the chance of offering, out of apparent politeness, to call for the Chairman and bring him here. After all, they must both come here. This will give him a few minutes to talk privately with the Chairman and push his point of view.

That is scarcely fair, said Baley. Could you have stopped that?

I didnt want to. Amadiro takes a calculated risk. He may say something that will irritate the Chairman.

Is the Chairman particularly irritable by nature?

No. No more so than any Chairman in the fifth decade of his term of office. Still, the necessity of strict adherence to protocol, the further necessity of never taking sides, and the actuality of arbitrary power all combine toward making a certain irritability inevitable. And Amadiro is not always wise. His jovial smile, his white teeth, his exuding bonhomie can be extremely irritating when those upon whom he lavishes it are not in a good mood, for some reason. But I must go meet them, Mr. Baley, and supply what I hope will be a more substantial version of charm. Please stay here and dont move from that chair.

Baley could do nothing but wait now. He thought, irrelevantly, that he had been on Aurora for just a bit short of fifty standard hours.
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75.

THE CHAIRMAN WAS short, surprisingly short. Amadiro towered over him by nearly thirty centimeters.

However, since most of his shortness was in his thighs, the Chairman, when all were seated, was not noticeably inferior in height to the others. Indeed, he was thickset, with a massive chest and shoulders, and looked almost overpowering under those conditions.

His head was large, too, but his face was lined and marked by age. Nor were its wrinkles the kindly type carved by laughter. They were impressed into his cheeks and forehead, one felt, by the exercise of power. His hair was white and sparse and he was bald in the spot where the hairs would have met in a whorl.

His voice suited him deep and decisive. Age had robbed it of some of its timbre, perhaps, and lent it a bit of harshness, but in a Chairman (Baley thought) that might help rather than hinder.

Fastolfe went through the full ritual of greeting, exchanged stroking remarks without meaning, and offered food and drink. Through all of this, no mention was made of the outsider and no notice was taken of him.

It was only when the preliminaries were finished and when all were seated that Baley (a little farther from the center than the others) was introduced.

He said, Mr. Chairman, without holding out his hand. Then, with an offhand nod, he said, And, of course, I have met Dr. Amadiro.

Amadiros smile did not waver at the touch of insolence in Baleys voice.

The Chairman, who had not acknowledged Baleys greeting, placed his hands on each knee, fingers spread apart, and said, Let us get started and let us see if we cant make this as brief and as productive as possible.

Let me stress first that I wish to get past this matter of the misbehavior or possible misbehavior of an Earthman and strike instantly to the heart of the matter. Nor, in dealing with the heart of the matter, are we speaking of this overblown matter of the robot. Disrupting the activity of a robot is a matter for the civil courts; it can result in a judgment of the infringement of property rights and the inflicting of a penalty of costs but nothing more than that. Whats more, if it should be proved that Dr. Fastolfe had rendered the robot, Jander Panell, inoperable, it is a robot who, after all, he helped design, whose construction he supervised, and the ownership of whom he held at the time of the inoperability. No penalty is likely to apply, since a person may do what he likes with his own.

What is really at issue is the matter of the exploration and settlement of the Galaxy: whether we of Aurora carry it through alone, whether we do it in collaboration with the other Spacer worlds, or whether we leave it to Earth. Dr. Amadiro and the Globalists favor having Aurora shoulder the burden alone; Dr. Fastolfe wishes to leave it to Earth.

If we can settle this matter, then the affair of the robot can be left to the civil courts, and the question of the Earthmans behavior will probably become moot, and we can simply get rid of him.

Therefore, let me begin by asking whether Dr. Amadiro is prepared to accept Dr. Fastolfes position in order to achieve unity of decision or whether Dr. Fastolfe is prepared to accept Dr. Amadiros position with the same end in view.

He paused and waited.

Amadiro said, I am sorry, Mr. Chairman, but I must insist that Earthmen be confined to their planet and that the Galaxy be settled by Aurorans only. I would be willing to compromise, however, to the extent of allowing other Spacer worlds to share in the settlement if that would prevent needless strife among us.

I see, said the Chairman. Will you, Dr. Fastolfe, in view of this statement, abandon your position?

Fastolfe said, Dr. Amadiros compromise has scarcely anything of substance in it, Mr. Chairman. I am willing to offer a compromise of greater significance. Why should not the worlds of the Galaxy be thrown open to Spacers and Earthpeople alike? The Galaxy is large and there would be room for both. I would be willing to accept such an arrangement.

No doubt, said Amadiro quickly, for it is no compromise. The over eight billion population of Earth is more than half again the population of all the Spacer worlds combined. Earths people are short lived and are used to replacing their losses quickly. They lack our regard for individual human life. They will swarm over the new worlds at any cost, multiplying like insects, and will preempt the Galaxy even while we are making a bare beginning. To offer Earth a supposedly equal chance at the Galaxy is to give them the Galaxy and that is not equality. Earthpeople must be confined to Earth.

And what have you to say to that, Dr. Fastolfe? asked the Chairman.

Fastolfe sighed. My views are on record. Im sure I dont need to repeat them. Dr. Amadiro plans to use humaniform robots to build the settled worlds that human Aurorans will then enter, ready made, yet he doesnt even have humaniform robots. He cannot construct them and the project would not work, even if he did have them. No compromise is possible unless Dr. Amadiro consents to the principle that Earthpeople may at least share in the task of the settlement of new worlds.

Then no compromise is possible, said Amadiro.

The Chairman looked displeased. Im afraid that one of you two must give in. I do not intend Aurora to be torn apart in an emotional orgy on a question this important.

He looked at Amadiro blankly, his expression carefully signifying neither favor nor disfavor. You intend to use the inoperability of the robot, Jander, as an argument against Fastolfes view, do you not?

I do, said Amadiro.

A purely emotional argument. You are going to claim that Fastolfe is trying to destroy your view by falsely making humaniform robots appear less useful than they, in effect, are.

That is exactly what he is trying to do

Slander! put in Fastolfe in a low voice.

Not if I can prove it, which I can, said Amadiro. The argument may be an emotional one, but it will be effective. You see that, Mr. Chairman, dont you? My view will surely win, but left to itself it will be messy. I would suggest that you persuade Dr. Fastolfe to accept inevitable defeat and spare Aurora the enormous sadness of a spectacle that will weaken our position among the Spacer worlds and shake our own belief in ourselves.

How can you prove that Dr. Fastolfe rendered the robot inoperative?

He himself admits he is the only human being who could have done so. You know this.

I know, said the Chairman, but I wanted to hear you say this, not to your constituency, not to the media, but to me in private. And you have done so.

He turned to Fastolfe. And what do you say, Dr. Fastolfe? Are you the only man who could have destroyed the robot?

Without leaving physical marks? I am, as far as I know. I dont believe that Dr. Amadiro has the skill in robotics to do so and I am constantly amazed that, after having founded his Robotics Institute, he is so eager to proclaim his own incapacity, even with all his associates at his back and to do so publicly. He smiled at Amadiro, not entirely without malice.

The Chairman sighed. No, Dr. Fastolfe. No rhetorical tricks now. Let us dispense with sarcasm and clever thrusts. What is your defense?

Why, only that I did no harm to Jander. I do not say anyone did. It was chance the uncertainty principle at work on the positronic pathways. It can happen every so often. Let Dr. Amadiro merely admit that it was chance, that no one be accused without evidence, and we can then argue the competing proposals about settlement on their own merits.

No, said Amadiro. The chance of accidental destruction is too small to be considered, far smaller than the chance that Dr. Fastolfe is responsible so much smaller that to ignore Dr. Fastolfes guilt is irresponsible. I will not back down and I will win. Mr. Chairman, you know I will win and it seems to me that the only rational step to be taken is to force Dr. Fastolfe to accept his defeat in the interest of global unity.

Fastolfe said quickly, And that brings me to the matter of the investigation I have asked Mr. Baley of Earth to undertake.

And Amadiro said, just as quickly, A move I opposed when it was first suggested. The Earthman may be a clever investigator, but he is unfamiliar with Aurora and can accomplish nothing here. Nothing, that is, except to strew slander and to hold Aurora up to the Spacer worlds in an undignified and ridiculous light. There have been satirical pieces on the matter in half a dozen important Spacer hyperwave news programs on as many different worlds. Recordings of these have been sent to your office.

And have been brought to my attention, said the Chairman.

And there has been murmuring here on Aurora, Amadiro drove on. It would be to my selfish interest to allow the investigation to continue. It is costing Fastolfe support among the populace and votes among the legislators. The longer it continues, the more certain I am of victory, but it is damaging Aurora and I do not wish to add to my certainty at the cost of harm to my world. I suggest with respect that you end the investigation, Mr. Chairman, and persuade Dr. Fastolfe to submit gracefully now to what he will eventually have to accept at much greater cost.

The Chairman said, I agree that to have permitted Dr. Fastolfe to set up this investigation may have been unwise. I say may. I admit I am tempted to end it. And yet the Earthman he gave no indication of knowing that Baley was in the room has already been here for some time

He paused, as though to give Fastolfe a chance for corroboration, and Fastolfe took it, saying, This is the third day of his investigation, Mr. Chairman.

In that case, said the Chairman, before I end that investigation, it would be fair, I believe, to ask if there have been any significant findings so far.

He paused again. Fastolfe glanced quickly at Baley and made a small motion of his head.

Baley said in a low voice, I do not wish, Mr. Chairman, to obtrude, unasked, any observations. Am I being asked a question?

The Chairman frowned. Without looking at Baley, he said, I am asking Mr. Baley of Earth to tell us whether he has any findings of significance.

Baley took a deep breath. This was it.
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MR. CHAIRMAN, HE began. Yesterday afternoon, I was interrogating Dr. Amadiro, who was most cooperative and useful to me. When my staff and I left

Your staff? asked the Chairman.

I was accompanied by two robots on all phases of my investigation, Mr. Chairman, said Baley.

Robots who belong to Dr. Fastolfe? asked Amadiro. I ask this for the record.

For the record, they do, said Baley. One is Daneel Olivaw, a humaniform robot, and the other is Giskard Reventlov, an older nonhumaniform robot.

Thank you, said the Chairman. Continue.

When we left the Institute grounds, we found that the airfoil we used had been tampered with.

Tampered with? asked the Chairman, startled. By whom?

We dont know, but it happened on Institute grounds. We were there by invitation, so it was known by the Institute personnel that we would be there. Moreover, no one else would be likely to be there without the invitation and knowledge of the Institute staff. If it were at all thinkable, it would be necessary to conclude that the tampering could only have been done by someone on the Institute staff and that would, in any case, be impossible except at the direction of Dr. Amadiro himself, which would also be unthinkable.

Amadiro said, You seem to think a great deal about the unthinkable. Has the airfoil been examined by a qualified technician to see if it has indeed been tampered with? Might there not have been a natural failing? asked Amadiro.

No, sir, said Baley, but Giskard, who is qualified to drive an airfoil and who has frequently driven that particular one, maintains that it was tampered with.

And he is one of Dr. Fastolfes staff and is programmed by him and receives his daily orders from him, said Amadiro.

Are you suggesting began Fastolfe.

I am suggesting nothing. Amadiro held up his hand in a benign gesture. I am merely making a statement for the record.

The Chairman stirred. Will Mr. Baley of Earth please continue?

Baley said, When the airfoil broke down, there were others in pursuit.

Others? asked the Chairman.

Other robots. They arrived and, by that time, my robots were gone.

One moment, said Amadiro. What was your condition at the time, Mr. Baley?

I was not entirely well.

Not entirely well? You are an Earthman and unaccustomed to life except in the artificial setting of your Cities. You are uneasy in the open. Is that not so, Mr. Baley? asked Amadiro.

Yes, sir.

And there was a severe thunderstorm in progress last evening, as I am sure the Chairman recalls. Would it not be accurate to say that you were quite ill? Semiconscious, if not worse?

I was quite ill, said Baley reluctantly.

Then how is it your robots were gone? asked the Chairman sharply. Should they not have been with you in your illness?

I ordered them away, Mr. Chairman.

Why?

I thought it best, said Baley, and I will explain if I may be allowed to continue.

Continue.

We were indeed being pursued, for the pursuing robots arrived shortly after my robots had left. The pursuers asked me where my robots were and I told them I had sent them away. It was only after that that they asked if I were ill. I said I wasnt ill and they left me in order to continue a search for my robots.

In search of Daneel and Giskard? asked the Chairman.

Yes, Mr. Chairman. It was clear to me that they were under intense orders to find the robots.

In what way was that clear?

Although I was obviously ill, they asked about the robots before they asked about me. Then, later, they abandoned me in my illness to search for my robots. They must have received enormously intense orders to find those robots or it would not have been possible for them to disregard a patently ifi human being. As a matter of fact, I had anticipated this search for my robots and that was why I had sent them away. I felt it all important to keep them out of unauthorized hands.

Amadiro said, Mr. Chairman, may I continue to question Mr. Baley on this point, in order to show the worthlessness of this statement?

You may.

Amadiro said, Mr. Baley. You were alone after your robots had left, were you not?

Yes, sir.

Therefore you have no recording of events? You are not yourself equipped to record them? You have no recording device?

No to all three, sir.

And you were ill?

Yes, sir.

Distraught? Possibly too ill to remember clearly?

No, sir. I remember quite clearly.

You would think so, I suppose, but you may well have been delirious and hallucinating. Under those conditions, it seems clear that what the robots said or, indeed, whether robots appeared at all would seem highly dubious.

The Chairman said thoughtfully, I agree. Mr. Baley of Earth, assuming that what you remember or claim to remember is accurate, what is your interpretation of the events you are describing?

I hesitate to give you my thoughts on the matter, Mr. Chairman, said Baley, lest I slander the worthy Dr. Amadiro.

Since you speak at my request and since your remarks are confined to this room the Chairman looked around; the wall niches were empty of robots there is no question of slander, unless it seems to me you speak with malice.

In that case, Mr. Chairman, said Baley, I had thought it possible that Dr. Amadiro detained me in his office by discussing matters with me at greater length than was perhaps necessary, so that there would be time for the damaging of my machine, then detained me further in order that I might leave after the thunderstorm had begun, thus making sure that I would be ill in transit. He had studied Earths social conditions, as he told me several times, so he would know what my reaction to the storm might be. It seemed to me that it was his plan to send his robots after us and, when they came upon our stalled airfoil, to have them take us all back to the Institute grounds, presumably so that I might be treated for my illness but actually so that he might have Dr. Fastolfes robots.

Amadiro laughed gently. What motive am I supposed to have for all this. You see, Mr. Chairman, that this is supposition joined to supposition and would be judged slander in any court on Aurora.

The Chairman said severely, Has Mr. Baley of Earth anything to support these hypotheses?

A line of reasoning, Mr. Chairman.

The Chairman stood up, at once losing some of his presence, since he scarcely unfolded to a greater than sitting height. Let me take a short walk, so that I might consider what I have heard so far. I will be right back. He left for the Personal.

Fastolfe leaned in the direction of Baley and Baley met him halfway. (Amadiro looked on in casual unconcern, as though it scarcely mattered to him what they might have to say to each other.)

Fastolfe whispered, Have you anything better to say?

Baley said, I think so, if I get the proper chance to say it, but the Chairman does not seem to be sympathetic.

He is not. So far you have merely made things worse and I would not be surprised if, when he comes back, he calls these proceedings to a halt.

Baley shook his head and stared at his shoes.
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BALEY WAS STILL staring at his shoes when the Chairman returned, reseated himself, and turned a hard and rather baleful glance at the Earthman.

He said, Mr. Baley of Earth?

Yes, Mr. Chairman.

I think you are wasting my time, but I do not want it said that I did not give either side a full hearing, even when it seemed to be wasting my time. Can you offer me a motive that would account for Dr. Amadiro acting in the mad way in which you accuse him of acting.

Mr. Chairman, said Baley in a tone approaching desperation, there is indeed a motive a very good one. It rests on the fact that Dr. Amadiros plan for settling the Galaxy will come to nothing if he and his Institute cannot produce humaniform robots. So far he has produced none and can produce none. Ask him if he is willing to have a legislative committee examine his Institute for any indication that successful humaniform robots are being produced or designed. If he is willing to maintain that successful humaniforms are on the assembly lines or even on the drawing boards or even in adequate theoretical formulation and if he is prepared to demonstrate that fact to a qualified committee, I will say nothing more and admit that my investigation has achieved nothing. He held his breath.

The Chairman looked at Amadiro, whose smile had faded.

Amadiro said, I will admit that we have no humaniform robots in prospect at the moment.

Then I will continue, said Baley, resuming his interrupted breathing with something very much like a gasp. Dr. Amadiro can, of course, find all the information he needs for his project if he turns to Dr. Fastolfe, who has the information in his head, but Dr. Fastolfe will not cooperate in this matter.

No, I will not, murmured Fastolfe, under any conditions.

But, Mr. Chairman, Baley continued, Dr. Fastolfe is not the only individual who has the secret of the design and construction of Humaniform robots.

No? said the Chairman. Who else would know? Dr. Fastolfe himself looks astonished at your comment, Mr. Baley. (For the first time, he did not add of Earth.)

I am indeed astonished, said Fastolfe. To my knowledge, I am certainly the only one. I dont know what Mr. Baley means.

Amadiro said, with a small curling of the lip, I suspect Mr. Baley doesnt know, either.

Baley felt hemmed in. He looked from one to the other and felt that not one of them not one was on his side.

He said, Isnt it true that any humaniform robot would know? Not consciously perhaps, not in such a way as to be able to give instructions in the matter but the information would surely be there within him, wouldnt it? If a humaniform robot was properly questioned, his answers and responses would betray his design and construction. Eventually, given enough time and given questions properly framed, a humaniform robot would yield information that would make it possible to plan the design of other humaniform robots. To put it briefly, no machine can be of secret design if the machine itself is available for sufficiently intense study.

Fastolfe seemed struck. I see what you mean, Mr. Baley, and you are right. I had never thought of that.

With respect, Dr. Fastolfe, said Baley, I must tell you that, like all Aurorans, you have a peculiarly individualistic pride. You are entirely too satisfied with being the best roboticist, the only roboticist who can construct humaniforms so you blind yourself to the obvious.

The Chairman relaxed into a smile. He has you there, Dr. Fastolfe. I have wondered why you were so eager to maintain that you were the only one with the know how to destroy Jander when that so weakened your political case. I see clearly now that you would rather have your political case go down than your uniqueness.

Fastolfe chafed visibly.

As for Amadiro, he frowned and said, Has this anything to do with the problem under discussion?

Yes, it does, said Baley, his confidence rising. You cannot force any information from Dr. Fastolfe directly. Your robots cannot be ordered to do him harm, to torture him into revealing his secrets, for instance. You cant harm him directly yourself against the protection of Dr. Fastolfe by his staff. However, you can isolate a robot and have it taken by other robots when the human being present is too ill to take the necessary action to prevent you. All the events of yesterday afternoon were part of a quickly improvised plan to get your hands on Daneel. You saw your opportunity as soon as I insisted on seeing you at the Institute. If I had not sent my robots away, if I had not been just well enough to insist I was well and to send your robots in the wrong direction, you would have had him. And eventually you might have worked out the secret of humaniform robots by some long sustained analysis of Daneels behavior and responses.

Amadiro said, Mr. Chairman, I protest. I have never heard slander so viciously expressed. This is all based on the fancies of an ill man. We dont know and perhaps cant ever know whether the airfoil was really damaged; and if it was, by whom; whether robots really pursued the airfoil and really spoke to Mr. Baley or not. He is merely piling inference on inference, all based on dubious testimony concerning events of which he is the only witness and that at a time when he was half mad with fear and may have been hallucinating. None of this can stand up for one moment in a courtroom.

This is not a courtroom, Dr. Amadiro, said the Chairman, and it is my duty to listen to everything that may be germane to a question under dispute.

This is not germane, Mr. Chairman. It is a cobweb.

Yet it hangs together, somehow. I do not seem to catch Mr. Baley in a clear cut illogicality. If one admits what he claims to have experienced, then his conclusions make a kind of sense. Do you deny all this, Dr. Amadiro? The airfoil damage, the pursuit, the intention to appropriate the humaniform robot?

I do! Absolutely! None of it is true! said Amadiro. It had been a noticeable while since he had smiled. The Earthman can produce a recording of our entire conversation and no doubt he will point out that I was delaying him by speaking at length, by inviting him to tour the Institute, by inviting him to have dinner but all that can equally well be interpreted as my stretching a point to be courteous and hospitable. I was misled by a certain sympathy I have for Earthmen, perhaps, and thats all there is to that. I deny his inferences and nothing of what he says can stand up against my denial. My reputation is not such that a mere speculation can persuade anyone that I am the kind of devious plotter this Earthman says I am.

The Chairman scratched at his chin thoughtfully and said, Certainly, I am not of a mind to accuse you on the basis of what the Earthman has said so far. Mr. Baley, if this is all you have, it is interesting but insufficient. Is there anything more you have to say of substance? I warn you that, if not, I have now spent all the time on this that I can afford to.
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BALEY SAID, THERE is but one more subject I wish to bring up, Mr. Chairman. You have perhaps heard of Gladia Delmarre or Gladia Solaria. She calls herself simply Gladia.

Yes, Mr. Baley, said the Chairman with a testy edge to his voice. I have heard of her. I have seen the hyperwave show in which you and she play such remarkable parts.

She was associated with the robot, Jander, for many months. In fact, toward the end, he was her husband.

The Chairmans unfavorable stare at Baley became a hard glare. Her what?

Husband, Mr. Chairman.

Fastolfe, who half rose, sat down again, looking perturbed.

The Chairman said harshly, That is illegal. Worse, it is ridiculous. A robot could not impregnate her. There could be no children. The status of a husband or of a wife is never granted without some statement as to willingness to have a child if permitted. Even an Earthman, I should think, would know that.

Baley said, I am aware of this, Mr. Chairman. So, I am certain, was Gladia. She did not use the word husband in its legal sense but in an emotional one. She considered Jander the equivalent of a husband. She felt toward him as though he were a husband.

The Chairman turned to Fastolfe. Did you know of this, Dr. Fastolfe? He was a robot on your staff.

Fastolfe, clearly embarrassed, said, I knew she was fond of him. I suspected she made use of him sexually. I knew nothing of this illegal charade, however, until Mr. Baley told me of it.

Baley said, She was a Solarian. Her concept of husband was not Auroran.

Obviously not, said the Chairman.

But she did have enough of a sense of reality to keep it to herself, Mr. Chairman. She never told of this charade, as Dr. Fastolfe calls it, to any Auroran. She told me the day before yesterday because she wanted to urge me on in the investigation of something that meant so much to her. Yet even so, I imagine she would not have used the word if she had not known I was an Earthman and would understand it in her sense and not in an Aurorans.

Very well, said the Chairman. Ill grant her a bare minimum of good sense for a Solarian. Is that the one more subject you wanted to bring up?

Yes, Mr. Chairman.

In that case, it is totally irrelevant and can play no part in our deliberations.

Mr. Chairman, there is one question I must still ask. One question. A dozen words, sir, and then I will be through. He said it as earnestly as he could, for everything depended on this.

The Chairman hesitated. Agreed. One last question.

Yes, Mr. Chairman. Baley would have liked to bark out the words, but he refrained. Nor did he raise his voice. Nor did he even point his finger. Everything depended on this. Everything had led up to this and yet he remembered Fastolfes warning and said it almost casually. How is it that Dr. Amadiro knew that Jander was Gladias husband?

What? The Chairmans white and bushy eyebrows raised themselves in surprise. Who said he knew anything of this?

Asked a direct question, Baley could continue. Ask him, Mr. Chairman.

And he merely nodded in the direction of Amadiro, who had risen from his seat and was staring at Baley in obvious horror.
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BALEY SAID AGAIN, very softly, reluctant to draw attention away from Amadiro, Ask him, Mr. Chairman. He seems upset.

The Chairman said, What is this, Dr. Amadiro? Did you know anything about the robot as supposed husband of this Solarian woman?

Amadiro stuttered, then pressed his lips together for a moment and tried again. The paleness which had struck him had vanished and was replaced by a dull flush. He said, I am caught by surprise at this meaningless accusation, Mr. Chairman. I do not know what it is all about.

May I explain, Mr. Chairman? Very briefly? said Baley. (Would he be cut off?)

You had better, said the Chairman grimly. If you have any explanation, I would certainly like to hear it.

Mr. Chairman, said Baley. I had a conversation with Dr. Amadiro yesterday afternoon. Because it was his intention to keep me until the storm broke, he spoke more lengthily than he intended and, apparently, more carelessly. In referring to Gladia, he casually referred to the robot, Jander, as her husband. Im curious as to how he knew that fact.

Is this true, Dr. Amadiro? asked the Chairman.

Amadiro was still standing, bearing almost the appearance of a prisoner before a judge. He said, Whether it is true or not has no bearing on the question under discussion.

Perhaps not, said the Chairman, but I was astonished at your reaction to the question when it was put. It occurs to me that there is a meaning to this that Mr. Baley and you both understand and that I do not. I therefore want to understand also. Did you or did you not know of this impossible relationship between Jander and the Solarian woman?

Amadiro said in a choking voice, I could not possibly have.

That is no answer, said the Chairman. That is an equivocation. You are making a judgment when I am asking you to hand me a memory. Did you or did you not make the statement imputed to you?

Before he answers, said Baley, feeling more certain of his ground now that the Chairman was governed by moral outrage, it is only fair to Dr. Amadiro for me to remind him that Giskard, a robot who was also present at the meeting, can, if asked to do so, repeat the entire conversation, word for word, using the voice and intonation of both parties. In short, the conversation is recorded.

Amadiro burst into a kind of rage. Mr. Chairman, the robot, Giskard, was designed, constructed, and programmed by Dr. Fastolfe, who announces himself to be the best roboticist who exists and who is bitterly opposed to me. Can we trust a recording produced by such a robot?

Baley said, Perhaps you ought to hear the recording and come to your own decision, Mr. Chairman.

Perhaps I ought, said the Chairman. I am not here, Dr. Amadiro, to have my decisions made for me. But let us put that aside for a moment. Regardless of what the recording says, Dr. Amadiro, do you wish to state for the record that you did not know that the Solarian woman considered her robot to be her husband and that you never referred to him as her husband? Please remember (as you both, being legislators, should) that, although no robot is present, this entire conversation is being recorded in my own device. He tapped a small bulge at his breast pocket. Flatly, then, Dr. Amadiro. Yes or no.

Amadiro said, with an edge of desperation in his voice, Mr. Chairman, I honestly cannot remember what I said in casual conversation. If I did mention the word and I dont admit I did it may have been the result of some other casual conversation in which someone mentioned the fact that Gladia acted as love struck toward her robot as though he were her husband.

The Chairman said, And with whom did you have this other casual conversation? Who made this statement to you?

At the moment, I cannot say.

Baley said, Mr. Chairman, if Dr. Amadiro will be so kind as to list anyone and everyone who might have used the word to him, we can question every one of them to discover which one can remember making such a remark.

Amadiro said, I hope, Mr. Chairman, you will consider the effect on the morale of the Institute if anything of this sort is done.

The Chairman said, I hope you will consider it, too, Dr. Amadiro, and come up with a better answer to our question, so that we are not forced to extremes.

One moment, Mr. Chairman, said Baley, as obsequiously as he could manage, there remains a question.

Again? Another one? The Chairman looked at Baley without favor. What is it?

Why is Dr. Amadiro struggling so to avoid admitting he knew of Janders relation to Gladia? He says it is irrelevant. In that case, why not say he knew of the relationship and be done with it? I say it is relevant and that Dr. Amadiro knows that his admission could be used to demonstrate criminal activity on his part.

Amadiro thundered, I resent the expression and I demand an apology!

Fastolfe smiled thinly and Baleys lips pressed together grimly. He had forced Amadiro over the edge.

The Chairman turned an almost alarming red and said with passion, You demand? You demand? To whom do you demand? I am the Chairman. I hear all views before deciding what to suggest as best to be done. Let me hear what the Earthman has to say about his interpretation of your action. If he is slandering you, he shall be punished, you may be sure, and I will take the broadest view of the slander statutes, too, you may be sure. But you, Amadiro, may make no demands upon me. Go on, Earth man. Say what you have to say, but be extraordinarily careful.

Baley said, Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Actually, there is one Auroran to whom Gladia did tell the secret of her relationship with Jander.

The Chairman interrupted. Well, who is that? Do not play your hyperwave tricks on me.

Baley said, I have no intention of anything but a straightforward statement, Mr. Chairman. The one Auroran is, of course, Jander himself. He may have been a robot, but he is an inhabitant of Aurora and might be viewed as an Auroran. Gladia must surely, in her passion, have addressed him as my husband. Since Dr. Amadiro has admitted he might possibly have heard from someone else some statement to the effect of Janders husbandly relationship to Gladia, isnt it logical to suppose that he heard of the matter from Jander? Would Dr. Amadiro be willing, right now, to state for the record that he never spoke to Jander during the period when Jander formed part of Gladias staff?

Twice Amadiros mouth opened as though he would speak. Twice he did not utter a sound.

Well, said the Chairman, did you speak to Jander during that period, Dr. Amadiro?

There was still no answer.

Baley said softly, If he did, it is entirely relevant to the matter at hand.

Im beginning to see that it must be, Mr. Baley. Well, Dr. Amadiro, once again yes or no.

And Amadiro burst forth; What evidence does this Earthman have against me in this matter? Does he have a recording of any conversation I have had with Jander? Does he have witnesses who are willing to say they have seen me with Jander? What does he have anything at all besides mere self serving statements?

The Chairman turned to look at Baley and Baley said, Mr. Chairman, if I have nothing at all, then Dr. Amadiro should not hesitate to deny, for the record, any contact with Jander but he does not do so. As it happens, in the course of my investigation, I spoke to Dr. Vasilia Aliena, the daughter of Dr. Fastolfe. I spoke also to a young Auroran named Santirix Gremionis. In the recordings of both interviews, it will be plain that Dr. Vasilia encouraged Gremionis to pay court to Gladia. You may question Dr. Vasilia as to her purpose in so doing and as to whether this course of action had been suggested to her by Dr. Amadiro. It also appears that it was Gremionis custom to take long walks with Gladia, which both enjoyed, and on which they were not accompanied by the robot, Jander. You might check on this, if you wish, sir.

The Chairman said dryly, I may do so, but if all is as you say, what does this show?

Baley said, I have stated that, failing Dr. Fastolfe himself, the secret of the humaniform robot could be obtained only from Daneel. Before Janders death, it could, with equal facility, have been obtained from Jander. Whereas Daneel was part of Dr. Fastolfes establishment and could not easily be reached, Jander was part of Gladias establishment and she was not as sophisticated as Dr. Fastolfe in seeing to a robots protection.

Isnt it likely that Dr. Amadiro took the occasion of Gladias periodic absences from her establishment, when she was walking with Gremionis, to converse with Jander, perhaps by trimensional viewing, to study his responses, to subject him to various tests, and then to erase any sign of his visit with Jander, so that he could never inform Gladia of it? It may be that he came close to finding what he wanted to know before the attempt ended when Jander went out of action. His concentration then shifted to Daneel. He felt perhaps that he had only a few tests and observations left to make and so he set up the trap of yesterday evening, as I said earlier in my my testimony.

The Chairman said, in what was almost a whisper, Now it all hangs together. I am almost forced to believe.

Plus one final point and then I will truly have nothing more to say, said Baley. In his examination and testing of Jander, it is entirely possible that Dr. Amadiro accidentally and without any deliberate intention whatever immobilized Jander and thus committed roboticide.

And Amadiro, maddened, shouted, No! Never! Nothing I did to that robot could possibly have immobilized him!

Fastolfe interposed. I agree. Mr. Chairman, I, too, think that Dr. Amadiro did not immobilize Jander. However, Mr. Chairman, Dr. Amadiros statement just now would seem an implicit admission that he was working with Jander and that Mr. Baleys analysis of the situation is essentially accurate.

The Chairman nodded. I am forced to agree with you, Dr. Fastolfe. Dr. Amadiro, you may insist on a formal denial of all this and that may force me into a full fledged investigation, which could do you a great deal of damage, however it turned out and I rather suspect, at this stage, it is likely to turn out to your great disadvantage. My suggestion is that you do not force this that you do not cripple your own position in the Legislature and, perhaps, cripple Auroras ability to continue along a smooth political course.

As I see it, before the matter of Janders immobilization came up, Dr. Fastolfe had a majority of the legislators not a large majority, admittedly on his side in the matter of Galactic settlement. You would have swung enough legislators to your side by pushing the matter of Dr. Fastolfes supposed responsibility for Janders immobilization and thus have gained the majority. But now Dr. Fastolfe, if he wishes, can turn the tables by accusing you of the immobilization and, moreover, of having tried to hang a false accusation upon your opponent as well and you would lose.

If I do not interfere, then it may be that you, Dr. Amadiro, and you, Dr. Fastolfe, actuated by stubbornness or even vindictiveness, will both marshal your forces and accuse each other of all sorts of things. Our political forces and public opinion, too, will be hopelessly divided even fragmented to our infinite harm.

I believe that, in that case, Fastolfes victory, while inevitable, would be a very costly one, so that it would be my task as the Chairman to swing the votes in his direction to begin with, and to place pressure upon you and your faction, Dr. Amadiro, to accept Fastolfes victory with as much grace as you can manage, and to do it right now for the good of Aurora.

Fastolfe said, I am not interested in a crushing victory, Mr. Chairman. I propose again a compromise whereby Aurora, the other Spacer worlds, and Earth, too, all have the freedom of settlement in the Galaxy. In return, I will be glad to join the Robotics Institute, put my knowledge of humaniform robots at its disposal, and thus facilitate Dr. Amadiros plan, in return for his solemn agreement to abandon all thought of retaliation against Earth at any time in the future and to put this into treaty form, with ourselves and Earth as signatories.

The Chairman nodded. A wise and statesmanlike suggestion. May I have your acceptance of this, Dr. Amadiro?

Amadiro now sat down. His face was a study in defeat. He said, I have not wanted personal power or the satisfaction of victory. I wanted what I know to be best for Aurora and I am convinced that this plan of Dr. Fastolfes means an end to Aurora someday. However, I recognize that I am now helpless against the work of this Earthman he shot a quick venomous glance toward Baley and I am forced to accept Dr. Fastolfes suggestion though I will ask for permission to address the Legislature on the subject and to state, for the record, my fears of the consequences.

We will, of course, allow that, said the Chairman. And if youll be guided by me, Dr. Fastolfe, youll get this Earthman off our world as fast as possible. He has won your viewpoint for you, but it will not be a very popular one if Aurorans have too long a time to brood over it as an Earthly victory over Aurorans.

You are quite right, Mr. Chairman, and Mr. Baley will be gone quickly with my thanks and, I trust, with yours as well.

Well, said the Chairman, not with the best of grace, since his ingenuity has saved us from a bruising political battle, he has my thanks. Thank you, Mr. Baley.
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BALEY WATCHED THEM leave from a distance. Though Amadiro and the Chairman had come together, they now left separately.

Fastolfe came back from seeing them off, making no attempt to hide his intense relief.

Come, Mr. Baley, he said, you will have lunch with me and then, as soon after that as possible, you will leave for Earth again.

His robotic staff was clearly in action with that in mind. Baley nodded and said sardonically, The Chairman managed to thank me, but it seemed to stick in his throat.

Fastolfe said, You have no idea how you have been honored. The Chairman rarely thanks anyone, but then no one ever thanks the Chairman. It is always left to history to praise Chairmen and this one has served for over forty years. He has grown cranky and ill tempered, as Chairmen always do in their final decades.

However, Mr. Baley, once again I thank you and, through me, Aurora will thank you. You will live to see Earthmen move outward into space, even in your short lifetime, and we will help you with our technology.

How you have managed to untie this knot of ours, Mr. Baley, in two and a half days less I cant imagine. You are a wonder. But, come, you will want to wash and freshen up. I know I do.

For the first time since the Chairman arrived, Baley had time to think of something besides his next sentence.

He still didnt know what it was that had come to him three times, first on the point of sleep, then on the point of unconsciousness, and finally in postcoital relaxation.

He was there first!

It was still meaningless, yet he had made his point to the Chairman and carried all before him without it. Could it have any meaning at all, then, if it was a part of a mechanism that didnt fit and didnt seem needed? Was it nonsense?

It chafed at the corner of his mind and he came to lunch a victor without the proper sensation of victory. Somehow, he felt as though he had missed the point.

For one thing, would the Chairman stick to his resolve? Amadiro had lost the battle, but he didnt seem the kind of person who would give up altogether under any circumstances. Give him credit and assume he meant what he said, that he was driven not by personal vainglory but by his concept of Auroran patriotism. If that were so, he could not give up.

Baley felt it necessary to warn Fastolfe.

Dr. Fastolfe, he said, I dont think its over. Dr. Amadiro will continue the fight to exclude Earth.

Fastolfe nodded as the dishes were served. I know he will. I expect him to. However, I have no fear as long as the matter of Janders immobilization is set to rest. With that aside, Im sure I can always outmaneuver him in the Legislature. Fear not, Mr. Baley, Earth will move along. Nor need you fear personal danger from a vengeful Amadiro. You will be off this planet and on your way back to Earth before sunset and Daneel will escort you, of course. Whats more, the report well send with you will ensure, once more, a healthy promotion for you.

I am eager to go, said Baley, but I hope I will have time to say my good byes. I would like to to see Gladia once more and I would like to say good bye to Giskard, who may have saved my life last night.

No question of that, Mr. Baley. But please eat, wont you?

Baley went through the motions of eating, but didnt enjoy it. Like the confrontation with the Chairman and the victory that ensued, the food was oddly flavorless.

He should not have won. The Chairman should have cut him off. Amadiro, if necessary, should have made a flat denial. It would have been accepted over the word or the reasoning of an Earthman.

But Fastolfe was jubilant. He said, I had feared the worst, Mr. Baley. I feared the meeting with the Chairman was premature and that nothing you could say would help the situation. Yet you managed it so well. I was lost in admiration, listening to you. At any moment, I expected Amadiro to demand that his word be taken against an Earthman who, after all, was in a constant state of semimadness at finding himself on a strange planet in the open

Baley said frigidly, With all respect, Dr. Fastolfe, I was not in a constant state of semimadness. Last night was exceptional, but it was the only time I lost control. For the rest of my stay on Aurora, I may have been uncomfortable from time to time, but I was always in my perfect mind. Some of the anger he had suppressed at considerable cost to himself in the confrontation with the Chairman was expressing itself now. Only during the storm, sir except, of course recollecting for a moment or two on the approaching spaceship

He was not conscious of the manner in which the thought the memory, the interpretation came to him or at what speed. One moment it did not exist, the next moment it was full blown in his mind, as though it had been there all the time and needed only the bursting of a soap bubble veil to show it.

Jehoshaphat! he said in an awed whisper. Then, with his fist coming down on the table and rattling the dishes, Jehoshaphat!

What is it, Mr. Baley? asked Fastolfe, startled.

Baley stared at him and heard the question only belatedly. Nothing, Dr. Fastolfe. I was just thinking of Dr. Amadiros infernal gall in doing the damage to Jander and then laboring to fix the blame on you, in arranging to have me go half mad in the storm last night and then using that as a way of casting doubt on my statements. I was just momentarily angry.

Well, no need to be, Mr. Baley. And actually, it is quite impossible for Amadiro to have immobilized Jander. It remains purely a chance event. To he sure, it is possible that Amadiros investigation may have increased the odds of such a chance event taking place, but I would not argue the matter.

Baley heard the statement with half of one ear. What he had just said to Fastolfe was fiction and what Fastolfe was saying didnt matter. It was (as the Chairman would have said) irrelevant. In fact, everything that had happened everything that Baley had explained was irrelevant. But nothing had to be changed because of that.

Except one thing after a while.

Jehoshaphat! he whispered in the silence of his mind and turned suddenly to the lunch, eating with gusto and with joy.
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ONCE AGAIN, BALEY crossed the lawn between Fastolfes establishment and Gladias. He would be seeing Gladia for the fourth time in three days and (his heart seemed to compress into a hard knot in his chest) now for the last time.

Giskard was with him but at a distance, more intent than ever on the surroundings. Surely, with the Chairman in full possession of the facts, there should be a relaxation of any concern for Baleys safety if there ever had been any, by rights, when it was Daneel who had been in danger. Presumably, Giskard had not yet been reinstructed in the matter.

Only once did he approach Baley and that was when the latter called out, Giskard, wheres Daneel?

Swiftly, Giskard covered the ground between them, as though reluctant to speak in anything but a quiet tone. Daneel is on his way to the spaceport, sir, in the company of several others of the staff, in order to make arrangements for your transportation to Earth. When you are taken to the spaceport, he will meet you there and be on the ship with you, taking his final leave of you at Earth.

Good news. I treasure every day of companionship with Daneel. And you, Giskard? Will you accompany us?

No, sir. I am instructed to remain on Aurora. However, Daneel will serve you well, even in my absence.

I am sure of that, Giskard, but I will miss you.

Thank you, sir, said Giskard and retreated as rapidly as he had come. Baley gazed after him speculatively for a moment or so. No, first things first. He had to see Gladia.
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SHE ADVANCED TO greet him and what a world of change had taken place in two days. She was not joyous, she was not dancing, she was not bubbling; there was still the grave look of one who had suffered a shock and a loss but the troubled aura around her was gone. There was a kind of serenity now, as though she had grown aware of the fact that life continued after all and might even, on occasion, be sweet.

She managed a smile, warm and friendly, as she advanced to him and held out her hand.

Oh, take it, take it, Elijah, she said when he hesitated. Its ridiculous for you to hang back and pretend you dont want to touch me after last night. You see, I still remember it and I havent come to regret it. Quite the contrary.

Baley performed the unusual operation (for him) of smiling in return. I remember it, too, Gladia, and I dont regret it either. I would even like to do it again, but I have come to say good bye.

A shade fell across her face. Then youll be going back to Earth. Yet the report I got by way of the robot network that always operates between Fastolfes establishment and my own is that all went well. You cant have failed.

I did not fail. Dr. Fastolfe, has, in fact, won completely. I dont believe there will be any suggestion at all that he was in any way involved in Janders death.

Because of what you had to say, Elijah?

I believe so.

I knew it. There was a tinge of self satisfaction to that. I knew you would do it when I told them to get you on the case. But then why are you being sent home?

Precisely because the case is solved. If I remain here longer, I will be a foreign irritant in the body politic, apparently.

She looked at him dubiously for a moment and said, Im not sure what you mean by that. It sounds like an Earth expression to me. But never mind. Were you able to find out who killed Jander? That is the important part.

Baley looked around. Giskard was standing in one niche, one of Gladias robots in another.

Gladia interpreted the look without trouble. She said, Now, Elijah, you must learn to stop worrying about robots. You dont worry about the presence of the chair, do you, or of these drapes?

Baley nodded. Well, then, Gladia, Im sorry Im terribly sorry but I had to tell them of the fact that Jander was your husband.

Her eyes opened wide and he hastened on. I had to. It was essential to the case, but I promise it wont affect your status on Aurora. As briefly as he might, he summarized the events of the confrontation and concluded, So, you see, no one killed Jander. The immobilization was the result of a chance change in his positronic pathways, though the probabilities of that chance change may have been enhanced by what had been going on.

And I never knew, she moaned. I never knew. I connived at this Amadiros foul plan. And he is the one responsible just as much, as though he had deliberately hacked away at him with a sledgehammer.

Gladia, said Baley earnestly, that is uncharitable. He had no intention of doing harm to Jander and what he was doing was, in his own eyes, for the good of Aurora. As it is, he is punished. He is defeated, his plans are in shambles, and the Robotics Institute will come under the domination of Dr. Fastolfe. You yourself could not work out a more suitable punishment, no matter how you tried.

She said, Ill think about that. But what do I do with Santirix Gremionis, this good looking young lackey whose job it was to lure me away? No wonder he appeared to cling to hope despite my repeated refusal. Well, hell come here again and I will have the pleasure of

Baley shook his head violently. Gladia, no. I have interviewed him and I assure you he had no knowledge of what was going on. He was as much deceived as you were. In fact, you have it reversed. He was not persistent because it was important to lure you away. He was useful to Amadiro because he was so persistent and that persistence was out of regard for you. Out of love, if the word means on Aurora what it means on Earth.

On Aurora, it is choreography. Jander was a robot and you are an Earthman. It is different with the Aurorans.

So you have explained. But Gladia, you learned from Jander to take; you learned from me not that I meant it to give. If you benefit by learning, is it not only right and fair that you should teach in your turn? Gremionis is sufficiently attracted to you to be willing to learn. He already defies Auroran convention by persisting in the face of your refusal. He will defy more. You can teach him to give and take and you will learn to do both in alternation or together, in company with him.

Gladia looked searchingly into his eyes. Elijah, are you trying to get rid of me?

Slowly, Baley nodded. Yes, Gladia, I am. Its your happiness I want at this moment, more than I have ever wanted anything for myself or for Earth. I cant give you happiness, but if Gremionis can give it to you, I will be as happy almost as happy as if it were I myself who were making the gift.

Gladia, he may surprise you with how eagerly he will break through the choreography when you show him how. And the word will somehow spread, so that others will come to swoon at your feet and Gremionis may find it possible to teach other women. Gladia, it may be that you will revolutionize Auroran sex before you are through. You will have three centuries in which to do so.

Gladia stared at him and then broke into a laugh. You are teasing. You are being deliberately foolish. I wouldnt have thought it of you, Elijah. You always look so long faced and grave. Jehoshaphat! (And, with the last word, she tried to imitate his somber baritone.)

Baley said, Perhaps Im teasing a little, but I mean it in essence. Promise me that you will give Gremionis his chance.

She came closer to him and, without hesitation, he put his arm around her. She placed her finger on his lips and he made a small kissing motion. She said softly, Wouldnt you rather have me for yourself, Elijah?

He said, just as softly (and unable to become unaware of the robots in the room), Yes, I would, Gladia. I am ashamed to say that at this moment I would be content to have the Earth fall to pieces if I could have you but I cant. In a few hours, Ill be off Aurora and theres no way you will be allowed to go with me. Nor do I think I will ever be allowed to come back to Aurora, nor is it possible that you will ever visit Earth.

I will never see you again, Gladia, but I will never forget you, either. I will die in a few decades and when I do you will be as young as you are now, so we would have to say good bye soon whatever we could imagine as happening.

She put her head against his chest. Oh, Elijah, twice you came into my life, each time for just a few hours. Twice youve done so much for me and then said good bye. The first time all I could do was touch your face, but what a difference that made. The second time, I did so much more and again what a difference that made. Ill never forget you, Elijah, if I live more centuries than I can count.

Baley said, Then let it not be the kind of memory that cuts you off from happiness. Accept Gremionis and make him happy and let him make you happy as well. And, remember, there is nothing to prevent you from sending me letters. The hyperpost between Aurora and Earth exists.

I will, Elijah. And you will write to me as well?

I will, Gladia.

Then there was silence and, reluctantly, they moved apart. She remained standing in the middle of the room and when he went to the door and turned back, she was still standing there with a little smile. His lips shaped: Good bye. And then because there was no sound he could not have done it with sound he added, my love.

And her lips moved, too. Goode bye, my dearest love.

And he turned and walked out and knew he would never see her in tangible form, never touch her again.
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IT WAS A while before Elijah could bring himself to consider the task that still lay before him. He Shad walked in silence perhaps half the distance back to Fastolfes establishment before he stopped and lifted his arm.

The observant Giskard was at his side in a moment.

Baley said, How much time before I must leave for the spaceport, Giskard?

Three hours and ten minutes, sir.

Baley thought a moment. I would like to walk over to that tree there and sit down with my back against the trunk and spend some time there alone. With you, of course, but away from other human beings.

In the open, sir? The robots voice was unable to express surprise and shock, but somehow Baley had the feeling that, if Giskard were human, those words would express those feelings.

Yes, said Baley. I have to think and, after last night, a calm day like this sunny, cloudless, mild scarcely seems dangerous. Ill go indoors if I get agoraphobic. I promise. So will you join me?

Yes, sir.

Good. Baley led the way. They reached the tree and Baley touched the trunk gingerly and then stared at his finger, which remained perfectly clean. Reassured that leaning against the trunk would not dirty him, he inspected the ground and then sat down carefully and rested his back against the tree.

It was not nearly as comfortable as the back of a chair would have been, but there was a feeling of peace (oddly enough) that perhaps he would not have had inside a room.

Giskard remained standing and Baley said, Wont you sit down, too?

I am as comfortable standing, sir.

I know that, Giskard, but I will think better if I dont have to look up at you.

I could not guard you against possible harm as efficiently if I were seated, sir.

I know that, too, Giskard, but there is no reasonable danger at the moment. My mission is over, the case is solved, Dr. Fastolfes position is secure. You can risk being seated and I order you to sit down.

Giskard at once sat down, facing Baley, but his eyes continued to wander in this direction and that and were ever alert.

Baley looked at the sky, through the leaves of the tree, green against blue, listened to the susurration of insects and to the sudden call of a bird, noted a disturbance of grass nearby that might have meant a small animal passing by, and again thought how oddly peaceful it all was and how different this peacefulness was from the clamor of the City. This was a quiet peace, an unhurried peace, a removed peace.

For the first time, Baley caught a faint suggestion of how it might be to prefer Outside to the City. He caught himself being thankful to his experiences on Aurora, to the storm most of all for he knew now that he would be able to leave Earth and face the, conditions of whatever new world he might settle on, he and Ben and perhaps Jessie.

He said, Last night, in the darkness of the storm, I wondered if I might have seen. Auroras satellite were it not for the clouds. It has a satellite, if I recall my reading correctly.

Two, actually, sir. The larger is Tithonus, but it is still so small that it appears only as a moderately bright star. The smaller is not visible at all to the unaided eye and is simply called Tithonus II, when it is referred to at all.

Thank you. And thank you, Giskard, for rescuing me last night. He looked at the robot. I dont know the proper way of thanking you.

It is not necessary to thank me at all. I was merely following the dictates of the First Law. I had no choice in the matter.

Nevertheless, I may even owe you my life and it is important that you know I understand this. And now, Giskard, what ought Ito do?

Concerning what matter, sir?

My mission is over. Dr. Fastolfes views are secure. Earths future may be assured. It would seem I have nothing more to do and yet there is the matter of Jander.

I do not understand, sir.

Well, it seems settled that he died by a chance shift of positronic potential in his brain, but Fastolfe admits the chance of that is infinitesimally small. Even with Amadiros activities, the chance, though possibly greater, would remain infinitesimally small. At least, so Fastolfe thinks. It continues to seem to me, then, that Janders death was one of deliberate roboticide. Yet I dont dare raise this point now. I dont want to unsettle matters that have been brought to such a satisfactory conclusion. I dont want to put Fastolfe in jeopardy again. I dont want to make Gladia unhappy. I dont know what to do. I cant talk to a human being about this, so Im talking to you, Giskard.

Yes, sir.

I can always order you to erase whatever I have said and to remember it no more.

Yes, sir.

In your opinion, what ought I to do?

Giskard said, If there is a roboticide, sir, there must be someone capable of committing the act. Only Dr. Fastolfe is capable of committing it and he says he did not do it.

Yes, we started with that situation. I believe Dr. Fastolfe and am quite certain he did not do it.

Then how could there have been a roboticide, sir?

Suppose that someone else knew as much about robots as Dr. Fastolfe does, Giskard.

Baley drew up his knees and clasped his hands around them. He did not look at Giskard and seemed lost in thought.

Who might that be, sir? asked Giskard.

And finally, Baley reached the crucial point.

He said, You, Giskard.
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IF GISKARD HAD been human, he might have simply stared, silent and stunned; or he might have raged angrily; or shrunk back in terror; or had any of a dozen responses. Because he was a robot, he showed no sign of any emotion whatever and simply said, Why do you say so, sir?

Baley said, I am quite certain, Giskard, that you know exactly how I have come to this conclusion, but you will do me a favor if you allow me, in this quiet place and iii this bit of time before I must leave, to explain the matter for my own benefit. I would like to hear myself talk about it. And I would like you to correct me where I am wrong.

By all means, sir.

I suppose my initial mistake was to suppose that you are a less complicated and more primitive robot than Daneel is, simply because you look less human. A human being will always suppose that, the more human a robot is, the more advanced, complicated, and intelligent he will be. To be sure, a robot like you is easily designed and one like Daneel is a great problem for men like Amadiro and can be handled only by a robotics genius such as Fastolfe. However, the difficulty in designing Daneel lies, I suspect, in reproducing all the human aspects such as facial expression, intonation of voice, gestures and movements that are extraordinarily intricate but have nothing really to do with complexity of mind. Am I right?

Quite right, sir.

So I automatically underestimated you, as does everyone. Yet you gave yourself away even before we landed on Aurora. You remember, perhaps, that during the landing, I was overcome by an agoraphobic spasm and was, for a moment, even more helpless than I was last night in the storm.

I do, sir.

At the time, Daneel was in the cabin with me, while you were outside the door. I was falling into a kind of catatonic state, noiselessly, and he was, perhaps, not looking at me and so knew nothing of it. You were outside the cabin and yet it was you who dashed in and turned off the viewer I was holding. You got there first, ahead of Daneel, though his reflexes are as fast as yours, Im sure as he demonstrated when he prevented Dr. Fastolfe from striking me.

Surely it cannot be that Dr. Fastolfe was striking you.

He wasnt. He was merely demonstrating Daneels reflexes. And yet, as I say, in the cabin you got there first. I was scarcely in condition to observe that fact, but I have been trained to observe and I am not put entirely out of action even by agoraphobic terror, as I showed last night. I did notice you were there first, though I tended to forget the fact. There is, of course, only one logical solution.

Baley paused, as though expecting Giskard to agree, but the robot said nothing.

(In later years, this was what Baley pictured first when thinking of his stay on Aurora. Not the storm. Not even Gladia. It was, rather, the quiet time under the tree, with the green leaves against the blue sky, the mild breeze, the soft sound of animals, and Giskard opposite him with faintly glowing eyes.)

Baley said, It would seem that you could somehow detect my state of mind and, even through the closed door, tell that I was having a seizure of some sort. Or, to put it briefly and perhaps simplistically, you can read minds.

Yes, sir, said Giskard quietly.

And you can somehow influence minds, too. I believe you noted that I had detected this and you obscured it in my mind, so that I somehow did not remember or did not see the significance if I did casually recall the situation. Yet you did not do that entirely efficiently, perhaps because your powers are limited

Giskard said, Sir, the First Law is paramount. I had to come to your rescue, although I quite realized that would give me away. And I had to obscure your mind minimally, in order not to damage it in any way.

Baley nodded. You have your difficulties, I see. Obscured minimally so I did remember it when my mind was sufficiently relaxed and could think by free association. Just before I lost consciousness in the storm, I knew you would find me first, as you had on the ship. You may have found me by infrared radiation, but every mammal and bird was radiating as well and that might be confusing but you could also detect mental activity, even if I were unconscious, and that would help you to find me.

It certainly helped, said Giskard.

When I did remember, close to sleep or unconsciousness, I would forget again when fully conscious. Last night, however, I remembered for the third time and I was not alone. Gladia was with me and could repeat what I had said, which was He was there first. And even then I could not remember the meaning, until a chance remark of Dr. Fastolfes led to a thought that worked its way past the obscuration. Then, once it dawned on me, I remembered other things. Thus, when I was wondering if I were really landing on Aurora, you assured me that our destination was Aurora before I actually asked. I presume you allow no one to know of your mind reading ability.

That is true, sir.

Why is that?

My mind reading gives me a unique ability to obey the First Law, sir, so I value its existence. I can prevent harm to human beings far more efficiently. It seemed to me, however, that neither Dr. Fastolfe nor any other human being would long tolerate a mind reading robot, so I keep the ability secret. Dr. Fastolfe loves to tell the legend of the mind reading robot who was destroyed by Susan Calvin and I would not want him to duplicate Dr. Calvins feat.

Yes, he told the legend to me. I suspect that he knows, subliminally, that you read minds or he wouldnt harp on the legend so. And it is dangerous for him to do so, as far as you are concerned, I should think. Certainly, it helped put the matter in my mind,

I do what I can to neutralize the danger without unduly tampering with Dr. Fastolfes mind. Dr. Fastolfe invariably stresses the legendary and impossible nature of the story when he tells it.

Yes, I remember that, too. But if Fastolfe does not know you can read minds, it must be that you were not designed originally with these powers. How, then, do you come to have them? No, dont tell me, Giskard. Let me suggest something. Miss Vasilia was particularly fascinated with you when she was a young woman first becoming interested in robotics. She told me that she had experimented by programming you under Fastolfes distant supervision. Could it be that, at one time, quite by accident, she did something that gave you the power? Is that correct?

That is correct, sir.

And do you know what that something is? Yes, sir.

Are you the only mind reading robot that exists?

So far, yes, sir. There will be others.

If I asked you what it was that Dr. Vasilia did to you to give you such powers or if Dr. Fastolfe did would you tell us by virtue of the Second Law?

No, sir, for it is my judgment that it would do you harm to know and my refusal to tell you under the First Law would take precedence. The problem would not arise, however, for I would know that someone was going to ask the question and give the order and I would remove the impulse to do so from the mind before it could be done.

Yes, said Baley. Evening before last, as we were walking from Gladias to Fastolfes, I asked Daneel if he had had any contact with Jander during the latters stay with Gladia and he answered quite simply that he had not. I then turned to ask you the same question and, somehow, I never did. You quashed the impulse for me to do so, I take it.

Yes, sir.

Because if I had asked, you would have had to say that you knew him well at that time and you were not prepared to have me know that.

I was not, sir.

But during this period of contact with Jander, you knew he was being tested by Amadiro because, I presume, you could read Janders mind or detect his positronic potentials

Yes, sir, the same ability covers both robotic and human mental activity. Robots are far easier to understand.

You disapproved of Amadiros activities because you agreed with Fastolfe on the matter of settling the Galaxy.

Yes, sir.

Why did you not stop Amadiro? Why did you not remove from his mind the impulse to test Jander?

Giskard said, Sir, I do not lightly tamper with minds. Amadiros resolve was so deep and complex that, to remove it, I would have had to do much and his mind is an advanced and important one that I would be reluctant to damage. I let the matter continue for a great while, during which I pondered on which action would best fulfill my First Law needs. Finally, I decided on the proper manner to correct the situation. It was not an easy decision.

You decided to immobilize Jander before Amadiro could work out the method for designing a true humaniform robot. You knew how to do so, since you had, over the years, gained a perfect understanding of Fastolfes theories from Fastolfes mind. Is that right?

Exactly, sir.

So that Fastolfe was not the only one, after all, expert enough to immobilize Jander.

In a sense, he was, sir. My own ability is merely the reflection or the extension of his.

But it will do. Did you not see that this immobilization would place Fastolfe in great danger? That he would be the natural suspect? Did you plan on admitting your action and revealing your abilities if that were necessary to save him?

Giskard said, I did indeed see that Dr. Fastolfe would be in a painful situation, but I did not intend to admit my guilt. I had hoped to utilize the situation as a wedge for getting you to Aurora.

Getting me here? Was that your idea? Baley felt rather stupefied.

Yes, sir. With your permission, I would like to explain.

Baley said, Please do.

Giskard said, I knew of you from Miss Gladia and from Dr. Fastolfe, not only from what they said but from what was in their minds. I learned of the situation on Earth. Earthmen, it was clear, live behind walls, which they find difficult to escape from, but it was just as clear to me that Aurorans live behind walls, too.

Aurorans live behind walls made of robots, who shield them from all the vicissitudes of life and who, in Amadiros plans, would build up shielded societies to wall up Aurorans settling new worlds. Aurorans also live behind walls made up of their own extended lives, which forces them to overvalue individuality and keeps them from pooling their scientific resources. Nor do they indulge in the rough and tumble of controversy, but, through their Chairman, demand a short circuiting of all uncertainty and that decisions on solutions be reached before problems are aired. They could not be bothered with actually thrashing out best solutions. What they wanted were quiet solutions.

The Earthmans walls are crude and literal, so that their existence is obtrusive and obvious and there are always some who long to escape. The Aurorans walls are immaterial and arent even seen as walls, so that none can even conceive of escaping. It seemed to me, then, that it must be Earthmen and not Aurorans or any other Spacers who must settle the Galaxy and establish what will someday become a Galactic Empire.

All this was Dr. Fastolfes reasoning and I agreed with it. Dr. Fastolfe was, however, satisfied with the reasoning, while I, given my own abilities, could not be. I had to examine the mind of at least one Earthman directly, in order that I might check my conclusions, and you were the Earthman I thought I could bring to Aurora. The immobilization of Jander served both to stop Amadiro and to be the occasion for your visit. I pushed Miss Gladia very slightly to have her suggest your coming to Dr. Fastolfe; I pushed him in turn, very slightly, to have him suggest it to the Chairman; and I pushed the Chairman, very slightly, to have him agree. Once you arrived, I studied you and was pleased with what I found.

Giskard stopped speaking and became robotically impassive again.

Baley frowned. It occurs to me that I have earned no credit in what I have done here. You must have seen to it that I found my way to the truth.

No, sir. On the contrary. I placed barriers in your way reasonable ones, of course. I refused to let you recognize my abilities, even though I was forced to give myself away. I made sure that you felt dejection and despair at odd times. I encouraged you to risk the open, in order to study your responses. Yet you found your way through and over all these obstacles and I was pleased.

I found that you longed for the walls of your City but recognized that you must learn to do without them. I found that you suffered from the view of Aurora from space and from your exposure to the storm, but that neither prevented you from thinking nor drove you from your problem. I found that you accept your shortcomings and your brief life and that you do not dodge controversy.

Baley said, How do you know I am representative of Earth people generally?

I know you are not. But from your mind, I know there are some like you and we will build with those. I will see to it and now that I know clearly the path that must be followed, I will prepare other robots like myself and they will see to it, too.

Baley said suddenly, You mean that mind reading robots will come to Earth?

No, I do not. And you are right to be alarmed. Involving robots directly will mean the construction of the very walls that are dooming Aurora and the Spacer worlds to paralysis. Earthmen will have to settle the Galaxy without robots of any kind. It will mean difficulties, dangers, and harm without measure events that robots would labor to prevent if they were present but, in the end, human beings will be better off for having worked on their own. And perhaps someday some long away day in the future robots can intervene once more. Who can tell?

Baley said curiously, Do you see the future?

No, sir, but studying minds as I do, I can tell dimly that there are laws that govern human behavior as the Three Laws of Robotics govern robotic behavior; and with these it may be that the future will be dealt with, after a fashion someday. The human laws are far more complicated than the Laws of Robotics are and I do not have any idea as to how they may be organized. They may be statistical in nature, so that they might not be fruitfully expressed except when dealing with huge populations. They may be very loosely binding, so that they might not make sense unless those huge populations are unaware of the operation of those laws.

Tell me, Giskard, is this what Dr. Fastolfe refers to as the future science of psychohistory?

Yes, sir. I have gently inserted it into his mind, in order that the process of working it out begin. It will be needed someday, now that the existence of the Spacer worlds as a long lived robotized culture is coming to an end and a new wave of human expansion by short lived human beings without robots will be beginning.

And now Giskard rose to his feet I think, sir, that we must go to Dr. Fastolfes establishment and prepare for your leavetaking. All that we have said here will not be repeated, of course.

It is strictly confidential, I assure you, said Baley.

Indeed, said Giskard calmly. But you need not fear the responsibility of having to remain silent. I will allow you to remember, but you will never have the urge to repeat the matter not the slightest.

Baley lifted his eyebrows in resignation over that and said, One thing, though, Giskard, before you clamp down on me. Will you see to it that Gladia is not disturbed on this planet, that she is not treated unkindly because she is a Solarian and has accepted a robot as her husband, and and that she will accept the offers of Gremionis?

I heard your final conversation with Miss Gladia, sir, and I understand. It will he taken care of. Now, sir, may I take my leave of you while no other is watching? Giskard thrust out his hand in the most human gesture Baley had ever seen him make.

Baley took it. The fingers were hard and cool in his grip. Good bye friend Giskard.

Giskard said, Good bye, friend Elijah, and remember that, although people apply the phrase to Aurora, it is, from this point on, Earth itself that is the true World of the Dawn.




Odyssey

3604 A.D.


Chapter 1

AWAKENING



THE YOUTH STRAPPED in the shock couch at the center of the small chamber appeared to be peacefully sleeping. The muscles of his narrow face were relaxed, and his eyes were closed. His head had rolled forward until his chin rested on the burnished metal neck ring of his orange safesuit. With his smooth cheeks and brush-cut sandy blond hair, he looked even younger than he was young enough to raise the doormans eyebrow at the least law-abiding spaceport bar.

He came to consciousness slowly, as though he had been cheated of sleep and was reluctant to give it up. But as the fog cleared, he had a sudden, terrifying sensation of leaning out over the edge of a cliff.

His eyes flashed open, and he found himself looking down. The couch into which the five-point harness held him was tipped forward. Without the harness, he would have awakened in a jumbled heap on the tiny patch of sloping floor plate, wedged against the one-ply hatch that faced him.

He raised his head, and his darting eyes quickly took in the rest of his surroundings. There was little to see. He was alone in the tiny chamber. If he unstrapped himself, there would be room for him to stand up, perhaps to turn around, but nothing more ambitious. A safesuit helmet was cached in a recess on the curving right bulkhead. On the left bulkhead was a dispensary, with its water tube and delivery chute.

None of what he saw made sense, so he simply continued to catalog it. Above his head, hanging from the ceiling, was some sort of command board with a bank of eight square green lamps labeled P1, P2, F, and the like. The board was in easy reach, except that there appeared to be no switches or controls for him to manipulate. In one corner of the panel the word MASSEY was etched in stylized black letters.

Apart from the slight rasp of his own breathing, the little room was nearly silent. From the machinery which filled the space behind his shoulders and under his feet came the whir of an impeller and a faint electric hum. But there was no sound from outside, from beyond the walls.

Thin as it was, the catalog was complete, and it was time to try to make something of it. He realized that, although he did not recognize his surroundings, he was not surprised by them. But then, since he could not remember where he had fallen asleep, he had carried no expectations about where he should be when he awoke.

The simple truth was he did not know where he was. Or why he was there. He did not know how long he had been there, or how he had gotten there.

But at the moment none of those things seemed to matter, for he realized with rapidly growing dismay and disquiet that he also did not know who he was.

He searched his mind for any hint of his identity of a place he had known, of a face that was important to him, of a memory that he treasured. There was nothing. It was as though he was trying to read a blank piece of paper. He could not remember a single event which had taken place before he had opened his eyes and found himself here. It was as though his life had begun at that moment.

Except he knew that it had not. He was nota crying newborn child, but a man or near enough to one to claim the title until challenged. He had existed. He had had an identity and a place in the world. He had had friends parents a home. He had to have had all of that and more.

But it was gone.

It was a different feeling than merely forgetting. At least when you forget something, you have a sense that you once knew it

Are you all right? a pleasant voice inquired, breaking the silence and making him suddenly tense all his muscles.

Who are you? he demanded. Where are you? Where am I?

I am Darla, your Companion. Please try to remain calm. Were in no immediate danger. The voice, coming from the command panel before him, was more clearly female now. You are inside a Massey Corporation Model G-85 Lifepod. Massey has been the leader in spacesafety systems for more than...

While Darla continued on with her advertisement, he twisted his head about as he reexamined the compartment. I should have known that, he thought. Of course. A survival pod. Even the name Massey was familiar. Why are there no controls?

All G-series pods have been designed to independently evaluate the most productive strategy and respond appropriately.

Of course, he thought. You dont know whos going to climb into a pod, or what kind of condition theyll be in. Youre not a person. What are you, then? A computer program?

I am a positronic personality, Darla said cheerfully. The Companion concept is the Massey Corporations unique contribution to humane safety systems.

Yes. Someone to talk to. Someone to help him pass hours of waiting without thinking about what it would mean if he werent found. The full picture dawned on him. All survival pods were highly automated. This one was more. It was a robot presumably programmed as a therapist and charged with keeping him sane and stable.

A robot

A human had a childhood. A robot did not. A human learned. A robot was programmed. A robot deprived of the core identity which was supposed to be integrated before activation might awake and find he had knowledge without experience, and wonder who and what he was

Suddenly he bit down on his lower lip.

How does a robot experience sensor overload? As pain?

When he tasted blood, he relaxed his jaw. He would take the outcome of his little experiment at face value. He was human. In some ways, that was the more disturbing answer.

Why have you done harm to yourself? Darla intruded.

He sighed. Just to be sure I could. Do you know who I am?

Your badge identifies you as Derec.

He looked down past the neck ring and saw for the first time that there was a datastrip in the badge holder on the right breast of the safesuit. The red printing, superimposed on the fractured black-and-white coding pattern, indeed read DEREC.

He said the name aloud, experimentally: Derec. It seemed neither familiar nor foreign to his tongue. His ear heard it as a first name, even though it was more likely a surname.

But if Im Derec, why does the safesuit fit so poorly? The waist ring and chest envelope would have accommodated someone with a much stockier build. And when he tried to straighten his cramped legs, he found that the suits legs were a centimeter or two short of allowing him to do so comfortably.

I certainly was shorter once maybe I was heavier, too. It could be my old suit one I wouldnt have used except in an emergency. Or it could be my ID, but someone elses suit.

Can you scan the datastrip on the badge? he asked hopefully. There should be a photograph a citizenship record kinship list. Then Id know for sure.

Im sorry. Theres no data reader in the pod, and my optical sensors cant resolve a pattern that fine.

Frowning, he said, Then I guess Ill be Derec, for now.

He paused and collected his thoughts. To know his name if it was his name did nothing to relieve his feelings of emptiness. It was as though he had lost his internal compass, and with it, the ability to act on his own behalf. The most he could do now was react.

All of the pods environmental systems are working well, Darla offered brightly. Rescue vessels should be on their way here now.

Her words reminded him that there was a problem more important in the short run than puzzling out who he was. Survival had to come first. In time, perhaps the things he did know would tell him what he had forgotten.

He was in a survival pod. His mind took that one fact and began to build on it. When he shifted position in his harness, he noted how the slightest movement set the pod to rocking, despite the fact that its mass could hardly be less than five hundred kilograms. He extended an arm and let the muscles go limp. It took a full second to fall to his side.

A hundredth of a gee at best. Im in a survival pod on the surface of a low-gravity world. I was in a starcraft, on my way somewhere, when something happened. Perhaps thats why I cant remember, or perhaps the shock of landing

There was no window or port anywhere in the pod, not even a hatch peephole. But if he couldnt see, perhaps Darla could.

Where are we, Darla? he asked. What kind of place did you land us on?

Would you like me to show you our surroundings? I have a limpet pack available.

Derec knew the term, though he wondered where he had learned it. A limpet pack was a disc-shaped sensor array capable of sliding across the outer surface of a smooth-hulled space craft a cheaper but more trouble-prone substitute for a full array of sensor mounts. Lets see.

The interior lights dimmed, and the central third of the hatch became the background for a flatscreen projection directed down from the command board overhead. Derec looked out on an ice and rock landscape that screamed its wrongness to him. The horizon was too close, too severely curved. It had to be a distortion created by the camera, or a false horizon created by a foreground crater.

Scan right, he said.

But everywhere it was the same: a jumble of orange-tinged ice studded with gray rock, merging at the horizon into the velvet curtain of space. He could see no distinct stars in the sky, but that was likely to be due to the limited resolving power of the limpet, and not because of any atmosphere. The planetoids gravity was too slight to hold even the densest gases, and the jagged scarps showed no signs of atmospheric weathering.

In truth, it looked like a leftover place, the waste of star-and planet-making, a forgotten world which had not changed since the day it was made. It was a cold world, and a sterile one, and, in all probability, a deserted one.

Formerly deserted, he corrected himself. Moon or asteroid? he asked Darla.

No matter where we are, we are safe, Darla said ingenuously. We must trust in the authorities to locate and retrieve us.

Derec could foresee quickly growing weary of that sort of evasion. How can I trust in that when I dont know where we are and what the chances are that well be found? I know that this pod doesnt have a full-recycle environmental system. No pod ever does. Do you deny it? He waited a moment for an answer, then plunged on. How much of a margin did the Massey Corporation decide was enough? Ten days? Two weeks?

Derec, maintaining the proper attitude is crucial to

Save the therapist bit, will you? Darren sighed. Look, I know youre trying to protect me. Some people cope better that way what they dont know and all that. But Im different. I need information, not reassurance. I need to know what you know. Understand? Or should I start digging into your guts and looking for it myself?

Derec was puzzled when Darla did not answer. It dawned on him slowly that he must have presented her with a dilemma which her positronic brain was having difficulty resolving but there should have been no dilemma. Darla was obliged by the Second Law of Robotics to answer his questions.

The Second Law said, A robot must obey the orders given it by human beings except where such orders would conflict with the First Law.

A question was an order and silence was disobedience. Which could only be if Darla was following her higher obligation under the First Law.

The First Law said, A robot may not injure a human being, or, through inaction, allow a human being to come to harm.

Darla had to know how small the chance of rescue was, even within a star system, even along standard trajectories. And Darla knew as well as any robot could what sort of harm that fact could do to the emotional balance of a human being. The typical survivor, already terrorized by whatever events brought him into the lifepod, would respond with despair, a loss of the will to live.

It made sense to him now. Of course Darla would try to protect him from the consequences of his own curiosity unless he could make her see that he was different.

Darla, Im not the kind of person you were told to expect, he said gently. I need something to do, something to think about. I cant just sit here and wait. I can deal with bad news, if thats what youre hiding. What I cant take is feeling helpless.

It seemed as though she were prepared for his kind too, after all, but had only needed convincing that he was one. I understand, Derec. Of course Ill be happy to tell you what I know.

Good. What ship are we from? he asked. Theres no shippers crest or ship logo anywhere in the cabin.

This is a Massey Corporation G-85 Lifepod

You told me that already. What ship are we from?

Darla was silent for a moment. Massey Lifepods are the primary safety system on six of the eight largest general commercial space carriers

You dont know?

My customization option has not been initialized. Would you care for a game of chess?

No. Derec mused for a moment. So all you know how to do is shill for the manufacturer. Which means that we probably came from a privately owned ship all the commercial carriers customize their gear.

I have no information in that area.

Derec clucked. In fact, I think you do. Somewhere among your systems there has to be a data recorder, activated the moment the pod was ejected. It should tell you not only what ship we came from and where it was headed, but whats happened since. Its time to find out how smart you really are, Darla, he said. We need to find that recorder and get into it.

I have no information about such a recorder.

Trust me, its there. If it wasnt, thered be no way to do postmortems after a ship disaster. Are you in control of the pods power bus?

Yes.

Look for an uninterruptible line. Thatll be it.

Just a moment. Yes, there are two.

What are they called?

My system map labels them 1402 and 1632. I have no further information.

Derec reached for the water tube again. Thats all right. One will be the recorder, and the other is probably the locator beacon. Were making progress. Now find the data paths that correspond with those power taps. They should tell us which one is which.

Im sorry. I cant.

They have to be there. The recorder will be taking data from your navigation module, from the environmental system, probably even an abstract of this conversation. There ought to be a whole forest of data paths.

Im sorry, Derec. I am unable to do what you ask.

Why?

When I run a diagnostic trace in that portion of the system, I am unable to find any unlabeled paths.

Can you show me your service schematic? Maybe I can find something.

The icescape vanished and was replaced by a finely detailed projection of the lifepods logic circuits. Scanning it, Derec quickly found the answer. A smart data gate a Maxwell junction was guarding the data line to the recorder. The two systems were effectively isolated. Similar junctions stood between Darla and the inertial navigator, the locator beacon, and the environmental system.

This is all very odd, Derec thought. It wasnt surprising that there was a lower-level autonomous system regulating routine functions. What was strange was how Darla was locked out of getting any information from it.

Coddling frightened survivors required tact and discretion. But robots were strongly disposed toward an almost painful honesty. Perhaps it had proven too difficult to program a Companion to put on a happy face while keeping grim secrets. Lying did unpredictable things to the potentials inside a positronic brain.

And there were Third Law considerations as well. The Third Law went, A robot must protect its own existence, as long as such protection does not conflict with the First or Second Laws.

How would a robot balance its responsibility to preserve itself with the increasing probability of its demise? It was as though the designers had concluded that there were things Darla was better off not knowing, and thrown up barriers to prevent her from finding out. They had kept her ignorant of herself, and even of her ignorance.

There was a disturbing parallel in that to Derecs own situation. Is that what happened to me? he wondered. He had hoped almost from the first that his loss of memory was the consequence of whatever disaster had put him in the lifepod, perhaps along with the shock of a hard landing on this world.

Now he had to ask whether such selective amnesia could be an accident. He had read the schematic easily, but he could not remember where or why he had acquired that skill. Obviously he had some technical training, a fact which if he survived might prove a useful clue to his identity. But why would he remember the lessons, but not the teacher? Could his brain have been that badly scrambled?

Yet reading the schematic was a complex task which clearly required that his mind and memory be unimpaired. As well as he could judge, his reasoning was measured and clear. If he were in shock or suffering from a concussion, wouldnt all his faculties be affected?

Perhaps this wasnt something that had happened to him. Perhaps, as with Darla, it was something that had been done to him.

Derec grimaced. It was unsettling enough looking at the blank wall of his past, but more unsettling to think that hiding behind that wall might be the reason why it had been built.

By this time Darla had grown impatient. Have you found anything? Darla asked with a note of anxiety.

Blinking, Derec looked up at the status board. The recorders tied in through a Maxwell junction. The junction wont pass through to the recorder anything it doesnt recognize, which is why you cant find it with a trace. And why were not going to be able to read it through you. But there has to be a data port somewhere, probably on the outer hull

At that moment, the whole pod lurched and seemed to become buoyant. Derec had the sensation that it was no longer in contact with the frozen surface of the asteroid. Whats going on? he demanded.

Please stay calm, Darla said.

What is it? Have we been found?

Yes. I believe we have. But I am unable to say by whom.

Derec gaped openmouthed for a moment. Put the exterior video up again! Quickly!

I am becoming concerned about your level of agitation, Derec. Please close your eyes and take several deep breaths.

Ill do no such thing, he said angrily. I want to see whats going on.

There was a moments hesitation, and then Darla acquiesced. Very well.

The sight that greeted Derecs eyes made his breath catch in his throat. The limpets cameras were no longer trained on the horizon, but down at the ground. A half-dozen machines, each different from the next, were arrayed around the pod. The largest was taller than a man, the smallest barely the size of a safesuit helmet. The tiny ones hovered on tiny jets of white gas, while the larger ones were on wheels or articulated tracks.

He could also see a portion of some sort of cradle or deck which seemed to be centered below the pod. And all of them the machines, the cradle, and the pod were moving, proceeding along together toward some unknowable destination like some sort of ice-desert caravan.

Whats going on? he demanded of Darla. Can you identify them? Did they make any contact with us?

The device below us appears to be a cargo sled. I have no information on the other mechanisms.

Derec reached for his helmet and unsnapped the catch holding it in place. Im going out. Im not going to let us be hijacked like this with no explanation.

Leaving the pod would be too dangerous, Darla said. In addition, you will lose a minimum of four hours oxygen opening the hatch.

Its worth it to find out whats going on.

I cant allow that, Derec.

Its not your decision, he said, reaching for the harness release with his free hand.

I am sorry, Derec. It is, Darla said.

Too late, Derec realized that a Massey Companion was equipped to calm a distraught survivor not only verbally, but chemically. The dual jets of mist from either side of the headrest caught him full in the face, and he inhaled the sickly sweet droplets in the gasp of surprise.

Derec had barely enough time to be astonished at how quickly the drug acted. Both his arms went limp, the right falling well short of the harness release, the left losing its grasp on the helmet. His vision rapidly grayed. As though from a distance, he heard dimly the sound of the helmet hitting the floor. But between the first bounce and the second, he drifted away into the silent darkness of unconsciousness, and saw and heard nothing more.




Chapter 2

UNDER THE ICE



FOR THE SECOND time in one day, Derec awoke in strange surroundings.

This time, he was lying flat on his back staring up at the ceiling. There was a sour taste in his mouth and an empty, growly sensation in his stomach. He lay there for a moment, remembering, then sat up suddenly, his muscles tensed defensively as he looked about him.

As before, Derec was alone. But this time he found himself in more domestic surroundings a four-man efficiency cabin, three meters wide by five meters long. The bed he had been lying in was a fold-down bunk, one of four mounted on the side walls. To his right as he sat on the edge of the bunk was a bank of storage lockers of assorted sizes. To his left was a closed door.

That damned Darla, he thought fiercely.

Though what he saw around him struck a vaguely familiar chord, Derec dismissed it as meaningless there was a tedious sameness to all modular living designs. A more important question was whether the cabin was part of a work camp on the surface of the asteroid, tucked away somewhere inside a speeding spacecraft, or somewhere else he couldnt imagine. The cabin itself offered no clue. Nor could it tell him whether he had been rescued or captured.

Glancing down at himself, he saw that he was no longer wearing the safesuit. His torso and legs were covered by a formfitting white jumpsweat, the sort of garment a space worker would wear inside his work jitney or augment.

It was clean and relatively new, but there was some wear on the abrasion pads at heel and knee and waist. It might have been what he was wearing under the safesuit, or

The suit, he said with sudden dismay.

He jumped to his feet and looked around wildly. There was only one locker large enough to hold a safesuit. It was unlocked, but it was also empty. He went through the other lockers mechanically. All were empty.

No, they were more than empty, he decided. They looked as though theyd never been used.

Derec felt a twinge of panic. If he didnt find the suit, he would never learn whatever information the datastrip on its name badge had to offer. And he had to find Darla as well, or lose the irreplaceable data stored in her event recorder.

Half afraid that he would find it locked, Derec crossed to the door and touched the keyplate. The door slid aside with a hiss. Outside was a short corridor flanked by four doors. The corridor was deserted, the other doors all closed.

To Derecs left, the corridor terminated in a blank wall. The other end was sealed by an airlock, suggesting that the four rooms formed a self-contained environmental cell. Through the small window in the inner pressure door he caught a glimpse of another corridor lying beyond.

Hello? Derec called. There was no answer.

The door facing him was labeled WARDROOM. Inside, he found a table large enough to seat eight for a meeting or a meal, a compact autogalley, and a sophisticated computer terminal and communications center.

Derec ran his fingertips across the surface of the table, and they came away clean, without even a coating of dust. The status lights on the galley told him that the unit was in Extended Standby, which meant that its food stores had been irradiated and deep-frozen. No one had eaten here for some time.

Was it all for him? Was that why it was unused? Or was he a surprise visitor in an empty house?

He switched the galley to Demand status, and a timer began counting down the two hours it would take to bring it on line. But when he tried to activate the com center, it demanded a password.

Derec, he offered.

INVALID PASSWORD, the screen advised him.

He had only the most infinitesimal chance of guessing a truly random password. His only chance was if a lazy systems engineer had left one of the classic wild-card passwords in the security database. Test, he suggested.

INVALID PASSWORD.

Password, Derec said.

INVALID PASSWORD. ACCESS DENIED.

From that point on, the center ignored him. The silent-entry keypad was disabled, and nothing he said evoked any response. Apparently the center had not only rejected his passwords, but blacklisted him as well. The systems engineer had not been lazy.

Returning to the corridor, Derec briefly checked the other two rooms. One was another cabin, mirror-image to the one in which he had woken up. The other, labeled MECHANICAL, contained several racks of lockers and what appeared to be maintenance modules for environmental subsystems. Both rooms were as tidy and deserted as everything else Derec had seen since waking.

That left only the airlock and the mysteries beyond it to explore. The inner door bore the sonograph-in-a-circle emblem which meant VoiceCommand. Open, he said, and the inner door of the hatch cracked open with the ripping sound of adhesion seals separating. Derec stepped into the tiny enclosure and the door closed behind him. Peering through the window of the outer door, Derec could see no reason why the airlock was even there. The corridor beyond looked little different than the one he was leaving. Cycle, he said.

The inner door closed behind him, the momentary surge of pressure on his eardrums telling him it had sealed. Warning. There is a reduced-pressure nitrogen atmosphere beyond this point, the hatch advised him. Please select a breather.

Nitrogen?

Only then did Derec notice the small delivery door in the side wall. Inside he found several gogglelike masks made of gray plastic. Selecting one, he saw that the mask was meant to fit over the middle third of his face, like a pair of wraparound sunglasses that had slipped down his nose. The breathers straps were hollow elastic tubes that met behind his neck. A flexible gas delivery tube led from there to the cartridge pack, which was small enough to strap to the upper arm.

When he put the breather on, however, he could not make the bottom edge of the mask seal against his upper lip to keep out the outside air. With the gap, the breaths he drew would be a mixture of free nitrogen and oxygen from the breather.

Belatedly, Derec realized that that was intentional. It was an arrangement that not only reduced the size of the cartridge pack, but also left his sense of smell unimpeded. A clever bit of engineering, with a minimalist flavor.

Ready, Derec said.

Warning: reduced gravity beyond this point, the hatch advised him.

I hear you, he said as the outer door began to open. Nitrogen? Low-G? he wondered as he stepped out. Where am I? Whats going on?

There were no immediate answers. It was cold cold enough to bring a flush of color to his cheeks. The chill seemed to radiate equally from the ceiling and floor, though they were both made of an insulating synthetic mesh.

Standing there just outside the pressure hatch, Derec could hear a cacophony of machine noises hissing, rumbling, grinding, squealing. But the drop in pressure, which distended his eardrums, made it seem as though he were trying to hear through a pillow. Aside from the fact that there was activity somewhere, he got nothing useful out of what he heard. He could not tell what kinds of machines he was hearing, or what they were doing.

Determined to follow the sounds to their source, he started down the corridor or tried to. He ended up flat on his face on the cold decking, uninjured but chastened. Collecting himself, he tried again, this time pulling himself along the corridor by the center handrail.

Thirty meters ahead, the corridor opened into an enormous low-ceilinged chamber. Derec gaped as he took in its dimensions. It suggested armories, playing arenas, open-plan factories. He forced a yawn and swallowed hard, and the pressure in his left ear equalized. Yes, those were definitely machine noises. But what kind of machines, doing what kind of work?

Between the cold and low gravity, Derec concluded that he was still on the asteroid where his lifepod had crashed. From the structure of the chamber, he concluded that he was most probably underground.

More important, he was not alone. There were robots moving among the stacks and aisles dozens of them, of a half-dozen varieties. But in another sense, he was alone, for there were no other people. There were not even any handrails in the aisles to make the chamber human-accessible. The chamber belonged to the robots by default. What task they were so busily attending to, he could not divine.

The nearest of the robots, a squat boxlike unit with a single telescoping arm, was only a few dozen meters from Derec. As Derec watched, it plucked a fist-sized component from a rack, stowed it in a cargo basket, and retracted its manipulator arm. Its mission apparently accomplished, the robot started away, coasting on a cushion of air from under its venturi skirt.

Stop! Derec called out.

But the robot continued on, seemingly deaf to Derecs command. On impulse, Derec released the handrail and went in pursuit. But in the asteroids minimal gravity field, it was like trying to run with both legs asleep. He was perpetually off-balance, his slippered feet failing to give him the traction he expected. When he came to his first ninety-degree turn, he went sprawling, scattering a rack of small chromium cylinders.

Not even the racket from his spill slowed the robots retreat. It continued on toward what appeared to be a lift shaft a circular black pit in the floor and a matching one in the ceiling, linked by four chrome guide rods.

How am I supposed to catch you? he complained, climbing to his feet. I cant fly.

There had to be a better way, and looking more closely at two robots heading down the aisle toward him, Derec saw what it was. Unlike the picker, the man-sized robots were built on standard three-point ball-drive chassis like three marbles under a bottle cap. Ball-drive chassis were standard in clean environments because they offered complete freedom of movement. The drawback: here, with the reduced friction due to the low gravity, the drive balls should do more spinning than pushing.

But each large robot had a second ball-drive chassis mounted at the top of a telescoping rod. Pushing against the ceiling, the second chassis provided the necessary pressure for the dual drives to grab. Like the bumper cars at a revival carnival, each robot needed to be in constant contact with both surfaces to operate.

Derec realized that he could use that trick, too. The ceiling was low enough that he could push against it with his fingertips while standing flat-footed. Hand-walking, as he dubbed the technique, he could have caught the picker.

Now he waited to see what the two approaching robots would do about him. They stopped short of where he stood and began to restore order where he had fallen down, deftly using their three-fingered grapples to replace the cylinders on the shelving. He waited, wondering if they would notice him. They did not.

Im in danger, he called to them. I need your help.

The two robots continued their housekeeping, apparently oblivious to his presence. He drew closer and examined the nearer of the two as it worked. It had normal audio sensors, but no evidence of a vocalizer. In short, it was mute. It could not answer.

But there had to be some higher-level robots in the complex, ones capable of recognizing him for what he was and responding to his needs. The pickers and custodians hed crossed paths with could hardly be working without supervision.

Likewise, the E-cell he awoke in couldnt be the only structure for humans within the complex. Somewhere there was a management team, programmers, supervisors. There was no such thing as a completely autonomous robot community.

Thinking that there had to be a way to call the control room from the E-cell, Derec started back. As he did, he saw a sight that brought him up short. A tall humanoid robot was standing at the end of the corridor to the E-cell, studying him.

They stared at each other for a long moment. The robots skin was a gleaming pale blue, a vivid declaration of its machine nature. Its optical sensors were silver slits in its helmet-like head, lacking the customary red tracking marker which telegraphed when the robot was looking in your direction. Even so, there was no doubt in Derecs mind that he was the object of the robots rapt and unnaturally focused attention.

The robot was the first to move, turning away and disappearing into the corridor, hand-walking with easy coordination. Derec followed as quickly as he was able, but by the time he reached the corridor, the robot was already inside the airlock. It took no more than fifteen seconds for Derec to reach the outer hatch and pass through into the E-cell. Even so, when he stepped out into the inner corridor, the robot was already emerging from the wardroom, its business apparently finished.

Im in danger, Derec said. I need your help.

False assessment: you are not now in danger, the humanoid robot said. Should you be in danger, help will be provided.

The robot took one step toward the pressure hatch, and Derec moved to place himself in its path.

Im not letting you leave here until you tell me where I am and what Im doing here, Derec said sharply.

The robots answer was nonverbal but perfectly clear. Stepping closer, it grasped his shoulders firmly but gently and moved him out of the way. Then it walked with smooth strides past him to the hatch.

Open, it said.

Feeling helpless, Derec let the robot go, then turned to see if he could discover what it had been doing in the wardroom. Only two things had changed since Derec had left. The galley was still counting down to full Demand status, but the selector was now showing a short list of selections that were already available. Derec himself had set that change in motion.

It was the other change that the robot was responsible for. The screen of the com center was no longer blank. In bright red letters, it reported: MESSAGE TRANSMITTED.

It was then that Derec knew for certain that he was alone on the asteroid. The fact that there was an environmental cell deep under the surface implied that there had once been at least a temporary human presence here. But this little world was in the hands of the robots now, and he was a trespasser. What message they had sent about him, and to whom they had sent that message, there was no telling.




Chapter 3

THE ROBOTS MISSION



DEREC TOOK THE time for a meal, which he needed, and a shower, which he did not. But the shower provided him with something to do while thinking, and he had a lot to think about. His presence, his identity, the cause and reason for his memory impairment were as troublesome as ever. And after his excursion, he had a new mystery. Why were the robots behaving so strangely?

Derec asked himself under what circumstances a robot might refuse to answer his question, which amounted to refusing to obey his orders. Within his understanding of the Laws of Robotics, Derec could think of only two, both illustrated by his experience with Darla: because it did not know the answers, or because it had been instructed previously not to reveal them.

Precedence did count for something with robots. A robot ordered by its owner to service a flyer would not leave that job to search for a neighbor childs missing cat unless it was the owner, not the child, who made the request. A carefully worded command would hold up against anything but a counterorder rooted in a First Law situation. If the robots had been told not to talk about what they were doing, nothing Derec could do would make them disobey.

Before he dressed, he searched his body for clues to who he was. He found no scars large enough that he would expect to remember when and how he acquired them. He bore no tattoos or skin ornaments, wore no rings or jewelry.

The only distinctive mark he seemed to bear was inside, in the things that he knew. Somewhere, sometime, he had received advanced training in microelectronics. He had more than a passing understanding of robotics and computers. Was that commonplace, a standard curriculum for someone his age? He thought not. And if not, it might be the trail that he could follow to rediscover himself.



The com center was continuing its intransigence, still ignoring his input, still mockingly displaying the words MESSAGE TRANSMITTED. But there was one door that hadnt yet been slammed in his face. Donning a breather and a spare cartridge pack, Derec left the E-cell to explore the rest of the complex.

Derec began by creating a mental map of the great chamber, assigning arbitrary compass points with the E-cell as his reference for south. The chamber seemed to be roughly rectangular, longer north to south than east to west by a factor of two or more. He started hand-walking northward down the same corridor the custodian robots had used, counting his paces as he went.

Five hundred paces later, his arms were tired and the north wall seemed no closer. Stopping to rest, he surveyed the robot population of the chamber. He tallied seventeen of the humanoid robots, none of which were nearby. Among the nonhumanoid robots, he identified five different types: the pickers, the custodians, a large cargo handler Derec dubbed a porter, some multi-armed micro-assemblers, and an armored robot with oversized grapples whose function he could not guess.

Most of the robots he encountered were moving purposefully through the aisles, carrying out their assignments. But toward the north end of the chamber, Derec spotted a small army of robots standing inert and deenergized, waiting to be called into action. All the varieties were represented among the reserves except for the humanoid robots.

The robot stockpile was Derecs clue to understanding where he was. The chamber seemed to be primarily a collection of spare parts. True, he had spotted a cluster of injection and extrusion machines in one area, a battery of laser welders in another, a chip-burning shop in a third, all apparently in full-time use. But all those operations were apparently maintenance related.

Whatever theyre doing here, theyre on a very heavy duty cycle possibly even continuous operations, he told himself. Zero down-time could only be bought with a large-scale repair and maintenance operation. And that high price was only worth paying when time mattered more than money.

There was a steady stream of robot traffic on the lifts located at intervals through the chamber, and the obvious next step was to find out where they were going. Giving up his plan to walk the length of the chamber, Derec headed for the nearest lift.

Like the breather, the lifts were clearly the product of a unique approach to engineering. To Derec, they looked like something either unfinished or nonfunctional. They were also more proof that the complex had been designed with robots alone in mind. No human would have ridden one voluntarily.

The shaft was a vertical boring three meters in diameter, its sides lined with the same synthemesh as the chamber ceiling. Peering out over the edge and down, Derec glimpsed a deep shaft lit at regular intervals by stationary blue glows, which he assumed marked other levels. The shaft seemed to extend much farther down than up. Above the great chamber which he had begun to think of as the warehouse he counted only seven levels, while below it he could see at least twenty levels before the traffic in the shaft obscured what might lie beyond.

A descending lift platform on the nearest guide rod obliged Derec to duck back out of the way. The platform, a square grid a meter on a side, reached the floor level and stopped as though waiting for him.

While it waited there, traffic kept moving on the other three guide rods. Watching the robots board and disembark, Derec saw that while the lift was in operation, the robots were clamped to the platforms magnetically. He wondered how he would be able to keep his balance and footing without that assistance. There were no railings to grab on to, and the guide rod itself appeared to be electrically live.

Personal considerations aside, he could not help but admire the engineering aesthetics of the lift. It was a clean and focused solution to the problem of moving the maximum amount of traffic in the minimum time and space, a solution fully integrated with the requirements of the colony.

But clever as the system was, Derec was not eager for a ride in the dark on an open platform above a seemingly bottomless pit. Still, it was that or go back to the E-cell. He swallowed hard once and stepped carefully out onto the waiting platform.

Up, he said.

Level, please?

Uh Level Two.

Singing a high-pitched song, the car began to climb swiftly. He stood with his arms crossed over his chest and his legs spread wide. Keeping his vision focused upward toward the nearest of the blue glows, he tried not to look at the shaft walls sliding swiftly by.

The platform flashed through several other levels before gradually slowing to let him off. The glimpses he caught of them prepared him for what awaited him on Two. When he stepped off the lift, he was standing at the crossroads of two low-ceilinged tunnels, each six meters wide. The walls, floor and ceiling were covered with the ubiquitous off-white synthemesh. The air was colder than ever, cold enough to make him hunch his shoulders and bury his hands under his arms.

Though the immediate vicinity of the lift was brightly lit by the blue floodlights, the tunnels themselves were illuminated only by dim yellow lamps set at intervals in the ceiling. Each was barely bright enough to mark its own position and make a tiny pool of yellow light on the floor of the tunnel.

The distant ends of the intersecting tunnels were invisible, the lines of ceiling lamps receding into infinity in both directions. The tunnels could be kilometers long, even tens of kilometers for all he could tell.

Have they honeycombed this entire asteroid? Derec wondered. Thousands of levels shafts a hundred kilometers deep could this be a mining operation?

But he could not understand why anyone would go to the trouble to mine an asteroid from the inside. The cutters on a prospecting ship could slice all but the densest nickel-iron asteroids into bite-sized chunks for the leviathan processing centers. No ore Derec knew of was worth the expense of tunnel-and-shaft mining on this scale. Even with the energy-and-raw-materials economics which applied with robot labor, it would have to be something a hundred times more precious than the rarest element unless the value of secrecy was part of the equation.

Who am I dealing with? Derec wondered. Newly sobered, he stepped back onto the lift.

Level Three, he said.

The next two levels were just as silent and finished-looking as Two. Derec could not decide whether they were finished-waiting-to-be-used, like the spare parts in the great chamber, or finished-and-abandoned.

But Level Five was another story. The rumble of heavy machinery assaulted his ears even before the platform reached the lighted zone. When he stepped off the lift, he could feel rolling, low-frequency vibrations in the floor and ceiling of the tunnel.

Im getting closer, he thought. Now which way? The sound surrounded him, offering no clue as to which of the tunnels had the most promise.

While he stood there equivocating, a double platform arrived and disgorged a porter robot. On impulse, Derec climbed onto its half-full cargo pad. He was counting on its ignoring him, as the picker had. He was not disappointed. Neither cradling him in its arms nor trying to dislodge him, the porter started down the south tunnel.



For the first two minutes of the ride, wind noise and the whine of the robots own mechanisms masked the distant work noise. But before long Derec could sort the separate elements: irregular thumping sounds like muffled explosions, a highpitched grinding that made his skin crawl, and a steady background rumble that suggested great masses of rock and ice being moved about.

Presently the end of the tunnel came in sight as a black patch in the distance. Shortly after, Derec began to detect a whiff of ammonia in the air. The moment he did, another piece of the puzzle fell into place.

He had wondered from the start why the complex outside the E-cell was filled with nitrogen. The robots did not require it. Strictly speaking, robots did not require an atmosphere at all. And keeping the complex sealed and pressurized had to be more complicated than simply opening it to space.

But maintaining a standard two-gas atmosphere in the proper proportions through the vast complex was even more complicated. Derec had concluded that the nitrogen atmosphere and open breathers were a compromise between the inconvenience of full pressure suits and the complexity of a dual-gas E-system. The nitrogen allowed humans to speak and hear normally and to move about without safesuits, without the fire and explosion risk posed by free oxygen.

But Derec had overlooked something important. The ices which made up a large fraction of the asteroids bulk were not water, but compounds like methane and ammonia. The mining processes would inevitably release them as gases into the work area, where they might react with the high energies and circuits of the mining machinery or with each other.

I should have seen it sooner, he thought. Without an atmosphere comprised of some relatively inert gas, there would be no way to dilute the unwelcome compounds or efficiently flush them out. So of course, an atmosphere. Of course, nitrogen. The atmosphere accommodated a human presence, but was not primarily for human convenience.

The porter slowed as they neared the end of the tunnel, and Derec took that opportunity to jump off. Ahead of him were several robots, gathered near the end of the tunnel, and the gateway to what he presumed was the work chamber. Through the gateway he caught glimpses of a ragged rock wall, equipment booms, and an occasional flash of bright light.

The gateway itself was an enormous boxlike machine which filled the tunnel flush to the walls, floor, and ceiling. The only path through to the work chamber was a narrow walkway between columns of bright green chemical storage tanks. That was where he had to go.

As Derec drew closer, he saw that the gateway was actually crawling slowly forward. Like some mechanical larva, the gateway was burrowing through the asteroidal mass and leaving a finished tunnel in its wake. Everything the raw material of the walls, the covering of reinforcing synthemesh, even the overhead lamps was being handled in one continuous operation. The gateway was a four-surface paving machine.

But Derecs real interest was in the excavation beyond. He stepped up onto the gateway and threaded his way between the shoulder-high cylinders, aware as he did that one of the humanoid robots was following him. There was a strong draft through the walkway, from the tunnel to the chamber beyond. Even so, the odor of ammonia was almost strong enough to make him gag.

At the forward end, the narrow walkway widened into a control cabin, where two humanoid robots sat behind a bank of transparent panels looking out into the excavation chamber that surrounded the gateway on three sides. Derec stopped a few steps short of the ramp into the excavation and tried to sort out the functions of the equipment that filled it.

The uncut face of the asteroidal material was some thirty meters away. A two-headed boom cutter was working it, one boom bearing rotary grinders, the other microwave lasers. They moved back and forth like weaving cobras, and the ice and rock wall crumbled before them.

The lasers seemed to be doing most of the damage. Suddenly released from its icy glue, loose rock sloughed off the face with a cracking sound. More resistant deposits were gouged off by the rotating teeth of the grinder. The gases boiling off the face were being sucked into the wide-mouthed exhaust vents that loomed over the work face.

As he studied the work rig, a metallic hand touched his shoulder.

You may not enter the processing zone during operations, the robot said.

The robots edict stirred a flash of annoyance. I will if I want to, Derec snapped back over his shoulder.

The robot tightened its grip pointedly. You may not enter the processing zone during operations, the robot repeated. Untrained personnel are to be considered at risk.

Shrugging off its touch, Derec turned his back on the robot and looked once more into the excavation. Like the gateway, the mining unit was slowly advancing toward an ever-receding rock face. The motion brought the jumble of loose rock within reach of scuttling scooper arms, which funneled it up a ramp to an enormous hopper. A pair of high-sided conveyors carried material away from the hopper, one to the left and one to the right. While on the conveyor it passed through an N-ray station, an X-ray station, and a magnetometer.

From that point on, things got confusing. It was as though after having gone to all that trouble to mine the asteroid, the robots had forgotten to sort out the part of it they wanted to keep.

Some of the tailings were diverted to a spur conveyor, run through a crusher, and then used as the raw material for the fifteen-centimeter thick walls of the tunnel. To Derecs astonishment, the rest was carried to the back wall of the work chamber, reunited with the captured methane and ammonia, and built up into a wall of ice and rock again. The excavation never got any larger.

But what about the tunnel? Derec wondered. They have to be taking something out

Closer study showed him otherwise. The empty volume of the ever-lengthening access tunnel meant only that the asteroidal material surrounding it was being replaced in a more compressed state than it was in when mined. Nothing was being extracted. Nothing was being carried away for later refining or shipment.

It just didnt make sense.

The depletion alarm on Derecs first cartridge pack began to sound, and he transferred the delivery tube to the backup. He would have to leave soon or risk dying of nitrogen poisoning before he could return to the E-cell. But it was hard to tear himself away from the incomprehensible sight of a dozen robots and a few million dollars worth of heavy equipment engaged in a task as senseless as trying to dig a hole in water. And how many other excavations just like this were underway elsewhere in the complex? Ten? Fifty? Five hundred?

Trying to understand, Derec focused his attention on the robots. Three of the armored type patrolled the hopper, breaking up snags with their grapples. A fourth stood on a small platform under the booms of the cutter, shattering oversized rocks as they fell from the face with blasts from its chest-mounted laser. Two humanoids stood at the N-ray stations, intently studying the scanning screen.

Derecs guardian angel was still standing within arms reach behind him, and he turned and sought the robots eyes. What are you mining here? he demanded. Whats the point of all this?

But the robot said nothing, gazing back with its expressionless eyes.

Get out of the way, Derec said disgustedly, and the robot stepped aside into the control booth to let him pass.

His annoyance spilling over into anger, Derec stalked down the narrow walkway and jumped down to the tunnel. It was then he realized his mistake: there were no porter robots there to carry him back to the lift.

I need a ride, Derec said sharply to the nearest humanoid robot. Can you tell me when the next porter robot will be making a delivery?

What is your need?

I need a ride.

That is not an approved allocation of resources.

Derec did not even bother to argue. Turning away, he stalked away northward, his mind unsettled, churning with unconnected thoughts. He felt as though the answer to all his questions was already in his grasp, except he couldnt recognize it. How did it all add up? What was wrong with the picture?

As he hand-walked along the tunnel, his thoughts kept carrying him back to the robots. There was something about the way they behaved, the way they worked together. Throughout the complex, all the routine, repetitive jobs were being done by the nonhumanoid robots. The blue-skinned humanoid robots were supervisors, trouble-shooters, technicians, repair specialists. But they could have just as easily done the repetitive jobs as well, even tending the front line in the excavation. Instead, there were a half-dozen specialized varieties, porters and pickers and miners that didnt act like robots at all

Derec stopped short and turned to stare back down the tunnel toward the excavation. Of course. Of course. The picker and the custodians, the tenders and the porters werent specialized robots working with the blue robots. They were tools being used by the blue robots. Their intelligence was limited perhaps not even positronic in nature. The real intelligence resided in the humanoid robots, which might well be more sophisticated than any Derec had previously known of.

But why were they all here?

Derec thought of all the levels, all the tunnels that had already been bored out, all the mass of the asteroid still waiting undisturbed. Could he have stumbled on an industrial test site? It might explain much the secrecy, the distinctive stamp of the unknown designer, the unending but pointless excavation.

Focus on the robots, Derec told himself. The tasks theyre handling themselves are the ones they consider critical

In a flash of memory, he saw the two humanoid robots tending the scanning instruments on the conveyor line, and suddenly Derec knew. The realization staggered him, and yet there was no pushing the notion away once it had formed in his mind.

The robots werent mining the asteroid at all. They were sifting it. They were searching for something, something lost or buried or hidden, something so unique and valuable that it was worth any price, any effort.

What that something was, Derec could not imagine. And just at that moment, he was not sure that he ever wanted to find out.




Chapter 4

YOU CANT GET THERE FROM HERE



IT WAS A very long way back to the lift. How fast had the porter gone when carrying him to the excavation? Forty kilometers per hour? Then the shaft lay ten kilometers away. Sixty? Then a fifteen-kilometer hike awaited him, at a thousand strides, a thousand arm-swings to a kilometer. Even in a gravity field this weak, that was asking a lot from his body.

He did not turn back only because he was sure that the Supervisors, as he had begun to think of the humanoid robots, knew where he was and how much oxygen he had. At some point the two changing variables would intersect at a value which said that he was in danger, and they would send a porter to fetch him and whisk him back to the E-cell.

Each time he saw a robot coming toward him, or heard one closing on him from behind, he began to anticipate relief for his weary arms and legs. But each time, the robot sped past without even slowing. He considered trying to stop a porter by blocking the tunnel, but the only porters that came by were burdened with a full load of chemical tanks or machine parts. There was no room for him.

Because there was no choice, Derec pressed on. For a time he tried counting the yellow ceiling lamps to prove to himself that he was making progress, but his mind wandered and he lost count. There was a terrible sameness to the tunnel, with its unrelieved stretches of white. It seemed as though he were caught in limbo, trapped on a subterranean treadmill.

As it turned out, he was not wrong in thinking that the Supervisors were aware of him. But he was quite wrong about the form their help would take.

He had sat down to rest, his back against the west wall, when a picker came racing up and stopped half a meter away. From its cargo basket it plucked a pair of fresh cartridge packs, laying them at his feet. Before he could react, it backed up, pivoted, and raced away. The timing was so perfect that the pack Derec was using began to sound its depletion alarm just as the picker vanished from sight in the distance.

Consistent, he said crossly, addressing the absent Supervisors as he swapped the depleted packs for the new ones. Youve done as little as possible to help me right from the start. And this really is the very least you could do.

Hours later, he reached the E-cell with barely enough energy to fold down one of the bunks before he collapsed in it. He was asleep in minutes, his body claiming its rest. But his troubles pursued him even in his dreams, which were full of silent blue robots moving through dark places ripe with the cold scent of danger.



When he awoke, Derec began to think about escaping. For it was clear now that the most likely message for the Supervisor to have sent was something on the order of, We have an intruder. What shall we do with him? And Derec did not like most of the possible answers to that question.

He did not think the Supervisor robots, independent as they might be, were capable of killing him. The First Law was too deeply rooted in the basic structure of a positronic brain. To remove it or tamper with it was to guarantee trouble, up to and including complete intellectual disintegration.

But the recipient of the message was probably human, and therefore quite capable of using violence in service of his or her self-interest. They would want to know how he had discovered the installation, and what he had wanted there, and he would have nothing to tell them.

Perhaps they would accept that at face value, and help him return to wherever he had come from. But considering the circumstances, the stronger possibility was that they would insist on answers. Derec sensed that it would take a long time to convince them he had none. Even so, afterward they would want to make sure that he could never tell anyone what he had stumbled on.

No, he did not want to wait around for the Supervisors masters to arrive. The key to escaping was Darla. The pods thrusters were almost certainly rated for a much stronger gravity field than the one the asteroid boasted. If so, then there should be more than enough fuel remaining to lift off the asteroid again and put some distance between it and himself if only he could convince Darla of the wisdom of that act.

But first, he had to find her. Measuring from memory, Derec suspected that the pod was too large to have been brought down the lift. The robots must have removed him from the pod somewhere on the surface inside an entry dome, perhaps and left the pod behind.

So he began by riding the lift in search of the place where he had been brought into the asteroid. It turned out to be called Level Zero. At the top of the lift shaft a disclike pressure door scissored out of the way to allow the platform to pass, and the lift carried Derec up into a high-ceilinged circular room a hundred meters across.

Most of the chamber was filled with neatly aligned rows of machines buglike augers and borers, tracked carriers, and flying globes like the one Derec had seen when the robots were carrying him and his pod away. On the far side of the room, a steep ramp enclosed by a transparent material led up and out onto the surface.

There was a Supervisor there as well, seated at a control station with its back to Derec. Though it gave no such sign, Derec was sure the robot was aware of his presence.

Stepping off the lift, Derec began to wander among the idle machines. This must be some of the equipment that was used to survey the outer crust of the asteroid, he thought. The flying globes were probably scanning platforms, while the other machines could be used to dig up any promising sites.

It seemed just as obvious to Derec that the surface survey was complete. It was not only the appearance of the machines that led to that conclusion. Searching the surface first made sense. Why even begin the underground excavation before you were sure that the object of your search wouldnt be turned up by a much faster and far less complicated aerial survey?

But Derec was less interested in sorting out the remaining mysteries about this world than he was in finding Darla and saying good-bye to it. A quick catalog of the chamber turned up no sign of the pod or of his safesuit. But he did find a rack with three pearl-white augmented worksuits. They were too large for use in the lower levels or to allow him to climb into the pod if he found it, but he could still use one for an excursion to the surface.

Moving behind the nearest suit, Derec grabbed the crossbar and vaulted himself feet first through the access door on the back. As he settled in the saddlelike seat, he felt the feedback pads snugging up against his feet. He inserted his arms into the suits arms, and the controllers for the external manipulator came into his hands. A sloping display screen reflected the status of the suits systems on the bubblelike canopy before him.

Close and pressurize, he said, and the access door began to swing shut. He tried raising his arms, and the suit stirred in smooth response. At last, a little power, he thought.

But when he turned to head for the ramp, he found a Supervisor barring his way. The surface is a restricted area, the robot said.

Derec heard the words through a speaker at his ear and halted his advance. Probably the augmented suit was more than a match for a Supervisor, or would be in the hands of a skilled operator. But Derec did not want a fight. He only wanted answers.

Tell me where I can find the survival pod I came here in, Derec said.

You do not have authorization to leave the community.

Thats where it is, isnt it? On the surface. Thats where you hid it. What did you do, put my suit back in it after you took it off me? Derec demanded. Im going out. If you dont want to be damaged youd better get out of the way.

The robot did not move. The survival pod is not on the surface, it said.

Considering the way the Supervisors had been treating him, that was a generous answer. But Derec wanted more. Either I go looking on the surface, or you show me where the pod is. Those are the only choices.

There was a brief pause before the robot responded. When the answer came, it was a welcome surprise. I will show you the pod.

Are we going outside, or down below?

Down.

Derec still wanted to go to the surface. He had hopes of being able to use the stars and sky to determine at least in general terms where the planetoid was located what kind of star it was orbiting, and whether the planetoid was independent or part of a planetary system. But until he found the pod, none of that mattered, so Derec could afford to be a gracious victor.

Thank you, he said. If youll wait just a moment, Ill put this suit back.



But Derec did not get to enjoy his victory for long. The Supervisor took him back down to the warehouse level and led him through the maze toward the east wall. As they swung around the molding section and its high rack supply cache, the robot stopped short.

Here.

But Derec could see no pod. All he could see was a large open area with rows of assorted components neatly arrayed on the floor. Where?

With a sweeping motion of his arm, the Supervisor repeated, Here.

That was when Derec took a closer look at the hardware laid out before him and realized the truth. The pod was there, just as the Supervisor said. But it was in a thousand pieces, lying on the floor like a giant jigsaw puzzle. The robots had disassembled it down to fundamental components. Derec could recognize but a few curved plates that had been part of the hull, several thruster bells, and, a few meters from where Derec stood, the lenses from the seven green lamps on the command console.

No, he cried out despairingly. Why did you do it?

It was necessary to determine that the search objective was not concealed within the pod.

And my safesuit? Did they tear that apart, too?

In answer, the Supervisor led Derec into the maze and showed him his suit, lying in several dozen pieces. The fabric had been separated from the binding rings, the environmental systems stripped out of the chest unit. Even the helmet had been disassembled.

Im surprised that you didnt tear me apart, too, he said bitterly as he looked at it.

Please explain the reason for your surprise, the robot said. It is impossible for a robot to harm a human. Have you not been informed of this fact?

Nevermind, Derec said with a sigh. I was being sarcastic.

Sir?

Humans dont always mean what they say. Havent you been informed of that fact? After a moment, he added, But you did search me, didnt you?

Yes. While you were unconscious, you were subjected to a full-body magnetic resonance scan, the robot replied.

Derec almost laughed at the absurdity of it. It figures, he said. I suppose having you put the suit and pod back together is out of the question.

Nothing may take priority over the primary directive.

What about all those spare robots sitting up north doing nothing? You could activate a few of them.

The tasks would require not only Assemblers but the supervision of a Systemist. All Systemists are fully scheduled under the current duty cycle.

I guess that means no, Derec said. He looked across the expanse of parts that once was a spacecraft and sighed. Do you have a name of some kind?

I am Monitor 5.

Why are you talking to me, Monitor 5?

I perceived that you were stressed. While stressed, humans frequently derive benefit from communication.

Derec snorted. I guess thats one way to say it. Then tell me, Monitor 5 do you robots know what youre looking for?

I may not reveal any information about my mission here.

What about me? Are you allowed to tell me what you know about me?

What do you wish to know?

The event recorder in the survival pod did they find it?

I was not part of that work unit. I will consult Analyst 3. The robot paused. Yes. A data recorder was located.

Did it tell you what ship I came from? How I got here? Anything?

The recorder had not been initialized. The recording disk was blank.

Stunned, Derec looked down and away to hide his expression from the robot. His gaze fell on the pile of fabric from his suit, and he knelt down and began to sift through it. There was a datastrip on my suit

Yes. It was a test strip. It contained no personal data.

Letting the fabric fall from his hands back to the floor, Derec slowly stood. A test strip?

They are quite common. They are used in calibrating a data readers scanner.

But it said Derec

Yes. The leading manufacturer of such readers is Derec Data Systems.

Derec felt the strength go out of his legs. Then you dont know who I am, either.

No. We do not know who you are.

And that message you sent about me? What did it say?

I did not send the message. One moment while I consult Analyst 17. The robot paused. Analyst 17 believed that due to your irrational behavior, you would come to harm or endanger the primary objective unless continually supervised. Therefore he sent a message requesting that you be rescued.

He made that decision on his own?

Analyst 17 felt that the threat was of sufficient magnitude to transcend the prohibition regarding communications.

Prohibition from who? Whos in charge here? And whod he send the message to?

I may not

 reveal any information about your mission here, yes. Grimacing, Derec closed his eyes and tried to shut out the world.

Are you ill? Monitor 5 asked, concerned.

No, Derec said in an unsteady voice. Im just back to square one again, thats all.




Chapter 5

REPLY



DISPIRITED, DEREC RETREATED to the E-cell, his illusion of being even partially in control of his own fate destroyed. There was no chance of his reconstructing the pod himself. He might leave the community using one of the augmented worksuits, but there was no way he could leave the asteroid. It seemed that all he could do was stay out of the robots way and wait for whoever Analyst 17 had signalled to respond.

As though the robots had decided that he needed something to keep him occupied and safely out of their way, Derec found the wardroom com center unlocked and displaying the word READY. When Derec touched the Help key, a short menu popped up on the screen. It offered him a choice between something called Scratchpad and a library index.

Scratchpad proved to be a cross between a notebook and an engineers sketch pad. He amused himself for a while with its graphics capabilities by drawing a map of the part of the complex he knew firsthand. The system made it easy for him, converting his unsteady movements with the tracer into straight lines, copying duplicate sections, performing fills and rotations.

When drawing deteriorated into doodling, Derec shifted mental gears and decided to make a diary of what had happened since he had awoken in the pod. But his first entry was self-conscious and self-indulgent, and he ended his log with a short sarcastic note:



Dear Mom,

I got no friends here. Can I come home?



Embarrassed by his own self-pity, Derec purged the Scratchpad memory and pushed his chair away from the terminal. But the terrible feeling of separateness which underlay the thought was not so easily banished. Without family, friends, an ally of any sort, Derecs little world was a lonely place.



The book-film library was Derecs last defense against maudlin thoughts. Scanning the directory, he was struck by the unusual mix of entries. There was a whole subdirectory of texts from Earths Classical Age, including a few whose authors or titles Derec was intrigued to discover he recognized: Lucretius De Rerum Natura, Newtons Principia, Darwins The Origin of Species.

Another large subdirectory consisted of architectural drawings and photographs. Again, a few names struck chords in Derecs memory Mies van der Rohe, Buckminster Fuller, Frank Lloyd Wright. But when he asked the system to sample those files at one image every few seconds, he found the images were of places that he could not remember ever being and structures he could not remember seeing. It left him wondering why he knew the names in the first place.

Conspicuously absent was any sort of current technical reference on such topics as microelectronics, robotics, process design, and the like. Derec assumed that they were in a separate technical library not available to him.

But there were other sections which under other circumstances would probably have appealed to him a biography of robotics pioneer Susan Calvin; Genesis, Marvin Ellers anecdotal history of twentieth-century computer science; a screenful of titles on astronomy and astrography.

But Derec was not interested in being educated, or in anything that required thinking. He wanted to be a spectator to someone elses problems, to disengage his mind and surrender himself to the spell of the storyteller.

Yet when he turned to the fiction subdirectory, he found the pickings sparse. Aside from a few interactive mysteries and a half-dozen text novels, all of which would require too much work on his part, Derecs choice was limited to the world of theater. Faust, Waiting for Godot, Daedalus and Icarus, Sweeney Todd the titles meant nothing to Derec. But Shakespeare he knew, and Shakespeare was well represented on the list.

Feeling a need for laughter, Derec chose the comedy A Midsummer Nights Dream. Then he retreated to a comfortable chair, propped his feet up on the conference table, and let the recording carry him away to ancient Greece, to a woods near the city of Athens, where he might amuse himself with the love-crossed confusion of human and fairy kings, and the pranks of the devilish sprite Puck.



Up and down, up and down, Puck vowed. I will lead them up and down. I am feared in field and town. Goblin, lead them up and down

In the middle of Pucks declamation, Derec heard the unmistakable sound of the inner door of the airlock opening. He came to his feet as a Supervisor entered the wardroom and crossed toward the com center.

What do you want? Derec demanded, following.

The robot ignored Derec. Priority interrupt, the robot said to the com center. The screen went black and the speakers silent.

PASSWORD?

The robots fingers flew over the keypad in a blur, but nothing appeared on the screen except the instruction PROCEED.

Without hesitation, the robot began to hammer at the keys again. Even standing only an arms length away, Derec had no clue to what the robot was entering. The steady staccato of keyclicks lasted perhaps twenty seconds three or four hundred characters. Then the robot raised his hand and stepped back.

MESSAGE TRANSMITTED, the screen acknowledged.

Resume, the robot said, and turned to go.

Cancel, Derec said, moving quickly to place his body between the robot and the door. Identify yourself.

I am Analyst 9.

Whats happening? What did you just do?

Please stand aside, Analyst 9 said. I have urgent duties elsewhere.

The last time one of you was in here, it was to send a distress message. Whats up now? Is aship here? Is that it? I have a right to know whats going on

For an answer, Analyst 9 raised his arm and pushed Derec firmly out of the way. He stumbled back toward the conference table and sat down hard in one of the chairs.

Do not interfere, the Supervisor said, and left the room.

Though his shock at the robots physical treatment of him slowed him for an instant, Derec scrambled to his feet and followed.

Out in the chamber, Derec found frenzied activity bordering on chaos. Dozens of porter and picker robots were streaming off the lifts, as if some massive exodus were underway. Scores more were scurrying through the aisles gathering up components and carrying them toward the west wall and the recycling smelter located there.

To Derecs astonishment, instead of depositing what they held and turning back to get more, the pickers and porters queued up at the smelter carried their burdens directly into the heart of the smelter and never appeared again. For some reason, the robots were systematically destroying selected items in their storehouse and themselves at the same time.

Distracted by the parade of suicidal robots, Derec had lost track of Analyst 9. Now, as he scanned the chamber to try to find it, he saw something else extraordinary. There were no Supervisors anywhere in the warehouse. The various manufacturing centers were standing silent and abandoned.

On a hunch, Derec fought his way through to the lift and commandeered a platform to carry him up to Level Zero. There he found a gathering of twenty Supervisors. They were standing motionless in a circle, with hands linked as though in some sort of direct conference.

They took no notice of his arrival, and so Derec crossed the room to where two other Supervisors sat at the giant command console.

Monitor 5?

Yes, Derec, one of the robots said with a nod of acknowledgment.

Can you tell me whats happening?

Surface sensors have detected a large spacecraft approaching. The trajectory and velocity profile indicate that it will match orbit with this planetoid.

Im going to get off this rock? Derec exulted. Praise the stars!

There is a sixty-eight percent probability that the ship intercepted the distress signal. However, there is only a nine percent probability that the ship is here to rescue you.

That news jolted Derec back to earth. Intercepted? They arent the people you were calling?

No, Derec.

Who are they, then? What do they want?

The ship is currently unidentified.

Is that why all the robots downstairs are going crazy?

I cannot answer that question now, Monitor 5 said. I may be able to tell you more shortly.

What should I do?

Wait.

Great. How long?

Not long, Monitor 5 said, standing. Excuse me. The Analysts are calling for me.

Crossing the room, Monitor 5 joined the conference circle. He stood there with them for perhaps two minutes, then the circle broke apart. Most of the Supervisors headed for the lift. Two of them, including Monitor 5, came to where Derec stood.

I have been appointed to communicate with you, Monitor 5 said.

Appointed? The robots choice of word confused Derec.

By default, the robot admitted. None of the Analysts feel comfortable dealing with a human.

Are you telling me that they havent been talking to me because they dont want to? They dont know how?

With few exceptions, their experience has been exclusively with other robots. I have been chosen because of my previous success in communicating with you, Monitor 5 said.

Is that another exception? Derec said, indicating the robot standing just behind Monitor 5.

I am accompanied by Analyst 17.

Ah weve met sort of.

Analyst 17 is here to assist me, Monitor 5 said. Please, Derec. There are important matters to discuss, and there is very little time.

Then get started.

Thank you. The Analysts are agreed that the approaching ship is a threat to the security of our operation. The possibility of discovery was anticipated by those who placed us here. Our instructions for such a circumstance are to destroy ourselves and this facility. Certain preliminary steps are already underway

The robots at the smelter.

Yes. All proprietary technology must be destroyed and the excavation rendered unusable. This directive was impressed on us at the highest level of necessity and urgency. We must comply. However, your presence was not anticipated.

What do I have to do with it?

As long as you are present, we are not able to fulfill our directive, since to destroy the complex would kill you. Even to destroy ourselves would leave you unprotected. Therefore, for us to carry out our directive, it is necessary for you to leave.

Ive been ready to leave since I got here. Just show me the way.

Analyst 17 spoke up at that point. Unfortunately, since leaving the community also represents a significant risk to your life, we are unable to assist you in doing this and are in fact obliged to prevent it.

So youre not going to put my pod back together? My safesuit?

No.

This is crazy.

On the contrary, it is fundamentally logical, Analyst 17 said. If we protect you, you will almost certainly die, which we cannot allow. If we fail to protect you, you may survive, but you will be placed in grave danger, which we cannot allow.

Derec looked from Monitor 5 to the Analyst in disbelief, then back again. So what are you going to do with me?

Nothing, Monitor 5 said. No action is possible. If we help you to escape, we will be placing you in danger. But if we prevent your escape, we will also be placing you in danger.

Derec was starting to get lost in the convolutions of the conversation. Is that what you want me to do? Escape?

The robot hesitated. We want you to remain safe and unharmed.

It seemed as though the robot were tiptoeing through a logical minefield. What if I do leave?

When we discover that you are gone, we will have to pursue you. It hesitated again. However, until you are returned to our care the remainder of the community will be free to pursue the next highest priority directive.

In other words, if I escape, the First Law is no longer a factor. You can go ahead and destroy yourselves in good conscience.

That is essentially correct, said Analyst 17, though I must warn you there is a danger if you continue to discuss it.

Derec ignored the warning. Escape to where?

We cannot consider that question, Monitor 5 said.

Well, I can, and I dont like the answer! Derec snapped. Ill tell you what I intend to do as soon as that ship is close enough to pick up the signal from a suit transmitter, Im getting into one of those augments over there and going up to the surface to ask them to save me from you.

We could not allow that.

So what am I supposed to do? Go wander around on the surface until my air runs out? This is nuts. How can you even ask me to do such a thing?

Derec, I must repeat, there is a danger, Analyst 17 began.

We have not asked you to do anything, Monitor 5 said. We have simply outlined for you the consequences of actions you may choose to take.

You may not be asking, but youre dropping some loud hints, Derec said. Youre telling me that if I want to go kill myself, youll look the other way. I dont understand how this whole conversation can even be taking place. Whats wrong with all of you?

Monitor 5 answered. I am following a highly conditional logic path proposed by Analyst 17

So thats why hes really here.

 in which the uncertainty of your fate is modified by your own volitional acts to a positive value weighed against the high probability of harm due to inaction.

In other words, you talked yourself into it, Derec said. Well, you havent talked me into it. Your prime objective and your security dont mean a thing to me. Do you think its important to me if you cant destroy yourselves? I dont care if that ship belongs to your worst enemy.

In fact, Im beginning to think that if theyre your enemy, that makes them my friend. Im not going anywhere. And Im sure as hell not going to go kill myself to get you off the hook.



The robots were apparently not willing to let it go at that. When Derec left Level Zero, Analyst 17 followed. It took a different lift, and when they reached the warehouse level, it studiously trailed several steps behind him. But there was no question that he was under surveillance.

It did not make sense that immediately after asking him to escape, the robots would set a bloodhound to dog his heels. But since he had no intention of doing what the robots wanted, it hardly mattered if he understood. He could safely ignore his shadow.

The warehouse was still a hive of chaotic activity, and Derec retreated from it to the quiet of the E-cell. He thought Analyst 17 might content itself to watch and wait outside, since the cell had only one exit. But the robot came inside as well, and when Derec entered the wardroom, it followed him in and took a seat at the opposite end of the conference table.

At first, however, Derec barely noticed the robots entry. The video from a sky camera somewhere on the surface was being displayed on the com center screen. It showed a small, distant orange sun and a field of dim stars in which Derec saw no immediately recognizable patterns. A dark backlit hulk was moving across the star background, growing perceptibly larger as it closed on the asteroid. It was still too far away to show a distinctive profile, but it was clearly a massive spaceship of some kind.

More propaganda? Derec asked.

The Analysts agreed that you have a right to know the source and current status of the threat.

Do you think Im going to see that thing up there and panic? It wont work. This isnt much, but its home. Im not leaving.

The robot made no reply, and remained silent while Derec went to the autogalley and assembled a lunch. When he came back with it and sat down, he soon became painfully conscious of the robot patiently watching him.

Whose side are you on, anyway? Derec asked between mouthfuls.

Clarify.

What are you doing here? I thought you wanted me to skip out. But I couldnt make a move without you knowing about it.

Your conversation with Monitor 5 forced him into recognizing a First Law conflict.

You mean his little self-deception fell apart?

Monitor 5 is now deeply concerned that you may attempt to escape and harm yourself in the process or as a consequence. To relieve that potential and allow Monitor 5 to return to his duties, I offered to watch you.

What about you? Did I make your logic bomb blow up, too?

No.

So youre not here to stop me, Derec said, pushing his plate away. Youre here to make sure no one else stops me.

Your observations are irrelevant to the situation. You have stated your intention to remain in our care.

Right. Derec glanced up at the screen. The ship was still a dark shape without texture, but it now filled fully a third of the frame. But I still think you expect me to start getting worried and make a move. Well, to show you just how worried I am, Im going to go in the other room to take a nap, Derec said, standing. If you decide to come along, all I ask is that you pick out your own bunk. There isnt room in mine for two.




Chapter 6

A ROCK AND A HARD PLACE



ANALYST 17 DID not follow, and Derec did not nap. He lay on his bunk and stared at the ceiling, trying to regain perspective.

The robots predicament was real and substantial. It was not only the matter of being frustrated in their attempt to fulfill their Second Law obligations to their master. They were tiptoeing along the edge of a First Law chasm, a paradox capable of paralyzing not only individual robots, but the entire community. He was their first obligation, and yet there was nothing they could do for him but beg him to save himself.

If it were not so serious, it would be laughable. It was as though a person suffering from hiccups had asked a friend, Please surprise me. How could he catch the robots off guard, even with Analyst 17s collaboration?

On top of which, the whole idea of escaping was absurd. Without help from the robots, he couldnt possibly reassemble the pod before the ship arrived. And even if he could, there was no way it could run from the approaching ship.

If he continued to think of both the robots and the strangers as enemies, there were no solutions to the equation. Only by assuming that the strangers were coming to help him, or would be willing to help him even if they had other purposes there, could he envision a way out. He could wait until the ship was in orbit, then go to the surface in an augment and radio to them for help.

Just then the bunk shuddered under him, and he sat bolt upright. He thought for a moment that he hadnt felt it, or experienced the sudden start which sometimes comes just before dozing off. But then another tremor shook the room, and he could no longer think it was an illusion. He jumped to his feet and ran across to the wardroom.

Analyst 17 was still sitting there as Derec had left him. Whats happening? Derec demanded.

We are under attack, the robot said, gesturing toward the com center.

Derec stared at the screen. The ship had tacked to a position where half of its sunward side was visible, allowing Derec to see details for the first time. What he saw confused him. The ship seemed to have been not designed, but collected. It looked more like a space junkyard than a dangerous raider. But raider it was.

Just in the part Derec could see clearly, there were eleven distinct hulls, as well as a tangled matrix of connecting structures. There were ships old enough to be in a museum and others new enough to be a shipwrights showpiece. Sleek transatmospheric profiles nestled against the cylinders and grips of deep-space haulers. All across the mass of the ship, small red and orange lights were blinking on and off.

Who are they? Derec whispered.

Unknown.

Well, didnt they hail us? What do they want?

There was no signal on any frequency commonly used for communication.

Derec felt another vibration through the floor. What kind of weapons are they using?

The ships armament appears to consist primarily of phased microwave lasers.

And what do we have to fight back?

The community has no weapons.

What? Derec demanded.

The robots answer was patient and calm. It is highly probable that the ship contains humans. We would not be permitted to use weapons against them.

Derec stared at the robot, then at the screen. Unlike in careless fictions, there were no stabbing beams of brilliant light to betray the energies pouring down from the radar ship. There were only the winking lights, and the ground moving under Derecs feet. Are we in danger?

Yes.

How much?

The ship began its attack in the area of our only permanent surface installation, the antenna farm located 170 degrees east of the primary shaft

These vibrations were feeling are from that far away?

Yes. The primary assault was successful and communications are out. A number of tunnels in the region have apparently collapsed. Firing pattern now appears to be random. The ship is currently in a nearly synchronous orbit with a slippage of two degrees per minute.

So in less than ninety minutes theyll be overhead.

That is correct.

It was obvious to Derec that he could wait no longer to act. If the ship breached the complexs pressure envelope while he was still in the E-cell, he would never get out. The breathers couldnt keep him alive in a vacuum.

And there was another danger, just as acute that the power would be interrupted or the lifts disabled, and he would be trapped on the warehouse level. Even in low gravity he did not think he could climb up a lift shaft by hand.

Not that running about on the surface in an augment was as attractive a proposition as it had been a short time ago. The chances were that he would be taken not for a prisoner trying to escape but for an enemy to be destroyed. Even so, dying buried in the icy heart of the asteroid was infinitely less appealing than dying out in the open.

This logic path that you devised am I correct in thinking that you and Monitor 5 are the only Supervisors who were able to follow it without hitting a First Law conflict?

Yes.

Why? Why you?

My experience with human beings has provided me with a more sophisticated perspective on their nature and behavior.

Youve had contact with other humans? Besides me?

Yes.

Who?

I am not permitted to say,

Dead end. Are the other robots even aware of what you asked me to try to do?

No.

How were you going to destroy the complex?

The material used to line all the tunnel walls contains an explosive. Once all the other Supervisors have been destroyed, the last Monitor and Analyst will together transmit the trigger signal. The resulting explosion should cause the entire excavated portion of the asteroid to subside.

I see, Derec said. Great, he thought to himself. If I stay in the complex, the raiders will bring it down on my head. If I leave, the robots will blow it up under my feet.

Unless

Unless there was some way to get off the surface, some source of thrust adequate to give him and his augment escape velocity. Considering the weakness of the asteroids gravity, escape velocity did not amount to much. He could probably put a ball in orbit just by throwing it as hard as he could. The leg servos of the augmented suit were likely powerful enough to permit him to literally jump clear.

Unfortunately, the safety regs on augment design required governors on the leg servos to prevent someone from trying exactly that. But what engineers had joined together, tinkerers could tear asunder

At that moment, a bright flare seemed to appear on the body of the ship, and an instant later the energy beam burned out the eyes of the camera unit relaying the picture. Another camera some distance away took over, and the low angle at which it was focused showed not only the ship but the bilious clouds boiling off the surface where its weapons were trained.

The sight spurred Derec to action. There doesnt seem to be any escape for any of us, he lied, wearing his best look of resignation. I guess theres nothing else for me to do but go prepare to die. I would be grateful if you could grant me privacy while I carry out the appropriate rituals.

The lie passed. I do not fully understand the purpose of such rituals, the robot said, but I will respect your privacy.



Derec did not need long to put his rapidly developing plan in motion. Returning to his cabin, he swept up the pillows off two of the bunks, then ran to the airlock with them cradled in his arms.

Open.

The sound of the inner seal opening brought Analyst 17 out of the wardroom, but by then it was too late. Derec stepped inside the lock, and the door closed behind him.

Cycle, he said, fumbling with the straps of a breather.

When the outer door opened, he draped the pillows over the bottom sill of the hatch and then stepped out over them. Just as Derec had expected, the pillows kept the outer door from sealing, interrupting the cycle and imprisoning the robot inside. He did not know how long it would hold, whether there was some way for the robot to override the lock system, and he did not wait around to find out.

The line at the smelter included Supervisors, but they took no notice of him as he passed by. He rode the lift up to Level Zero, where he discovered that Monitor 5 had been busy taking precautions against his return. Two of the augments were missing, vanished as though they had never been there. The third was wedged against the wall by one of the tracked carriers, which in turn was barricaded in place by a four-legged auger unit.

He did not think the suit was damaged tampering with safety equipment would almost certainly invoke the First Law but it was going to take a little getting to. And part of the problem would be Monitor 5. The robot was seated at the console when Derec arrived, and rose and started for Derec the moment he stepped off the lift and placed it on standby.

Their paths intersected when Derec was a few meters short of the carrier. The surface is a restricted area, the robot said.

I know that, Derec said, circling and staying out of reach of the robots hands. This equipment is improperly stored. Im going to take care of it.

But Monitor 5 was not going to be put off that easily.

You may not leave. You are in no danger here, it said, reaching for him.

Derec backed away and scrambled up the steps into the enclosed operators station. Wrong. If I stay here, Ill be killed when the ship destroys the station.

We will protect you.

Derec wasted no time or breath arguing the point. You cant even protect yourselves, he said, and slammed and locked the door.

The operators interface was standard, and the functions of those few controls which werent were clear at a glance. He touched the power switch, and the display came alive with information on the vehicles status. The most important item was near the bottom:



POWER CELL...... 100,000 Kw... OK



The robot was politely knocking on the window and trying to attract Derecs attention, but Derec ignored it. With a touch on one of two small joysticks in the armrest at his right hand, Derec unshipped the small crane which lay crosswise behind the control cab.

Since the controls had been designed primarily for robots with their fine motor control, Derec found them a little touchy. But the crane was semi-automatic, so when he had managed to swing the boom out over the backend of the carrier and bring the auger in range of the cranes camera, all he had to do was say, Pick it up. The crane handled the rest.

Monitor 5 seemed slow to realize what was happening. Derec couldnt decide if that was because it was still experiencing some internal conflict, or if he was just seeing the difference between a Monitor and an Analyst. But when Derec lifted the auger off the floor of the chamber and began to swing it out of the way, the robot suddenly became agitated.

Analyst 17 was in error, it said, grasping the door latch and shaking violently. Derec you cannot escape. You cannot leave. I am required to protect you. I am responsible.

Saying nothing, Derec used the dangling mass of the auger to brush the robot away from the side of the carrier and back it toward the wall. The robots protestations went up in volume, but Derec did not stop until he had gently pinned the robot against the wall ten meters to the left of where it had done the same to the augment.

Reverse slow, Derec said, and the carrier crawled away from the wall. Stop. Standby.

He jumped out and ran to the augment. As he wrestled the suit away from the wall, Monitor 5 was struggling to extricate itself. It was a race Derec had to win.

Finally the access door was clear, and Derec levered himself inside. At that moment, Monitor 5 clambered to the top of the auger, free from its makeshift prison. But it was too late to stop him. The access door was closing to seal Derec in the suit.

Power on, he said.

His next objective was the open control cab on the other side of the carrier, meant for use by workers in augments. But before he could reach it, Monitor 5 was again trying to block his way.

I dont want to harm you, Derec said. You cant stop me. Youve done your duty by trying. Now stand aside.

You are attempting to commit suicide. I am not required to comply with your orders under these circumstances.

Im trying to save myself, Derec said. If you really want me to live, youll step aside and give me a chance.

I will take you to a safe place within the community

There are no safe places here! Derec shouted. Dont you understand?

I cannot allow

I cant stand here and debate it, Derec said. Im sorry.

As he spoke, he swung the right grapple of the suit in a sweeping arc that caught the robot in the neck and sent it sprawling. But Derec had barely taken three steps when it was back again, clawing at the suits emergency panel.

This time Derec reached down and grabbed the robots right leg, upending it and dropping it on its back. Catching its ankle with the other grapple, Derec pinched down hard until he heard the sounds of metal crumpling. When he released his grip, the robots leg was crippled, the foot frozen at an odd angle.

Derec climbed into the open cab unimpeded. As he backed the carrier away from the wall and turned it toward the ramp, he saw Monitor 5 still lying on the floor where he had left it, vainly trying to repair the damage Derec had done. Its slitlike scanners followed Derec and the carrier across the chamber.

It was still watching him, its gaze somehow forlorn and somehow accusing, when Derec drove the carrier up through the lock and out onto the surface.




Chapter 7

FRIEND OR FOE



AFTER HIS TIME underground, it seemed strange to have the infinite open sky of space overhead. The sun, a tiny orange disk, hung low in the sky. Barely twenty degrees above the horizon, it cast long shadows into the depressions. The sky was bright with stars, but no planets declared themselves to Derecs eye.

He did not know how long it would take to make the modifications to the augment. He only knew that the raider ships orbit was bringing it closer, and he had to be done before it arrived. He knew too that the robots would be pursuing him in a short-sighted effort to protect him. It was as though the jaws of a vise were closing on him. Somehow he had to squirm away or die.

He only drove far enough over the rugged, frozen terrain to separate himself from the potential target of the complex entrance. Then he parked the carrier half in shadow on a valley floor and started off on foot across the frozen wastes. Though he was sacrificing speed in giving up the carrier, the vehicle almost certainly contained a tracking transponder that would lead the robots right to him.

As soon as he was on foot, he began looking for the right place to hole up while working on the suit. He did not need sunlight for what he had to do, since the augment had its own worklamps. A shadowed hollow, a darkened crevice, a pitch-black ice cave any of those would hide him without hindering his efforts. But the better hidden he was, the less warning he would have about the approach of the robots or the raiders. There was no having it both ways.

While Derec hiked across the frozen terrain and equivocated, he used the augments omnidirectional radio to send a series of distress calls. Derec did not know if the signals would carry over the horizon to the raider, and he feared that they would lead the robots to him. But he had to try, had to give the raiders a chance and a reason to save him.

Clear channel, code 1. To all ships: pilot marooned, requires pickup. Respond if in range. To all ships



Eventually Derec settled on a fissure in an ice cliff that faced back the way he had come. From there, he had a fair view of the terrain, except for what was blocked by the larger crags and mounds. And he had a clear view of the sky from the horizon on the northwest to the horizon on the northeast.

Diagnostic library, he said.

The lower half of the bubblelike viewport turned opaque and a list of subsystems appeared on it in bright yellow letters. He scanned down the list quickly.

Motive systems.

One of the items near the middle of the list flashed twice, and then the entire list was replaced by another. In the same manner, Derec worked his way through the help screens until the circuit and logic paths of the subcontroller filled the half-display with a maze of fine tracings. Derec studied the system carefully, his lips pursed into a frown.

Frost, he muttered finally.

It was as he had feared. The governor was not a physical device that could be readily disconnected. It was a feedback loop in the leg servo circuits. The loop told the suit controller, Do not allow the force applied by the drivers to exceed a force of x number of dynes persecond. Small forces applied quickly were acceptable, as were large forces applied slowly. But large forces applied quickly, which was what he needed, were forbidden.

If he had had more time, there might have been a chance to reprogram the subcontrollers. But under the circumstances, it would have to be radical surgery. Fortunately, augments were designed to be field-repairable, a practice which had saved more than one laborers life.

The various hands which the augment could use were located in bulging closures on the suits thighs. Derec selected an illuminated micromanipulator for the right, and a spotweld laser for the left.

Just then the ground under and around him shook suddenly, bringing a minor avalanche of slow-falling particles down on the crown of the suit. Clear, he ordered. The bubble became a window again, revealing to Derec a chilling sight. The attacking spacecraft had climbed above the western horizon. It was still firing randomly, still carving out a path of destruction on the asteroids surface. Time was running out.

Shut down subsystem twenty-four. That was it: he was committed. With the leg controllers powered down, Derec could no longer walk.

The modifications included burning through three circuit traces and fusing a fourth to a neighboring circuit as a shunt. Accuracy with the tiny laser was absolutely critical. A misfire could destroy enough circuits to cripple the augment permanently.

With the help of the augments pointing guide, Derec completed the work on the right leg without mishap. But by the time he was ready to start on the left, the vibrations from the more powerful explosions were more than strong enough to disturb his aim. As he stood trying to outguess the shaking ground, a familiar voice intruded:

Derec, please listen. Derec, you must stop. This is madness

Two hundred meters away on the slope of the mound due north of him was a robot. It was Monitor 5, waving its arms and advancing directly toward where Derec stood. It was walking easily, with no sign of the damage Derec had inflicted on its leg.

In the same glance, Derec saw that the reason the shaking was stronger was that the raider ship was much closer, more nearly overhead than he had expected. Once again he was trapped between the raiders, who would rescue him by killing him, and the robots, who would kill him by rescuing him.

Go away! Derec hissed.

Derec, you must return to the compound. You are in danger here.

The raider ship seemed to have taken notice of the robot, for the plain between Monitor 5 and the cliff where Derec stood suddenly came under a barrage of pinpoint laser impacts.

These were not the high-intensity weapons which were shaking the ground, and mercifully, the gunners did not seem to be targeting Derec. But the surface in this area was nearly all ice, and volatile. One blast boiled away the top of the mound behind the robot. Another gouged a deep trench between the robot and Derec.

Derec did not think that would stop Monitor 5, and he was right. The robot scrambled down into the trench before the billow of gas could even dissipate, and Derec lost sight of it.

He could not afford to worry about the robot. Setting his jaw determinedly, Derec went back to work on the left subcontroller. Using the body rigidity and autocontrol of the augment to the fullest, he made short work of it. The three unwanted circuits vaporized in tiny puffs of atomic metal. The two parallel traces melted and merged into one.

Derec! Monitor 5 called suddenly. Its here! In the ice! Ive found it!

Derec looked up. The firing had stopped, and there was no sign of the robot. Close the panels, he said, then tongued the radio switch. Monitor 5, go back to the installation. Theres nothing you can do for me out here.

Just then, a metallic arm appeared above the lip of the trench, the hand clutching a small silver object. A moment later Monitor 5 struggled out of the trench. Starting toward Derec, Monitor 5 raised the silver object triumphantly overhead in one hand.

The key is here, Derec. You must take it

The robots triumph did not last long. The raider ship was now a great ominous mass directly overhead. Monitor 5 had barely taken a step when the laser fire started up again. Red targeting beams danced like spotlights on a stage on the ice around it.

For a moment it seemed as though the robot was going to escape destruction. Then, a dozen strides from the foot of the cliff, a laser tracked a fiery line across the robots torso. An instant later, Monitor 5 disappeared in a silent explosion, all blue-green flame and disintegrating metal.

Disappeared but not completely. The explosion sent pieces flying in all directions. One of the largest, spinning so rapidly Derec could not tell what it was, came cartwheeling toward him. As it struck the ground and skidded to a stop, Derec saw what it was: Monitor 5s right arm, from the shoulder joint to the fingers.

And still gripped tightly in those fingers was the shining silver object a rectangle perhaps five centimeters by fifteen centimeters, the size of a remote controller or a memory cartridge.

Could this be the object that the robots were so obsessively searching for all this time? If so, then why had Monitor 5s last act been to try to give it to Derec?

For a moment Derec hesitated. To retrieve the object was an additional risk in an enterprise which was already too risky. But he knew that it was impossible for him to simply leave it lying there. Ripping the specialized end effectors from the augments arms, Derec slapped the general-purpose grapples back in place.

Power up system twenty-four, he snapped, and the sole red lamp on the augments status board turned to green.

His descent down the slope to where the arm rested was a controlled fall at best. With the leg servos jimmied, Derec could not control a walking gait. But he got there all the same, seizing the arm and the artifact in his right hand and locking the grapple.

Gathering his feet under himself, Derec glanced upward to gauge the distance and angle to the raider ship. He lifted his feet on the control pads, and the suit went into a crouch. He jammed his feet down hard, and the powerful legs of the augment kicked out with all their unrestrained might. Like a tiny spacecraft, the augment launched itself from the surface, carrying Derec toward a rendezvous with the raider ship.

One way or another, Im coming aboard

Suddenly the entire surface of the asteroid seemed to shudder and rise up in a convulsion. The robots had triggered their self-destruct at last, and the explosion sent a hailstorm of fragments blasting outward like space shrapnel.

Almost immediately, the weapons pods of the raider ship sprang to life. At first Derec thought that they were aiming at him, trying to get him before he was lost in the deluge of ice and rock boulders which had erupted from the asteroid. Then it seemed as though the gunners were targeting the debris itself, the smaller and faster-moving bits of which were already overtaking him.

Whichever was their goal, the net effect was the same: when he was within about a hundred meters of the nearest part of the ship and beginning to scan for a place to latch on with his free hand, the entire bubble faceplate of the augment lit up with a blue light that crawled in all directions like something alive.

Derecs limbs went numb and his senses went wild. He had only enough time to think Not again! before the light faded and darkness took him away once more.



Despite all the tumult which had surrounded him as he had lost consciousness, Derec came back to awareness calmly and easily. He could not say how long he had been unconscious, but it had to have been more than a few minutes. He was no longer outside the alien ship. For that matter, he was no longer in the augment. Instead, he was lying on his back on hard decking, staring up at a ceiling filled with small doors.

Propping himself up on his elbows, Derec surveyed his surroundings. He was in a narrow room, almost a corridor. The long walls were covered with more doors storage bins? and there was an exit at each end or at least a tall metal ellipse which might be an exit.

Derec did not spend much time wondering about the exits or the contents of the storage bins. A large animal covered with mottled brown and gold fur squatted on its haunches nearby, watching Derec. It reminded Derec of a dog, like an undersized Saint Bernard with the alert eyes of a wolf. But the face was too flat, the ears too high and pointed, and the forelegs ended not in paws but in grayskinned sausagelike fingers.

Whatever it was, he had never seen anything like it before. Moving slowly so as not to alarm the creature, Derec sat up. When he did, the creature sidled forward a step and cocked its head.

Arr u aw right? it asked in a guttural voice.

Derec could not have been more surprised if the creature had suddenly molted and turned into a butterfly. Not only speech, but Standard however curiously accented

I I think so, he stammered.

That iss good, the creature said. Aranimas will be pleased. Ee did not want u armed.

The best way to guarantee that is not to shoot at people.

Eff we ad been shooting at u, we would ave it u, the alien said with a tooth-bearing grimace that might have been a smile or a threat display.

Though that message was garbled, other body language was coming through more clearly. The aliens crouch struck Derec as a posture from which it could spring quickly. Seated, he was at a disadvantage both in agility and reach, a fact which he felt keenly when he met the aliens gaze. Their eyes were on the same level, but Derec felt threatened, intimidated.

Still moving slowly, Derec felt for the wall behind him and hauled himself to his feet. The aliens only reaction was to rise with him. When both were standing, the tips of the aliens ears reached only to Derecs chest, and the psychological comfort that went with being the taller shifted to Derec.

What are you? he demanded.

Urr friend, the alien said. What morr do u need to know?

Theres a hundred forty colonized worlds, and theres nothing like you on any of them.

Wherr I come from therr arr two undred colonized worlds, and nothing like u on any of them, the alien said, grimacing again. This time, the circumstances seemed to call more clearly for a smile, and Derec decided thats what it was. Come. Aranimas iss waiting.

Who is Aranimas?

Aranimas iss ships boss. Ull see, the alien said, turning away and starting toward the far door.

Wait, Derec called. Whats your name?

The alien stopped and turned. It opened its mouth and out poured a torrent of sounds not in any human alphabet like a growl punctuated with a sibilant hiss and sounds like bubbles popping. Then the alien smiled-grimaced. Can say?

Derec shook his head sheepishly. No.

Thought not. Come, then. Not wise to keep Aranimas waiting.



Taking a brisk loping pace, the alien led Derec through three more compartments identical to the one he had awakened in. Derec wondered briefly about the mismatch between his escort and the design of the ship they were in. The overhead storage bins were far above Derecs head; he doubted if he could reach them even by jumping. Unless the caninoid alien were as agile a climber as a terrestrial primate, it would need a ladder to get to their contents.

Efficient use of space terrible ergonomic design, Derec thought critically.

They came to a tiny hexagonal room barely large enough for both of them to stand in. It seemed to be a hub between intersecting corridors, since each wall framed an identical door. The alien paused for Derec to catch up, then continued on through.

Where do the other doors lead?

Cant tell u, the alien said cheerfully.

Beyond the hub, the interior of the ship had a different character. There were just as many walls and small spaces, but the walls were either of a coarse mesh, almost more like fencing, or had large windowlike cutouts. Together the mesh and the cutouts provided long lines of sight and the feeling not of small spaces but of a large busy one.

The largest space within this deck seemed to be straight ahead. Peering over the aliens shoulder, Derec caught glimpses of what seemed to be a control center, and of a figure seated at the console with its back to them. There was something familiar and human about the figure, and something wrong and disturbing at the same time.

As soon as the caninoid led him into the control center, Derec knew why he was getting mixed messages, and who or what the storage corridors had been designed for. The alien sitting at the console was decidedly humanoid, and Derec could describe him in very human terms a slender build, thin neck, almost hairless head, pale skin.

But even sitting down, Aranimas was as tall as Derec, and he had the arm span of a condor. The entire horseshoe-shaped console, easily three human arm spans wide, was within his comfortable reach.

Beyond and above Aranimas was a huge curved viewing screen on which eight different views of the asteroids surface were being projected. Superimposed on most of them were blue-lined targeting grids and small characters Derec took to be numbers. Some of the characters were changing constantly, and others seemed to change in response to Aranimass hands moving over the console and to the endless pattern of explosions and groundslides on the surface.

Praxil, denofah, praxil mastica, he was saying, apparently into a microphone. Deh feh opt spa, nexori.

Derec took a step forward. Aranimas?

The alien turned his head slightly to the left, and a chill went through Derec. The lizardlike eye that peered back at him was set in a raised socket on the side of Aranimass head. From behind, Derec had mistaken the eye bumps for ears.

Sssh! the caninoid alien said nervously, grasping Derecs hand and pulling him back. Dont interrupt the boss. Ell talk to u when es ready.

Aranimas turned back to his work and resumed speaking. Derec had the impression that he was issuing orders, chiding, prodding, reprimanding, assigning targets and grading gunners. There was nothing moving on the surface and nothing stirring below, and yet the carnage went on.

After a few minutes of watching, Derec could no longer restrain himself. Theres nothing down there anymore, Derec blurted. They blew it all up. What are you doing this for?

Prrractice, Aranimas said. His voice was high-pitched and he trilled the r sound.

It went on for another ten minutes that way, millions of watts of energy expended uselessly against an inert and lifeless world. Then Aranimas ran a fingertip along a row of switches, and the screens went blank.

Rijat, he said, and turned his chair to face them. What is your name?

Derec. Only one of Aranimass eyes was trained on him; the other glanced around randomly. Derec could not imagine what it would be like to view the world that way. Did the aliens brain switch back and forth between the two inputs, like a director choosing a camera shot? Or did it somehow integrate the two images into one?

This device you used to attack my ship, Aranimas continued. What was it?

An augmented worksuit altered to allow the leg servos to operate at full power. But I wasnt attacking you. I was escaping.

Aranimass other eye pivoted forward and focused on Derec. Were you a prisoner?

I was stranded on the asteroid in a survival pod. The robots found me and then wouldnt let me go. I had to steal that equipment from them to get away.

And where did you come from before you were stranded?

I dont know, Derec said, frowning. I cant remember anything before that.

Dont lie to im, the caninoid whispered. It makes im angry.

Im not lying, Derec said indignantly. As far as I can tell, five days ago I didnt exist. Thats how much I know about who I am.

While Derec spoke, Aranimas reached inside the folds of his clothing and extracted a small golden stylus. Seeing it, the caninoid cringed and turned half away.

Oh, no, it whined. Too late.

Aranimas pointed the stylus at Derecs side, and a pale blue light began to dance over the entire surface of Derecs hand. He screamed in pain and dropped to his knees. It was as though he had trust his hand into a raging furnace, except that no skin was being destroyed and no nerve endings deadened. The pain just went on and on, sapping his strength until even the screams caught in his throat, too feeble to free themselves.

I know something of the rules of governing robots and humans, Aranimas said calmly while Derec writhed on the floor. Humans build robots to serve them. Robots follow human direction. If you were the only human on this asteroid, then it follows that the robots here were under your command, and serving your purpose.

Aranimas tipped the stylus ceilingward, and the blue glow vanished. The pain vanished with it, except for the memory. Derec lay on his side and sucked in air in great gasping breaths.

I will know who you are and what you know about the object you brought aboard, Aranimas said quietly. To end the pain, you need only tell me the truth.

His face as emotionless as his trilling voice, Aranimas pointed the stylus at Derec once more.




Chapter 8

TEST OF LOYALTY



AT SOME POINT, it ended. But by that time Derec was in no condition to know clearly why Aranimas had interrupted his torture. He had only a vague awareness of Aranimass going away, and of being dragged away from the control center by the caninoid.

Unable to either resist or help, he was taken to another section of the subdivided compartment and laid on a thinly padded board. He lay there drifting in and out of consciousness, sometimes aware of the caninoid crouching solicitously beside him, sometimes aware of nothing but his own confusion and fatigue.

In one of his lucid moments he became aware that the alien was holding a cup of clear liquid for him, and struggled up on one elbow.

U bettrr tell Aranimas what e wants to know, the caninoid whispered as it offered the cup.

Derec tipped his head forward and reached for the cup. His right hand trembled uncontrollably, so he had to use his left to steady the cup as he sipped at the cool liquid. It was sweet, like a thin honey, and bathed his ravaged throat with relief.

How tough do you think humans are? he croaked. If I knew anything Id have told him in the first five minutes. If he keeps this up hes going to kill me. Why wont he believe me?

The caninoid glanced nervously around before answering. Do u know Narwe?

Derec could not tell if the name was of a species or an individual, but it did not matter to his answer. No.

Aranimas knows Narwe. Narwe ass to be forced to be honest. If u ask Narwe a question, it will lie or pretend it doesnt understand or hass forgotten. Hurt Narwe enough and it always tell.

Im not a Narwe! Derec protested weakly. Is he too stupid to see that?

Aranimas thinks u use the Narwe trick, the caninoid said. Besides, Aranimas iss very angry.

Why is he angry at me? I didnt do anything to him.

When Aranimas iss angry, everyone in trouble, the alien said. Gunners werr not supposed to destroy robot nest.

They didnt. The robots did it themselves.

Doesnt matter. Aranimas wanted to capture robots to work forr im.

Derec closed his eyes and laid back. Im afraid there wont be much to capture.

Aranimas went to see what salvage team brought back, the alien said. Eff truly not much, ell be worse when e comes back.

Cant you help me? Derec pleaded. You believe me, dont you?

Not my job to believe or not believe, the caninoid shrugged. Cant elp.

With a sigh, Derec lowered himself back to a reclining position and closed his eyes. Then he is going to kill me, because I dont have anything to tell him. And maybe thats just as well.

The caninoid reclaimed the cup from Derecs hand and stood up. Perfect Narwe thought. Dont let Aranimas ear u.



Dozing, the first Derec knew of Aranimass return was when the alien seized him by the arm and hauled him roughly to a sitting position.

Its time to stop playing, Aranimas said. I grow impatient.

That was playing? Derec said lightly. You people have some funny ideas about games. Remind me not to play cutthroat eight-card with you.

At that, the caninoid, crouching in a doorway a few meters away, closed its eyes and began to shake its head. Aranimass answer was to reach inside his clothing for the stylus.

Wait, Derec said quickly, holding up a hand palm out. You dont need that.

Have you decided to share your knowledge after all?

I always was willing to. You just didnt want what I had to offer.

I will know who you are and what you know about the object you brought aboard, Aranimas said.

Derec slid off the edge of the bench and found his feet. Aranimas still dwarfed him, but even so, he felt better standing. The fact is, you know as much as I do about who I am, and I wouldnt be surprised if you knew more than I do about the silver box. But there is something I know more about than you do, and thats robots. How did your prospecting go?

One of Aranimass eyes cast a baleful glance in the direction of the caninoid, which hunched its shoulders and retreated from the doorway. They brought back fragments only, Aranimas said. Your robots were very efficient about destroying themselves.

They werent my robots, Derec said. But why dont you show me what you have?

Aranimas lowered his arms to his side and slowly massaged his knees with his hands while he weighed Derecs proposition. Yes, he said finally. That will be a good test of your intentions and usefulness. I will have you build me a robot.

Derecs face paled. What?

If you truly do not know who you are, then you have no loyalties or obligations to any other master. When you have built me a robot servant I will know that you have accepted your place serving me.

Derec knew better than to pick that moment to make a noble speech about freedom and choice, but he still could not simply accept Aranimass terms. What if I cant build you a robot out of what you have? I said I knew a lot about them. I didnt say I could manufacture one out of good intentions. I need certain key parts

If you fail, I will know that you are either unreliable or have no usefulness to me at all, Aranimas said, and that I should not waste valuable consumables keeping you alive.

Derec swallowed hard. What are we waiting for? Show me your inventory.



Aranimas had not been minimizing the problem when he termed what the scavengers had recovered from the asteroid fragments. I would have said scrap, he thought as he stood in the ships hold surveying the raiders paltry booty. The largest intact piece was the one Derec himself had brought aboard Monitor 5s arm. The next largest was a Supervisors knee joint. Chances were that it was from Monitor 5 as well.

No other piece was bigger than the palm of Derecs hand: a badly scorched regulator, an optical sensor with a cracked lens, bits of structural forms like shards of broken pottery. There were no positronic brains and no microfusion powerpacks the two absolutely indispensable items.

And all the Crowns horses and all the Crowns men couldnt put the robots together again, he thought. Is this all you have? he asked with a heavy heart.

Mercifully, it was not. In one of the storage corridors, he was shown two tall lockers, each of which contained a nearly intact robot.

I see this isnt a new hobby of yours, Derec said, stepping forward to examine the collection. The new robots were of a familiar domestic design. He would know more about where they had come from and what they had been used for when he used a microscanner on the serial number plates found at various sites on the robots bodies. Clearly, though, he was not the first human the raiders had encountered.

There seemed to be enough good parts to make about one and a half robots. One of the robots was headless, and the mounting circle on the neck was twisted and deformed. That told Derec something about the circumstances under which the robots had been acquired.

More important at the moment, it meant there was only one positronic brain. But there was no guarantee that it was functional. The upper torso of the other robot was torn open at the chest as though by some sort of projectile weapon, and the right shoulder area was rippled as though it had been seared by intense heat. Not only did that hold out little hope for the key components located in the torso, but it also virtually guaranteed that the brains powerdown had been anything but orderly.

But at least there was something to work with, and an outside chance, at least, of success. Derec stepped back from the lockers and turned to look up at Aranimas.

So what do you have in the way of an engineering lab around here? he asked with a breeziness that was more show than real. Im ready to get to work.

Aranimas nodded gravely. I will give you that opportunity.



Answering Derecs query about a place to work meant going deeper into the confusing maze of the raider ship. Unlike when he had been inside the asteroid, Derec found it impossible to retain any sense of direction. There were too many turns, too short sight lines, and too few absolute references. Once he lost track of where he was in relation to the command center, it was over.

Despite being lost, Derec was still collecting useful information with every step. He learned that different parts of the ship had slightly different atmospheres, and the storage corridors acted as interlocks between them. In one section, something in the air made Derec feel as though a furry ball were caught in his throat. In another, yellowish tears ran from Aranimass eyes. Only the caninoid seemed at home in all the atmospheres.

The ship was not only a maze, but a zoo as well, featuring at least four species. Derec saw five of Aranimass kin, all of high rank to judge by the activities Derec saw them engaged in. Curiously, the caninoid seemed to be the only one of his kind aboard.

Most numerous were the gaunt-faced Narwe, several of whom had been recruited by Aranimas to carry the robot parts. The Narwe were short bald-headed bipeds with gnarled skull ridges like false horns, which made them look fierce and formidable. But it was clearly only protective coloring, for Aranimas and the caninoid alike cuffed and bullied the Narwe without fear.

The fourth species was the most interesting and the most elusive. Inside the compartment where Aranimass eyes began to tear, Derec caught a glimpse of a strange five-limbed wall-clinging creature not unlike a giant sea star. It retreated as they approached, and was gone from sight by the time they reached the spot.

Fascinated as Derec was by the parade of alien biologies, he was also concerned about having so casual a contact with them. He knew that his own body was host to a rich biotic community: bacteria, viruses, fungi, and parasites. He did not know just how different the aliens were from him. He hoped they were wildly different. The more similar their fundamental structure was to his, the greater the risk that his symbiotes could endanger them or theirs endanger him.

He could only hope that Aranimas had either taken precautions or determined that no precautions were necessary. He based that hope on the fact that the raiders had evidently had some previous contact with humans. The scavenged robots and the aliens command of Standard proved that.

But that was another mystery for his lengthening list. Derec was positive that human beings had never crossed paths with even one intelligent alien life form, much less with four of them. To understand interplanetary politics, he had to know history and economics, but not xenobiology.

Did the raiders presence mean that he was far out on the fringes of human space? Or had knowledge of the contacts been made a state secret, meant only for those with a need to know? Were the raiders pirates, prospectors, or pioneers? Had they perhaps come looking for the same thing the robots had been looking for? And having found it, were they carrying him toward their home, or his?

They were questions with serious consequences. Tensions were high enough between Earth and the Spacers without any random factors to jumble the picture. An attack of the sort Derec had already witnessed, directed against one of the many human worlds with no planetary defense net, could bring on war.

Which brought Derec back to the silver artifact. If it was as important as the robots search for it implied, if it was powerful enough or important enough for the raiders to come after it, then it was too important and too powerful to be left in the raiders hands. As much as he hated to be thinking about anyones problems but his own, Derec had an obligation to try to reclaim it for humanity.



Mercifully, the lab was located in a section with a normal atmosphere, though the air was a bit warm and dry. While Aranimas settled into a chair and supervised the Narwes arrangement of the robot parts on the open areas of the floor, Derec browsed the workbench and wall racks with the caninoid at his elbow to answer questions. By the time he finished, the Narwe were gone.

Explain each step as you perform it, Aranimas said, crossing his arms as though settling in.

Do you intend to sit there and watch?

I intend to learn what you know.

Then I hope youre a patient sort, Derec said.

According to your story, it took you only a short time to convert an article of clothing into an escape propulsion system, Aranimas said. This should require even less time, since you only need to turn a robot into a robot.

Youve got to be kidding, Derec said, throwing his hands in the air. Im not sure Im going to be able to do it at all, much less in an hour or two.

Explain the problem, Aranimas said.

Derec bit back a laugh. In the hopes of loosening the noose Aranimas had around his neck, Derec had been rehearsing complaints that the equipment in the lab was ill suited, too crude, anything to lower Aranimass expectations.

But his dismay was real, not manufactured. He had prepared himself for instruments designed for nonhuman hands, to having to have one of the raiders at his elbow coaching him. But he had not been prepared to do without what he thought of as the basics.

The problem is you dont have the right tools, Derec said. I need a diagnostic bench, an etcher, micromanipulators Theres nothing in here that would even pass for a chip mask or circuit tracer

Even as he spoke, he realized that he should not have been surprised. Aranimas would not be so curious about robots, would not need to have Derec repair them, if the culture which he represented were capable of making them. The fact that the raiders employed gunners instead of autotargeting systems should have tipped him off that their computer technology was deficient.

Aranimas stood. Such tools as are available will be brought to you. Describe what you need to Rrullf Aranimass shortened version of the caninoids name was almost pronounceable and she will bring them to you or take you to them.

She? Derec cast a surprised glance at the caninoid. Interesting.

Thank you, he said to Aranimas, and started to turn away. As he did, a thousand bees settled between his shoulder blades and began to sting him wildly. Gasping, his knees buckling, he grabbed for the edge of the workbench to keep from collapsing on the floor. He did not need to see to know that Aranimas had the stylus trained at the middle of his back.

Do not make the mistake of trying to deceive me, Aranimas said coldly as the pain held Derec firmly in its grip. I may be ignorant of your art, but I am not foolish.

I I

Save your words of apology, Aranimas said as the bees flew away. Show me results.

Doubled over the workbench, Derec turned his head in time to see Aranimas return the stylus to whatever hidden pocket was reserved for it. Clearing the phlegm from his throat, he nodded weakly. Right, boss.



When Aranimas was gone, the caninoids face twisted into its macabre grin. Urr lucky Aranimas wants robots so bad. Otherwise I guess u be dead now.

Thanks for the cheery thought, Derec said. What exactly does he want them for?

Cant u figure? Aranimas wants to replace Narwe with robots. Aranimas iss sick of Narwe crying scenes.

Do the Narwe know what he has in mind?

Narwe been on best behavior since the boss told them, the caninoid said cheerfully. What u need to work?

But Derec had been thinking about something else. The caninoid was treating him in a way that could only be called friendly, and was the best prospect for an ally aboard the raider ship besides. If they were going to be working together, it was time for Derec to stop thinking of the alien as it. Or even she.

First things first. I cant say your name even as well as Aranimas does

Thass pretty low standard.

 but I have to call you something. Can you live with Wolruf?

Iss not my name, but I know who u mean when u say it.

Thats all I wanted. Wolruf, Ive got some fine print to read. What can you find me to read it with?

I get u something, she promised.

The magnifying scanner that Wolruf came up with was an inspection instrument of some sort. It had a display screen rather than an eyepiece, a fixed focus, and a tiny field of view. But the incident lighting at the aperture highlighted perfectly the fine grooves of the serial number engraving, making up for all the other shortcomings.

With Wolruf peering over his shoulder, Derec scanned the fifteen lines of data. Do you read Standard, too?

No, Wolruf said. Tell u a secret I learn Standard so I not ave to lissen to Aranimas mangle my language.

Derec laughed, and the sound startled Wolruf. What Im looking at is one of the robots identification gratings. Itll tell me several things that will help me fix the damage the manufacturer, the model, the date of initialization, any customization parameters, he said breezily.

He went on like that awhile longer, loading his explanation with as many technical terms as he could in the hopes of appearing to be open and cooperative while actually explaining nothing. He did not mention that if the robot were from Earth, the grating would also tell who owned it, or that the three cryptic lines of symbols at the bottom of the screen were the programming access codes and the initialization sequence, the keys that would allow him to do more than merely repair the robot, but to alter its programming.

What does it say?

This one is a Ferrier Model EG, Derec said, scanning. Customized for valet service. And personal defense, he added silently. A bodyguard robot. Initialization date, Standard Year 83

Then he scanned a few words ahead and was struck dumb.

What is it? Wolruf asked. Is something wrong?

No, Derec managed to say. The robot was registered on Aurora.

That iss one of urr worlds?

Yes.

Iss that important?

No, Derec said. Lets look at the other one. But it was important, and his hands were trembling as he took the scanner in them and rose from his seat. He remembered Aurora. He remembered the World of the Dawn. Not the things that everyone knew that it was the first Spacer world and long the preeminent one, that it was home to the highly regarded Institute of Robotics from which most advances in robotic science had emerged.

No, like a ray of light sneaking past the black curtain, Derec remembered Aurora as a place he had been: glimpses of a spaceport, a parklike city, a pastoral countryside. He was connected with it in some way, some way strong enough that the word alone had the power to break through the wall separating him from his past.

At last, he knew something about himself. He had been to Aurora. It was not much of a biography, but it was a beginning.




Chapter 9

ALLY



WITHOUT A DIAGNOSTIC board or even a computer at his disposal, Derec had no choice but to activate the robot and rely on its own self-diagnostic capabilities. But before he could get even that far, he had a jigsaw puzzle to assemble.

The headless robot was an EX series, but the differences did not affect the parts Derec needed to borrow to make the EG whole. The active systems as opposed to the merely structural of any mass-produced robot were modular and standardized. It would not have been possible to produce them economically any other way. So the kidney-sized microfusion powerpack of the EX was a plug-compatible replacement for the damaged one inside the EG.

But the powerpacks mounting cradle, which contained the interface for the primary power bus, had also been damaged by the fight which had downed the robot. Regrettably, the cradle had not been designed for field replacement, and it seemed to be attached to every other component inside the EGs torso and not by convenient micromagnetic fields. The manufacturer had settled for the less costly alternative of sonic welds.

Lacking the proper tools, swapping the cradles was a challenge. He practiced on the damaged cradle inside the EG, then used his hard-won expertise to transfer the undamaged one into the vacancy. That alone took more than two hours. But when he was done, it took less than two minutes to swap powerpacks.

Unfortunately, that did not end the matter. In all Ferrier models, the basic data library used by the robot was contained in removable memory cubes placed in a compartment just behind its collarbone. The robots extensive positronic memory was reserved completely for the business of learning from experience.

From the manufacturers standpoint, that arrangement meant that the positronic brains did not have to be specialized according to the robots function. From the owners viewpoint, it meant that their investment was protected against obsolescence or changing needs.

But from Derecs perspective, it meant trouble. The headless robot had five cube slots, four of them occupied. For the EG, the numbers were seven and five. But the two empty slots and three of the occupied ones had been caught in the same blast that had damaged the power cradle.

There was no repairing them and no replacing them. But what was worse was that Derec was bound to use one of the two functional slots for the standard Systems cube, without which the robot would know nothing about its own structure and operation. He had five cubes packed full of data and logic routines, and he could only use one of them at a time. Eventually he settled on the Mathematics cube, concealing the Personal Defense cube for possible use at some future time.

Derecs inventory of visible damage to the robot included severed cables that would render the right arm paralyzed and a frozen gimbal on one of the dual gyroscopes. But with power and the working library restored, there was only one truly critical part left to see to: the positronic brain.



In appearance, the brain was a three-pound lump of platinum-iridium. In function, it was the repository for the fundamental positromotive potentials governing the robots activity, for the temporary potentials which represented thought and decision, and for the pathways which represented learning.

What Derec was hoping was that the fundamental pathways had not been randomized, as could happen if the brain had been exposed to hard radiation. There was no hope for the robots experience base. The backup microcell, used to refresh the pathways while the robot was being serviced, had long since been exhausted and the pathways had long ago decayed. The robot would remember nothing of its previous service. But if the brain was undamaged, it should function normally when reinitiated.

Just like me

Given the equipment available, the only way to test the condition of the positronic brain was to activate the robot and test it. For obvious reasons, that was dangerous. At one point in the history of robotics, robots had been designed to shut down when they detected any internal error conditions. But several hundred years of progress in robotics design had produced a different philosophy built around fault-tolerance and self-maintenance. He could not be sure what would happen.

By the time he was ready to find out, Wolruf had either grown bored or was obliged to go tend to some other duty. That was a fortunate turn, since when the robot was activated, it would be facing a situation that no robot had ever faced before. It would have to decide whether Aranimas and Wolruf were human enough that it was required to protect them and obey their orders.

Since robots were as a rule literal-minded to a fault, it should not have been a problem. Aranimas was clearly an alien, despite his superficially humanoid appearance. Wolruf was even more so.

Those who manufactured robots did not ordinarily limit the definition of a human being, but left it as broad as possible. A power plant worker in a max suit did not look human, but a robot would obey its order. Robots were not, could not be, completely literal. They did not judge merely on appearance. A three-year-old child was human, yet a robot would frequently decline its orders.

It was possible that the programming which permitted those distinctions would find some fundamental identity between the aliens and Derec. If there was any way of preventing that, Derec was determined to do so. Because of the First Law, the robot could not be used against him. But if the robot could be persuaded that the aliens were not entitled to protection under the First Law, he might be able to use the robot against Aranimas.

With some trepidation, Derec pressed the power reset. A moment later, all of the robots joints except those in the damaged arm stiffened. Its eyes lit up with a red glow that pulsed rhythmically.

Alpha alpha epsilon rho, Derec said, repeating the sequence of Greek letters which had appeared on the ID grating. Sigma tau sigma.

There was a brief pause, and then the robots eyes began to glow steadily. My default language is Galactic Standard, Auroran dialect, it said. No other language banks are currently available. Is that acceptable, sir?

Derec broke into a smile. After his frustrations with the robots on the asteroid, it was a pleasure to be addressed civilly again. Auroran Galactic is fine.

Yes, sir. Who is my owner, sir?

I am, Derec said. You are never to acknowledge that to anyone. But if you ever receive conflicting orders from myself and another, my orders are always to take precedence.

Yes, sir. By what name may I call you, sir?

For some reason, Derec resented having to supply the robot with his meaningless, casually adopted name. Derec, he said finally, unable to think of an alternative.

Yes, sir. To what name would you like me to respond?

Derec suppressed a bitter laugh. Who am I to tell you your name, when I cant even tell myself mine? So long as you are the only one on this ship, Alpha is name enough.

Thank you, Derec. During my power-on self-test I detected a number of error states. Would this be a convenient time to review them?

In a moment, Derec said. Can you scan this compartment?

Yes, sir.

Are there any spyeyes here with us?

I detect no active sensors of any sort, Derec.

Good. Listen closely. I need to tell you something about whats happening. You and I are on board a spaceship populated by hostile lifeforms. These lifeforms are a potential threat to both of us. Until I tell you otherwise, you are to immediately enter a passive wait-state any time we have company or I leave the lab.

I understand. You do not wish them to know that I am functional.

Thats right.

Is it possible that these wait-states will be of extended duration, sir?

It is.

Then may I ask if there are any problems to which I may devote myself during those periods?

Im sure well find some, Derec said. Right now, the problem is getting you in shape. Lets have the first anomaly off your error list.



The first that Derec knew of Wolrufs return was when the robot stiffened suddenly and its eyes went black. A few seconds later, the caninoid entered the lab and crossed to where Derec was seated. She stood at Derecs elbow and peered briefly into the exposed inner mechanisms of the robot, then turned to him. She seemed less animated than she had been earlier.

Aranimas would like a report on urr progress.

You can tell Aranimas that I have reason to hope Ill have a robot for him in a few days.

Ow many days?

I dont know, Derec said, laying down the pen he had been using as a probe. I also dont know how much itll be able to do. Ive replaced a few damaged components. Right now Im trying to do something with the servo linkages for the right arm, which are really a mess. Was it you people who roughed up these robots, or did you find them this way?

Cant say, Wolruf said, and headed for the door. I tell Aranimas.

Hold on a moment, Derec said, standing. You can also tell him that I dont work around the clock. I need time to rest and a place to do it.

Rest ard to get on Aranimass ship, Wolruf said, gesturing toward the floor. Sleep ere.

That was not an entirely unhappy prospect, since Derec had already determined that he had some privacy there. What about a pillow, some kind of cushion?

The caninoid made a sort of whistling sound that Derec read as a sigh. I get u something, she said, and started to go.

Am I going to be allowed to eat? he called after her.

The sigh was a wheeze this time. I get u something.

Tell you what, Wolruf, Derec said, drawing closer. Why dont you show me where the food is kept, so I can get it myself when Im hungry? Thatll save you some running around on my account.

Wolruf wrinkled her cheeks in surprise, then frowned. Aranimas wants u working, not running errands. Thass my job.

Youve got enough things to do without all the extra work Im creating, Derec said on a hunch. If Aranimas makes a fuss, Ill tell him I insisted. If Im going to do my best work, Im going to need to get out of that lab from time to time just to clear my mind.

Cocking her head, Wolruf considered. Okay. I show u.

Great. Ah one more thing. The thought of an alien Personal was an unpleasant one, but he was suddenly aware that there was some urgency. I have um excretory needs. Do you also ah is there

Wolruf laughed, a sound like purring. Of course. Come, I show u that, too.



There seemed to be fewer aliens afoot in the ship at that hour, which started Derec wondering about the sleep cycles observed by the various species aboard. The curiosity stayed in his mind while Wolruf showed him the Personal, identified to him the three foods in the pantry considered safe for him, and escorted him back to the lab. By that time, he was certain that she was fatigued, and when she left him, he was certain that it was for an appointment with a bed.

There was no lock on the lab door. There was no Narwe guard to note his comings and goings. The opportunity was there, if he wanted it. Wolruf would not disturb him. Perhaps Aranimas was now sleeping as well. Derec could scout the layout of the ship, snoop in some of the hundreds of storage bins he had seen.

Or perhaps Aranimas was waiting for a report from Wolruf, and might soon be coming to check Derecs progress personally. Or perhaps he never slept. Perhaps his mind was structured in a way that he did not need the periodic dumpings dreams represented, his metabolism clocked at a steady pace rather than cycling through active and passive periods.

The uncertainty stilled Derecs impulse to go exploring, at least for a time. Turning to the food he had carried back with him, he gnawed at a few of the thick crackerlike biscuits, ate most of the fatty mottled-blue paste, sipped at the honey juice. Though his taste buds regarded it all with suspicion, none of it alarmed his stomach.

When he was done, his own fatigue was pressing in on him. He placed Alpha in a wait-state, then unrolled the thin cushion in an open spot of floor and stretched out. The cushion did little to make the floorplates less hard. He supposed that Aranimas, slender as he was, would have found it entirely suitable. But Derec turned restlessly from back to side to stomach in a fruitless quest for a comfortable position.

How long had it been since he had slept? Thirty hours? Forty? He had started the day a reluctant prisoner of the robots, and now he was an even more reluctant prisoner of the raiders. I really should go snooping, he thought. He could not let the opportunity pass. Perhaps the absence of a guard was an oversight that would be corrected tomorrow.

Ill just lie here for an hour or so, he told himself, make sure that Aranimas isnt going to show up, give Wolruf a chance to settle in. Then itll be safe. I can rest a little while. This poor excuse for a bed is too hard to sleep on anyway

He was wrong. One moment he was closing his eyes against the uncomfortably bright light which he had not been told how to douse. The next, he was rubbing sleep out of those eyes, gingerly stretching sore muscles, and bemoaning his own foul breath. The room was in semidarkness, but Wolruf was crouching in the doorway, silhouetted against the well-lit corridor.

Iss it done yet? Wolruf asked brightly.

Eat space and die, Derec growled, and threw the nearest rock-sized bit of robot scrap in Wolrufs direction. The caninoid snatched it neatly out of the air and threw it back in one motion.

No thanks, she said with a curled-lip grin. I already ad breakfast.



Though there was running water in the Personal, there was no provision for a shower or bath. Derec settled for sponging himself off, though there were no blowers and the only toweling available was harsh and scratchy. By the time he emerged, Wolruf was nowhere in sight. Derec wondered if she had perhaps stopped by only to waken him and would not be coming back.

Thinking that it wouldnt take him long to get tired of the fare, he carried another meal of biscuits, cheese, and honey back to the lab. Settling at the workbench, he resumed work on the robots right arm. The electrical connections were sound, but the servo linkages were damaged beyond Derecs ability to repair. His efforts to do so only made things worse. Whatever skill he had was cybernetic, not electromechanical.

Alpha, I dont think I can fix your arm. Im wondering if you can, with your good arm. I could get a mirror so you could see inside I am sorry. Without a Robotech cube in my library, my abilities in this area are limited to diagnosis only, sir.

I figured as much, Derec said. But it never hurts to ask.

Sir, I detect a deactivated robot in the room. Perhaps it would be possible to salvage the appropriate parts from its mechanism to repair me.

Thats what Ive been trying to do, Derec said gruffly. I cant do it, not without micromanipulators. Besides, theres some structural damage in the shoulder mount, which isnt replaceable.

Sighing, Derec pushed himself back from the bench and crossed to where his paltry inventory of robot parts lay spread out on the floor. As it had many times before, his gaze fell on Monitor 5s arm. For the first time, he picked it up and examined it closely.

I guess youre just going to have to make do with one wing, he said. Theres a lot of it going around.

The robot made no reply. Derec turned the Monitors arm over and tried to flex the elbow. It resisted consistent with the fact that the hand had been locked in a literal death grip on the silver artifact.

Consistent, Derec realized with a sudden shock, except that the arm contained no joints. Not at the elbow, not at the wrist, not at the knuckle. Oh, the elbow was bent at an obtuse angle, the wrist twisted slightly, the fingers curled. But insofar as he could tell from looking at it, the arm was incapable of movement.

There were any number of syntheskin coverings which would flex and wrinkle realistically while masking joints. But this was no covering. It was rigid to the touch and absolutely seamless, like a plastic casting. Puzzled, Derec carried it back to where the robot sat.

What magnification are your optical sensors capable of?

Only a limited amount, sir one hundred power.

At what resolution?

That would vary with the distance of the object being observed, sir. The maximum resolution is approximately ten micrometers.

Thats better than I can do with that thing, Derec said, nodding toward the inspection scanner. See what you can tell me about the structure of this arm.

Sir, I am not knowledgeable in this area.

You can see and you can describe. Ill settle for that at the moment.

Yes, sir. May I hold the limb?

Derec surrendered the arm, and the robot held it at eye level in its rock-steady grip. At ten power, the surface is undifferentiated. Increasing magnification now. Granularity becoming evident. There seems to be a regular pattern. Pattern resolving now into hexagonal planar surfaces. Maximum magnification. The robot paused for a fraction of a second. The surface appears to consist of twelve-sided solids in close association.

What?

The surface appears

I heard you. Look at another spot.

The robot turned his head slightly to the left. I observe the same pattern.

The end, Derec snapped. Look at the end, where it broke off.

The surface is much more irregular, but it is made up of the same dodecahedral units.

All the way through?

Yes, Derec.

Derec stood staring, dumbfounded. What the robot had described suggested a completely new approach to robotic design not an evolution, but a revolution. It sounded as though the Supervisor robots had been built no, it couldnt be.

Kill your right shoulder control bus, Derec snapped.

The circuits are now inert, the robot said.

Derec separated the three-conductor control wire from the damaged right arm and threaded it out through the opening where he had been working. He touched the connector to the stump end of the Supervisor arm, and it clung there as though it belonged.

Activate the control circuit. Send a command to bend the elbow.

Almost instantly, the disembodied Supervisor arm slowly began to flex. Look at the joint, Derec demanded. Tell me whats happening.

The changes are taking place more quickly than my scan rate allows me to observe, the robot said. However, I infer that the dodecahedrons are undergoing some type of directed rearrangement.

Flowing into a new shape. The material of the arm is transforming itself.

Those descriptors are imprecise but consistent with my observations. The technical term for such reorganization is morphallaxis.

Derec felt for his chair and sat down shakily. The Supervisors had been built out of billions of tiny crystalshaped modules a cellular structure. Each had to contain kilometers of circuit connections, megabytes of programming. It was the cells that were the robots. The robots were more like organisms.

What a feat of engineering they represented the essence of a robot in a package a few microns in diameter. Properly programmed, they could take on any shape. A Supervisor was an infinity of specialized forms held within one generalized package.

As he marveled, Derec was reminded of something he had not thought about for several days. The cellular design bore the same distinctive stamp that the asteroid colonys lifts and environmental system had. Superficial simplicity achieved on the strength of hidden complexity. Elegance of design, novelty of approach. It was another brush with the minimalist designer, and it gave Derec one more reason to seek to escape from the raiders.

Because somehow, somewhere, he had to meet the designer.




Chapter 10

MORE THAN SEMANTICS



AFTER A SHORT break for a late lunch of the same monotonous foods, Derec set about installing the cellular arm in place of the robots original limb.

It was not an easy task, requiring both structural and functional marriages between two wildly divergent technologies. Derec worried about the functional link first, and not only because he expected it to be the tougher challenge. If the robot could not control the new arm, there was no point in going to the trouble of attaching it.

But the cellular arm apparently used the standard command set and carrier voltages. Though there was no evidence of any contacts or wiring in the stump end, the arm responded no matter where Derec attached the control bus.

Experimenting, he found that the arm responded even if he attached the control bus to the skin of the forearm, the palm of the hand, even the tips of two fingers. It seemed as though the cellular microrobots were smart enough to accept the command input from any location and channel it to the appropriate sites.

Once attached, the arm responded not only to all the robots basic motor commands, but even to some novel commands. With coaching from Derec, the robot was able to think an additional joint onto his arm between the elbow and wrist. In another test, Derec asked the robot to try to modify the cellular thumb and forefinger into long, slender microclamps. To his delight and amazement, it could. With the right command codes, the material of the arm seemed to be infinitely malleable.

But no matter how Derec prepared the mounting ring the arm was connected to, the right shoulder joint remained weaker than the left was or the original had been. At one point, the cellular arm broke loose completely when the robot tried to lift an object weighing less than twenty kilos. Even after he reattached it, Derec had doubts it would withstand the stresses of, for instance, a brawl.

Looks like youre going to have one strong arm and one smart one, he told the robot. Try not to forget which is which.

It is not possible for me to forget, sir.

This isnt an off-the-shelf replacement, Derec said sternly. Until youve burned what it can do and cant do into your pathways, you be careful with it. And never let anyone but me see you doing tricks with it, understand?

While Derec was talking, the robot went rigid and its eyes dimmed. Derec knew what that meant, and fell silent. A moment later her heard the soft padding of Wolrufs footsteps in the corridor. It was becoming a familiar sound, for it was Wolrufs third visit to the lab that day. Aranimas, apparently occupied with the duties of ships boss, had managed only two.

Like the previous visits, this one was casual. Wolruf had no messages for him and no burning curiosity about what he was doing with the robot. It was almost as though she was using checking on him as an excuse to avoid other work, or trying to cultivate his friendship. But Derec kept up his guard. Wolruf was Aranimass lieutenant, no matter how sympathetic she might seem. Even her concern for him while he was being tortured, he had decided, was nothing more than a good cop, bad cop stage show meant to speed his surrender.

As before, Wolruf stayed but a few minutes, then continued on to some other task. As soon as she was out of earshot, the robot reanimated.

I understand, sir, it said, as though there had been no interruption.

The next time you have to go down like that, you might spend your time trying to analyze the arms command set. Can you do that?

I can try, sir. It should be possible to separate those command codes which are valid from those which are nulls. However, I will have to be fully functional to test the valid codes and determine their function.

Lets wait on that until we know were going to have some privacy. He paused a moment to decide what he needed doing next. There was still the matter of reprogramming the robot, but that was also a job which required some assurance of privacy. The best opportunity seemed to be during shipboard night, which was also the best time to explore the ship.

Too much to do, too little time, Derec thought. But if he was going to make better use of the night hours than he had last night, he needed to be better rested. Alpha.

Yes, Derec.

What time is it?

I do not know what time it is, since my temporal register has not been reset since I was deactivated. However, it has been fourteen decads since reinitialization.

Decads were units of Auroran decimal time, Derec recalled. Im going to take a nap. Wake me in a Standard hour.

Yes, sir.



But it was Aranimas, not the robot, who woke him.

Are you finished? Is my servant ready? he demanded, looming over Derec like some long-limbed water bird.

Not yet, Derec said sleepily, sitting up. He noted with satisfaction that the robot was standing inert by the workbench. It, at least, had not been taken by surprise.

Then why do you rest? To keep me waiting?

I rest so I dont get so tired that I make a mistake thatll damage the robot, Derec said. Maybe your kind doesnt have that need, but humans do.

Aranimas did not take offense at Derecs tone. I have observed that humans are even less efficient than Narwe. You would make very poor workers, wasting one third of your time in rest. He turned his back on Derec and went to where the robot stood. But then perhaps that is why you have invented such machines, which labor in your service tirelessly. How is it done?

What do you mean? Derec asked, coming to his feet.

What is the source of energy? Aranimas asked, tracing a line down the robots torso with his long fingers.

Derec knew that being evasive or pretending ignorance would only anger the alien. A microfusion powerpack, he said. Theres one on the bench there, just to the left of the scanner.

Aranimas picked up the damaged powerpack and studied it. So small. How days service does it contain?

It depends on how hard the robot is working. The fuel capsule is good for several hundred days of light duty, like domestic service. A laborer would obviously need refueling more often.

Remarkable, Aranimas said, returning the powerpack to the bench. One of his eyes seemed to focus briefly on the transplanted arm, then swung back toward Derec. You are making progress?

I am.

How long until you are ready to activate it?

Ill be ready to start testing its systems tomorrow or the next day. How soon itll be ready will depend on how much is wrong.

Aranimas seemed to accept that. The first job of this robot will be to help you make more robots.

Frowning, Derec stepped forward. How many more?

We will begin with fifty.

Derec wondered if that figure represented the number of Narwe on board. He briefly enjoyed the thought of Aranimas replacing his browbeaten crew with an array of obedient robots, only to discover that, at a word from Derec, he couldnt command them at all. But he could not kid himself or allow Aranimas to entertain unreasonable expectations.

I dont think you understand the complexity of these machines, Derec said. Theyre not something you put together as a hobby, no matter how good a materials lab you have. And frankly, this isnt a very good one. Ill probably be able to get this robot put together and keep it repaired. But if you want fifty robots, youre going to have to look somewhere else for them. Im not magician enough to pull positronic brains or microfusion cells out of a hat.

If you had not destroyed your robot colony, Aranimas said, his voice rising.

I told you before, the robots did that on their own, Derec insisted. But that doesnt mean youre stuck. You take this ship to any Spacer world and youll find millions of robots. And you wont have to steal them, either. Robots are a major trade item between the worlds. Any one of them would be happy for a new customer.

That was not entirely true, of course. It was highly doubtful the Spacers would willingly turn over examples of their most advanced technology to an alien race, and even if they were willing, there was the problem of what Aranimas could offer as payment. But if Derec could make Aranimas believe it was the truth, coax him to take the ship to a human world, he would at least have succeeded in alerting them to the aliens existence, and possibly have laid the groundwork for his own release.

If commerce is so welcome, why did your robots destroy themselves?

Because you came in firing your weapons and declared yourself an enemy, Derec said. If youd come in as a friend, it would have been different. Take me to your navigator. Ill help him set a course for the nearest Spacer world. And find out where we are in the process, he added silently.

I will evaluate the options, Aranimas said, moving toward the corridor. In the meantime, you will continue your work. I will return tomorrow to see my robot activated.



The reprogramming could not be postponed any longer, Derec decided, He did not think Aranimas would return soon. He would have to hope that Wolruf would not, either.

Unfortunately, Derec did not have the equipment to alter the robots programming directly, which would have been risky anyway. Since it was intimately bound up in the Laws of Robotics, the robots definition of what a human was comprised some of the most crucial and most deeply engraved patterns within its brain. What needed doing would have to be done more indirectly.

Alpha, he said. Did you scan the organism that was just here?

Yes, Derec.

And earlier today, did you scan another type of organism visiting the lab?

Yes, Derec.

Whatd you think of them?

I have no previous knowledge of humans of this type

That was the kind of response Derec had been fearing. Stop. Theyre not humans.

Sir, I am aware that my data library is not complete. However, I am unable to categorize them in any other fashion unless you can provide me with evidence for your assertion.

Compare their appearance with mine.

Sir, I acknowledge that there are numerous anomalous differences. However, those differences fall in areas where the definition of a human has a wide latitude, such as skin color and covering, dimensions, and vocal timbre. The similarities are in more fundamental areas such as bilateral symmetry, bipedal locomotion, oxygen respiration

They are humanoid, as you are. But they are not human.

I note your assertion, sir, but I am unable to confirm it.

Derec understood that he was not being called a liar. When it had no independent knowledge, a robot would ordinarily accept the word of a human as gospel. But a robot was under no obligation to accept a humans claim that it was raining when its own sensors told it otherwise.

This was not that clear-cut an issue, but the robot was biased toward a generous definition of what a human was. Otherwise there was the danger of a robots being used as an assassin by the simple step of persuading it that its target was not a human. Derec understood, but even so was annoyed. I suppose that if they had twelve arms and belched fire when they talked, you might believe me.

Sir, in the matter at hand the morphological considerations are not primary in my analysis.

Explain. What are the discriminators?

Sir, I base my conclusion on the observation that the organisms called Aranimas and Wolruf are intelligent beings capable of independent reasoned thought.

How do you know?

Sir, you carried on a dialogue with each of them. Although humans on occasion talk to nonanimate objects and may give the appearance of carrying on a dialogue with certain animals, I perceived your discussions as having a qualitatively different character.

Are you saying that because I treated them as human, you have to think of them that way?

Where there is uncertainty, as thee may be when a human wears a costume or disguise, I am obliged to use such cues as are available. Your behavior created a strong presumption that Aranimas and Wolruf are human.

I talk to you the same way I talked to them. Does that make you a human?

No, Derec. I am a robot, a technological artifact. To the degree that I may seem to be human, it is only because I have been designed to do so in order to more easily interact with humans.

Derec was growing frustrated. Tell me this, then. How do you tell the difference between a robot and a human at a distance?

Sir, just as I have an operational definition of that class of organisms called humans, I also have one of that class of objects called robots. It is ordinarily possible to distinguish between the two based on the characteristics they do not have in common. It is not a perfect system, however, and may be fooled, as by a humaniform robot of the type developed by Dr. Han Fastolfe.

Derec had to concede the point to the robot. If only I could show it skin scrapings from the three of us but if Aranimas or Wolruf happened to have a cellular structure, Id be no better off. It might even decide its right arm is human

Robot, are Spacers, Settlers, and Earthpeople all human? he asked suddenly.

Yes.

Have you personally observed every member of those groups?

No, Derec. There are approximately eight billion Earthpeople, five billion Spacers, and

If you have not observed them individually, how is it you are able to classify them all as human?

Spacers and Settlers are descendants of the original human community on Earth, the robot replied. Therefore, any individual correctly identified as a Settler or Spacer cannot be other than human.

Why is that? Derec asked, though he knew the answer.

They share a phylogenetic relationship. The offspring of a human must be human.

In other words, what really counts is biology-the genes and DNA humans carry in their cells.

Yes.

And the guidelines that are built into your definition of a human are simply shortcuts to make it unnecessary for you to subject everyone you encounter to a biological assay. The final criterion is DNA.

That is correct, Derec.

But you have no way of examining a persons DNA directly.

No, sir.

Fine. You said that each of the anomalies in Aranimass appearance fell within the acceptable parameters for natural variation and mutation.

Yes, sir.

I ask you to calculate the probability that all of Aranimass anomalies would appear in a single organism.

The robot scarcely hesitated. The probability is extremely small.

And for Wolruf?

The probability is somewhat higher, but still on the order of one chance in ten to the fifteenth power.

In other words, there is less than a one in ten thousand chance that a mutation this extreme would have arisen once in all of human history. And here there are two of them, not only alive at the same time but in the same place, and both as different from each other as they are from me.

It is quite remarkable. No doubt further study of these individuals would be of great benefit.

Derec sighed exasperatedly. Listen, my thick-headed robot friend. Stop thinking one step at a time. Isnt the probability that an independently evolved lifeform might be bipedal, bilateral, and oxygen-breathing greater than the probability that these creatures are mutant humans? Cant Aranimas and Wolruf be intelligent without being human?

Yes, that is possible. The robot paused, a sign of great activity in its positronic pathways. However, since no independently evolved intelligent lifeforms are known, it is difficult to assign a probability to a specific form.

I challenge your premise, Derec pounced. Why are most robots humanoid?

Higher robots are humanoid because it is a successful generalized design and because

The other reasons dont matter, Derec said. Apply that standard to the question of Aranimas and Wolruf.

Again the robot paused before answering. My positromotive potentials are extremely high on both sides of the question, it said at last. I believe this state may be similar to that which a human describes as confusion.

Get to the point. Whats the verdict?

It is my tentative conclusion that Aranimas and Wolruf are not human.

You are not obliged by the First Law to protect them or the Second Law to obey them?

No, Derec.

Good, he said with relief. You can live. Now listen closely. I have some important instructions for you concerning our alien hosts




Chapter 11

TAMPERING



WITHIN THE GREATER world of the raider ship, Derec had been confined to one small island. As he prepared to begin his nocturnal wanderings, that island consisted of the route from the lab (in what he thought of as Hull L) to the dispensary and Personal (in Hull D). Linking the ends of the trail were two sections of storage corridor forming a short transfer tunnel between the hulls. And that was all Derec knew.

He did not know where the lab was in relation to Aranimass command center, though he felt certain that it was some distance away. For that matter, he did not know the way to any of the other places he had been the hull where he had seen the star-creatures, the corridor in which he had awoken, the hold from which the salvage team had operated, the section of lockers where the robot parts had been stored. He did not know where Wolruf slept, or where the fifty Narwe were most likely to be found.

The corridor to the dispensary was also the only part of the ship which he had explicit permission to be in. Aranimas had not forbidden him to roam farther afield, but neither had he invited it. It seemed to Derec as though it might be some kind of test. The problem was, he didnt know whether he would fail through action or inaction: by exploring, or by staying close to home.

In the end, Derec set aside his uncertainties with the thought that it was always better to know more than to know less. If Aranimas found out and objected, Derec could always offer the excuse that he was scouting for places and tasks to test the robot.

The ranks of closed lockers in the transfer tunnel had been gnawing at his curiosity for nearly two days, and he started by opening all that were within his reach. He did not know exactly what he had expected to find, but the fact that more than half the lockers were empty came as a surprise.

Those that were full contained some recognizable objects, such as bolts of the cloth from which the Narwe clothing was made, replacement electrodes for the microwelder in the lab, and vacuum-sealed food stores. A few of the lockers were either jammed or locked Derec could not determine which.

Just as he was finishing in the section closest to the dispensary, one of the false-horned Narwe entered through the single side door. Startled, Derec jumped guiltily, then froze. Without making any sign of acknowledgment Derec could recognize, the alien turned its back and left by the lab-end door, saying nothing.

Alone again, Derec felt foolish, for he had every right to be there and the alien had seen nothing incriminating. But his heart raced as though he had been caught by Aranimas himself. He was not worried about the Narwe trying to stop him, since he was confident that he could be at least as intimidating as Wolruf.

But there was always the chance a Narwe, perhaps hoping to curry favor, would carry a tale to Aranimas and bring him investigating. Since Derec did not want to give Aranimas reasons to mistrust him, he decided he would have to forego rummaging through the lockers, at least as long as there were still Narwe afoot. It was the one activity his excuse would not cover.

Derec next took up a fuller exploration of the two hulls he had ready access to. Three doors down from the Personal in Hull D, he found a compartment containing five deep-cushioned chairs arrayed in a circle and facing inward. At the center of the circle was a pale white globe mounted on a black cylindrical base. The globe was so large that Derecs arms could reach barely halfway around.

But finding did not mean understanding. For all he could divine, the globe could as easily be a religious totem as a communications device, and the compartment as easily a sanctuary as a bridge.

And there was no point in risking his position just to multiply his ignorance. So for the second time in half an hour, Derec altered his strategy. All that mattered was rediscovering the route back to Hull A Aranimass quarters and to Hull T, where the transfer bay and perhaps his augment could be found. Nothing else was of any consequence whatsoever.

There were five exits from the deck of Hull D, two from Hull L, and two from the transfer tunnel. He considered simply taking one and following it wherever it led, but he did not trust himself to find his way back.

Instead, he worked at expanding the boundaries of his known world slowly. Each time he opened a new door and started off on an unfamiliar corridor, he would turn left and then left again as soon as possible in the hopes of returning in a loop to some part of the world he knew. Only when he had memorized each of those additions would he take a branch off a branch.

The first time, his strategy worked. The side door in the transfer tunnel led him, three turns later, to Hull L, one deck down from the lab. Despite the fact that he sighted two Narwe along the way, the success gave him a rush of confidence.

But then it began to get messy. The other exit from the lab level of Hull L went on through seven sections with no side branches. Possibly it went on still farther, but Derec would never know, since he grew timid and turned back.

One of the exits from Hull D led down a sloping ramp into a weapons turret occupied by one of Aranimass kin and a Narwe another hasty retreat. Another, farther aft, led to one of the hexagonal junction points. He chose a door at random and found himself in another junction.

There was just no way around it. The ship was an impenetrable maze, its key elements linked in a hopelessly inefficient and disorderly manner. Derec could think of only two explanations for it. One had to do with defense. The arrangement probably served to disguise the crucial targets, and was certain to frustrate intruders.

The other explanation was that the ship was just what it appeared to be a jury-rigged mishmash of ships that had never been intended to be joined together.

Whichever was the case, Derec was on the verge of concluding that the ship was too complex for him ever to hold its plan in his head, when he felt a queer momentary sensation of being turned inside out. The moment he felt it, he started back toward the laboratory, his jaw set in a grim expression. He wanted to believe it was only a moment of dizziness, a sign of creeping fatigue, but he could not.

For the feeling was nothing new to Derec. It was a Jump, that oddly incomprehensible, almost mystical, momentary transition through hyperspace that transferred a ship and all it contained from one point in space to another, light-years away. Wherever they had been, they were somewhere else now. Far away from the asteroid base far away from any ship that might have been en route there to rescue him.

He should have guessed that the raiders had Jump technology, for the design of the ship would never have stood up to any sort of conventional propulsion. But he had not, and the discovery jolted him, bringing back full force the feeling of powerlessness that he had felt in the robots custody.

No ones going to find me now, he thought despairingly. Not if I live to be a thousand



The lab was empty except for the robot when Derec reached it.

Alpha.

Yes, Derec.

Did you monitor a Jump a short time ago?

No, Derec. Since the reflexes of my positronic brain are so much faster than yours, robots do not experience the disorientation common among humans.

Then you cant tell me anything about it how far we might have Jumped.

Without knowing the power curve of the vessels drive, I would not have been able to interpolate from the duration of the Jump in any case, the robot said. However, that does not rule out secondhand evidence concerning our destination.

What secondhand evidence? Where did you get it?

Sir, Aranimas and Wolruf held a discussion about this in my presence.

When?

This evening, less than one decade ago. It was my impression that they had come here to find you, but in your absence lingered to examine me. Wolruf described the work she had observed you doing, told how my position varied each time she visited, and pointed out to Aranimas several of my access ports and described what lay under them.

I thought she was spying on me, Derec fumed. What else happened?

Aranimas seemed disturbed that you were absent without supervision, and ordered Wolruf to watch you more closely in the future

Get to the point. Where are we? Where are we going?

I was forced to make certain inferences from what I heard, but I believe we are making an inbound approach to a site where Aranimas expects to obtain a large quantity of additional robots.

Repeat the relevant part of the conversation.

Yes, Derec.

The voices were so faithfully duplicated that if Derec closed his eyes he would have sworn Aranimas and Wolruf were in the room with him.

Weave been away from Mrassdf a long time, said Wolruf. The Narwe arr restless for their ome erds. Even I grow weary from time to time. Iss it truly necessary to go to another uman nest?

I will not go back empty-handed, Aranimas said.

U have the jewel, this robot, and more besides. U have exceeded ur promises to Wiwera. Surely enough glory will flow from those accomplishments

It is not for discussion, Aranimas said curtly. I will have robots to serve me. The human Derec said that there would be robots at any human world, that they would trade with us if we come in peace. We will allow them to think we come in peace and then take what we need. Then, and only then, will we set course for Mrassdf.

Wolrufs voice took on a pleading, whining tone. The Narwe are truly worthless ones, there can be no doubt. But if we were to lose the jewel in hand while reaching for a bit of glass

The robot interrupted himself. At this point, Aranimas produced a weapon I cannot identify and pointed it at Wolruf. It seemed to cause Wolruf great distress.

Then it continued in Aranimass voice. You disappoint me, Wolruf. I thought you had more vision than that. Without the robots, I will have to surrender that jewel to Wiwera when we return which I have no intention of doing. Better that you and I are turned to atoms here than to give up the key to such as Wiwera.

The robot fell silent, and Derec found himself with nothing to say. One more stop, and the raiders were going home with their treasure. Where that stop was, there was no guessing. There were hundreds of Spacer facilities scattered over hundreds of light-years. It could be a Customs station lying between Settler and Spacer territory, a mining or processing center, or even one of the research complexes. It might be staffed with humans, humans and robots, or robots alone.

It didnt matter. He would never see it.

Aranimas would use him his knowledge, his voice, perhaps even his image to gain entry to the installation. And when the aliens business there was done, the ship would leave for Mrassdf, where Derec was destined to be nothing better than a slave, and perhaps nothing more than a curiosity.

The realization of his impotence shattered Derec. He had taken the lone road and done everything he could by himself. He had schemed and blustered and fought and finagled his way past each succeeding challenge.

But the challenge now facing him seemed insurmountable. Sometime within the next few days, he had to escape from a ship in which he could not yet even find his way around, from a jailer whose capabilities he had not yet fully gauged, to a refuge whose promise of safety was more hopeful than real.

The fight drained out of him as he confronted the bleak possibilities. Aranimas had all the advantages. He would have Derec watched constantly while they were docked at the installation if they docked at all. And Derec could not move sooner, for he could never hold the ship. He was outnumbered eighty to one by the crew.

All Derec had was the robot, and that was not enough. I cant do it, he thought despairingly. But I cant just give up

The conflicting thoughts chased each other through his mind, neither gaining the advantage. Weary and confused, he retreated to the far side of the room and huddled there against the base of the wall.

Ive got to have help, he realized at last. Ive got to stop trying to do it all myself got to trust someone. Its that or resign myself to living the rest of my life on an alien world

And then it came to him that there was someone else on board who was just as alone, just as helpless, who might take not only comfort but courage from a companion. Someone, in fact, who had already proclaimed herself Derecs friend.

If shell help, Derec thought, we just might do it, at that



An hour of waiting had slipped by. Reinvigorated by hope, Derecs attention had wandered from watching the doorway to playing with the pieces of the puzzle.

Ur back, a gruff voice intruded.

Derec raised his head and looked toward Wolruf. I went walking. Youve been looking for me, havent you?

Aranimas was looking for u, Wolruf corrected. U stay ere now, okay?

Is he coming back?

Boss iss resting now. Ell come to see u in the morning. Best u be ere, Wolruf said, turning away.

You got in trouble with Aranimas because I was gone, didnt you? Derec called after her.

The caninoid stopped, looked back, and shrugged.

Im sorry, Derec said. I put you in a bad position.

Iss nothing new. I put myself therr enough.

Derec smiled. Tell me something, Wolruf. What are you doing here? Why are you working for someone like Aranimas?

Too long a story to explain.

Youre not on board by choice, are you.

Too complicated to explain.

Ive got the time and I really want to know.

Wolruf hesitated, then advanced a few steps into the room. Should go sleep, she said gruffly.

Why not do what you want to instead of what you ought to?

Crouching an arms length away, Wolruf grinned. That the secret of ur success?



It took longer than it should have to sort out the story. Wolruf had never had to talk about her home and life to someone who did not know the thousand and one things that a person living within a culture knows without thinking. Again and again, Derec had to ask her to go back and fill in some clarifying detail.

Beyond that, there were language problems, as some of what Wolruf was trying to convey ran up against the limits of her Standard vocabulary. At other times she seemed to be talking around some fact or idea that she did not feel comfortable disclosing.

Piecing together what he heard and filling in a few of the blanks on his own, Derec gained a reasonably coherent answer to his question. Despite Wolrufs boast of two hundred inhabited worlds, the crew of the ship was from a single solar system. Aranimass kind the Erani and the Narwe lived on the second planet, Mrassdf, which by Wolrufs description was a hot, windswept, unpleasant world. Wolrufs kind the name was just as unpronounceable as Wolrufs own and the elusive star-creatures were from the temperate fourth planet.

The relationship between the Narwe and the Erani was like that between sheep and their shepherds, except that the Narwe were more intelligent and physically adept than sheep. But the comparison was still apt. The Narwe vastly outnumbered the Erani, but the Erani aggressive, inventive, acquisitive were completely dominant.

The relationship between the two worlds was rather more complex, and Derec did not completely understand it. Neither planet seemed to have a unified government. That might have been the only thing that kept them from going to war, for there clearly was a basic antipathy between them. Despite that, there was active commerce between the worlds. At the center of it were trading companies operated by several factions of Erani and goods produced by several families of Wolrufs people.

Wolruf would not talk much about Aranimas in particular, but he seemed to be a younger member of one of the more powerful Erani factions. Derec gleaned that somehow Wolrufs family had run afoul of Aranimass trading company.

My service on this mission lifts the dhierggra from my family, she explained.

The dhierggra, Derec determined after much questioning, was equivalent to a blacklist while it was in effect, no Erani would deal with the family. That made Wolruf, in essence, an indentured servant a slave, working off her familys debt.

Why were you chosen?

I am youngest, least valuable to my family.

Derec did not want to rush to judge an entire culture on one story from one member, but he found himself getting angry over the injustice. Is that why Aranimas treats you the way he does? Is that part of the deal, that he gets to push you around?

That iss the Erani way. They treat everyone so.

Not each other, Derec said. Thats what makes it wrong.

It was then that Derec realized that somewhere in the course of the conversation, something unexpected had happened. He had drawn Wolruf out selfishly, calculating. It was just another angle to exploit. But as he had listened to her, his false sympathy for her plight became real empathy for her pain. She was a victim, just as he was.

But she seemed uncomfortable with his concern. Not ur trouble.

Wolruf you said you were my friend. Let me be yours.

What do u mean?

Aranimas is working you like a slave and abusing you like an animal. It doesnt have to be that way. We can put a stop to it, together.

How?

I have a tool, he said, nodding toward the robot. And I have some ideas. But I need you to tell me some things about Aranimas, and about how this ship is controlled.

Wolruf looked uncomfortable, and Derec was afraid that he had gone too fast and frightened her. You want the jewel back, she said.

Honesty was an imperative. I do.

U will take it and leave me to face Aranimas.

Derec shook his head emphatically. I do have to get away. I cant let Aranimas take me back to Mrassdf. But if I cant leave you in a better situation than youre in now, Ill take you with me. Wolruf were the only ones who can help each other. If we dont try, then we deserve what happens to us.

The caninoid met Derecs questioning gaze unblinkingly. That iss true. Okay friend. Less try.



There seemed to be something in the biology of Wolrufs kind which sharpened the imperative for sleep and rejuvenation. It was almost as though there was within them a metabolic switch which, once tripped, told them in no uncertain terms that the primary energy fund had been exhausted and it was time to withdraw.

A half-hour after they began talking, with only some of Derecs questions answered and their plan barely sketched out, Wolrufs alarm went off. Her eyes narrowed to slits, her breath took on a sour tang, and her fur lay flat and seemed to lose luster.

Though he still had many urgent questions, Derec did not even get a chance to try to coax her to stay. With no more explanation than a muttered must sleep, she rose and was gone.

Wolrufs departure made Derec suddenly aware of his own weary limbs. But there was one further task he had to see to before he could think about curling up on the thin mattress.



The robot was waiting where it had settled after completing Derecs last order several hours ago, but that was no surprise. There had been an unnatural passiveness to the robots behavior ever since Derec had activated it, a passiveness above and beyond the wait-states he had prescribed. A normal robot had a variety of duties it attended to without external direction, following the default orders built into it for its primary function: domestic, laborer, engineer, and the like.

The robots initiative had apparently fallen victim to the burned-out memory cubes and the cold powerdown. But it still had the Second Law, and so it sat and waited patiently for the words from Derec that would give it something to do.

Derecs first act was to pull the Mathematics cube and replace it with the Personal Defense cube. The additional pathways in the PD cube would enhance the robots sense of impending harm and its anxiety to act to prevent it. But they would also suppress the robots normal inclination to protect him from immediate, concrete risks without regard to the consequences of doing so. The First Law did not have any exceptions built into it for taking well-intentioned gambles; the PD cube provided them.

Alpha, Derec said when he was done. My previous instructions for you to go into a wait-state when one of the aliens approaches are now canceled. But where possible, you are still to avoid revealing the unique capabilities of your right arm.

I understand, Derec.

I am now going to give you a block of instructions which will not become operative until you hear the initiate code. The initiate code, which must come from me, is the question, Who is your master? The disable code is the word Aurora.

I understand, Derec.

Begin instruction block. You will answer the initiate code with the reply Aranimas. Youll go with Aranimas wherever he wishes you to go. You are to follow his orders except where they conflict with the First, Second, or Third Laws or this instruction block. You will not follow orders given by Wolruf or any other nonhuman member of the crew. You will not accept any additional orders from me unless preceded by the disable code. You will respond to informational inquiries from Wolruf or myself. However, you will not relate, replay, or in any way communicate to Aranimas this conversation or any other conversation with me which he did not witness.

Clarification. You wish for Aranimas to believe that I am completely in his service?

Suspend. I do, Derec said. If hes going to get any use out of you, hes going to have to teach you about the ship. Anything you learn will help us escape.

I understand the necessity for intelligence, sir, the robot said. But if I am to protect you I must remain at your side.

Derec had expected the objection PD circuits made robots more argumentative. Since Aranimas is in command of this ship, he is the real threat to me. Only his actions or his orders can harm me. By remaining close to him, you will be best able to protect me.

I understand, sir.

All right. Resume. There are two things that we particularly need to know. A valuable object came aboard with me, a metallic rectangle, silver color, about five by ten centimeters. I think its the same object Aranimas called the key, and Wolruf the jewel. Its apparently valuable and powerful. We need to know where it is.

Yes, Derec. I will be particularly alert for clues to this objects whereabouts.

The other thing we need to know is what Spacer facility were heading for and when were going to get there. If we wait too long to move, Aranimas will have us locked up somewhere to keep us out of his hair while hes stealing robots.

That would be a prudent precaution.

Which means that Aranimas will probably think of it, Derec said. If you learn where the key is located, you are to wait one decad and then simulate a Code 804 malfunction. If you learn where we are headed or when we are to arrive, you are to wait fifteen centads and then simulate a Code 3033 malfunction. End instruction block.

Though he knew what he hoped would happen from that point onward, Derec stopped there. Verbal instruction-in-advance was a tricky enough matter, requiring the skills of a semanticist with the foresight of a seer. He did not wish to saddle the robot with excessively specific and possibly useless orders.

Much work and intelligence had gone into designing the PD library cube. Derec would have to trust that, when the time came, Alpha would grasp the situation and do what was required.




Chapter 12

MUTINY



DESPITE HOW LITTLE of the night was left when Derec was done, he slept well and awoke rested, with his head clear and his spirits up. He began clearing one end of the room as though to make a stage, determined to put on a good show. Presently, Aranimas arrived with Wolruf in tow.

Derec did not have a Handbook of Robotics with its extensive diagnostic interrogatory, but he knew the main lines of questioning used to test the various positronic functions.

If the daughter of a woman with red hair owns two dogs and the father of a boy with a broken leg is unemployed, what day does the barber give shaves?

Wolruf hooted at that one, and Aranimas looked puzzled. But the robot calmly answered, It is not possible to determine the answer from the information given.

What is the value of hex 144C times 16F2?

Hex 1D1B7D8.

Touch your right index finger to the middle of your forehead.

The robot complied.

State the Rayleigh law of magnetic permeability

For fifteen minutes, Derec peppered the robot with commands and questions, less to impress Aranimas with the robots abilities than to underscore his own competence. He did not want Aranimas thinking that with the robot operational, he, Derec, was now expendable.

Then, before Aranimas could grow impatient, Derec asked the final question. Alpha, who is your master?

Aranimas, the robot replied.

Derec turned to Aranimas. The robots yours now, he said. You will have to teach it what you want it to do, but you wont have to show it more than once.

Aranimas rose. Order it to attack Wolruf, the alien said.

What?

I will not share control of this servant. Order it to attack Wolruf.

Derecs hesitation was calculated. He turned to the robot and said, Pick up that brace and strike Wolruf in the head.

Wolruf whimpered, but the robot did not move. I may not comply, sir.

Then Aranimas repeated the command. Servant. Pick up the brace and strike Wolruf.

Derec held his breath. If there was going to be a First Law conflict over treatment of the aliens, now was when it would surface.

Yes, master, the robot said, turning and reaching for the metal rod.

Wolruf crabbed nervously toward the door. Derec released a small sigh of relief.

Stop, servant, Aranimas ordered. To Derec he said, You have done as you promised. It seems that you are worth keeping alive after all. Wolruf will find other duties for you.

That was a wild card Derec had not expected, and he could not let it be played unchallenged. No, Derec said boldly. Im a roboticist, not a laborer. Not a Narwe. If you want to keep your new servant in good order, youre going to keep me working here.

Doing what?

First, disassembling the other body for spare parts. Some of the patches I did on this robot are temporary. I can work on better fixes. Some of the damaged components may be repairable if I can get certain supplies.

Derec plunged on, gathering a head of steam. Out in the real world, there are repair technician robots which do nothing but maintain other robots. You only have one robot at the moment, so Im your technician. Youve seen what I can do. How long did you have those parts? How much time did you spend looking at them and figuring out nothing? Why do you want to start treating me like a particularly ugly Narwe?

Aranimas stared, then made a hissing sound which might have been laughter. Come, servant. We will leave the master roboticist to his work.



It was difficult for Derec to watch Alpha walk away with Aranimas. It was even more difficult to wait patiently for some sign whether the fragile plan he and Wolruf had concocted would even pass the first threshold.

He was still isolated in his little corner of the ship. There was no way for him to know what Aranimas was doing with the robot. He did not know from one minute to the next whether his instructions to the robot were still intact. Perhaps Aranimas had only pretended to be ignorant about robots. Perhaps he had already undone all of Derecs careful conditioning.

Even if the instructions were still intact, they could well be irrelevant. Derec had assumed that Aranimas would be so fond of his new toy that he would keep it close at hand. Everything depended on that being true. But if he was wrong, if Aranimas had simply dispatched Alpha to some far corner of the ship to perform some menial function, then his plan was foredoomed to failure. Derec would have given up the robot and gotten nothing in return for it.

Derec had work to do, some to maintain the fiction he was Aranimass faithful employee, some for his own purposes. He tried to make the hours pass more quickly by immersing himself in it. But work could not dull the edge of his impatience or his anxiety. Even with no clock to watch, time crawled by.

Wolruf was in and out several times the rest of that day, and even when she was gone she was never far away. He welcomed the interruptions, but he worried that Aranimas might detect the change in her working patterns and wonder why. And without Alpha to alert him to Aranimass approach, Derec was reluctant to talk about their evolving plot against the alien commander.

But it was not entirely avoidable. The call could come at any time, and a key problem remained unsolved. Derec knew, or thought he did, how they could disarm Aranimas. The unanswered question was how to disable him.

With surprising vehemence, Wolruf ruled out killing the Erani. Derec did not much regret it. He could not picture himself walking up to Aranimas with a club and battering him to death. But at the same time, as long as Aranimas was alive he was dangerous.

Derec first proposed a stunner, made from a recharged microcell and a few bits of wire. But there was no way to be sure that Aranimas was vulnerable to electric shocks, or to assure that the high-voltage current wouldnt kill him.

The chamber with the star-creatures, Derec said abruptly. When we passed through it, Aranimass eyes started to water. Do you know why? Those things are from your world. Is there something in the air there thats not in the rest of the ship?

Yes, Wolruf said. The yellow-gas. That iss the only part of the ship wherr it iss used. The star-creatures release yellow-gas when they move.

That would account for it, Derec thought. A digestive by-product, or some sort of chemical communication So the air in there is like the atmosphere of your world?

Yes.

Which means that the Erani probably cant spend any time on your world without getting sick, Derec concluded.

We arr protected from the Erani temper, Wolruf agreed.

Derec paused and considered. You said the star-creatures were part of an experiment. Could Aranimas be trying to find a way to neutralize the gas, so that the Erani can invade?

It iss possible.

Are there samples, bottled up?

There is a liquid that turns to yellow-gas when freed.

Perfect. Get me some.



When Derec turned in that night, he was a bundle of restless energy, and sleep did not come easily. When it finally did come, it seemed as though he closed his eyes one moment and the next someone was shaking him. He looked up to see Wolruf standing over him.

Aranimas wants u, Wolruf said.

Is it the robot?

New servant wont listen to the boss anymore, Wolruf said. It just sits there.

This could be it, then, Derec said, scrambling to his feet. Ill get my tools.



As Derec followed Wolruf through the passageways, his anticipation and anxiety both spiraled upward. When they reached the hex junction, he stopped and caught the caninoids arm. Does he expect you to come in?

No. Only to deliver u. But I could come in and see if he sends me away

No, Derec said. Dont do anything out of the ordinary. I can handle the first part myself. Just wait here.

Inside Hull A, Derec spotted Aranimas across the main compartment and picked his way around the mesh bulkheads to where the alien waited.

The robot has malfunctioned, Aranimas said, gesturing, Repair it.

The robot sat on the edge of a low counter, motionless except for his left hand, rotating slowly and aimlessly at the wrist joint. Code 3033 our location! Derec thought.

What did you do to it? Derec demanded, moving within arms reach of the robot.

I did nothing. The mechanism ceased to obey me.

You must have done something. Derec bent at the waist to peer directly into the glowing eyes. Alpha. Acknowledge.

Yess, ssir, the robot said, its words slurred and distorted.

Code 804! The key! But he had to be sure. Alpha. Default l-A-l-B. Execute.

The robot sat inert.

Alpha. Default 2-C-2-D. Execute.

Still there was no response.

Whats wrong with my servant? Aranimas demanded.

Stalling for time, Derec opened his small tool clutch and then the robots left shoulder access plate. As he peered inside, he thought the next step through. The reworking he had done on the robots instinct to protect intelligent life was a delicate business. It had already been stressed unexpectedly when Aranimas took possession of the robot.

If he were to release the robot from its instruction block and order it to move against Aranimas, that would create a Second Law obligation to break the First Law. His careful adjustments might come apart under the stress, and the robot would freeze up in a way Derec would not be able to repair.

He did not want to take that risk. It was much more straightforward for the robot to act in obedience to the First Law than in defiance of it. But that meant it was necessary to provoke Aranimas into an attack.

It looks like a failure of the volitional initiator, Derec double talked. If two contradictory impulses reach it on the same pulse, it can set up a standing wave in the oscillator. Its almost always the owners fault. What did you ask it to do?

I did nothing wrong, I was explaining the functions of the equipment in this section when its hand began to twirl foolishly that way.

Dont lie to me, Derec said. I should have known that a race as backward as yours couldnt cope with sophisticated machinery

You are worse than the Narwe, Aranimas snarled. You do not have the good sense to know when you are in the service of a true superior. As he spoke, his hand moved toward the gap in his robelike blouse.

Aurora! Derec shouted.

But the robot had begun to move even before Derec uttered the word, the First Law overcoming the strictures of the instruction block. The race between Aranimass reflexes and the robots was no contest. Before the stylus had even cleared the folds of Aranimass robe, the robot had grabbed the aliens wrist with its right hand and plucked the stylus from his grasp with its left.

Release me! Aranimas squalled shrilly. He squirmed and fought, but could not free himself from the grip of the single mechanical hand.

I cannot allow you to harm Derec, the robot said.

You are my servant. Obey my orders! Release me!

No, Aranimas, Derec said, stepping forward. Alpha is my servant, and always was. Then he called back over his shoulder, Wolruf! You can come in now!

Retrieving the stylus from the floor, Derec turned it over in his hand. There were no obvious switches or controls on it. Holding it the way Aranimas had, Derec pointed it at the alien. Aranimas remained unaffected.

My own weapons cannot be used against me, Aranimas said with stiff pride.

A very clever management technique, Derec said. He reached into the tool clutch and retrieved the little toy he had made earlier that day. Attached to a small pressure bottle half full of mustard-yellow liquid was a miniature pump salvaged from the disabled robot. But I have my own weapon.

As Wolruf joined him, Derec pointed the pumps outlet valve at Aranimas and pressed the switch. A fine mist blasted from the tiny opening and caught the alien in the face.

A human would have gasped in surprise. Aranimas lunged for the aerosol with his freehand and nearly got it, his arm span being almost equal to the makeshift devices range.

But a moment later, a reddish liquid began streaming from Aranimass eyes, and the skin of his face seemed to pucker. He went rigid and reached high in the air with his free hand, the fingers curling as though grasping for something, the ropelike muscles of his arm and shoulder visible under the skin for the first time. As the aerosol began to sputter, the aliens eyes closed, and his arm dropped limply to his side.

Release him, Derec said, thumbing the switch. The robots hand opened, and the alien crumpled to the deck and lay there motionless.

I detect no respiration, the robot said haltingly.

The robots speech impediment was a warning sign to Derec. I should have warned it what was going to happen, he realized belatedly. Hes not dead, Derec said. His system has received a poison shock, but he will recover.

I will try to integrate

Alpha analyze the situation. This is Aranimass ship. He had all the advantages. He could have done a hundred things to stop us and wed never have known until it was too late. He had to be neutralized.

I understand and accept.

Are you all right?

I detect a moderate disturbance in my brain potentials which I attribute to witnessing violence against an intelligent-being-not-a-human, the robot said, its speech gradually returning to normal. The disturbance is abating and I do not believe that it will affect my functioning.

Good, Derec said, dropping the spent aerosol on top of the tools. What did you find out?

We are approaching an independent free-flying space station.

Frost, Derec said emphatically. I was hoping hed take us right in to one of the Spacer worlds. How much time do we have?

I am unable to accurately estimate our arrival time. However, I did determine that the ships crew is presently at the lowest level of alert.

So we probably have more than a few hours, Derec said. Has Aranimas been in contact with the station?

Not that I am aware of, sir. This vessel does not appear to have hyperwave communications only simple carrier-wave radio.

That agreed with Derecs experience on the asteroid, but it raised a puzzle. How had the aliens found the asteroid? Derec had assumed along with Monitor 5 that they had intercepted the distress message sent on his behalf. But without a hyperwave viewer, that was clearly impossible.

Perhaps Wolruf could shed some light but it would have to wait. Okay. What about the key? Do you know where it is?

Within limits. I believe it is concealed beneath one of the deck tiles of the command center.

The last time he had been in the command center, Derec had been in too much pain to pay attention to his surroundings. Lets go see, Derec said, starting off. How did you find it? he called back over his shoulder.

Aranimas showed the key to me and questioned me about it, the robot said. When he left with it, I was not able to see precisely what disposition he made of it. However, the time he was gone limited the radius of concealment to this deck, and the sounds I heard were consistent with the removal and replacement of a floor tile.

They reached the command center then, and Derec saw that the deck was a mosaic of several hundred hexagonal metal tiles the size of a dinner plate. The surface of each tile had a pattern of small holes, but there was no obvious fingerlift in fact, no obvious way to lift an individual tile. All six edges were flush with the adjoining tiles.

Any idea where I should start?

The strategy of concealment would argue against obvious positions such as the center and corners. Beyond that, I cannot say.

You cant detect it under the deck? Its not giving off some kind of radio signal, or generating a magnetic field?

Not that I am able to detect.

That, too, was consistent with what had happened on the asteroid. If the key had declared its presence in any measurable way, the robots scans would have turned it up long before the raider ship arrived.

All right, Derec said slowly. He turned to Wolruf, who had been a silent spectator since joining them. We need a place to lock up Aranimas.

Wolruf glanced nervously back toward where they had left the Erani. Therr arr some lockers outside, on the side passage, which would be large enough

Derec nodded. Alpha pick up Aranimas and go with Wolruf. She will show you where to put him. Wolruf, make sure its something Aranimas cant open from the inside. Then both of you come back here. He caught the look of apprehension in Wolrufs eyes and added. I know you dont like the robot.

Maybe u surprise Wolruf like u surprise Aranimas.

I promise you, itll be all right, Derec said, patting the caninoids arm. No surprises. Ill be waiting for you here.



When the robot was gone, Derec lowered himself to his hands and knees to examine the holes in the tiles. They proved to be tapered pits barely a half-centimeter deep. There seemed to be no way of hooking anything into one to lift the tile. Derec wondered if he would have to build some sort of vacuum clamp before he could locate the key.

Then he realized that the openings were about the diameter of the tip of Aranimass stylus. Of course, Derec thought as he fumbled for the instrument. Lets hope this feature doesnt work only for Aranimas, too

He touched the conical tip to one of the openings, and the tile seemed to seize hold of the stylus and stand it straight up. Gripping the stylus with one and then both hands, Derec tried to lift the tile straight up. The tile did not budge. But when he used the stylus as a lever, he was easily able to tip the tile back, like peeling the lid off a can. Underneath was a small hexagonal compartment empty.

No beginners luck, eh? he thought. When he replaced the tile, the stylus came free. Very nice, he thought, touching the stylus to the adjacent tile. The trick wasnt done with magnetics; the stylus seemed to actually bond to the tile. Perhaps a metallic affinity, followed by a little shot of current to jostle the atoms and break the bonds. Cute trick

There was a humming sound behind him, and Derec whirled. Half a dozen meters down the central corridor, a circular platform was descending from the ceiling, suspended on four slender wires. And standing on the platform was a woman a young human female, no more than a year or two older than Derec but a good eight centimeters taller. The broad-shouldered sash blazer she was wearing was cut in an aristocratic style, but showed many days of wear.

Her expression was one of surprise, even shock. Her mouth worked as though trying to form a word. You? she said disbelievingly as the platform reached floor level. Here?

Wild thoughts filled Derecs head, and reason had to fight for control. That would sure help explain Aranimass success if he had had a human consort all along to guide him

Youd better tell me real fast who you are and what youre doing here, he said, slowly coming to his feet. I dont have a lot of time to decide what to do about you.

What to do about me? she echoed angrily. I dont know why I owe you any answers, not after what you did.

The meaning of the condition of the girls clothes finally impressed itself on Derec. She was a prisoner, just as he. But Derec realized that to her, he might be the one who seemed to have thrown in with the raiders.

I only helped Aranimas to buy time and save my neck. The robots mine now, and Aranimas cant hurt you, Derec said. Were going to get of here.

The hostility faded from her face, leaving behind bewilderment. But what are you doing here? How long have you been on board?

Derec took a step toward her. It doesnt take long to tell. Five days ago I woke up in a survival pod on the surface of an asteroid. I was found by a colony of robots mining the asteroid. Aranimas raided the colony and took me prisoner. Thats enough. No sense muddying the waters with details even I dont understand yet, he thought.

She was looking at him curiously. So you werent looking for me.

I didnt know anyone else was on the ship, he said, throwing his hands in the air. Wolruf told me that they had captured a couple of human ships, but she left the impression the crews were all gone.

I think Aranimas kept me alive because he was interested in my robots, she said. Are you the one that repaired Capek?

Was that its old name? It answers to Alpha now. Yes, Im the one who fixed it.

You did a rotten job, she said with a hint of childish petulance. It doesnt remember me. The new arm is ugly, too.

Im sorry.

And you dont remember me, either.

Derec swallowed. I had the feeling you thought I should

I thought you were just being cruel, she said slowly. I didnt want to give you the satisfaction. But you dont know who I am, do you?

I dont even know who I am, Derec answered with a weak smile. When I woke up on the asteroid, I was wearing a safesuit with the name Derec on the chest, so Ive been calling myself that. But I cant remember anything that happened before I woke up on the asteroid.

Nothing at all?

Nothing personal. I remember a lot of facts things I learned sometime, I guess. But I dont know where Im from or where I was going. Derec was badly confused. So you know me?

I thought I did, she said.

Then for mercys sake, tell me

A chirping sound came from the huge control console at that moment.

Someones paging Aranimas, the girl said, a flash of nervousness crossing her face. You said we were going to get out of here. Maybe we should worry about that first. What were you doing when I surprised you? What were you looking for?

Some of my property that Aranimas took when I came aboard.

The key? Was that yours?

You know about it?

Aranimas showed it to me. Is that where its hidden?

According to Alpha.

Is it important?

I think so.

Then lets get it and get out of here, she said anxiously.

Wondering what was keeping Alpha and Wolruf, Derec slowly turned back to the floor grid. He checked the second tile, stole a glance back over his shoulder at her, then moved crabwise to the right to try a third.

I can look for the key and listen at the same time, he said, attaching the stylus to the next tile. Cant you tell me what you know about me?

If she gave an answer, Derec never heard it. One moment he was starting to lift the tile, and the next there was a flash, a roaring sound, and a tremendous wash of heat. Something heavy struck Derec across the back and he toppled forward, catching the hard edge of the tile across his chest and driving the air from his lungs. His mind had time to think one word booby trap before it retreated from the fury to a dark, quiet recess where it would not be disturbed.




Chapter 13

ROCKLIFFE STATION



SOFT-EDGED IMAGES drifted through a dreamlike haze. A sea of light surrounded Derec, buoying him up. He was as transparent as glass, as inconsequential as the wind. His consciousness resided on a mote of dust, floating on gentle currents of time.

Faceless figures floated there with him. Some drew near as though aware of him, only to turn away again and withdraw. The only sounds were the fragrance-songs of flowers and the color-songs of sunsets, and those played in his head without understanding.

None of it seemed to make sense, and yet he did not care. He only thought that after everything that had happened, all that he had survived, it would be a terrible disappointment to be dead.

After a time, his body returned to him. He was still floating, still adrift, but his consciousness again inhabited its familiar place, filled its familiar space. But his thoughts were as sluggish as his limbs, as though the burdens of once again managing his bodys functions had overwhelmed the simple processes of his mind.

Presently he became aware that the dreamlike world of light and shadow which he was inhabiting existed entirely within himself. If he chose to, he could open his eyes to the larger world beyond, to survey it, to enter it. He was certain that when he saw that world he would know his place in it, would know then who and what he was. But he would pay a price in peace and silence, and that was too high a price to pay.

No, Derec thought firmly. There are limits. I dont want to see it, he told himself. I dont want to know.



Time passed, and the enveloping womb of solitude slowly became a prison. Silence became deafness. Stillness became death. Whether because he was healed or haunted, what he had was not enough.

The larger world outside himself still beckoned. It was not a friendly world, he knew. At best it was indifferent to him. Unlike the gentle currents that had borne him as he healed, the larger world was filled with forces that could bear him along like driftwood in the spume of a breaking wave.

But he was not without power himself. Perhaps he could not turn back the wave, but he could ride it, and set his own course.

It was that realization which freed him. He saw that he was not a prisoner, and never had been. There were five doors through which he could free himself the five doors of his senses. All were unlocked, waiting only his touch to swing open and let the world in and himself out.

And he would open them, he knew. But not yet. Not until he had floated with the gentle currents awhile longer. For if he could leave whenever he chose to, then the womb of solitude was not such an unpleasant place to be after all



The first door Derec tried to open was hearing. At first he wondered if he had succeeded, for the silence without was as complete as the silence within. Then he became aware of the faint rhythmic sound of his own breathing. It was a small step, but it was the first information to come from outside his cocoon in what felt like a very long time.

Experimentally, Derec opened his eyes a crack, and immediately closed them again. The world outside was disturbingly familiar. He was floating enveloped in light light that was somehow bright without being harsh. A faceless shadow, tall and slender, moved gracefully through the haze which seemed to surround him.

Reality had been inverted. The dream had become reality, or the dream world and the real world were one and the same. It seemed like some sort of perverse trick, one in spirit with a present which turns out to be a series of ever smaller empty boxes. Would every doorway lead to the same place? Would each step he took only hold him more firmly where he was?

Good morning.

Derec was puzzled at the sound of another voice. If he was alone, then he had to be the one who had spoken. But he had not spoken, and so he was not alone. But if he was not alone, then he could not still be inside his dream world, and what he had seen when he had opened his eyes must be real.

But if it was real, then he was alive. He tried to remember the last incontrovertibly real thing he had known. It was a difficult business, remembering. There had been sunsets and flower-songs, but they had not been real. Before that... before that...

Before that there had been a terrible moment, a moment so full of surprise and pain that even in fleeing it, he had brought it inside his cocoon. He had transformed the eruption into the blossoming of a flower, the flame into the colors of a spectacular sunset. Then he had replayed the moment endlessly to render it harmless.

Yes! The last real thing he had known had been the explosion.

Derec opened his eyes once more to the light. A shadow loomed over him, faceless and nearly formless, as before. He tried to reach out and touch it, but his limbs would not obey.

Turn off the sterilization field, the voice said, and the haze of light vanished. The shadow became the copper-colored head and clothed torso of a robot. The robot was gazing solicitously down at him. Good morning, it repeated. Please dont try to move.

Derecs mind was slowly working its way backward from the explosion. He understood that he was no longer in the command center. The robot hovering over him was not Alpha. Which meant

Aranimas got his robots, Derec croaked.

Excuse me, sir?

He won, Derec whispered. I didnt get away.

Sir?

Tell Aranimas I wont stop trying

Sir, I would be happy to deliver the message for you. However, the person you named is unknown to me. Where may this individual be found?

Aranimas is the ships boss

This individual was a member of the ships company?

Yes The robots responses were beginning to puzzle Derec.

Sir, I regret to inform you that no person of that name was found when the paramedics boarded

Im not on the ship?

You are resting on a therapeutic diamagnetic force field, more commonly known as an airbed. The airbed is in the Intensive Care Ward of the hospital at Rockliffe Station.

The wave of relief that swept through Derec on hearing those words seemed to take all his energy with it. He closed his eyes and allowed himself to float on the gentle currents of sleep once more. Distantly, he heard voices, but could not rouse himself to think about what they were saying.

He is fatigued, the robot said.

We need his assistance, a new voice answered.

Our needs are less pressing than his own, the robot said. We will wait.



The next time Derec awoke, the copper-skinned robot was again nearby.

Good evening, it said, coming to his side. How are you feeling?

Derec managed an anemic smile. I was just lying here thinking about all the times in the last week that I closed my eyes one place and opened them somewhere else. Every time it happened I found myself in worse surroundings and deeper trouble until the first time I woke up here.

The robot nodded gravely. I promise that you will receive the best of care.

I know I will, Derec said. Do you have a name?

My assigned designation is Human Diagnostic Medicine Specialist 4. However, the supervisor of medicine for this district refers to me as Dr. Galen.

Why?

He has never explained this to me. However, I have determined that Galen was the name of a Greek physician of the classical age who wrote on the subject of the vital forces inhabiting the body. I believe that my supervisor found it amusing to call an advanced diagnostic technician by the name of a primitive medical mystic. Since this question concerns humor, I cannot offer an authoritative conclusion.

I think youre probably right, Derec said. You wont be offended if I call you Dr. Galen? Its a good bit handier than your other name.

Why should I be offended, sir?

No reason, Derec said. At least not when I say it, he added silently. But that supervisor is definitely expressing some hostility. Probably has a secret fantasy of being a family practice doctor on a Settler world instead of tender-to-robots. Where is your supervisor?

On Nexon.

Derec knew the name: it was one of the larger Spacer worlds, and the second-farthest from Earth. You said this is Rockliffe Station?

That is correct, sir.

Where is your local supervisor? The hospital director?

Sir, I am hospital director at present.

Derec frowned. Maybe youd better tell me some more about Rockliffe Station, then.

Certainly, sir. What would you like to know?



Rockliffe Station, Dr. Galen explained, was a centuries old Spacer facility, a way station dating from the days when a long interstellar journey could only be managed through a series of shorter Jumps. Dozens of way stations had been built while the Earth emigrants who would become the Spacers were colonizing the fifty worlds that would become their homes.

With the coming of more powerful drives capable of spanning known space in one or two Jumps, most of the way stations had long since been abandoned. A few, of which this was one, had been fortunately enough placed that they outlived their original function.

Rockliffe Station lay in the middle of one of the largest open regions along the fringes of Spacer territory, looking out toward the quarantine zone beyond which lay the Settler worlds. There were no livable worlds in the nearest star system, but there was one planet with a crust rich enough in iridium to justify a small mining and processing center.

So Rockliffe had survived on the strength of its usefulness as a listening post on the frontier, as a transshipment point for processed iridium, and a military outpost should relations with the Settlers deteriorate. But those were not reason enough to keep it active at the peak level of the early days not enough even to maintain a human presence there.

According to Dr. Galen, less than ten percent of the station was occupied, and that entirely by robots. The human supervision they required was provided by means of hypervision and the ships that called every two months.

Only because of the chance that those visiting crews might need its services had the hospital been kept staffed. But the managers on Nexon were realists. Dr. Galen was hospital administrator because his caseload was usually zero, while the only other medical robot on station, a nurse-orderly, had a full schedule of cleaning and maintenance.

No wonder the supervisor makes jokes at Dr. Galens expense, Derec thought.

You seem disturbed by this information, Dr. Galen said. Is there a problem?

Derec thought about the question for a moment. He had grown progressively unhappier as Dr. Galens explanation had proceeded. But did it matter so much that he apparently was still alone? At least Rockliffe Station was more or less familiar territory, unlike the asteroid colony or the raider ship. He should be able to have his own way more easily here.

No. No problem, Derec said. Except Id like to know a little more about what happened. How did I get here? You said something about paramedics

I do not know all the details. The dispatcher or dock supervisor would be better sources of information.

Tell me what you know.

Apparently your ship was disabled following its Jump. Exactly what happened next is not clear. The dispatcher will no doubt want to inquire about the circumstances. However, it appeared as though your ship discarded or released a smaller vessel, a shuttle or lifeboat, before changing course and heading into the Q-zone.

They must have cut us loose after the explosion Derec said thoughtfully.

The smaller vessel apparently was following an unacceptable approach vector and did not respond to the dispatchers commands. On the assumption that it was a derelict, a tug was dispatched to intercept it and bring it in. When the derelict was boarded you were found and brought here.

Did they bring the ship our ship in, then?

That is my understanding. Of course, my concern since that time has been with your care.

Of course, Derec echoed. If Aranimass ship is here, maybe I didnt lose the artifact after all, he thought joyously. Listen, Dr. Galen, what would you say to my getting up and doing a little walking? Airbeds are as comfortable as beds get, but Im tired of just lying here. Maybe I could go see what kind of shape the ship is in, answer any questions the dispatcher has.

Im sorry, sir, Dr. Galen said. Your injuries are not yet sufficiently healed to permit that.

What are my injuries?

You suffered flash burns over fifteen percent of your body, primarily over your arms, face, and neck. Three of your ribs were cracked

I must have fallen on the tile I was lifting.

 one puncturing your right lung and causing it to collapse. Your right eardrum was perforated and had to be replaced.

Frost! How long have I been here?

The ship on which you were found was boarded six weeks ago.

Six weeks! Was I in a coma or something?

Burns are extremely painful, as is reconstructive epidermal surgery, Dr. Galen said. I kept you under chemical narcosis during treatment and the initial phase of recovery.

I guess I should be grateful. But six weeks Belatedly Derec remembered that he had not been alone on the raider ship. Wherere the others? Wolruf Alpha the girl. Whatve they been doing while I was narcd?

I am sorry. The only persons found were yourself and a female human.

Feeling a sudden tightness in his chest, Derec looked away. It did not mean that Wolruf was dead and Alpha destroyed there was a chance, perhaps even a good one, that they were on the larger portion of the ship still in space. But it did mean that while Derec had escaped and survived, he had not lived up to his promises to the caninoid. Im sorry, Wolruf, he whispered.

Excuse me, sir?

Never mind, Derec said. Tell me about the girl.

She was found near you inside the ship

Thats not what I mean. Tell me how she is.

Patient Katherines physical

Katherine is that her name?

Is there some error?

No no, thats her, Derec said. Where is she?

Dr. Galen turned away to the right and gestured with his hand. Orderly, draw the curtain back.

Derec turned his head to the right. What appeared to be the wall of his room suddenly become transparent, allowing him to see a slight human figure floating in a halo of light. She was naked, and he looked away, faintly embarrassed. When he did, he realized that he was naked, too. It was very straightforward and practical for them to be naked in a hospital, but something of a surprise all the same.

How is she?

Her integumentary injuries were more extensive than your own, but she is healing well. Of course, her chronic condition remains unchanged.

What condition is that?

Im sorry. The robot paused. I see that I have made an error. Since you were traveling together, I did not think that I was betraying any secrets by discussing Katherines chart. I will have to report myself for this indiscretion.

I dont care about that, Derec said impatiently. Has she been awake?

No. Nor would we have allowed you to awaken if we did not need your assistance. Dr. Galen gestured with his right hand. Close the curtain.

Assistance with what? Derec asked as the wall became opaque again.

Sir, in the course of your care certain services have been rendered on account. It has not only been our obligation but our pleasure to be able to help you. However, as hospital administrator I am obliged to determine whether this account is collectable or is to be charged against regular station operations.

You woke me up to ask me for my insurance card?

There is also the question of medical history. We can determine genetic endowment directly, but it is not always possible to determine all the synergistic outcomes of a particular gene complex. Without direct evidence, I have been obliged to follow more conservative parameters in your care, which in turn has had the effect of prolonging your recovery somewhat.

I dont understand. What about her? Derec demanded. You said she was hurt more badly than I was. Wouldnt it be even more important to find out who she is and get her medical history? Why me and not her?

Sir, while you were unconscious, we attempted to identify you by means of all the standard systems. We were not successful.

Standard systems

Fingerprint, retinagraph, absolute blood protein typing, and twenty-third chromosome codon map. We were not able to establish a match.

Of course you werent. Im not from here.

Sir, by hyperwave we have direct access to the records of all fifty Spacer worlds.

Did you check the records for Aurora?

Yes. We were not able to establish a match.

But Im from there I know I am.

Im afraid thats not possible. Aurora keeps scrupulous records on their citizens as part of their population-control program. If you were an Auroran, this conversation would not have been necessary.

But you found out who she is, he said.

That is correct. Katherines full records were made available to me.

With sudden fury, Derec demanded, Are you telling me that you searched the citizenship records of fifty planets and cant find out who I am?

No, Dr. Galen said. We have searched the records of fifty-five worlds, including Earth and the four nearest Settler planets. We do have a right of request with most Settler worlds for access to their records. Unfortunately those records are not as complete as we are accustomed to dealing with, and in some cases are not even centralized. Also, certain worlds charge exorbitant fees to respond to data requests from Spacers and then are exceedingly slow to respond. For all these reasons, it seemed to us that a more straightforward inquiry was in order.

Therefore, could you please tell us who you are?

The empty feeling had returned full force. I wish I could, Derec said hoarsely. Stars, how I wish I could.




Chapter 14

KATE



HOW INTERESTING! DR. Galen exclaimed. Do you mean to say that you have no personal memories whatsoever?

Derec repeated the now familiar litany of events which began with his waking in the survival capsule. Partly because he was growing weary of the tale himself and partly to minimize questions, he glossed over some of the details, including the fact that the raider had been screwed by aliens.

I will have to amend your chart to reflect this state of retrograde amnesia, Dr. Galen said when Derec was through. This is a much more fascinating problem than your other injuries. As a matter of fact, amnesia is a hobby of mine.

What do you mean, a hobby?

Perhaps I should say specialty, but that does not convey the deep intellectual satisfaction it gives me.

How many cases have you treated?

You will be my first, Dr. Galen said. I am tremendously pleased by the opportunity.

Your first? Derec said, incredulous. How can you call yourself a specialist, then? And what do you mean saying that youre fascinated or pleased? Youre not programmed to experience emotion.

Strictly speaking, that is correct, Dr. Galen agreed. But the concept of losing ones sense of identity has always created the kind of positive positronic state which I associate with the term fascination. You see, due to the memory structure of the positronic brain, it is quite impossible for a robot to forget anything, least of all its own identity. Amnesia represents a state for which robot experience offers no analogue.

The lure of the unknown.

Diagnostic robots such as myself are constructed with a reinforced curiosity integral, Dr. Galen said. Perhaps that is a contributing factor.

Derec felt as though he were being lectured in his own specialty. But positronic brains go south all the time, he protested. Theyre vulnerable to hard radiation, to glitches in the power supply lots of things can go wrong.

That is correct, Derec. But those conditions you describe would result in mental shutdown, and in some instances the complete destruction of the positronic brain. However, humans are frequently able to continue to function with such a major system failure. That is what I find fascinating. Beyond that, I believe that robots have much to contribute to the investigation of human brain function, including memory defects.

Why is that?

I note that many human philosophers have recognized that the search for self-knowledge is the hardest search of all. It is extremely difficult for the human brain to contemplate and analyze the human brain. Its limitations make it impossible to see its limitations.

Derec found himself in agreement with the robot. The only thing a camera cant see is itself. The only thing a ruler cant measure is itself.

Quite. Questions of human brain functions have therefore been the slowest to yield to investigation by human researchers. Many aspects of human behavior are still puzzles despite centuries of neurological and biochemical studies.

So what do you think you can do?

Dr. Galen spread his hands wide. Positronic brains were not developed by copying how human brains function. They were developed by copying how human beings behave. Therefore, though the positronic brain is the product of the human brain, it represents a distinct form of intelligence and a different perspective.

Are you saying that positronic brains are more capable than human brains?

The key is that a robot does what it does differently than a human brain, Dr. Galen said diplomatically. I am convinced that it is an invention of the human brain which will eventually unlock the secrets of the human brain. So I am pleased to have the opportunity to do more than study and speculate.

Derec shook his head. Forget it. I dont want to be a lab animal.

Forgive me, Dr. Galen said. In my enthusiasm I neglected to make clear that my primary interest is to help you. There are tests which I can perform to determine the cause of your condition. Depending on the cause, there may be measures which can be taken to reverse your condition.

Do you mean you can bring my memory back?

I will not know the likelihood of that until I have examined you.

Derec regarded the promise of a magic cure with skepticism. Look, Im not going to be here very long, he said. Lets not start something we wont have time to finish.

I do not understand.

You said that ships call here every two months. If Ive been here six weeks, my ride out of here should show up in two weeks probably less.

No, Derec, Dr. Galen corrected. Fariis came and went while you were recovering. The next vessel, the Heritage, is due in six weeks, three days.

Derec stared. A ships already been here? Then why am I still here? he demanded.

This stations medical facilities are superior to those on board Fariis. It was not possible to release you to them in your condition.

Derec closed his eyes and sighed. All right. Probe away. His eyes opened and he struggled to a seated position. But I want to know what youre doing before you do it, do you hear?

Thank you, Derec, Dr. Galen said politely. What do you know of amnesia?

Just what I see on the hypervision.

That is unfortunate, Dr. Galen said.

Its just a saying. Actually, I dont even remember that.

That is just as well, Dr. Galen replied. Amnesia has been used as a convenient device in fiction for centuries, usually in defiance of known facts. A common plot is for a victim to suffer a blow to the head, forget everything and everyone and begin leading a new life, then be restored in the closing scene by another blow.

That does sound sort of familiar. Maybe I have seen one or two like that, Derec admitted.

Please do your best to forget them, Dr. Galen said disapprovingly. They will only hinder understanding.



Over the next three days, Derec learned a great deal about amnesia. He had had no idea how many kinds of amnesia there were and how many different causes had been identified. Under other circumstances, it would have been more than he wanted to know. But since he was personally affected, he avidly absorbed everything Dr. Galen told him.

Amnesia could affect the past (retrograde) or the present (anterograde). It could have physical causes (organic) or emotional ones (psychogenic). Some amnesiacs were unable to remember anything for more than a few seconds, while others would forget everything for only a few seconds at a time. Some victims knew that they were having difficulty, while others passionately denied it.

Nine out of every ten cases of amnesia, Derec learned, had some specific physical cause. Those causes were as different as inflammation of the whorled and folded outer layer of the brain, hardening of the cerebral arteries, electric shock, and deficiency of B vitamins. (Also on the list, but nowhere near the top, was a blow to the head.)

In more primitive times, many cases of true organic amnesia were wrongly diagnosed as psychogenic, Dr. Galen said as though outraged by the fact. Patients who needed drugs or surgery were offered hypnosis and psychotherapy.

Maybe all amnesias have some physical cause, Derec suggested. Maybe the ten percent we still think are psychogenic are the ones we just havent found the organic cause for.

But Dr. Galen dissented. The distinction between mind and brain has not been completely erased by medical science. The mind is more than the sum of the brains parts. There are things that happen at that level of synergy which cannot be traced to specific physical events.

Even so, the testing focused first on the possible physical causes. Dr. Galen subjected him to cortical analysis, an endorphin response test, three different nondestructive scans of his brain, and even a biopsy and culture for encephalitis.

Your own awareness of your loss of memory is a clue, as your apparently unimpaired intelligence, Dr. Galen told Derec. You retain your sense of time and of the connectedness of events. All of these things are meaningful.

But the unhappy truth was that all the clues added up to naught, and all the tests revealed nothing. Derec learned several new words to describe his condition fractionated retrograde hypnosis-resistant psychogenic amnesia but he learned nothing about himself.

I can find no physical cause, Dr. Galen concluded reluctantly at the end of a week. Your cortex, thalamus, mammillary bodies, and fornix bundle are all normal. And yet you have not responded to any psychogenic therapy I am aware of. I am sorry, Derec, I have failed you.

Dont take it so hard, Derec said, sighing. Im beginning to get used to life in the dark.



In the course of the testing, Dr. Galen had gradually allowed Derec more and more freedom of movement until he had the run of the small hospital complex. Physically, he was nearly completely restored. His new skin was no longer painful to the touch and was gradually becoming less sensitive to variations in temperature. His ribs had knitted while he was kept unconscious, and the only sign they had even been broken was an occasional stitch of dull pain when he drew a deep breath or stretched the wrong way.

Despite that progress, Dr. Galen resisted releasing Derec from his care. The furthest he would go was to allow Derec to move from the ICU to a private room with more traditional accommodations. But the robots recalcitrance was not entirely a surprise. With their special First Law responsibility as healers, robot doctors were notorious for their caution.

But Derec suspected that it was not the injuries to his body that concerned Dr. Galen, but the injury to Derecs mind. The real reason for keeping Derec nearby was to keep him under observation while he treated Katherine. Since Dr. Galen could not be in two places at once, he was keeping his two patients in one place.

Derec could not order Dr. Galen to stop worrying about him, so he resigned himself to living within the robots restrictions. In some ways, Derec welcomed the vacation from responsibility. His body had had time to heal, but his mind still vividly remembered the erupting surface of the asteroid, the electric blue pain from Aranimass stylus, the sudden flash of the booby trap exploding in his face. He had a right to a few days of peace.

Or so Derec thought. But one day of idleness was enough to satisfy that need. The next morning he did not wait for Dr. Galens ritual visit and examination, but went looking for the robot himself. He found him standing at the biomedical monitor at the foot of Katherines bed in the ICU.

Good morning, Derec, the robot said. I am sorry that I was delayed. How are you feeling today?

Restless, Derec said. Im ready to get back to a normal life.

But you are in the fugue state of an amnesiac episode, Dr. Galen said. A normal life is not possible for you now.

Ill settle for the substitute at hand, Derec said. I cant just sit around here hoping my memory will come back.

What is it you wish to do?

I guess I wont know until I find out whats already been done for me, Derec said. Outside of the robots on the station, who knows that Im here? Is anybody trying to find out who I am?

I cannot say, Dr. Galen said. I am certain that the station manager reported your arrival to the district supervisor at Nexon, as I did to the medical supervisor. That information may have been passed to any number of interested parties in the interval since. Why, is there someone you would like to contact?

Derec pointed across the room at the sleeping Katherine. Her. How much longer till you bring her out?

I concluded some days ago that she might hold the key to unlocking your loss of memory, and decided to allow her to wake at the earliest opportunity when her own health and comfort would not be at risk, said Dr. Galen. She was taken off the sleep-inducing drug at midnight. According to her brain waves, she is dreaming now. I expect her to wake sometime this morning.

Derec glanced around the ward. There was nowhere to sit except the floor.

There is no need for you to conduct a vigil, Dr. Galen said as though reading his thoughts.

I want to be here when she wakes up.

Dr. Galen nodded understandingly. I promise, I will call you.



Derec whiled away one hour, then another, with a bookfilm titled The Architects of the Machine. He hoped to find among its profiles of notable designers and engineers a clue as to who the minimalist behind the asteroid colony might have been. With all the more tangible evidence lost or destroyed, it was one of the few unexplored leads left to him. Genius of that sort had to have left a trail.

But only three of the biographies were of contemporary designers, and the choices were entirely predictable. The roboticist Fastolfe. March, the Havalean wizard of micromagnetics. The human ecologist Rutan, whose services were so much in demand by the wealthy on a dozen Spacer worlds.

All three had become celebrities, acclaimed by those who knew nothing about what it took to do what they did. But the engineering community had its own celebrities, based on its own standards. Every exclusive group did those persons who had won the respect and admiration of their peers but were completely unknown outside the circle. Fastolfe ranked here, too, but March was regarded as a toy-maker and Rutan as a joke.

Yes, he needed an insiders perspective. Someone would know Derecs mysterious genius

Master Derec, if I may interrupt.

Derecs head jerked up. It was the medical orderly. Like Dr. Galen, the orderly had fallen victim to the supervisors perverse sense of humor. Yes, Florence.

Dr. Galen said that you should come right away.

Pushing back the viewer, Derec jumped to his feet. Coming.



When he reached the ICU, the sterilization lights were already off and Katherine was beginning to stir. She now wore an ankle-to-neck beige gown, etiquette having changed along with Dr. Galens changing perception of their relationship. Derec hung back as Dr. Galen bent over Katherine and spoke softly to her.

Good morning, he said. Dont try to move.

But she lifted her head a few centimeters all the same and surveyed the room. Hospital? she asked hoarsely.

Yes, Katherine. I am Dr. Galen.

On what station?

Rockliffe Station.

She nodded and looked past Dr. Galen to Derec. Some rescue, she said.

Despite her hoarseness, there was a laughing note to her voice that Derec did not like. Taking a step closer, he said stiffly, Were both alive, arent we?

Which just goes to show that theres no justice in the Galaxy, she answered, closing her eyes. I thought youd have been smart enough to disable Aranimass security system before you started to poke around in his hidey-hole.

Look, Im sorry it didnt go more smoothly, Derec said, coming to the side of the bed. But we did get away. And there was something we were going to talk about once we did

Her eyes fluttered open and searched past Derec for the robots face. Dr. Galen, the headaches are back, she said. Would you ask Derec to leave, please? I just dont think I can deal with company now.

How long could it take to tell me my surname, my homeworld

But Dr. Galen intervened, gently pushing Derec back toward the door. I understand your impatience, Derec. But I must consider Katherines health, too. Please leave. I will find out what I can. When she is stronger you can talk with her again, if she consents.



Derec took his frustration for a walk, leaving the hospital by the main entrance. He was sure that Dr. Galen would report him or send a robot after him to bring him back, but he did not care. He simply could not calmly stay there and wait. To be so close to answers, to the promise of being whole again, was too great a test for his patience.

The section of the station where the hospital was located was a tomb. He walked dimly lit streets past ranks of closed stores and sealed residential blocks. Only the main throughway was even lit. The side streets and courtyards were black pits.

No robot pursued him. He walked and walked until the edge was off his jumbled emotions, and then he turned back. He stalked through the reception area and into Dr. Galens office.

Did she tell you anything?

She was not able to offer any insight into your affliction.

You discussed my condition with her? But you wouldnt tell me

Correction. She was already aware of your condition.

What did she do, ask your advice on how to deal with me?

Derec, I promised Katherine that I would not discuss our conversation with you.

Crossing his arms over his chest, Derec blew a sigh ceiling-ward. I dont understand why shes being so secretive. If she knows something about me, she should just tell me. He cast a raised-eyebrow glance in Dr. Galens direction. Isnt that right?

The advisability of that would vary from case to case, depending on the individual, the cause of the dysfunction, and the particular personal data concerned, was Dr. Galens measured answer.

You wont even give me a hint, will you? Derec said ruefully.

I regret that I may not.

Derec frowned. Can I see her, at least?

The robot turned to one of the two active displays on the wall behind him. She is awake and her algesia has moderated. But she is the final arbiter.

Then Im going to go see what she has to say.



They found Katherine sitting up in her bed. I was hoping someone would come to see me, she said with a smile.

You left me with some good reasons to, Derec said, scanning the room fruitlessly for a chair to move beside the bed.

Her face clouded over. Da Derec, she said, stumbling over his name as though she had forgotten it. Im afraid youre going to be angry with me. We have a lot of ground to make up together all the things that happened on the ship. I dont think we should start with the little I know about you.

The look that Derec shot at Dr. Galen was black and poisonous. What is this? What did you tell her? I thought you were trying to help me

I cannot do otherwise, the robot said calmly.

The truth of that slowed Derecs rush to anger. He turned back to Katherine and said, So youre going to keep secrets from me.

She shook her head. Derec lets say that you were President of New Liberty

New Liberty has a council-manager government, Derec interrupted.

It doesnt matter. Lets say you were President of New Liberty and lost your memory. If I tell you that youre the President, does that make you the President? Can you start acting like the person you used to be just because you know that?

Derec avoided her eyes. I suppose not. But hearing it could make me remember

It is far more likely to cause you severe anxiety, Dr. Galen began. Most often

Derec opened his mouth to answer, but Katherine was faster. Dr. Galen, go away, she snapped. Go back to your office and leave us alone. Dont monitor me and dont listen in. Well call you if we need you.

The robot stared a moment, then lowered its head and exited.

You didnt have to get so personal, Derec said, surprised at her forcefulness. Ill bet you put a kink in poor Dr. Galens self-worth integral that hell be an hour working out.

Oh, I dont care, Katherine said peevishly, staring at the empty doorway. Medical robots are such busybodies. Theyve got ten thousand opinions but they dont really know anything. And they cant really understand what someones feeling when theyre sick, now, can they? Because theyre machines and they never get sick, or die.

Is that whats the matter with you? Derec wondered, looking at her face. Are you dying from something the doctors cant cure? Is that what Dr. Galen wouldnt talk about?

Before he could find the courage to ask her aloud, she looked toward him and patted the bed beside her. Are you going to stand all the way over there? The field can hold both of us.

After a moments hesitation, Derec settled on the edge of the bed by Katherines feet.

There, thats better, she said. Now I dont feel so much like a prisoner being questioned.

Im not sure what we have left to talk about.

Well Im sure theres more to what happened on the asteroid than you told me on the ship. Then theres the ship and what we went through there. And theres me.

Lets start there. Your name, for starters. The robot called you Katherine

I am Katherine Ariel Burgess to my mother and the computers. Everyone else calls me Kate, she said. My father says that calling me Katherine is false advertising that it doesnt give people any warning what theyre in for. Katherine is please and thank you and dresses that cover you to the neck. Kate is

Sharp-tongued and strong-willed and I-can-take-care-of-my-self-thank-you, Derec supplied.

Katherine brightened as though she had been complimented. Something like that. My father says that I have spice.

I think Ill stick to Katherine. What were you doing on Aranimass ship?

Why, I was a prisoner just like you were. My robots and I were kidnapped off a courier ship. She snapped her fingers. I just remembered. Wheres the key? You didnt let the robots have it, did you?

I dont know where it is, he said. I dont even know that it was ever where I thought it was.

Is the ship here? Have you been back in it?

Frost, I dont know. I hadnt even been out of the hospital until this morning, Derec said, annoyed. Will you tell me this why is that key so important? What is it? Whats it the key to?

I dont know, Katherine said soberly. I only know that Aranimas thought it was worth anything to get. Wait I thought you said the key was your property. Dont you know why its important?

It is my property, Derec asserted. Space salvage. Or a gift. Either way, I have the best claim to it.

But you dont know what it is?

No.

She seemed disappointed. Maybe you do know but its one of the things youve forgotten.

I guess thats possible, Derec acceded. Did Aranimas come to the asteroid specifically looking for the key? Not because I was there?

I dont think so

You dont think so what?

I think he went to the asteroid on purpose. I dont think he knew the key was there. Im almost positive he didnt know you were there, she said. I think you were just lucky or would it be unlucky?

Derec considered. Lucky, the way it fell out. Id sure rather be here on Rockliffe Station than back on that asteroid.

Lucky, then. She paused. Look, if it is yours, maybe getting it back in your hands would help you remember something. And even if it doesnt, we need to find out what happened to the key. Aranimas had to have some reason for wanting it.

Wolruf called it the jewel when she talked to Aranimas, Derec said thoughtfully. But I dont think she meant it literally.

Either way, its something valuable. Are we going to try to find it, or not?

We? For a brief moment, Derec bristled defensively. Then he reminded himself what it had been like to be a loner on the raider ship. He felt at home here but Katherine clearly didnt. She was hurting, and she was alone, and she wanted to be his friend. And beyond that, she knew something about who he was and wanted to help him remember.

Sure, he said. Of course we are.




Chapter 15

OH SEVEN B



DESPITE ALL THE good intentions, the partnership almost fell apart before it began. Derec had somehow visualized the arrangement with himself making all the decisions and Katherine gratefully following his lead. But he found out very quickly that it was Kate, not Katherine, with whom hed made his pact.

Derec was eager to get started looking for the artifact. Since Dr. Galen had raised no protest about Derecs excursion out of the hospital, he felt he had won the right to roam where he wanted. At the very least, it would be several days before Kate was accorded the same freedom.

But when Derec proposed that he go scouting alone and then report back to Katherine on his discoveries, she balked. We go together or all promises are off, she said firmly. If were going to be a team, we have to work as a team.

Being a team doesnt mean we have to be handcuffed together, Derec argued. Everybody should do what they do best, and right now what I can do best is be our eyes and ears.

What are you going to do?

Derec shrugged. Talk to the dock supervisor and the station manager. Start finding out whats happened while we were here.

Theyre robots, she said. Let them come here.

It was a perfectly reasonable idea, and the fact that it had not occurred to Derec jarred him for a moment. He had been thinking of talking to the station staff ever since he had regained consciousness, but always in terms of going to see them. He realized that he had made an unspoken assumption: theyre busy they dont have time to come down here to talk to me.

He had never once thought of ordering them to leave their work. Katherine had thought of it immediately. Derec knew somehow that the difference said something important about the two of them something about their background, the subculture which had shaped their attitudes about robots.

It was as though he respected the importance of the robots work and saw them more or less as equals, while she thought of them only as servants. But whether it meant he had more experience with robots than she or less, he could not say.

All the same, it was another tiny piece in his puzzle. He was not like Katherine. They came from different worlds culturally if not geographically. It made him wonder how it was she knew him.

All these thoughts cascaded through Derecs mind in a fraction of a second, allowing him to carry on the conversation with only the faintest hesitation. Look, Im willing to share the decision-making. Maybe we could get the robots to come here, he said. Theres still the ship. I should go have a look at it.

Thats something we should do together.

Why? Whats hidden there that you dont want me to find?

Katherine crossed her arms and sighed. If youre going to be suspicious of me all the time, this isnt going to work.

Im not suspicious of you! Derec exclaimed, throwing his hands in the air. I just dont understand why you dont seem to want to let me out of your sight.

And I dont understand your hurry, Katherine said stiffly. You say that were a team, but you want to go run off and do everything yourself.

The hurry is because we want to get there first, Derec said impatiently. We dont want anyone else taking it.

She looked at him quizzically. Weve been here six weeks. Do you really think that they pulled us out and then locked the ship up somewhere until we could claim it? Think! Thats an alien starship. How long do you think it took them to realize theyd never seen one like it before not just the design, but the whole technology? This is a frontier base. Do you think they just take it in stride when an unregistered ship shows up with two injured humans aboard?

Belatedly, Derec understood. So theyve been all over it. Photographed it, X-rayed it, the whole works. They might have even torn it down, sent pieces of it out on Fariis to the district offices. Theyre probably wondering about us, too.

Of course they are. Thats why I sent Dr. Galen away.

Do you think hes been spying on us?

All robots are spies for their masters, she said bitterly.

What? Derec asked, surprised by her intensity.

Nevermind, she said. I just think we ought to play innocents abroad for a while, do all the things they expect us to until we understand what kind of game were in.

Be helpless and worried. Play dumb.

Just so, Katherine said. Sometimes its the smartest thing you can do.



At their request, Dr. Galen had a multicom brought to the ICU and tied into the station net. Very quickly, they learned that the Rockliffe Station welcome mat was a bit threadbare.

The station manager was fully scheduled until the following morning and thought that they really wanted to talk to the dock supervisor anyway. The dock supervisor was conducting an overhaul of the dock pressurization system, a priority task which had to be completed in the shortest possible time, and had they tried the dispatcher?

The dispatcher couldnt answer their questions without clearance from the security chief, who deferred to the associate manager for station operations. The AMSOP was one step down the ladder from the station manager and probably the robot to which they should have been recommended in the first place.

The AMSOP was busy at the moment but would be free in an hour if they wanted to make an appointment. It seemed to be the best they could do, so they took it.

So what do we do while were waiting? Derec said as he turned off the viewer.

We could spend the time getting to know each other better

Should I entertain you with stories about my family?

She laughed a nice laugh. Maybe not.

You could tell me stories about my family.

No, I couldnt.

Katherine the only person who knows anything about me is you, Derec said pleadingly. Why dont you tell me some of it now?

Not yet.

Still following Dr. Galens advice?

This really is the best way, she said, touching his hand.

It doesnt feel like it to me, he said gruffly. All right. Tell me about you, then.

Its boring, she warned.

He cocked an eyebrow. Being hijacked by an alien spacecraft was boring?

My life is boring. Thats the first exciting thing that ever happened. She added, Except it wasnt exactly a hijacking.

Tell me about it. What was the name of your courier ship?

Golden Eagle, out of Viking. We were carrying a diplomatic pouch to Friers Planet



At least in a first reading, the story had the ring of truth.

According to Katherine, she and her robots had been outbound from Viking on the courier ship Golden Eagle, along with a pilot and two diplomats. Just before they were about to make their Jump at the fringe of the Viking system, the pilot spotted Aranimass ship, apparently adrift.

Taking it for an uncharted wreck in part because of its appearance and in part because they could not raise it on any channel they abandoned their exit trajectory and went to investigate. Suddenly they were fired upon, and their ship disabled. Katherine and the robots were taken off the courier by the Narwe, and then the courier was set adrift. A short time later the courier exploded, probably, Katherine said, because of a bomb that had been placed aboard.

There were no screaming contradictions in the story, but there were several little points that nagged at Derec. Katherine was vague about just why she was on the courier. At first she seemed to want him to think that she was part of the diplomatic mission. But even though she wanted him to think that she was old enough for such duty, she clearly was not.

When he questioned her on it, she hastily explained that she had been a passenger, using the courier instead of a commercial carrier because she wanted privacy. He wondered aloud at a courier taking on passengers. She responded by hinting that she was important enough to justify any exception that might have been required.

But the biggest sticking point, and the one on which he kept his own counsel, was the behavior of the courier pilot. Couriers carried important people, emergency supplies, engineering prototypes, irreplaceable documents. It didnt make sense that a courier pilot would endanger his cargo by poking around a wreck. It seemed far more likely that the pilot would report the sighting to the Patrol post on Viking, then make his Jump on schedule.

Derec recalled that the first time her capture had come up, Katherine had quickly changed the subject. He wondered now if that was because she didnt have her story ready. Perhaps he was being fed half-truths as some sort of test Dr. Galens prescription for crippled minds. If so, he resented it.

But the arrival at last of the Assistant Manager for Station Operations pushed those thoughts to the back of Derecs mind.

I am called Hajime, the AMSOP said, Dr. Galen tells me that both of you are recovering from your injuries. That is good news.

Especially to us, Derec said under his breath.

I understand that you have questions about your presence here. I hope that I will be able to answer them.

Derec opened his mouth to answer, but before he could speak Katherine jumped in. Begin with when the station first detected our ship and tell us what you observed, she ordered.

Yes, madam. The stations sensors detected an unidentified ship immediately after it emerged from its Jump as you may know, the termination of a Jump is accompanied by a minor spacetime disturbance comparable to the atmospheric disturbance caused by a discharge of lightning

We know all that, Derec said. Get on with it.

Forgive me, sir, the robot said with a slight bow. I only wanted to be certain that you understood how we were able to detect your ship at such a great distance.

Why? How far out were we?

Eighty-three astronomical units. At such a distance, the stations sensors were only able to determine the position and velocity of the vessel. Since there was no direct identification through a transponder or indirect identification through sensor data, this vessel was designated UPH-07.

UPH? Katherine asked.

Forgive me. Unidentified, Potentially Hostile, Hajime supplied.

Go on, Hajime.

Thank you, sir. We tracked Oh Seven inbound for two days. We were just beginning to acquire some preliminary data on its mass and profile when an anomalous event took place. UPH-07 divided into two independent bodies, UPH-07A and UPH-07B. The larger vessel, Oh Seven A, made a course correction which carried it out of the stations zone of control

They cut us loose and then turned around and went away, Katherine said.

Looks like it, Derec said. Did the big ship Jump?

Not while it was within range of our sensors, sir, Hajime answered. It is not possible to say what happened once contact was lost.

Derec and Katherine exchanged glances that said, So they could still be out there somewhere, waiting.

And the other vessel, Oh Seven B, it continued inbound? Katherine asked. Thats where you found us?

Yes, madam. A scout with a rescue and retrieval team aboard was dispatched immediately.

Can you show us a navigational plot of all this? Derec asked.

Certainly, sir. The robot went to the hyperviewer and entered a code on the keyboard, and a moment later the far wall dissolved into the black of space.

It was all there as the robot had described it. A blue trace from the top of the plot traced the raiders approach to the station, represented by a golden hexagon at the bottom. One-third of the way there, the blue trace split. A thick green trace angled off the plot to the upper right, while a thin red one continued curling inbound on the original trajectory. Two-thirds of the way down the plot, the red trace intersected a golden trace climbing up out of the station: the rescue ship.

Can we have a copy of that? Derec said.

I will file it in a directory under your name, Hajime said, his touch on the controls turning the far wall into a wall once more.

Was the boarding recorded? Katherine asked.

Yes, madam.

Id like to see the recording, Katherine said, beckoning Derec to come sit on the edge of the bed beside her. When he did, she took his hand and gripped it tightly, as though seeking reassurance. The skin contact surprised and unsettled Derec.

The recording was made by means of a witness robot, Hajime said. The multicom will not be able to display the full bandwidth

Whats a witness robot? Katherine whispered to Derec.

Ill explain later, Derec whispered back. Witness robots were odd-looking, with their bullet heads and 360-degree scanning slit instead of eye sensors, but invaluable for such operations. Their sole responsibility was to position themselves so that their scanners and recorders captured unfolding events clearly. Many a bungled operation had been reconstructed from the data supplied by witness robots before they were destroyed.

 so if you wish to move the window left or right at any point please tell me so.

From the outside, Aranimass ship looked like a fat arrowhead trailing bits of the twine which had held it to the shaft. The arrowhead was in fact an atmosphere-piercing lifting body, and the twine the tattered remnants of several transfer corridors which had been attached to the hexagonal junction between the engine exhaust bells at the stern.

Together Derec and Katherine watched as the rescue robots fit a self-cutting emergency hatch to the upper hull. When the hatchs contact ring had burned through the hull and fused itself in place, the robots entered one at a time, the witness first.

This is where Aranimas had me living, she whispered as the hypervision panned the atticlike upper deck.

How long were you there?

Two months. Believe me, it seemed longer.

When the witness robot led the way down to the main deck, the first thing they saw was a robot standing in the central corridor.

Alpha, Derec cried.

Capek, Katherine said at the same instant. Wheres my robot?

Hajime suspended the recording. This robot was removed and taken away for diagnostic examination and repair.

I want him back, just the way he was, Derec said. Youve got no right to tinker with him without a work order.

The robot resisted our efforts to rescue you. It was judged to be operating in a substandard and hazardous manner and was deactivated. Standard procedure in such cases is to perform a full examination so that the anomaly may be reported to the manufacturer.

Katherine was nodding in reluctant agreement, and Derec took his cue from her. All right, he said. Go on.

When the recording continued, they saw themselves for the first time. They were lying head to foot along one wall in the central walkway of the main deck. Katherine winced and turned away at the sight of her own burn-blistered face and bloody clothing. Derec gritted his teeth and tried not to feel the pain all over again that was reflected in his burned skin.

I thought so, Derec whispered under his breath. I thought so.

What? Katherine demanded. What are you talking about?

Alpha. He kept us alive.

You heard Hajime the robot was abnormal. He wouldnt let them rescue us.

That was just the PD cube being careful. Look, Derec said, gesturing. Those arent positions that you fall into naturally after an accident like that, or even crawl into. We were moved. And more: we were at least five days out when I tripped the booby trap. It took the rescue ship two and a half days to reach us. Theres no quarreling with the fact that we were badly injured

No, she said with a little shiver.

I was wondering how we survived until the paramedics got to us. We should have died right there on the ship. All they should have found were corpses. Alpha is the reason they didnt. Derec looked toward the robot. Hajime, could you pause the recording and give us privacy, please?

Of course, Derec. The image and the robot both froze.

What? Whats going on?

I just want to point out that someone else might have been on the ship, too.

What are you thinking about?

I had wondered why Wolruf and the robot were taking so long to get back from their errand. What if Aranimas regained consciousness? They might still have been trying to lock him up when the bomb went off. Alpha would have come running back. He wouldnt worry about Aranimas. He probably wouldnt even worry about what Aranimas might do to Wolruf. Aranimas and Alpha could both have gotten back into Hull A before it was cut loose.

And Alpha would have protected us from him, just as it tried to protect us from the rescue crew.

That might even explain why Alpha gave the robots trouble.

He could have hidden, Katherine said thoughtfully. It was his ship. He would have known where hed be safe. Until the ship was brought in

Just what I was thinking. If he doesnt have the key, hes looking for it or us. If hes got it, he still may be looking for us. Either way, the keys not safe, and neither are we. And we cant just sit around and tell ourselves theres no rush. We have to start doing something right now.

Katherine cast her gaze downward into her lap. All right, she said at last.

Hajime, Derec said. You can rejoin us.

The robot stirred again. Thank you, sir. Shall I continue with the recording?

No. Terminate the replay. Weve seen enough, Katherine said.

Very well, madam, the robot said, complying. Do you have other questions?

Yes. Where is Oh Seven B now?

I do not know, madam.

The answer brought Derec up off the bed, his face reddening. What do you mean, you dont know? he demanded. Youre the second highest ranking staffer on the station.

That is correct, sir.

And you dont know where our ship is?

I only know that Oh Seven B is no longer in the berth at which it was moored when first towed into the station.

Was it stolen? Derec pressed. Are you trying to tell me its gone?

It was not stolen. It was moved under the authorization of the station manager.

Why didnt you say so from the start? Katherine snapped.

Derec asked if I knew where Oh Seven B was berthed. I do not, and so informed him.

Then find out where our ship is. I want you to take us to it.

I am sorry, Hajime said. I am not permitted to do that.

Then find us a robot who is permitted, Derec snapped.

I have been instructed to refer all inquiries of this sort to the station manager.

Derec sighed. All right. You can go.

Thank you, sir. The robot paused. May I make an inquiry, sir?

What about?

Do you continue to refer to Oh Seven B as our ship out of habit or as a matter of affection?

What do you mean?

I have been informed that the vessel known as Oh Seven B is no longer your property.




Chapter 16

INTO THE DARKNESS



THE STATION MANAGER, a robot named Anazon, would not come to see them, but agreed to a brief vidcall.

Is the care you are receiving satisfactory? Anazon asked politely. I hope that Hajime is seeing to your other needs

Derec did not waste any time on pleasantries. Where is our ship? Where is Oh Seven B? he demanded.

I regret, sir, that I am not permitted to tell you, the robot said without a hint of regret in his voice.

Who gave that order?

I regret, sir, that I am not permitted to tell you that, either.

Derec was determined not to be thwarted. Who is your supervisor? Whats his name?

My supervisors name is Aram Jacobson.

Get him on this channel.

Mr. Jacobson may not be available at this time

Do it. Use whatever priority you have to to get him to answer. And keep the line open. I want to hear what you say.

The robot reached forward for the hyperviewer controls. This is Anazon, Manager of Rockliffe Station, requesting a conference with Mr. Jacobson.

A voice said One moment, and there was a pause.

Yes, Anazon, a new voice said. The words were muddied by the faint electronic echo which was the telltale sign of a scrambler somewhere in the link. What is it?

Anazon called you on my behalf, Derec cut in. Your robots have appropriated my ship. I expect you to order them to return it.

And our robot, Katherine added. We want Capek back, too.

The hypervision image of Anazon faded and was replaced an instant later by one of a round-faced man with narrow eyes and shiny black hair. In sharp contrast to the robots slender physique, Jacobsons stout body was perched precariously on his executive chair like an egg on a teaspoon.

Excuse me, by whom do I have the pleasure of being ordered about? he asked with exaggerated politeness.

My name is Derec. This is

Just Derec? No last name, like a robot?

Dont be cute. You know all about me. Im sure theres a file on me in your library.

I have many files in my library, Jacobson said. Im responsible for facilities which employ twenty-six hundred humans and nearly eight thousand robots. Believe me when I tell you that neither your name nor your face are familiar to me. His gaze flicked toward Katherine. And you, miss?

Katherine Burgess. And dont call me miss.

My apologies if I insulted you, Jacobson said, bowing his head slightly. Now if I could ask you to restate your complaint this is most irregular, to have someone barge in on a private call. Im afraid it rather distracted me.

Derec was too furious for words, but Katherine took over smoothly. We were found on a damaged spacecraft and brought here to Rockliffe Station. Now the station manager refuses to allow us access to our ship.

Refuses you access? Jacobson asked, wrinkling his forehead. Whatever for?

It wont tell us, Derec said. It says its been ordered not to tell us my guess is by you.

I assure you not, Jacobson said, reaching for his computer. If youll just allow me a moment to check the records He turned his back to them briefly. Oh yes, of course, he said to himself as he studied the screen.

Of course what?

Jacobson turned back to face them. I do recall hearing about you after all, Derec. Youre the amnesia case Dr. Galen is studying. That explains a great deal.

Not to me.

But it does all the same. You see, the care youve been receiving is quite costly

Dr. Galen said my bill would be charged against a station account.

Im afraid Dr. Galen made an error, Jacobson said. That would be the case if you were indigent and unable to pay, or if the costs of your care exceeded the guarantee made by your homeworld on behalf of its citizens.

But my case is different

Indeed. Your citizenship is unknown. Your financial assets are unknown. Indeed, there is even some question about your majority under Spacer law, said Jacobson.

Im old enough.

We have decided to presume so, he said. But in any case, since you have not been able to supply us with identification, we have no choice but to seize your tangible personal assets in payment of your account.

My tangible assets

Your ship and its contents have been appraised generously, I assure you, Jacobson said, glancing back at his computer. Even so, Im afraid theres not much left after subtracting the salvage fee and the expenses of the rescue operation. Still, theres more than enough to cover passage to Nexon on the next shuttle and keep you fed in the meantime.

Derec gaped disbelievingly. You cant do that. You cant just take everything a man owns.

Its the judgment of the minister of finance that anyone who has assets enough to own such a ship in the first place can quite afford to pay his bills, Jacobson said, sitting back in his chair. If we were to let you get away with this, Id be overwhelmed by freeloaders, all claiming to have forgotten where their funds are held.

Are you accusing me of making this up? Ask Dr. Galen

Dr. Galen does not set policy for the station. I do.

At least you finally admit that this is your doing, Derec retorted. I cant believe you have the nerve to charge me for rescuing me. Youd have gone out to intercept that ship whether wed been on it or not.

From our point of view, that ship wouldnt have been there endangering our facility unless you were in it, Jacobson said lightly.

Just a moment, Katherine said. That ship is half mine. Maybe you can grab his half for payment, but you cant touch mine. You know who I am. I authorized a draft on my account at the Auroran Exchange.

So you did, Jacobson said. Tell me, what sort of account was it?

A Living Share a family trust Katherines face was beginning to go gray.

Which is a revocable trust, is it not?

I I guess.

I regret to inform you that on May 26, your account was closed and all funds withdrawn. Have you other assets of which we may not be aware?

No, Katherine said, her expression acutely pained. That was my Living Share. How could they take it back? How could they do such a thing?

I cannot say. The fact remains, they did. You are legally an adult and responsible for your own debts. Therefore we have been obliged to exercise our rights to your portion of the property as well.

You wont get away with this, Derec threatened feebly.

It is not a question of getting away with anything, Jacobson replied. We are well within our rights. You should be grateful that youre alive, instead of fussing over a ship which I understand is not in flyable condition in any case. Since you couldnt have paid for its repair, you would have had to try to sell it anyway, and I doubt very much you could have gotten anything near the price you were paid by us.

You Derec sputtered.

Now, if youll excuse me, I have other business to attend to.

The link dissolved before Derec could reply. Do you believe that performance? he exclaimed, turning to Katherine. He was shocked to see how empty of spirit her eyes were.

Performance? she asked mechanically.

This isnt what it looks like. This is just a way of separating us from the ship. To pay us for it theyd have to have proof that we own it more than our word and the fact that they found us in it. Do you know why theyre not asking us for that proof? They dont want to know. Just like they dont want to know whether Im too young to be responsible for my own debts.

It doesnt matter, she said. None of it matters.

Derec stared at her. Whats bothering you?

My money. My family took my money

Is that any great surprise? The Patrol probably reported you missing when they went out and picked over what was left of the Golden Eagle.

They didnt even give me a chance to explain she said despairingly.

Explain to who? he asked gently.

But his question seemed to awaken her to her loss of control. The line of her jaw stiffened and her eyes hardened. Frost them. Frost them all, she said tersely. Its ancient history. What do we do now?

What are you game for?

Ill tell you what Im not going to do. Im not going to wait around quietly until the next freighter comes and then meekly traipse off to Nexon, she declared. And Im not about to let a bunch of robots keep me away from my property, even if they are following the orders of that milkface.

Sounds like Im going to need to start calling you Kate.

Surprised, she smiled. Maybe youd better.

Good. Because I think were going to need her, Derec said. This isnt going to be easy.

I know. But theres a limit to how many places you can hide a ship of that size, even in a station this large. If its still here, well find it.

Probably so, Derec agreed. Chances are they moved it from the active dock to one of the deactivated ones in the military wing, would be my guess. Even if the station directory wont tell us where the other dock facilities are, we can figure it out. But that wont help us much.

Why not?

Because the key is what matters, not the ship. Jacobson is right. We dont have any use for the ship.

We find the ship, we find the key.

Derec shook his head unhappily. The key wont be there. The robots have it.

Jacobson didnt say anything about it.

Why should he take the chance of being the first to call our attention to it? Derec asked rhetorically. I just know that the whole time we talked to him, he was sitting there waiting for us to ask about our personal effects or give some sign we know about the key waiting to pounce if we did. It was a test. We passed, so theyre going to let us go. If we hadnt

Why should they take any special notice of the key? It doesnt look like anything special. They dont know what Aranimas went through to get it. I do, and I still dont know why its so important.

So you say.

Do you think Im lying?

Yes, he thought. Or at least not telling the whole truth. Im starting to believe that everybody knows what this thing is but me that youre pretending that youre just as ignorant as I am, while all the time you know exactly what it is and why its important.

But he said none of that. I dont know what to think, Derec said, frustration thick in his voice.

I think the keys still hidden wherever Aranimas kept it. Jacobson didnt mention the key because he doesnt know anything about it. Hes just worried about the ship in general.

He knows. Im sure of it, Derec said stubbornly.

Look, if Jacobson knows about the key and the robots found it, then it went out on Fariis. Which means he has it by now. End of story.

Not necessarily, Derec said, shaking his head. The packets are contract haulers, not Nexonian nationals. Do you think hed trust them with something thats probably ten times more valuable than their whole fleet contract? For that matter, do you think hed put it on an unarmed vessel with the raiders still sitting out there somewhere trying to figure out how to get it back?

What, then?

Put yourself in their shoes. First you protect your find from being disturbed, and then you get together a team to go retrieve and investigate it. As long as youve done the first one right, you can take your time doing the second. Theyll be here when theyve assembled the people and the hardware they need. At the very least theyll need to scare up a bulk freighter to carry the spacecraft back and a warship to give the raiders second thoughts.

Katherine sighed. What a mess. Maybe we ought to just let them have it.

The hell with that, Derec spat. As long as Aranimas doesnt have the key, and the raiders dont attack, and Jacobson is still on Nexon weve got a chance.

But its a race.

Yes. Its a race. And we cant wait around for you to get a clean bill of health from Dr. Galen before we start, Derec said pointedly, bracing for an argument.

The argument never came. Youre right, she said simply, swinging her legs over the side of the bed and feeling for the floor. Where to?



Before that question could be considered, there was Dr. Galen to deal with. The robot came bursting into the room before Katherines bare feet even had a chance to pick up a chill from the floor.

Please return to the bed, patient Katherine, Dr. Galen requested. Florence can see to whatever needs you might have.

Derec was girding himself for another protracted argument, but Katherine surprised him. Ill go where I want when I want, she snapped. And if you start trying to act like a warden instead of a doctor Ill have your brain reprogrammed for basket-weaving.

I must protest strongly

Am I in danger of dying?

No, patient Katherine. But your recovery

Then save your protest for your medical log: Patient Katherine Burgess disregarded recommended rehabilitation program. Isnt that the phraseology? Derec and I are going for a walk. If you dont want me catching pneumonia youd better get me some normal clothes. And something for my feet.

Any human addressed in that tone would have been clenching his fists and strongly considering using them. But Dr. Galen only nodded slightly. I will have clothing brought.

If its not here in five minutes Im going out like this, she warned him. And dont get any ideas about following us around. If I have any problems, Derec will be there to bring me back.

When the robot left, Derec stared at Katherine in amazement. Howd you learn how to do that?

She shrugged. Medical robots are as bossy as they come, but they cant make it stick unless youre really in some danger. Im not.

All the same, it would have taken me twenty minutes to get to the same point, if Id ever gotten there at all.

Thats because you always let yourself get suckered into arguing with the robots. I just give them orders. Much more efficient.

I guess it is, sometimes, Derec said. But you ought to know, in about four hours your dermal analgesic is going to wear off and your skin is going to start feeling like someones scraping it off with a spatula.

As Derec spoke, Florence entered, wordlessly laid a sleeveless jump suit and a pair of foot pillows on the end of the bed, and then left.

Thanks for the warning. Lets make a point of being back in three and a half, Katherine said. Now get out of here while I change.



By the time Katherine emerged from the ward, Derec had decided to go along with her proposal that they look for Aranimass ship first. He had several reasons for surrendering that the ship was the last known location of the key, that even if the key had been found and removed it might logically be kept nearby. But the most important reason was that if he didnt show her early that she was wrong, shed soon be trying to order him around as she did the robots.

The electronic map on the wall of the lobby offered little help, Rockliffe Station was built out of three connected spheres. The central sphere, called C Section, contained some forty levels from top to bottom. Two satellite spheres barely half as large were anchored to it by cylindrical pylons only a few levels in diameter.

Large areas within the stations outline were colored black and labeled Inactive. No amount of coaxing could persuade the maps controller to reveal what facilities were in those areas or even show the traffic grid.

Less than fifteen percent of C Section was drawn in with the pale blue color, labels, and identifying symbols of the active zone. Most of E Section, which contained the known dock facilities, was blue. But W Section, together with its connecting pylon, was completely black.

There, Katherine said, pointing to W Section. They probably had an east terminal and a west terminal.

Symmetrical design, Derec agreed. Makes sense.

Its a good place to start, anyway.

Lets hope that those sections are just closed down, not closed off.

The hospital was located near the center of C Section, three levels down from the main thoroughfare. Together, Katherine and Derec climbed up to the main level and headed west. There were no physical barriers, though the four-lane express slidewalk was not operating, obliging them to walk.

But past the boundary of subsection 42, the corridor lights were out and the directional lightworms were off. Based on what he had seen during his earlier excursion, Derec had thought that might be the case. He had hoped for either a local control option or a presence sensor, but in vain. With eighteen subsections of blackness ahead of them, they were forced to turn back.

They recruited the first robot they encountered to show them where hand lanterns were kept, and soon returned to the subsection 42 threshold. The beams of the powerful portable lights stabbed deep into the cavelike corridor and created a cozy island of light around them. But they were very aware of the darkness beyond, the way their footsteps echoed hollowly, the chill of the unused spaces they were entering.

Ten minutes of walking brought them to the great triple pressure seal doors at the outer boundary of C Section. The doors were resting retracted in their grooves, apparently deactivated. Past the interlock, the throughway narrowed to a single-lane slidewalk in each direction with far fewer jumpoffs and side passages than before.

Derec expected to find robots guarding the entry to W Section, and told Katherine so. But when they reached the far end of the slidewalk, they were still alone. The west docks were there, just as they had guessed. But the main public entrance to the complex was not even locked.

No guards, no locks, Derec said as they stood on the threshold. This looks very bad. Maybe they had one of the tugs take the ship and stand off a hundred klicks from the base.

Lets find out, Katherine said, starting ahead.

If the west docks were being held for possible military use as Dr. Galen had implied, it was merely as a line item on some logistics officers list of resources. There was no sign that the complex had even been or ever would be anything other than a general purpose cargo and passenger transfer node. All the familiar facilities were there: Import Registry, Customs, the travelers Personals.

Katherine led Derec past the unstaffed security stations and up the loading ramp to the upper concourse. Along the length of the high-ceilinged room were six check-in stations, six glassed-in waiting areas, and six two-story viewports each of which looked out onto an enormous docking slip and space beyond. All six slips were empty and dark. Nothing could be seen through the viewports except a few dim and distant stars.

Downstairs? Derec asked.

Her lips pressed into a tight line, Katherine answered by leading the way back down the ramp. The lower concourse seemed like a mirror image of the upper. All six bays on the lower concourse were dark but one was not empty.

Bingo, Derec said, sprinting through the check-in station and up the boarding tunnel.

I dont understand, she said, dogging his heels. Where are the guards? There ought to be guards.

Maybe theyre inside, Derec said, pulling up short. The boarding tunnel was connected to the emergency hatch they had seen being installed, and across the lock-side seam there was a security seal. It was a token seal, however, meant only to give notice that the hatch had been opened. It could not stop them from going aboard.

Nothing inside had been disturbed, it seemed, since they had been found and removed. For that matter, except for cracks in three of the screens above the great command console, it did not even seem as though there had been an explosion on the main deck. Yet there were a dozen blackened fist-sized pits in the walls and ceiling to mark where the charges had been.

You dont blow up your house because a burglar breaks in, Katherine observed. Aranimass security would have been tailored to his own species. Whatever you want to call what we tripped

Radiation bomb, maybe.

 must have been designed to kill or disable an Erani without doing serious damage to the ship.

It did a good enough job on us.

Though they could not find Aranimass stylus, whatever locked the deck plates in place had apparently been disabled when the ship was powered down. Twenty minutes later, they had torn up the whole floor, but found nothing.

Shall we put it back? Katherine asked, gesturing at the mess they had created.

No point. The robots are going to know we were here anyway.

They have the key, dont they?

Almost certainly. If they dont, Jacobson does.

Katherine sighed. How are we ever going to find it? The size of this station even if it were just lying in open view in a corridor somewhere, itd take us weeks to find it. And you know that theyve hidden it better than that.

Theres a lot of places they could put it that you can be sure they didnt, Derec said, looking around the main cabin one last time. They wont leave it unattended, you can count on that. Not like they left this ship.

Do you have any idea why they let us in here?

Derec nodded slowly. I think so. To send us a message. To tell us just how harmless they think we are. That theres nothing we can do to them. He sighed. And they may just be right. Lets get out of here, huh?




Chapter 17

PARTNERS IN CRIME



SQUEAK.

BRUSH.

SQUEAK.

Brush.

The sounds were soft and distant, but they were there, all right. If either he or Katherine had been talking, as they had been the first third of the way back, there would have been no way he would have heard them. But ever since they had fallen silent in individual introspection, the sounds had played at the threshold of Derecs hearing.

At first he had thought them echoes of their own footsteps, or merely the product of paranoia. But as they were passing into subsection 51, Derec decided that they were real and not imagined. Something was following them.

Dont say anything and dont turn around, Derec whispered. You hold both lamps. Keep walking.

What?

Ssssh. Keep walking. Keep the beams angled down so you wont be silhouetted. Try to make it look like youre two people.

Whats this about? she demanded. But she contained her curiosity to a whisper, and kept walking as he had asked.

Handing the torch to her at arms length, Derec slipped away into the darkness and squeezed back against the wall. As he waited, he wondered who he was waiting for. One of Dr. Galens robots? One of Jacobsons? Or Aranimas? He wished he still had the gas aerosol, or had kept his torch to use as a club.

Have to do it on your own, he told himself, dropping to his knees and huddling against the base of the wall.

The shadow was past Derec before he even saw it. Only when he looked back toward Katherine and caught a glimpse of it silhouetted against the glow of her torch did he move. Gathering himself up, he took three running steps and launched himself at the figures legs. He struck cloth and bone, not syntheskin and metal, and the stranger came down in a heap on top of Derec, squealing protest.

They wrestled furiously in the darkness, each with different objectives. Derec was trying to get a firm grip on an arm, leg, or neck and pin the other to the floor. His adversary was trying only to break Derecs grip and escape.

Derec was much the more skilled. He had no difficulty getting what he thought were solid holds on the other. The difficulty was in maintaining them for more than a few seconds. Had they been wrestling in competition, he would have been getting the takedowns, his opponent the escape points. Part of the reason was the others compact strength, and part the slippery fabric its clothes were made of.

But in the dark, luck counted for more than skill or strength, and neutralized both. The two combatants rolled from one side of the passageway to the other, neither able to gain a lasting advantage. Then, with a sudden twist and a lucky grab, Derec found himself on top, straddling the others waist and with each of his hands locked in an iron grip on one of his opponents wrists.

Just then Katherine shone one of the lamps full on the shadows face. His adversary squinted up at him out of eyes nearly hidden by mottled gold and brown fur, and its mouth twisted into a familiar grimace.

Wolruf! Derec exclaimed.

Ur stronger than u look, Derec, Wolruf said, still grinning. But I ope u know I let u win.

Derec grinned back. As ugly as you are, Im awfully glad to see you. I was afraid wed lost you when we were cut loose.

Why are you treating it like some long-lost friend? Katherine demanded. Its Aranimass fetch-boy.

Girl, he corrected. Besides, you dont understand, he added, helping Wolruf to her feet. Shes my friend.

Partners, Wolruf said proudly.

Oh? Then why was it skulking along behind us like that?

Following, Wolruf said.

What were you planning to do?

I never urt u

You were waiting for us to find the key, werent you? And then you were going to steal it

Katherine shes sick, Derec said suddenly.

What?

Look at her, he urged. Look at me, he added, reclaiming his torch and turning its beam on himself. His clothing was covered with long gold and brown hairs. In the light of Katherines torch, the aliens fur was so thin in patches that Derec could see the pale leathery skin beneath. And there was something about Wolrufs eyes that telegraphed the distress she had been enduring.

Whats wrong with you? Katherine asked, a faint note of suspicion tainting her concern.

Ungry, she said simply.

Of course, Derec said. Shes starving. There isnt even any food she could steal here.

Katherine squinted at the alien through narrow-slitted eyes. Is that why you were following us? Not to get the key, but to find out where we were getting our food?

I don care about the jewel, Wolruf said. Juss ungry. I ide, follow the robots, look for food. I follow them everywherr and never smell food.

You dont like the robots, do you? It isnt just Alpha, Derec said.

Brood-captain tell me a undred times, never trust strange animal until uve seen its meal table, she said weakly.

It sounded like an attempt at a joke. And robots never eat, Derec completed. Well, well get you something. I hope we can get you something. Can you eat what we eat?

Just hold on, Katherine interrupted. You were on the ship with us the whole time? And youve been hiding out ever since?

I wass coming through interlock Alpha, too when heard the bomb go off, Wolruf said. Noise bring other Erani. Controls dead an u not much better. So I cut us loose. When robots come I ide, when ship dock I slip out. Been iding ever since.

Wheres Aranimas?

Dont know. Left behind. Wolruf was noticeably unsteady on her feet.

We can sort the rest of this out later, Derec said sharply. Weve got to get her something, quickly.

Not so quickly, Katherine said, stepping closer. Where have you been hiding? Here, in the dark sections?

Mostly. No robots here. I like the dark better than I like robots.

How much of the dark sections have you been through, looking for food?

Lots, Wolruf said. But the jewels not there, if thass what ure wondering.

How do you know? Katherine demanded. Because you put it somewhere else?

I don want the jewel. Juss trouble for everyone, Wolruf said. But I know wherr it iss.

Derec impulsively grabbed the alien by both cheeks and planted a kiss on her forehead. All right! he declared. Were in business!

Katherine held her enthusiasm in check. How do you know? she repeated.

I follow when they took it from the ship. I think they take it to umans, umans ave food. Wrong. Robots took it wherr therr are lots of robots, no umans, no food. I almoss got caught

Do you remember exactly where? Can you take us there? Katherine asked.

Thought robots ur servants, Wolruf said, wrinkling her face in puzzlement. Why not juss ask them to bring it to u?

Nevermind about that, Derec said gently. Answer Katherines questions. Do you remember the way? Can you take us there?

I remember, always, so I can take u. Don want to. Don want key, don want to see robots or robots to see me. But u be my friend and feed me and I be ur friend and show u. Okay?

Derec looked to Katherine. Im taking her to find some food, he said. If you dont like it, youre welcome to go solo from here on.

Oh, no, you dont, she said quickly. You cant get rid of me that easily.

Come on, then, he said as he started brushing futilely at the fur clinging to his clothing. He looked back to Wolruf and smiled. Lets see if we find you some food before I choke to death on your dander.



They ended up returning to the hospital, both because it was relatively close and because it was one of the few facilities they knew anything about. Katherine entered first, demanding care and attention as she swept through toward the ICU and making sure to gather up both Dr. Galen and Florence along the way. A minute later, Derec and Wolruf slipped inside and headed in the other direction, toward the kitchens.

Meat, breads, vegetables whats best for you? Derec said, scanning the menu of the autogalley.

Plants, Wolruf said, crouching. Something to work my teeth on.

Everythings synthetic, Im afraid the farm is one of the things they closed down. Lets see I think they make the apple wedges with a lot of fiber.

Do u know what ur going to do with the key when u find it? Wolruf asked from behind.

No. Derec turned around and presented the alien with a white tray filled with pale yellow pulpy slices of apple. With surprising patience, Wolruf selected a wedge, sniffed it experimentally, then balanced it on her narrow tongue and delicately took it into her mouth. As far as Derec could tell, she did not chew it, but swallowed it whole.

That created a minor paradox though Wolruf did not appear to be eating quickly, the plate rapidly emptied. She ate as though she were trying to make up for all seven weeks of deprivation at one sitting, and yet was scrupulously neat and almost completely silent. There were none of the wet crunching noises that any human trying to keep pace would have made.

I wouldnt be surprised if she finds our eating habits repulsive, he thought as he watched her.

When the tray was empty, Wolruf offered it up to Derec with a hopeful look. I guess u can trust me now, right? she said.

Except Im not the one you have to win over, he said, taking the tray and turning back to the autogalley for a refill. Katherine is. Which reminds me why didnt you tell me she was on board?

Wolruf shrugged. No chance to. Always something appening, somebody terrupting.

Thats true enough, Derec said, surrendering the replenished tray. Theres questions Ive been wanting to ask you since that first night and I havent gotten a chance to.

Ask, Wolruf said, then rolled out her tongue for another bite.

Derec considered a moment. This one isnt important to anyone but me. You didnt know I was on the asteroid, did you?

Not until gunners spot you. Then thought you were robot.

Which is why you didnt fire at me

Aranimass orders not perfectly followed.

You meant the robot that was with me? That was a self-destruct.

Fine distinctions escape Aranimas. Ask gunner who hit him.

Derec smiled. Did you know the key was on the asteroid?

No twice.

Thats what I thought. But then why were you there? Was it just the dumbest luck that you showed up?

Purpose, not luck. Aranimas build very fine starglass. Saw astroid being made and became very curious.

Say that again? I didnt catch your meaning.

She cupped her hands and made motions like forming a snowball. With starglass, Aranimas watched the astroid-making. Boss very curious. Not something Erani ever do. U do it often?

No, Derec said, still blinking in surprise. An artificial world it was remotely possible. Use a small fleet of haulers to bring in the raw material maybe just smaller planetoids brought in from the nearest dirty system. Drive the pieces together at just the right speed and fuse them into a larger body but why?

The answer came to him almost immediately. To hide the key. To bury it away where no one would ever find it, as though it were as dangerous as a cask of plutonium waste. Buried cleverly, not at the heart of the asteroid where the first shaft sunk would uncover it, but tucked invisibly under the surface.

Except that someone saw or found out, and sent the robots to retrieve it.

Are you sure about this? Derec demanded.

Sure. Aranimas saw it all. Very good starglass. She offered up the empty tray hopefully.

Then were in over our heads, Derec thought as he turned back to the autogalley. Way over

Wolruf was finishing her third helping when Katherine joined them. She had drawn on station supply for a longsleeved blouse to wear over the jump suit, and traded the foot pillows for soft-soled shoes.

I sent Florence on an errand and gave Dr. Galen a task that should keep him out of the lobby for at least half an hour, she said. And I made Dr. Galen fit me with a loaded medipump just in case its not convenient to come back. Though my skin really doesnt feel too bad. Are you two almost ready?

Wolruf made the last two wedges disappear. I am.

Then its time to pay the bill for the meal, Katherine said, reclaiming the empty plate. Lets go look at the map. They stood elbow to elbow in the deserted lobby, Wolruf in the middle.

Heres where we are, Katherine said, pointing. And heres about the spot you and Derec went to the mat. All you have to do now is tell us where the key is, and well go get it. You can go back to the dark and never have to see another robot.

But Wolruf was unable to understand the map in any of its modes or projections, even though both Derec and Katherine made labored efforts to try to explain it. I know it in my feet and my nose, Wolruf said. I go with u and show u.

Katherine frowned and looked to Derec. How are we going to smuggle her through the halls? It was risky enough bringing her here. And she said she almost got caught the first time.

I was thinking while we were walking that a place this large probably used to have some kind of personal transport.

Jitneys, she said.

Thats the word. An image of a three-wheeled utility vehicle snapped into focus in his mind. In automatic mode, they were essentially wheeled robots. In semi-auto, they served as smart taxis for visitors to the station. But in manual mode, they should offer freedom from Central Services control and privacy from Security curiosity. The robots dont need them, but Ill bet theyre all lined up somewhere ready to roll.

Wont the robots think its unusual, seeing one out in the streets?

I dont think so, Derec said. When a ships in port the crew probably uses them. And seeing one of the carts wont strike them as any more strange than our presence alone would. Robots notice people. Its the way theyre made. But we dont need to be invisible we just need to be left alone. What do you say?

Katherine pursed her lips and considered. I think if we dont find any jitneys, it doesnt matter what I think.




Chapter 18

THEATER



HAPPILY, THE JITNEY accumulator areas were clearly marked on the station map. It took less than five minutes for Derec to walk to the nearest one and return with one of the nimble little electric carts. The version he had chosen had a single drivers seat in back over the solo wheel, and an open passenger cab slung between the other wheels in front.

Wolruf curled up on the floor of the passenger cab under a white hospital robe. Katherine sat in one of the two seats, her legs further helping to conceal the alien, and Derec took the controls.

For Wolruf to find her place in her scent map, they were forced to backtrack into the dark sections. From there it was relatively simple: up three levels, north two subsections, up another level, and then west five blocks into a large plaza.

When Wolruf warned them they were nearing their destination, Derec slowed the vehicle to a moderate walking pace. A moment later the alien stole a peek over the edge of the cab, then jabbed a fat finger in the direction of the circular building at the center of the plaza.

In there? Are you sure? Derec hissed.

Yes, Derec. Thass wherr the jewel iss.

The lightworm sign outside the main entrance said Station Operations Center Restricted, and robots were everywhere. The center itself was a single room twenty meters in diameter and encircled with windows looking out on the plaza.

Great. Just great, Derec grumbled, driving slowly across the plaza at an oblique angel. How are we going to get in there? We cant sneak up.

How about the front door? Katherine said, twisting around to look at him. Maybe theyll let you in.

Derec regarded her dubiously.

Go ahead its worth a try.

I still dont understand, Wolruf chimed in. Arent robots ur servants?

Before answering, Derec drove the jitney a short distance down a connecting corridor, then pulled to one side and stopped. I dont know about this, he said to Katherine. Maybe theyre just setting up, like with Aranimass ship. If we try to get in there, if we show any interest in the thing at all, maybe thats just going to bring them down on our necks like a tonne of slag.

You want to just leave it with them? After all weve gone through because of it?

When we were prisoners on the ship, I thought it was important to get the thing away from the aliens and back in human hands. Well, thats where it is. Jacobson made it clear theyre willing to let us walk away and leave this mess to them. Maybe thats what we ought to do.

Dont you have any curiosity? she demanded. Dont you want to know what this has all been about?

Sure, Ive got curiosity. Ive also got problems of my own to sort out. I dont see where that thing is going to help any.

Whats happened to your nerve? she said. Look, these are the same people that stole our spacecraft, spirited away my robot, and then tried to tell us we should be grateful that theyre sending us away as paupers instead of criminals. Im not about to let them get away with it.

Dont you understand? Derec shouted angrily. You think were going to be able to just walk in there, put it under our arm, and say Thanks for looking after it? This thing came off a heavily armed alien ship

They dont know that, Katherine pointed out. They never saw Aranimas, or even Wolruf.

All right, Derec said tiredly. Maybe youre right. If they did think it was an alien ship, they probably wouldnt let us go. But these people arent playing. They wanted the ship, and they took it. They wanted the robot, and they took it. They want the jewel, and they have it. Were not going to be able to take it back. We wont even get in the door.

Maybe their orders werent that specific.

Id have made them so.

You didnt give them. Go on try.

Whats the point? Wolrufs right the key is just trouble for everybody.

Katherine sighed. If you want something done And before Derec could stop her, she climbed out of the jitney and headed back to the plaza on foot.



In less than ten minutes Katherine was clambering back into her seat. They let me in, even gave me a little tour, she said breezily. Very accommodating.

I figured that out when you werent back in two minutes. What about the key?

Its there all right, sitting out in plain sight. What idiots!

Derec eased the jitney into motion down the corridor, mulling over Katherines news. Not really. Describe what you saw.

Its a big semicircular room, with glass all around except for the offices at the back. Therere five robots at work stations, including Anazon. Then therere two more near the center of the room doing nothing but sitting facing each other with the artifact on a table between them. There was some sort of funny emblem on the shoulder of those robots, a blue F in a double gold circle

Derec groaned. Falke X-50s.

Does that mean something?

It means trouble. They have superfast reflexes. If a bomb went off five meters in the opposite direction, they might be distracted long enough for you to get your hands on the key, but youd never get out of the room with it. If were going to get it back, were going to have to have some way to neutralize seven robots at once and I dont know any.

Can you explain to me why its out in plain sight? Could it be a copy, a fake? Maybe youre right about the trap.

No, Derec said with a shake of his head. Id guess the robots were probably ordered to watch it constantly, in principle if not in so many words.

If you put it in a vault and nobody opens the vault, it isnt going to vanish into the ozone.

No, Derec agreed, but that understanding requires a fairly advanced and rather subtle mental function called object permanence. Robots are strongly biased toward the concrete and away from the inferred. If they lock something away out of sight, they dont really know its there except when they check on it.

Thats illogical. No human would think that way.

Some would, Derec dissented. But youre right, its not logical.

So why do the roboticists let that happen?

No engineered system is perfect, Derec said with a shrug. This is just one of those little things that doesnt always behave the way you wish it would. A robots uncertainty about whether its satisfactorily fulfilling its orders can drive it into an anxiety state specifically, they develop an elevated K-integral in the W14 level. So they begin checking on the thing theyre guarding more and more often at shorter and shorter intervals.

And eventually it ends up sitting on the table next to them, Katherine said.

Right. Derec fell into a thoughtful silence, then suddenly caught himself. Damn it all, youve got me trying to figure out how to get to it.

See, I knew you didnt want to let them have it, Katherine said with a bemused smile. Any ideas?

Not yet. A moment later he added, Except that no matter how carefully worded and strongly impressed their orders to protect the key are, theyre only covered by the Second Law.

Katherine was mute for a time, as Derec drove aimlessly through the streets bounding the Operations bloc.

Following orders is Second Law, she said finally.

Thats what I just said.

What if Wolruf and I gave them a First Law reason to disregard them?

Wolruf peeked out from under the robe at the mention of her name and looked hopefully at Derec.

Thats the way to go, obviously, Derec said. But how?

Ive got some ideas. A little robot theater, shall we say.

Do you think you can be convincing? Derec asked skeptically.

Id rather try than not, she said. Lets not stop ourselves. Lets make them stop us.

Wolruf? he asked. Do you want to try?

Whatever u want, Derec.

The burden was back on him, whether he wanted it or not. All right, then, Derec said slowly. Lets go somewhere more private and talk it through.



Peering down the corridor into the plaza, Derec shook his head. This will never work, he whispered.

Its worked so far, hasnt it?

Derec had to admit that it had. The first problem had been to eliminate most of the robot traffic in the plaza. They had considered half a dozen ideas for accomplishing that, from setting up hallblocks with robot monitors to trying to draw them away with invented errands elsewhere in the station.

In the end, they settled for a whisper campaign, a simple variation on the unkind childrens game Billy is a cootie; pass it on. Derec had stopped a robot at random just outside the Operations bloc and spoken briefly to it:

Robot. Management has ordered that there be a test of station emergency communications in this subsection. Your instructions are as follows. First, you are not to discuss the test or your part in it over the command link. Second, you are not to enter or remain in subsector 100 at any time between 1200 hours and 1400 hours today. Third, you are to relay these orders to the next robot that you see.

The instructions were innocuous enough that the robot did not challenge them. Like a runaway infection, the whisper had raced through the body of the station staff. Within half an hour, the traffic in the plaza had thinned dramatically. Within the hour, the plaza was deserted, and several robots had even left the Operations Center.

Three robots remained. From where he was crouching beside the jitney, Derec could see them inside the Operations Center the two X-50s guarding the artifact, and Anazon, darting from one work station to the next trying to oversee critical operations. Their particular responsibilities were too strongly impressed on them for Derecs little trick to pull them away.

Itll work, Katherine prodded. Go on. Well do our part. You just make sure you do yours.

Swallowing hard, Derec nodded and started off down the corridor. He crossed the empty plaza and climbed the single step up into the Operations Center. None of the robots took any notice of him.

Anazon.

Yes, Derec.

Ive decided not to wait for the Nexon shuttle. I want to charter a ship to come and get me and take me to Aurora. Tell me the procedure I should follow.

Without ever turning away from the console, the robot began to answer. There are seven ships of Nexonian registry licensed for Auroran space and available for hire. You may contact any of their owners by hyperwave

Suddenly the peace of the plaza was broken by the roaring sound of a jitney in high gear. A moment later the vehicle burst out of one of the connecting corridors, Katherine at the controls. Pursuing close behind was Wolruf, running with an easy loping gait that used all four of her limbs.

Halfway across the plaza, Wolruf got close enough to reach out and catch Katherine by the arm from behind. The jitney veered suddenly, breaking the aliens grip. But the veer turned into a skid that ended with the jitney sliding sideways with a jolt into the rockform base of a tree planter. In a moment, Wolruf caught up and pounced on Katherine. The air was filled with her convincingly terrified cries of Its killing me! and the aliens ominous growls.

When the jitney veered, Anazon had started toward the exit and one of the X-50s began to rise. But when the guard robot saw Anazon responding, it sat back down again. Derec knew immediately that meant the guards instructions were so strongly worded that the expectation that Anazon would handle the First Law situation relieved them of responsibility. Only if Anazon failed would they act.

The moment was slipping away quickly. Robots help that woman, Derec said sharply, stepping forward. She is being harmed. She may be killed.

One of the X-50s stirred slightly. Anazon will protect her

The creature attacking her is strong and fast. Anazon will not be able to protect her from injury. Go! Help her! Now!

First one, then the other guard rose and took a halting step or two toward the exit. Then they hesitated, the conflicting positronic potentials having reached a new equilibrium. Anazon would reach Katherine and Wolruf in a few more strides and the stunt would be over, a failure.

Just then, Katherine loosed a blood-chilling cry that even Derec thought real, and the guard robots started forward again. Derec waited no longer. Snatching the artifact up from the table, he turned and ran the other way, vaulting over a console and out through the window.

His heart pounding, Derec fled the plaza and down an empty corridor. He heard the jitneys motors whine, but he did not look back. He could not afford to worry about Katherine and Wolruf. He thought he heard the metronomelike running strides of a robot, but he did not look back. Even if he was being chased, knowing it could not make his legs pump faster.

All he wanted was to reach the dark sections unmolested. All he could think of were the escape route and the rendezvous he had chosen. He ran until his chest ached and his legs were iron, until each breath was pain, until darkness swallowed him and hid him from those who wanted to find him.




Chapter 19

THE KEY TO PERIHELION



DEREC HUDDLED IN pitch blackness in the corner of the room and waited. He could not say how long he had been alone there, except that it seemed an eternity. He held the artifact tightly in both hands and sat, rigid and silent.

Then without warning, he was not alone. Since the corridor outside was as dark as the room inside, Derec could not see when the door opened. But he heard it slide back, and rustling steps as someone entered. His heart began to beat faster and his nerves jangled.

Derec?

He sighed, and the tension flowed out of him. It was Katherines voice. Here, he said. In the corner.

She thumbed her torch on and swung it in his direction, and the polished surface of the object he held in his hands sent an answering beam of light back at her and Wolruf. You did it! she exulted. Let me see.

Derec crossed his arms protectively over the artifact. No. Dont come near me.

Whats going on? Whats happening to you? Katherine demanded. We did it. Weve got it.

So we do. Its confessions time, thats all, Derec said, sliding up the wall to a standing position. Ive had some time to sit here and think about things. Its amazing how being scared will focus your thoughts.

What are you talking about? Katherine demanded.

He waggled the key above his head. Its real simple. Which one of you is going to stop playing dumb and tell me just what it is weve got?

Katherine stared at him. If youre trying to say that Ive been holding out on you

Havent you been? Derec interrupted. You and Wolruf both. Im tired of being the one in the dark, the one whos always one step behind. I want to know everything you know. Id rather give it back to the robots than have it and not know what it is.

Derec, I dont know anything more than I already told you, Katherine said pleadingly, taking a step forward.

Derec stiffened and gripped the artifact even more tightly. Dont try it. Talk to me.

Katherine retreated a step. Derec, I dont want to fight you. But this is crazy. Were all part of a team. Im not keeping any secrets from you. I never saw or heard of that thing before Aranimas asked me about it. I couldnt tell him anything and he didnt tell me anything.

She turned and looked into the half-shadow where Wolruf stood. But Wolruf was Aranimass top aide. And when the robots took the key from the spacecraft, she thought it was worth the risk to follow and find out where it was taken. How about it, Wolruf?

I was ungry. I thought there would be food.

Really? How hungry? Not six weeks worth. Three days, thats all. Is that hungry enough to send you out where the robots were and take the chance of being caught by them? Especially considering how you feel about robots.

If anyones keeping secrets, prhaps iss u, Derec, Wolruf said challengingly. The key was found on the asteroid u claim u were shipwrecked on. Why did u go to that spot when u were escaping? Because u knew that it was therr? Maybe because ud put it therr and wanted to get it back?

Without warning, the lights in the room suddenly flared to life. The only one who did not jump was Derec; he had been expecting it. The robots are looking for us, he said. Theyve reactivated this section, maybe the whole station. They can use the environmental systems to find out where lights are being used, where the oxygen demand is up.

We cant stay here, Katherine said simply. Weve got to move. Weve got to get the key hidden again before they find us.

Derec shook his head. Wrong. Unless one of you starts talking, Im going to wait right here until the robots show up and then hand it to them, he said with quiet calm. Its up to you.

If you let them have it back, well never be able to get it again, Katherine said angrily.

I think you can count on that, Derec said, undisturbed.

She turned on Wolruf. If you do know something, youd better tell him straight and tell him fast, or the keys lost, she ordered. If you wait any longer well never get away.

A wild look in her eyes, Wolruf backed away a step. Ull take it and leave me and Ill never get ome, she said desperately.

That wont happen, Katherine said. We wont abandon you.

I already promised you that, Derec said. I meant it.

Tell him, Katherine prodded. Tell us.

Wolrufs darting eyes fixed first on Katherines face, then on Derecs. Iss one of the Keys to Perihelion, she said finally.

Perihelion? Whats that? Katherine said.

Iss said to be the place nearest to every other place in the universe, Wolruf said. U old the key to the room which is the center of all. With the key, through Perihelion, u should be able to travel anywhere.

Derec shook his head in disbelief. Some kind of matter transporter?

No, Wolruf said. It is a key that opens the door to Perihelion.

Her anger forgotten for the moment, Katherine looked to Derec. Could it be something that uses the same principle as the Jump?

In a package this size? he asked skeptically. To Wolruf he added, You said one of the keys. How many are there?

By the stories Aranimas eard, seven.

What stories? Where did he hear them?

Therr werr three ships before this one came aboard, Wolruf said, gesturing toward Katherine. Aranimas learned much from the umans aboard before he urt them so much they died. Learn ur language. ear many stories.

Katherine looked at Derec. Ive never heard any stories about a Key to Perihelion. They must have been Settler ships.

That fits otherwise Aranimas would have run into robots sooner. Derec turned to Wolruf. Where did the keys come from?

Wolruf twitched her cheeks, a gesture equivalent to a shrug. Aranimas could not even learn wherr the tales came from.

Derec looked back to the key and turned it over in his hands. How does it work? Where are the controls?

There iss only one control that Aranimas could find, Wolruf said. Push each corner in turn. A button will appear.

Press the corners clockwise or counterclockwise? Starting where? And which side?

It does not matter, Wolruf said. Turn it any way u choose. The button always appears in the last corner u touch and always on the side facing u. If u do nothing, the button disappears again.

And if you push the button you go to Perihelion? asked Katherine.

No, Wolruf said sadly. That is what should happen, I think. But it does not. The key does not function.

You tried it? With Aranimas?

Many times.

Derec looked down at the glittering metal bar resting in his hands. Its finish was mirror-smooth and seamless. There was no sign of a concealed switch. When he squeezed the upper right corner between thumb and forefinger, there was no give, no sign he had done anything at all.

But when Derec pressed the fourth corner, it pressed back against his thumb. A three-centimeter square section on the corner sprang smoothly upward, looking just like a button waiting to be pushed. At the same time, it seemed to be an immovable part of the rest of the artifact, as though the silver covering was some sort of metallic membrane.

Katherine looked back to Wolruf. If it doesnt work, why were you so eager to get it back?

Maybe Wolruf can fix, was her forlorn reply. Only way to go ome now.

Just then, they heard a voice calling them from the corridor outside. Derec Katherine come out, it said. Derec Katherine you do not have to hide.

Wolruf dropped to her crouch and loosed a barrage of guttural moaning sounds. Shut up! Katherine hissed at the alien, then turned to Derec. Do something, she urged.

What? Derec snapped back. This room has only one exit.

At that moment the door slid open, drawing Derecs attention away from Katherine. He glimpsed a golden robot filling the doorway and advancing across the threshold. Then suddenly Katherine was blocking his view. She had moved closer and was reaching for the key, a determined expression on her face.

Derecs immediate thought was that she was going to grab the key and try to run. He did not have enough time to snatch the gleaming artifact out of her reach. There was time only to tighten his grip.

Too late he realized Katherine had never meant to take the key. Her hands closed firmly over his, locking them in place. Her thumb drove the small square button back down into the body of the key.

No! cried Wolruf.

Wait Derec started to say.

But there was nothing anyone could do to stop it not Derec, not the robot, not even Katherine. There was a soundless burst of color that stabbed deep into Derecs eyes, driving out the sight of all else. And when the light faded to gray and his sight was restored, Wolruf, the robot, and the room had all vanished.



They found themselves standing as they had been standing, both gripping the key, at the center of a tiny place within a great space. There was nothing to prevent them from seeing vast distances, except that there was nothing to see.

All around them was a soft gray light that was to the eye what a hum is to the ear. The air had the fuggy, dusty odor of a house that has been closed up for the summer. There was no sound except their own tight, frightened breathing.

They clung to each other and to the key and tried to understand and accept their sudden displacement to this unreal reality. It was a place which could be nowhere in space. They were somewhere outside, thrown there by the staggering power of the little silver bar. It was a place without time, without life.

Perihelion, Katherine whispered.

Wolruf said that it was the nearest place to everywhere, Derec said. It feels more like the farthest place from anywhere.

Katherine twisted her head around, looking. Where is she?

Back on Rockliffe Station, I guess. Left behind.

Why didnt the key bring her with us?

Maybe for the same reason it wouldnt work for her, Derec said. Maybe because she was too far away from us. Maybe you have to be touching it, or touching someone whos touching it. I dont know. But we have to go back and get her.

But the robots

Derec shook his head. It was Alpha. You didnt even look. It was Alpha.

I didnt know, Katherine whispered. Press it again. Lets go back.

How do we know we will?

I was thinking about escape when I pushed it. Think about going back.

Wordlessly Derec complied. The button appeared as before. There was another flash of color, and another few seconds of adjustment. Then their returning vision told them something that should not be, could not be. They were not at Perihelion, but neither were they back in Rockliffe Station.

They were standing in open sunlight atop a great pyramidal tower, looking down at a still greater city spread out before them. The tower they were on was taller by half than any other building in sight. It was like standing on top of the world, like looking down from an eagles eyrie.

What is this? Katherine hissed. Where did you send us?

Derec stared unbelievingly at the towers, cubes, and spires stretching from the base of the pyramid to the horizon. I dont know, he said hoarsely. I had Rockliffe Station in my mind.

She released her grip on the key and grabbed tight to his arm. Are we on Earth? She asked it as though the prospect frightened her.

Derec looked west at the low-hanging disc of the sun. No, he said. The star is too white and too small. But he knew why she had asked. No Spacer world had a city this vast. Only on Earth had city-building ever been practiced on this scale, and they were not cities but Cities, enclosed and largely underground. You dont recognize it?

Ive never seen such a thing before, she whispered. Is it Wolrufs homeworld? Or Aranimass?

I dont know, Derec said. We can find the answer easily enough, though.

How?

By going down there. He gestured toward the city spread out below them.

No, she said with a shudder. Send us back.

Derec realized that he was still gripping the key in his unfeeling hands. I dont know if I can, he said.

Try, she urged. Or let me try.

Well try, he agreed.

Holding an image of the gray emptiness of Perihelion in his mind, Derec called up the control button and pressed it. This time, nothing happened. What it did has to take a lot of power. Maybe it has to recharge or be recharged, he said. Either way, it looks like were here for a while at least.

I dont want to go down there, Katherine said. Itll be night soon. Lets stay here until morning and then try the key again.

The sun had indeed slipped a fraction of a degree toward the horizon, lengthening the already long shadow of the tower on the city below. Arent you afraid of going over the side in your sleep? he asked. There was no railing or football enclosing the table-flat top of the pyramid.

I dont expect to be able to sleep, she said soberly.



As the sun descended toward the horizon, a breeze kicked up, teasing at their hair and clothing. It carried with it no scent Derec knew. In fact, for a world so obviously teeming with life, it carried remarkably little scent at all.

Below them, the city was becoming alive with lightlight cascading down the sides of buildings, light puddling in the streets. In those streets, hundreds of other lights were in restless motion, reminding Derec of the bustle within a colony of bees or ants.

Too emotionally numbed even to be afraid, they avoided talk. Katherine withdrew into herself, sitting in the lotus position near the center of the tile-covered plaza. Derec wandered near the edges, looking out and trying to abstract the pattern on which the city had been built.

When the stars came out, he studied them, hoping against hope to recognize their patterns. There was a red star as bright as a planet that might have been Betelgeuse, and a fierce white one that might have been Sirius.

But each could just as easily be any of a thousand other stars named or merely numbered. There was no way to tell without a spectrometer to take the optical fingerprint of each suspect and a general astrographical catalog in which to search for matches.

Do you remember what the stars look like from Aurora? he called across to Katherine, sitting huddled against herself on the other side of the plaza.

I never knew, she admitted. I wasnt interested.

Giving up, he went and sat facing her. She was idly rubbing her right bicep through the sleeve of her Lindbergh blouse.

Having trouble with the pump?

Thats not what hurts, she said, tugging the sleeve up and showing him a purple crescent bruise.

Nice.

My most convincing scream, she said with a rueful smile.

Wolruf?

She got carried away and bit me. Shes not as harmless as she wanted us to think.

Anything living knows how to defend itself, he said, then added wistfully, I wonder whats happened to her.

I dont understand why you liked her.

Shes a victim a prisoner just like us.

I have trouble thinking of her that way.

Derec sighed. Doesnt matter now, I guess. Ive abandoned her again.

Conversation lapsed after that. I dont understand why it was Alpha that came after us, Katherine said finally. It cant have been roaming free like Wolruf since we came to the station, can it? Looking for us?

Just another one of Jacobsons tricks, Derec said. He knew we wanted the robot back. What better bait to draw us out?

They were silent together for a while, sitting close but not touching. Your first name is David, she said unexpectedly.

Hearing the name brought no sudden revelations, and caution born out of experience kept him from feeling any gratitude. Why tell me now?

So I can stop the mental gymnastics every time I start to talk to you. Because I thought youd want to know.

And because we dont know whats going to happen to us?

I wont think like that, she said. I dont believe in it.

I should have known better, Derec said with a faint smile. Are you going to drop more than one crumb? How is it you know me? Where did we meet?

She turned her head to look at him. You were the engineers mate on a Settler merchantman the Daniel ONeill, I think it was called, she said. Does it sound familiar?

No, he said unhappily. What else can you tell me?

She hesitated. Im afraid I dont know you as well as I let you think. We crossed paths in the spaceport.

If Im a Settler drudge and youre a Spacer topcrust

Your captain was having trouble with Customs coming in and we were delayed going out by mechanical problems. We ended up in the same waiting area. We talked for a while. She hesitated, then added, You were funny. You made me laugh.

Did I talk about my family my home

You dont remember any of it, do you? Meeting me the ONeill

No.

Im sorry. She hesitated. Even so, I thought youd be happier, knowing.

Id be happier remembering, he said, and was silent for a moment. Anyway, it doesnt seem to matter as much at the moment. I dont know a thing about this David. At least I know a little about Derec. I think Ill just stay Derec for the time being.

I didnt tell you everything, she said. I didnt tell you about

Dont, he said. If my name didnt bring it back, nothing will. Save the rest. Youll be able to tell me whether Im remembering or inventing.

I know your memory will come back. It has to.

He nodded absently, acknowledging her words without accepting them. If you want to try to sleep, Ill watch to make sure you dont get restless and try to air-walk.

Shaking her head, she said, I cant sleep without a pillow.

Derec stretched out on his back and tapped his left shoulder with his right hand. I have an unoccupied pillow available, no charge.

He expected her to refuse the offer. But she crawled wordlessly to where he lay and snuggled against his left side, her head resting on his arm. Closing her eyes, she seemed to fall asleep almost at once.

They fit together easily, and, innocent though the embrace was, there was something pleasing about her closeness. Probably its just that shes not talking, Derec told himself. He lay there looking up at the stars and listening to her slow, peaceful breathing until his own eyelids were too heavy to keep open.

David Derec, he thought just before sleep took him. It would be nice to have two names again




Chapter 20

MORNING ON THE MOUNT



THEY WOKE THOROUGHLY chilled from their night on the exposed promontory, and the early rays of the rising sun did little to warm them. Despite the cold, Katherine quickly separated herself from him as though embarrassed by the contact.

Lets try the key, she said nervously as she stood up.

Derec pulled himself up to a sitting position. No hello? No good morning? he said with a half-grin. But he reached for the key, lying an arms length away on the tile.

Come on, she said impatiently. I had a bad dream that Id like to rule out as quickly as possible.

What happened?

I was stuck here with you.

Smiling, he stood and held it out toward her. Do the honors?

She quickly went through the activation sequence, then glanced up and met Derecs eyes. Ready? she asked.

What do we think of? Perihelion or the Station?

Perihelion first. I think we have to.

He inclined his head in agreement. Ready if you are.

Her thumb went hard against the button, as though the vehemence with which she pushed it would speed their return. Light exploded against their retinas, the sunlight vanished, and they found themselves in the gray world of Perihelion once more.

Now the Station? Derec asked.

How about Aurora? she asked, her eyes glowing with excitement. Wolruf said we could go anywhere with it. Why should we take ourselves back to trouble?

No, Derec said. First we go back to get Wolruf. I owe her.

I dont want to go back there, Katherine said anxiously. We wont be able to use the key again to get away, not for hours. Theyll have us locked up and it locked up by then, and we wont have done anything for Wolruf. You could get help on Aurora get a ship and go back for her.

How?

I have friends on Aurora

The same ones that closed your account?

She winced at the reminder, but was adamant. More friends than we have on Rockliffe Station.

Youll have to do the steering. I dont have a clear enough image of Aurora in my head.

Happy to do it. Hold tight, she said, and triggered the key once more.



Perihelion vanished on cue, but it was not the pastoral landscape of Aurora which replaced it. It took only an instant for Derec to realize that they had returned to the top of the tower that looked out on the great mystery city.

A heartbeat later, the same understanding impressed itself on Katherine. Frost! she declared, throwing her hands in the air and rushing to the edge with a vigor that alarmed Derec. What went wrong?

Derec looked past her to the nearer structures of the city. Hard to say, since we dont really know what happens when it goes right, he said. Obviously theres more to controlling the key than just thinking about where you want to go.

But why here, then, a place that neither one of us knows?

I dont know, Derec said. But it could be worse.

Id like to know how, she said, turning to face him and planting her fists on her hips.

Well, just consider, he said, stepping closer. Whatever we are, were a long way from Rockliffe Station, and the way we left were not easily going to be followed. That means in one fell swoop we got away from Jacobson, Anazons robots, and the raiders. And as a little bonus we got away with the key.

Which we dont know how to make work right. Weve lost Alpha, we dont know where we are, we have no ship, no money, no food, nothing but the clothes were wearing and that useless key. It could not have been more of a tantrum of self-pity if she had ended it by stamping her foot.

I didnt say it was all good. I just said it could be worse. Squatting on his heels, he stared at the key as he passed it from right hand to left and back again restlessly. I can hardly believe what this thing does. For a machine this size to be able to transport matter ten feet, much less ten light-years, is the most fantastic feat of engineering damn near magic. I cant tell you how much Id love to take it apart and see how it works. And finally I understand why everybody wants it. What I dont understand is why someone tried to hide it.

What do you mean?

He looked up. Something Wolruf told me. The asteroid that I woke up on it was artificial. Somebody meant it to be the final hiding place for this.

Katherine was quick to pick up the implication. As though it were dangerous, not just powerful.

Exactly.

Well just think what a terrorist or assassin could do with it. Or an army where every soldier had one. Especially an alien army.

Itd be impossible to protect yourself against them, Derec said, staring at the key again. A lot of responsibility goes along with ownership of this thing. Maybe more responsibility than I want.

The monkey getting heavy already?

Derec nodded. On top of everything else, I still dont know what Im doing mixed up in the middle of this. He looked up at her. I suppose you think the pod was from the Daniel ONeill, that I ejected in some emergency.

Its the straightest line between two points.

I guess it is. But you know, theres something that doesnt fit in. Why did Monitor 5 think it was so important to give the key to me? Me, whod been nothing but a nuisance to the robots up till then? It said something like I found the key, Derec. You have to take it. How do you explain that?

She gestured helplessly. I dont.

Derec stood and walked to where she stood, at the edge of the plaza. And this place, he said, spreading his hands wide to take in the city surrounding them. Just look at it. Its glorious. Doesnt just seeing it make you feel exhilarated? Cant you sense the unifying vision, the way it all fits together as one seamless whole? Look at the turrets with mansard roofs-beautiful! Look at the way the five Pythagorean perfect solids are used as structural shapes to focus

As he looked to the north, he stopped short. Thats funny, he said, puzzled. I would have sworn that last night there was a grouping of three icosahedrons right there along that boulevard.

Icosahedrons?

The most complex perfect solid twenty triangular faces. He shook his head. I must have been mistaken about the grouping. Maybe I was dreaming about this place last night. Anyway, Im almost looking forward to going down there. If wed managed to get back to Rockliffe Station last night or on to Aurora this morning, Id have felt cheated by not having my chance to explore.

Have you bothered to notice that this city isnt just a collection of buildings? she asked petulantly.

What do you mean?

She pointed down over the edge at the small figures moving in the streets. You go down there and youre going to have to deal with the creatures that built this city. Is it as much fun thinking about having a hundred thousand monsters like Aranimas after you? Were trespassers, you know. We werent invited.

Derec folded his arms over his chest and scanned the city outward to the horizon. Id say more like a million or more inhabitants in a city this size. But they wont be like Aranimas-or like Wolruf, for that matter.

What makes you so sure?

First, because Wolruf told me about his world and the Erani world, and this doesnt fit the description

She could have lied.

True. But you say you didnt pick this destination, and I know I didnt. That means it was the key that decided to bring us here.

So?

So, the key wasnt made by Aranimass people, and it wasnt made by Wolrufs. If it was, theyd have known how to make the key work. They could probably even have made one with a lot less trouble than they seem to have gone through to find this one, Derec said. So why should it take us to either of their worlds?

Maybe they did learn how to set the destination, she pointed out.

Maybe. Or maybe the key was built to return to a certain place when its activated without guidance as a way of reclaiming them when they fall into the wrong hands.

Then the creatures down there

Might be not only the builders of this city, but the builders of the key, Derec completed. Which means that maybe we were invited.

She squinted in his direction. Youre going to go down there whether I do or not, arent you.

Yes. Ill leave the key with you, if you want.

I thought we were a team.

Are we still? he said, raising an eyebrow questioningly.

Dont you want to be?

I dont know if we want the same things, he said slowly. You want to get back to Aurora. I want to do something to help Wolruf and then look into this business of the Daniel ONeill.

Both of which require getting off this planet, she pointed out. Our interests overlap at least that far.

They do, indeed, Derec admitted. All right, then. Were still a team.

At least until we beg, borrow, or steal a spaceship.

Or learn how to control the Key to Perihelion, whichever comes first, he amended.

Or Aranimas shows up with fire in his eye and uses us for thrust mass, Katherine said with a grin. She peeked over the side again. Or we kill ourselves trying to get down from here. Maybe we can make them come to us?



Katherines concern was justified. The only way down from the promontory seemed to be to climb down one of the sloping faces of the pyramid. Those faces were steep, much more nearly vertical than the faces of the Incan and Mayan temples of ancient Earth which the tower otherwise resembled. But unlike those temples, there were no wide ceremonial staircases cut into any of the four faces.

Instead, there was a regular pattern of holes down the center of each plasticrete face, a pattern that seemed to extend all the way to the ground. Each hole was wider than his handspan and twenty centimeters deep, and they were spaced in such a way that they would make convenient handholds and footholds.

It was possible they had been placed there purely for decorative reasons. The fact is, I cant see why anyone would want to climb up here theres nothing up here except a good view, he told Katherine. And if the view was important to them, they could have run a lift up through the center of the tower.

Even so, the holes were in some ways better than a staircase. Hugging the face of the tower, with both hands and feet to provide good purchase and their backs to the view out and down that could inspire vertigo, they might just make it.

Youre going to be hurting by the time we get to the bottom, he told Katherine.

Ive got an eighty percent charge in my medipump and I feel fine. Besides, didnt anyone ever tell you that women have more endurance than men? she teased. Lets stop talking and get going.

The worst part was going over the edge and feeling for that first foothold. Derec led the way, being careful not to dislodge the key from its spot tucked into his waistband. A moment later Katherine was beside him, clinging more tightly than she needed to the lip of the holes she was using as handholds.

I almost hate to bring this up, but I wonder what sort of creatures might have decided these holes would make great nests, Katherine said breathlessly.

Flying snakes, Derec said straight-faced. A meter long with three rows of sharp teeth. Nothing to worry about.

Youre so considerate, she said crossly, starting down.

No charge, he said with a smile, and followed after her.



If he had ever thought that Katherine would be the kind to pick her way timidly down the wall, letting him lead the way and guide her steps, the first few minutes would have banished that notion. Katherine Kate was agile and aggressive and, most of all, fast. In ten minutes they were a fourth of the way down the towers face. Since he had to be wary of moving too quickly and dislodging the key, Derec had trouble keeping pace.

Hey, partner, he called down to her. Time-out for a conference.

I thought you were already taking a time-out, as slow as you move, she shot back. But she stopped and waited for him all the same. Whats up? she asked as he joined her.

A thought about the key. Do we really want to take it down there, not knowing what were walking into?

She frowned. That would be taking a risk, wouldnt it?

If we knew how to control it, Id say keep it with us. We could always use it to escape from a tight spot

If we knew how to control it, we wouldnt have to do this, Derec said.

You want to leave it here, in one of these holes?

Thats what I was thinking. The key is heavy enough and the holes deep enough that nothings going to dislodge it.

I dont much like the idea of being separated from it, Katherine said, her eyes clouded by concern. Its one of our two chances to get out of here, maybe the better one, for all we know.

I like the idea of being separated from it by force even less, Derec said. What do you say?

She nodded reluctantly. Youre right. Lets hide it.



At Katherines insistence, they left the key right there where they were, in the leftmost hole of the pattern.

Its going to be a harder climb up than it is down, Derec warned as they started down again.

For them, too, she said.

Freed from his burden, Derec could more readily keep pace, and the rest of the descent turned into an undeclared race. But the race ended prematurely when, sneaking a peek over her shoulder to see how much farther they had to go, Katherine saw something that made her want to start climbing upward again.

Reception committee, she hissed, reaching out and seizing Derec by the sleeve.

Letting go with his right hand, Derec twisted at the waist and looked down. At ground level, a hundred meters below their feet, a dozen figures stood in a half-circle. All twelve faces were tipped upward, looking back at him.

A happy grin spread slowly across Derecs face. But look whos on the committee, he exulted. Theyre robots!

Katherine stole another glance down. Considering recent history, I dont know why thats such good news, she said.

It means that this has to be a Spacer world

Rockliffe was a Spacer station, she said.

 which means that our biggest problem from here on out is going to be bureaucratic red tape.

Optimist.

Youll see, he said, starting down.

The only response came from one of the robots waiting below. Please move slowly and exercise all possible care, it called up to them. Climbing the Compass Tower is a dangerous activity.




Chapter 21

ROBOT CITY



EAGER TO HASTEN the meeting, Derec skipped the last few steps, swinging out and jumping down to the ground. As Katherine clambered down behind him, he turned to face the robots.

Several were already leaving. Derec presumed that they were medical specialists who had been there in case of a fall, plus perhaps a few riggers who could have climbed up the wall to help them. Their skills no longer needed, they were efficiently moving on to other tasks.

The robots that remained were similar in appearance to each other, but not identical variations on a theme. One had a seemingly purposeless swatch of blue enamel above the right ear, a second brilliant green optical scanner, still another sensor mesh wrapped around its skull like a headband.

Whats your name? Derec asked, singling one of them out.

The robot took a step forward. I am M-3323.

Very well. M-3323, take me us to the city manager.

The city as presently constituted does not have a manager, the robot replied. What is your name, please?

Derec, he said. David Derec. But

And Im Katherine Burgess, she said, stepping forward. Look, we dont need to talk to the person on top, no matter what you call them city manager, king, president, god. We need a place to see to our hygienic needs something with a shower and a Personal. While were busy with that, you can arrange a meeting for us with someone who can help us with our other problems. Is there any problem with that?

No, Katherine, M-3323 said. Arrangements are now being made. If you will follow me, I will lead you to the appropriate facilities.



Mercifully, the house they were taken to was less than a minutes walk away. It was nestled between two great six-sided towers like a child hiding amongst its mothers skirts. The interior was startlingly new and pristine, as though the house had not only never been occupied, but never entered.

But the house contained everything they needed, including two Personals that opened off a room containing a futonlike sleeping platform. The three robots which had accompanied them inside waited downstairs, which afforded them an extra measure of privacy.

There, Katherine said, emerging from her Personal after twenty minutes. More presentable?

Derec rose from where he had been seated on the edge of the platform. Youre very easy on the eyes.

A quaint expression, she said, obviously pleased. Do you have any idea where we are?

None whatsoever, Derec confessed.

But were on our way out of this, she said with some anxiety. Im going to get to go home. Youre going to get to go find home.

He held up crossed fingers.

You promised me thered be nothing more than red tape, she said warningly.

That was a prediction, not a promise.

Still stand behind your forecast?

Sure, Derec said. Lets go start hacking through the tangle.



M-3323 led them out of the house and guided them back the way they had come, up the street toward the great central tower. It was a strange little procession a pair of robots in the lead, matching stride for stride M-3323 walking between Derec and Katherine like a vigilant chaperone another pair of robots trailing a few steps behind.

Were the extra robots an honor guard, bodyguards, or prison guards? The pair following silently behind bothered Derec the most. Before they had gone half a block, he glanced back over his shoulder to check on what they were doing. What he saw behind the robots or, more to the point, what he did not see made him do a double-take. The house they had just left was gone. The gap between the two towers which had flanked it had closed.

He shook his head and chided himself for foolishness. It must be the angle, he told himself. The house is set farther back than you realized. Its there, between the towers. You just cant see it. Then he remembered the grouping of icosahedrons he had seen, and then not seen, from the high plaza.

Excuse me, he said to Katherine and M-3323. Ill be right back.

He ran back down the street until he had gone far enough that he should have been able to see the house, and then slowed to a walk. He could scarcely believe his eyes. The house was gone. The two towers now flanked an open courtyard.

He looked around wildly, wanting to believe that he had taken a wrong turn, that he was the victim of some sort of illusion. The house had been just what Katherine had asked for, and so conveniently located. Could they possibly have built it just for us, and then torn it down again?

It was an insane thought, and he did not want to deal with it just then. Demand-driven architecture a modular structure that swapped whole buildings around like toy blocks or fabricated them from elemental forms what kind of society was this? How could people live in a city like this?

With an effort, he tore himself away from the sight of the empty courtyard and found two of the escort robots standing two steps away behind him.

Are you finished here, sir? one asked politely.

He grunted. Yeah, Im finished.

There was no keeping the troubled expression off his face as he rejoined the others.

Is there a problem, David Derec? asked M-3323.

You bet theres a problem. What happened to the house we were just in?

My apologies. Did you have other needs that you did not previously identify? Or do you have additional personal needs?

I need a straight answer. Wheres the house?

That facility has been released to the general inventory.

So Im not just imagining that its gone you brought it there for us and then cleaned up when we were done.

Yes, David Derec.

Do you do that all the time around here?

All physical resources are managed for maximum efficiency.

Ill take that as yes. Crazy, Derec shook his head.

But it doesnt matter to us, Katherine said.

No, Derec agreed. So forget it and lets get on with this.



They walked on until they came to a great plaza at the convergence of several main streets. In the center of the plaza was a great white tetrahedron perhaps fifteen stories tall. Their guides directed them toward an entrance on the right.

M-3323

Yes, David Derec?

Is this part of the city exclusively used by robots? I didnt see any people along the way here.

Yes, Derec.

I thought so. Where are all the people?

I do not know, sir, M-3323 said. This way, please. It led them through a lobby area which was itself a tetrahedron and down a corridor. At the third door, the robot turned and paused. In here, please.

Who are we meeting? Katherine asked, pausing in the open doorway.

Rydberg and Euler, M-3323 said. They are waiting for you in the inner office.

Rydberg Euler The names gnawed familiarly at Derecs memory as he followed Katherine first through one doorway, then through another. Where have I heard them before

Preoccupied, he entered the inner office with his eyes lowered. When he looked up, he received a jolt. The spartan compartment contained three straight-backed chairs, a quarter-circle work station with a sophisticated hypervision computer terminal, and two blue-skinned robots with silver slits for optical sensors.

This cant be A chill went through Derec as he stared at robots that were clones of the supervisors on the asteroid. Its all connected. I dont understand Kate he started.

Just on the left stepped forward. I am Rydberg.

I am Euler, the other robot said.

Im afraid theres some mistake, Katherine said. We want to talk to people.

There is no error. We are the representatives assigned to your case, Euler said.

Kate, this is wrong, Derec said hoarsely.

Pursing her lips, Katherine decided, If they want to do it this way, I dont care. She addressed Euler. We need to see about transportation to Aurora and Nexon that is where youre going to go, isnt it, Derec? and temporary accommodations.

I am afraid that that is not possible, Euler said, shaking his head gravely.

What? exclaimed Katherine. Why not?

Friend Eulers statement was imprecise, Rydberg said. It is possible to leave. But there is a problem. A human being has been killed

Why does that involve us? Derec asked.

It would be an unthinkable violation of the Laws of Robotics for a robot to harm a human being, Rydberg said. I am unable even to form the thought without experiencing distress.

Of course it wasnt a robot, Derec said impatiently. Another human being did it, obviously.

Euler said, Disregarding yourselves, there are no other humans here.

Our guide said something about that, Derec said. But just because they have no business here doesnt mean that they didnt come over from some other sector anyway. Someone whod murder wouldnt worry too long about proper travel passes or whatever it is you use here.

I will clarify, Rydberg interjected. Friend Euler meant to say that there are no other human beings in this city.

Then from one of the other cities, Katherine began.

There are no other cities on this planet.

What are you saying? Where are we? she demanded.

I regret that I may not identify this planet or its star, Rydberg said. But we who live here call this place Robot City.

Theres nothing but robots here? Derec said slowly, an uncomfortable idea pricking at him.

Discounting yourselves, that is correct, Euler said.

Katherine gaped. No one in this whole city it must be fifty hectares

Two hundred five, Euler corrected.

Derec interrupted. Where are the inhabitants? The builders? Where did they go?

Rydberg cocked his head slightly. We are the inhabitants, and the builders, Friend Derec, he said matter-of-factly.

It was the answer he had been expecting, but he still resisted its implications. Where are your owners? Derec persisted. Where are the people you report to?

Your question is based on an erroneous assumption, Euler replied. Robot City is a free and autonomous community.

That cant be, he protested. Maybe there are no humans here now. Maybe youre not presently in contact with any. But they must have brought you here, or sent you here. You must still be following their directives.

No, Friend Derec. We are self-directed, Euler said. But we are not unaware of human beings. We have a vast library of book-films by and about human beings. And we have accepted our responsibility to see that humans do not come to harm.

I hope you understand, Friend Derec, why we are obliged to delay your departure, Rydberg said. This is our first experience with death. We need your help in understanding how it happened, and in understanding how the experience of death should be integrated into our study of the Laws of Humanics.

The Laws of Humanics? What are they? Katherine asked, puzzled.

The human counterparts of the Laws of Robotics those guiding principles which govern human behavior.

Euler continued, At present the Laws of Humanics are a theoretical construct. We are attempting to determine if Laws of Humanics exist, and if they do, what they are. This incident has placed the research project in crisis. You must help us. I assure you that you will be afforded every possible comfort.

As Euler was speaking, Katherine had slowly and closer to Derec, and now was standing at his elbow. This is crazy, she said under her breath. A city of robots, with no one to guide them? Doing research on human beings, like we were some curiosity?

And in that moment, Derec stopped fighting the truth and embraced it: The community on the asteroid and the great city surrounding him were products of the same mind, the same plan. He hadnt escaped at all.

But at least he at last understood why why he was given the key, and why it had brought them there. For the last to touch it had been Monitor 5, an advanced robot desperate to fulfill its First Law obligation to save him. Knowing what it was and what it was capable of, the robot could do nothing other than give it to him programmed for what it knew would be a safe destination, a sister colony of robots light-years away.

Sssh, he said to Katherine, then looked to the robots. Could you excuse us for a moment? We need to talk.

Certainly, Friend Derec, Euler replied, We will

You stay. Well leave, Derec said, taking Katherines hand and leading her out the door.

Where are we going? she asked breathlessly as he guided her a dozen meters down the corridor. Theyre going to follow us.

He stopped short and released her hand. Were not going anywhere. At least Im not. I really did want to talk privately.

What do you mean, youre not going anywhere?

Im going to stay, he said. I wont tell them that, though. Ill offer to stay and cooperate on the condition they arrange transportation for you. They dont need both of us.

No! she said emphatically. You dont have to do that. Theyve got no right to hold us. They have to let us both go. Theyre robots, arent they? They have to help us.

Theyre robots, yes. But not like any youre used to. I dont think theyd agree with your definition of their obligations, Derec said, shaking his head. But thats not the point. Im not going to stay just to appease them, or to get them to let you go. Im staying because I want to.

Want to! Why?

Derec flashed a tight-lipped smile. I started thinking about how Id feel if they did what we asked and put us on a ship to Aurora, or wherever. How Id feel if I never found out any more about the key

We could take it with us.

 never found out where this planet is or why the robots are here never went back for Wolruf or found out what happened to her. I thought about it and realized I couldnt just walk away. Its true that I dont know who I am. Even so, I know thats not the kind of person I want to be.

There was a studied silence, which Derec finally broke. Part friends?

Her eyes flicked upward and her gaze met his. No, she said, shaking her head. Because if youre staying, Im staying, too.

It was his turn to protest. You dont have to do that. Theyre my causes, not yours. This is a safe world. Ill be fine alone.

You dont like my company?

He shrugged. We get on all right.

Then are you trying to tell me that this is something a girl cant handle or shouldnt worry her head about?

Of course not.

Then its okay if I stay just because I want to?

Derec surrendered. Sure.

Then lets go tell Euler and Rydberg.

After you, he said, bowing with a flourish of his hand.

Wearing a contented smile, Katherine led the way back to the office. As the door opened, she turned and whispered back over her shoulder. Just tell me this when do our lives turn normal again?

Derec laughed aloud, startling the robots. Maybe never, Katherine, he said. Why are you complaining? You said your life was dull, didnt you?

Dull isnt so bad, she said wistfully. Dull has its good points.

Chuckling to himself, Derec picked out a chair and settled in it as though planning to stay for a while. Well do what we can to help, he said to Rydberg. Tell us the story. Whore the suspects?

But the robots dispassionate answer erased the smiles from both their faces so thoroughly it was as though they had never been there. Like a bitter aftertaste to a sweet drink, it stole all the pleasure that had come before.

Yes, David Derec, Rydberg said. There are two suspects. Yourself and Katherine Burgess. We are most curious to learn which of you committed the act, and why.
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Chapter 1

PARADES



IT WAS SUNSET in the city of robots, and it was snowing paper.

The sun was a yellow one and the atmosphere, mostly nitrogen/oxygen blue, was flush with the veins of iron oxides that traced through it, making the whole twilight sky glow bright orange like a forest fire.

The one who called himself Derec marveled at the sunset from the back of the huge earthmover as it slowly made its way through the city streets, crowds of robots lining the avenue to watch him and his companions make this tour of the city. The tiny shards of paper floated down from the upper stories of the crystal-like buildings, thrown (for reasons that escaped Derec) by the robots that crowded the windows to watch him.

Derec took it all in, sure that it must have significance or the robots wouldnt do it. And that was the only thing he was sure offor Derec was a person without memory, without notion of who he was. Worse still, he had come to this impossible world, unpopulated by humans, by means that still astounded him; and he had no idea, no idea, of where in the universe he was.

He was young, the cape of manhood still new on his shoulders, and he only knew that by observing himself in a mirror. Even his nameDerecwasnt really his. It was a borrowed name, a convenient thing to call himself because not having a name was like not existing. And he desperately wanted to exist, to know who, to know what he was.

And why.

Beside him sat a young woman called Katherine Burgess, who had said shed known him, briefly, when hed had a name. But he wasnt sure of her, of her truth or her motivations. She had told him his real name was David and that hed crewed on a Settler ship, but neither the name nor the classification seemed to fit as well as the identity hed already been building for himself; so he continued to call himself by his chosen name, Derec, until he had solid proof of his other existence.

Flanking the humans on either side were two robots of advanced sophistication (Derec knew that, but didnt know how he knew it). One was named Euler, the other Rydberg, and they couldnt, or wouldnt, tell him any more than he already knewnothing. The robots wanted information from him, however. They wanted to know why he was a murderer.

The First Law of Robotics made it impossible for robots to harm human beings, so when the only other human inhabitant of Robot City turned up dead, Derec and Katherine were the only suspects. Derecs brief past had not included killing, but convincing Euler and Rydberg of that was not an easy task. They were being held, but treated with respectinnocent, perhaps, until proven guilty.

Both robots had shiny silver heads molded roughly to human equivalent. Both had glowing photocells where eyes would be. But where Euler had a round mesh screen in place of a human mouth, Rydberg had a small loudspeaker mounted atop his dome.

Do you enjoy this, Friend Derec? Euler asked him, indicating the falling paper and the seemingly endless stream of robots that lined the route of their drive.

Derec had no idea of what he was supposed to enjoy about this demonstration, but he didnt want to offend his hosts, who were being very polite despite their accusations. Its really . . . very nice, he replied, brushing a piece of paper off his lips.

Nice? Katherine said from beside him, angry. Nice? She ran fingers through her long black hair. Ill be a week getting all this junk out of my hair.

Surely it wont take you that length of time, Rydberg said, the speaker on his head crackling. Perhaps theres something I dont understand, but it seems from a cursory examination that it shouldnt take you any longer than . . . 

All right, Katherine said. All right.

 . . . one or two hours. Unless of course youre speaking microscopically, in which case . . . 

Please, she said. No more. I was mistaken about the time.

Our studies of human culture, Euler told Derec, indicate that the parade is indigenous to all human civilizations. We very much want to make you feel at home here, our differences notwithstanding.

Derec looked out on both sides of the huge, open-air, V-shaped mover. The robots lining the streets stood quite still, their variegated bodies giving no hint of curiosity, though Derec felt it quite possible that he and Katherine were the first humans many of them had ever seen. Knowing nothing, Derec knew nothing of parades, but it seemed to be a friendly enough ritual, except for the paper, and it made him feel good that they should want him to feel at home.

Is it not customary to wave? Euler asked.

What? Derec replied.

To wave your arm to the crowd, Euler explained. Is it no customary?

Of course, Derec said, and waved on both sides of the machine that clanked steadily down the wide street, the robots returning the gesture with more nonreadable silence.

Dont you feel like a proper fool? Katherine asked, scrunching up her nose at his antics.

Theyre just trying to be hospitable, Derec replied. With the trouble were in here, I dont think it hurts to return a friendly gesture.

Is there some problem, Friend Katherine? Euler asked.

Only with her mouth, Derec replied.

Rydberg leaned forward to stare intently at Katherines face. Is there something we can do?

Yeah, the girl answered. Get me something to eat. Im starving.

Rydberg swiveled his head toward Euler. Another untruth, he said. This is very discouraging.

What do you mean? Derec asked.

Our hypotheses concerning the philosophical nature of humanics, Rydberg said, must have their foundation in truth among species. Twice Katherine has said things that arent true . . . 

I am starving! Katherine complained.

 . . . and how can any postulate be universally self-evident if the postulators do not adhere to the same truths? Perhaps this is the mark of a murderer.

Now wait a minute, Derec said. All humans make . . . creative use of the language. Its no proof of anything.

Rydberg examined Katherines face closely. Then he pressed a pincer to her bare arm, the place turning white for a second before resuming its natural color. You say you are starving, but your color is good, your pulse rate strong and even, and you have no signs of physical deterioration. I must conclude, reluctantly, that you are not starving.

We are hungry, though, Derec said. Please take us where we might eat.

Katherine fixed him with a sidelong glance. And do it quickly.

Of course, Euler said. You will find that we are fully equipped to deal with any human emergency here. This is to be the perfect human world.

But there are no humans here, Derec said.

No.

Are you expecting any?

We have no expectations.

Oh.

Euler directed the spider-like robot guiding the mover, and the machine turned dutifully at the next corner, taking them down a double-width street that was bisected by a large aqueduct, whose waters had turned dark under the ever-deepening twilight.

Derec sat back and stole a glance at Katherine, but she was busily pulling bits of paper from her hair and didnt notice him. He had a million questions, but they seemed better left for later. As it was, he had conflicting emotions to analyze and react to within himself.

He was a nonperson whose life had begun scant weeks before, when hed awakened without past or memory to find himself in a life-support pod, stranded upon an asteroid that was being mined by robots. They had been searching for something, something he had accidentally stumbled uponthe Key to Perihelion, at least one of the seven Keys to Perihelion. It had seemed of incredible import to the robots on the asteroid. Unfortunately, he had had no idea of what the Keys to Perihelion were or what to do with them.

After that was the bad time. The asteroid was destroyed by Aranimas, an alien space raider, who captured Derec and tortured him for information about the Key, information that Derec could not supply. There he had met Katherine, just before the destruction of Aranimass vessel and their dubious salvation at the hands of the Spacers robots.

The Spacers also wanted the Key, though their means of attaining it seemed slightly more civilized and bureaucratic than Aranimass. Katherine and Derec were polite prisoners of bureaucracy for a time on Rockliffe Station, their personalities clashing until they were forced to form an alliance with Wolruf, another alien from Aranimass ship, to escape their gentle captivity with the Key.

They found that if they pressed the corners of the silver slab and thought themselves away from the Spacer station, they were whisked bodily to a dark gray void that they assumed to be Perihelion. Pressing the corners again, another thought brought them to Robot City. And then their thinking took them no farther, stranding them in a world populated by nothing but robots.

And that was it, the sum total of Derecs conscious life. He had reached several conclusions, though, scant as his reserve of information was: First, he had an innate knowledge of robots and their workings, though he had no idea from where his knowledge emanated; next, Katherine knew more about him than she was willing to tell; finally, he couldnt escape the feeling that he was here for a purpose, that this was all some elaborate test designed especially for him.

But why? Why?

It was worlds that were being turned here, physical and spatial laws that were being forced upside downall for him? Nothing made sense.

And then there was the Key, the object that everyone wanted, the object that was safely hidden by the person who couldnt control it. The robots here didnt know he had it. Were they looking for it, too? Hed have to find out. The Key seemed to be the one strain that held everything else together.

Keeping that in mind, he determined to move slowly, to try always to get more in the way of information than he gave. Hed been at a disadvantage for the entire length of his memory. From this point, he wanted to keep the upper hand as far as possible.

But there was, of course, the murder.

Derec stood on the balcony of the apartment given to him and Katherine by the robots, looking out over the night city. A stiff, cold wind had come up, the starfield totally obscured by dark, angry clouds that seemed to boil up out of nowhere. Lightning flashed in the distance, electrons seeking partner protons on the surface. It was a beautiful sight, and frightening. Derec watched the distant buildings light to near daytime before plunging once more into darkness.

There, he said, pointing to a distant tower. It wasnt there a centad ago.

Katherine walked up beside him, leaning against the balcony rail. Where was it? she asked, mocking.

It wasnt anywhere, he replied, turning to take her by the shoulders. It didnt exist.

Thats impossible, she replied, then turned and walked back into the large, airy apartment that sat at the top of another tower like the one Derec said had sprung from nowhere. I wish theyd get here with our food.

Theyre probably fixing us something extra special, Derec said, joining her in the living room. And impossible seems to be the way of our lives right now, doesnt it? Im telling you, Katherine, that along with everything else that doesnt make sense, this . . . city is growing, changing right before our eyes.

How can that be? she asked, and looked around uneasily. I mean . . . cities are built, arent they? They dont just grow.

Derec stared a circle around the room. It was hexagonal, like standing on the inside of a crystal, with no visible line of demarcation for the ceilings and floor. The furniture seemed to flow from the walls, as the table seemed to flow upward from the floor. Light concentrated from the ceiling and lit the room comfortably, but it seemed the ceiling itself that was alight, with no external apparatus to make it happen.

Look around you, Derec said. Everythings connected to everything else, and connected seamlessly. And it all seems to be made from the same material. He walked to a sofa that flowed out of the wall and sat on the cushion that formed its base. Comfortable, he said, but I think its made from the same material as the harder stuffsome kind of steel and plastic alloyjust in different measure.

Katherine had walked to the table and was staring at it. If you look closely, she said, you can see a pattern to the material.

Derec stood and walked up beside her, leaning down on the table to get a close look. The pattern was faint, but readable. The table was made up of a collection of trapezoidal shapes, interwoven and repeated over and over.

Interesting, Derec said.

How so?

Is the shape familiar to you? She narrowed her brows in concentration for a moment, then looked at him with wide eyes. The same shape as the Key, she said.

He nodded.

Katherine left him standing there and hurried back out to the balcony.

Its almost like individual pieces stuck together, he called to her. I wonder how they connect . . . 

Its gone! she shrieked, and Derec hurried onto the balcony. Your tower from before, its gone!

No its not, he said, pointing farther to the east.

Its moved?

He shook his head. I dont think so. He pointed to the huge, pyramidal structure that dominated the landscape to the west. It was at the top of that place where they were first brought by the Key. Thats the only building I think doesnt change. And we couldnt see it from the balcony a moment ago.

You mean, weve changed?

Something like that.

She put a hand to her head. I didnt see . . . feel, I . . . 

Its kind of like watching clouds, he said. If you stare at them from moment to moment, they seem to be solid and stationary, but once you turn away and then look back, theyve changed. Its almost like some sort of evolutionary growth . . . 

In a building?

If you stay out there much longer, you will probably get wet, came a voice from behind them. They turned to see Eulers glowing eyes staring at them in the darkness.

Weve gotten wet before, Katherine returned, looking past Euler to the food being set out on their table. Ah, a last meal for the condemned.

The rain here is particularly cool, the robot said, and watched as Katherine shoved past him and ran into the dining area, perhaps uncomfortably cool for the human body temperature.

Thunder rumbled loudly in the distance, a brilliant shaft of lightning striking the top of the towering pyramid. Derec turned from the spectacle and moved toward the doorway, Euler stepping aside to let him pass.

He walked to the table, sitting across from Katherine, who was already piling food from a large golden bowl onto her plate, also gold-colored. The food seemed to be of a uniform, paste-like consistency, its color drifting somewhere between blue and gray. Golden cups filled with water sat beside the plates.

Are these utensils made of gold? Derec asked, clanging a spoon melodiously against his plate.

Correct, Rydberg said. Its a relatively useless soft metal that is a by-product of our mining operations. Its one major virtue besides its use as a conductor is the fact that it doesnt tarnish, making it ideal for human eating utensils. We made these things for Davids visit.

Derec watched the serving spoon slip from Katherines grasp to clang loudly against her plate. And for just a second her face turned white.

Thats what you told me my name was, Derec said, finding the coincidence a little too close for his comfort.

She fixed him with unfocused eyes, then shrugged, looking normal again. Its a common enough name on Spacer worlds, she said, returning her attention to her plate.

She picked up the spoon and went back to the job at hand. Derec looked up at the robots who stood beside the table and the small servo Type-I:5 robot waiting patiently near the door for the return of the utensils.

Would you care to sit with us while we eat? Derec asked, and felt Katherine kick him under the table.

Delighted, Euler said without hesitation, and the two robots sat at table attentively, apparently enjoying in their way the human familiarity.

Derec took the serving spoon and began filling his own plate. I take it that David was the other human who came here? he asked.

That is correct, Rydberg said.

Then he came in a ship? Derec pressed.

No, Euler said. He simply walked into the city one day.

From where?

I dont know.

Aaaahhh! Katherine yelled, spitting out food and grabbing for the glass of water, drinking furiously. The robots swiveled their heads to watch, then exchanged glances. Are you trying to feed us or kill us? she demanded.

Our programming would never allow us to kill you, Rydberg said. That would be quite impossible.

Derec tentatively dipped his spoon into the porridge-like mixture, taking a small bite. Not sour, not sweet, it simply had a strange, alien taste accompanied by a slight noxious odor, one he was also uncomfortable with.

This stuff stinks! Katherine said loudly, the robots looking at her, then turning expectantly toward Derec.

Shes right, Derec replied. What is this?

A perfect, nontoxic mixture of local plant matter, high in protein and balanced carbohydrates, Rydberg said. Its good for you.

The other human ate this? Derec asked.

Quite enthusiastically, Euler said.

No wonder hes dead, Katherine muttered. This is simply unacceptable. Youre going to have to find us something else, something that tastes good.

Derec took another bite, this time holding his nose. Disassociating the smell from the food helped some, but not too much. The gruel left an unpleasant aftertaste. How could the other man have eaten it and not complained? Less made sense all the time.

How long before you can get us something else? Derec asked.

Tomorrow? Rydberg suggested. Although they were proud of this in food services. Finding something of equal nutritional value will be difficult.

Forget nutritional value to a degree, Derec said. Study other human foods and see how well those can be duplicated exactly with the know-how you have here. He looked at Katherine. We should probably try and choke some of this down to keep our strength.

She nodded grimly. Id already figured that, she said, and looked at Rydberg. Bring me lots of water.

The robot hurried to comply, fetching a gold pitcher from the servo-cart and refilling her cup.

When did he die, this David? Derec asked, holding his nose and taking another bite.

Seven days ago, Rydberg said, sitting again and carefully positioning the pitcher within everyones easy reach on the table.

Well, that rules us out as suspect then, Derec said happily. We didnt arrive here until last night.

Youll have to excuse me, Rydberg said politely, but Katherine has already exhibited a penchant for speaking less than honestly

Whats that supposed to mean? Katherine said angrily.

No disrespect intended, Rydberg said. It is simply the case that your veracity must be in question in light of our conversations of this afternoon. At this point, we dont know if we can trust anything either of you says.

We dont even know where this place is, Derec said.

Then how did you get here? Euler asked, swiveling his head to stare directly at Derec.

I . . .  Derec began, then stopped himself. He wasnt ready to admit any knowledge of the Key. It was their only weapon, their only potential salvation; he couldnt give it over so early in the game. I dont know.

Rydberg stared for several seconds before saying, To believe you means that you either materialized out of the ether or were somehow brought here totally without your knowledge or consent.

Derec responded by taking the conversation away from the robots control. You say this David also seemed to appear out of nowhere. Did you ever question him about his origins?

Yes, Euler said simply.

And you know nothing about his background, Derec said, trying to keep his mind off the food by concentrating on the investigation. Across from him, Katherine was swallowing her food whole and washing it down with large gulps of water. How was he dressed?

He was naked, Euler said. And he stayed naked.

The two humans shared a look. Nudity was common and casual on many Spacer worlds, but the climate here would hardly recommend it. When can we see the body? Derec asked.

Thats not possible, Euler told her.

Why?

I cannot tell you why.

Cannot or will not? Derec asked, exasperated.

Cannot and will not, Euler replied.

Then how do you expect us to investigate the cause of death? Kate asked.

If either or both of you are the murderers, Euler said, you already know the cause of death.

Youve already decided our guilt, Derec said, pointing. Thats not fair or just.

There are no other possibilities, Rydberg said.

When the possible has been exhausted, Derec replied, it is time to examine the impossible. We are innocent, and you cant prove that we arent. It only follows that the death was caused by something else.

Humans can murder, Euler said, as thunder crashed loudly outside. Humans can lie. You are the only humans here, and murder has been done.

We came out of nowhere, Derec returned. So did David. Others could also have come out of nowhere, others you havent discovered yet. Why, had we committed a murder, would we stay around for you to catch?

The robots looked at one another again. You raised logical questions that must be answered, Euler said. We certainly sanction your investigation.

How can we investigate without full access?

With all the other resources at your command, Rydberg said, then stood. Are you finished eating?

For now, Derec said. Well want real food tomorrow, though.

We will do our best, Euler said, and he, also, stood. Until then, you will stay here.

I thought I might go out, Derec said.

The rains will come. Its too dangerous. For your own safety, you will stay here tonight. We have found that we cannot be certain if what you tell us is correct, so were leaving a robot at the door to make certain you stay in.

You dont know that weve done anything wrong. You cant treat us like prisoners, Katherine said.

And we shall not, Rydberg said, moving toward the door; the servo whirred up to the table, its metal talons pulling the bowls and plates into its innards.

There are many things we need to talk with you about, Derec said.

Tomorrow will be the time, Euler said. We will have a long interview at a prescribed time, where many issues will be discussed. Until then, we cannot fit it into our schedule. We are currently quite busy. The robots turned to go.

A couple of questions first, Derec said, hurrying to put himself between the door and the robots. You say we arent prisoners, yet you have locked us up. How long do we have to stay in this place?

Until it is safe, Rydberg said.

Then if you do let us out, Derec persisted, how can you be sure we wont try to escape?

We will have to keep a very close watch on you, Euler replied.

With that, the robot firmly, but gently, pushed Derec aside and moved out the door, the servo following quickly behind. Derec tried to follow them out, but a squared-off utility robot blocked his path, its body streaked with random bands of different colored paints like the colors on an artists pallet.

Stand aside, Derec told the machine.

It is dangerous for you outside. I am to keep you inside where it is safe, and have no more conversation with you lest you try and deceive me.

Me? Derec said. Deceive?

The robot pushed the door stud and the unit slid closed. Derec turned to Katherine. What do you make of it?

She moved to sit on the sofa, then stretched out, looking tired. Were being held prisoner by a bunch of robots with no one in charge, she said, sighing deeply. The dead man was an exhibitionist who could, apparently, eat anything. They want us to prove our innocence, but refuse to let us see the body or investigate. She sat up abruptly, eyes narrowing. Derec, weve got to get out of here.

They wont do anything to us without proof of our guilt, Derec replied. Its not in their nature. Well stay around and get this straightened out. Then theyll be happy to send us on our way. Besides, this place has got me really curious. How does it work . . . why does it work?

She lay down again, staring at the ceiling. Im not so sure theyd really let us leave, she said, voice distant. I think weve stumbled into something completely crazy. A robot world without humans could take any sort of bizarre turn.

But not a . . . what did you say . . . completely crazy turn, he replied. They cant be crazy; theres no logic to crazy. Besides, what makes you think weve stumbled into anything? We were brought here, plain and simple, for a reason that hasnt been made clear yet. Maybe a little time here will help us ferret it out.

You ferret it out, she said. Im tired.

Well, Im not. He moved to the balcony, feeling the stiff wind on his face as the light show continued to rage outside. Im going out tonight and do a little poking around.

She was up from the couch, moving toward him. They said it was dangerous, she said quietly, a hand going to his forearm. Go out tomorrow.

Under their watchful eye? he said, then shook his head. We need to get around on our own, and this is the time. Besides, a little rain cant hurt me.

Stay, she said. Im afraid,

You? He laughed. Afraid?

She pulled her hand away. All right, she said. Go out and get yourself killed. Im tired of looking out for you anyway.

Youre angry.

And youre an idiot. She turned from him and stared out across the magnificent city, realizing that its beauty was for them alone to appreciate. There was something unutterably sad about that. How will you get past the door guard?

Well take his advice and deceive him, Derec said.

We?

Will you help me?

She turned and walked back into the apartment. Anything to get you out of my hair, she said over her shoulder.

Derecs plan was simple enough, but it was one he could use only once. The robots learned quickly enough of human duplicity, arming themselves with the knowledge as a protection. But just this once, it might work.

He crouched beside the sofa, knotting into a tight ball. Just as soon as he was well out of sight of the door, Kate took a deep breath and tried to open itlocked.

She shrugged once in Derecs direction, then began screaming in terror. A second later the door slid open, the utility robot blocking the entry.

Whats wrong?

Its Derec! she cried, pointing. He fell from the balcony!

Without hesitation, the robot rolled into the room, ready to check her story for lies and deceit. He quickly moved toward the balcony, leaning way over the edge to get a look into the night.

Derec jumped up from behind the couch and hurried quietly out the door and into the elevator that took him all the way to the ground and his first positive step in uncovering the mystery of Robot City. He was free, but what that meant here he could only guess.




Chapter 2

THE SLUICE



DEREC EXITED ONTO the wide street, hurrying across it to the shadows of buildings a half a block away. From there he took a few minutes to turn back and study the surroundings he had just left behind, trying to memorize the positions and shapes of the buildings near his tower. If his feelings were correct and the city was evolving outward, finding his way back could be a difficult, if not impossible, task. He didnt worry too much about it, though. He felt completely safe in this world of robots and figured that if he got lost, hed simply turn himself in to the nearest robot of decent sophistication and be sent back.

That dwelt upon, he turned his attention completely to exploring the new world that an unseen fate had guided him to. In his current pristine state of innocence and awareness, it was difficult for Derec not to see the hand of destiny in his wanderings. It was as if his amnesia was an emotional and intellectual purging of sorts, set in motion to prepare him for a journey of which Robot City could be only a part. Since that was the only feeling or need he had to work with, he plunged himself into it with relish, enthusiasm, and as much good humor as he could muster. Katherine would never understand his feelings in this matter, but then Katherine had a life to go back to and memories to sustain her. For Derec, this was it, his whole world, and he wanted to know as much about it as he possibly could.

The city stretched all around him like some magnificent clockwork. The shapes of the buildings, from towering spires to squat storage warehouses, were all precise and multifaceted, like growing crystals. And the shapes seemed to be designed as much for aesthetic pleasure as pragmatic necessity. This concept formed the core of a theory within Derecs mind, and one that he would want to explore in greater detail when he had time for reflection. For nothing exists in a vacuum. Robots were not motivated independently by unreasoning emotion. They had to have reasons for their actions, and by what Derec had seen, their actions were all directed absolutely, despite Rydbergs claims of autonomy.

The cold winds sliced through him like a knife through water, and the sky rumbled and quaked, yet all around him he watched a furious activity that kept the mechanism of Robot City moving to its own internal rhythm and purpose. Hundreds of robots filled the streets around him, all moving and directed. All ignored his presence.

Streets were cleaned, even as spray painting was conducted on dull-sheened buildings, the sprayers held close to the target in the stiff windwhich probably explained the bands of paint on the utility robot that guarded the humans. Converted mining cars sped by, filled with broken equipment and scrap metal, their beamed headlights illuminating the streets before them like roving mechanical fireflies. Once he took to the shadows as a whole squad of drones, accompanied by a supervisor robot he hadnt seen before, drove past in an open-bed equipment mover and passed his position without a look before disappearing around a distant corner. He thought about following them, but decided that he would continue exploring slowly at first, getting a feel for his world and its parameters.

The questions in his mind seemed endless, and their answers only led to more questions. Who began Robot City, and why did the robots not know of their own origin? Why this place, this particular planet? Why a city of human proportions for a world of the nonhuman? Euler had called Robot City the perfect place for humanswhy? The murder, to Derec, was nothing but a small nuisance with large complications. What really interested him was the motivation behind the city itself.

The lousy food raised a great many further questions in his mind. Spacer robots were designed solely as mechanical helpmates to human masters. Spacer robots knew how human beings reacted to food. The robots here had basic human knowledge and the Laws of Robotics as their core, yet remained ignorant of specific, conditioned reactions to humans. It was almost as if their design had geared them toward an equal human partnership, rather than a master/servant relationship, and they were feeling out their relationship with the animal called human. It was a dizzying concept to Derec, one that hed also have to think out in greater detail.

And, finally, the dead man. Where did he fit into the picture . . . and why? Derecs mind, being a blank slate, soaked up everything around him like a sponge, unhampered by the intrusion of past thoughts and feelings that muddied observation. His eye for detail missed nothing, especially the reaction of Katherine to hearing Euler say the mans nameDavid.

What could it mean? He had literally stumbled upon Katherine, yet she seemed an indispensable part of the puzzle. What role did she play? Again, destiny seemed to rule the daya place for everything, everything in its place. He was a blind man with a jigsaw puzzle, feeling his way through, groping sightlessly for the connections. He liked the girl, couldnt help it, and felt a strong physical attraction for her that he wouldnt even try to wish away; yet he couldnt shake the feeling that she was deeply involved in covering up his real identity and purpose. And again, his eternal questionwhy?

He continued moving down the street. Though the buildings were beautiful, they were nondescript, without markings of any kind. He recognized warehouses because parts were being moved in and out of them, but everything else seemed devoid of purpose. If he could find an official building, he could try to hook up to a terminal and make his own inquiries. The pyramid where he and Katherine had materialized, the place the robots called the Compass Tower, had seemed solid to him. Even though it appeared to be the point upon which all else hinged, he wasnt ready to go back to it yet.

The robots on the street ignored him as he moved through their midst. There seemed to be a sense of urgency to them that he couldnt understand. He stopped a utility robot like the one he had snuck past at the apartment, except this one had huge scoops for hands.

Can you talk? he asked.

Yes, most assuredly, the robot answered.

I need to find the administration building.

I dont believe we have one here.

Where would I find the closest computer terminal?

I regret that I cannot say.

Derec sighed. The runaround. Again. Why cant you say?

If I told you that, youd know everything.

Know everything about what?

About the thing that I cannot talk about. If youd like, you can stay here and Ill report to a supervisor and have him come out and find you.

No, thanks, Derec replied, and the robot turned to walk away. Hey, whats your hurry?

The rain, the utility said, pointing toward the sky. The rain is coming. You had better get to shelter. The robot turned and hurried off, his box-like body weaving from side to side as he rolled along.

What about the rain!? Derec yelled, but his words were lost in a sudden gust of wind.

He watched the figure of the robot for a moment, realizing that the street he had come down looked different than it had a moment before. The whole block, street and all, had seemed to shift positions, bowing out to curve what had once been straight. A tall, tetrahedral structure, which he had used as a reference point, had disappeared completely. Ten minutes on the street and he was totally lost.

He pressed on, the wind colder now, more intense. If this was such a perfect world for humans, then why did the weather seem so bad?

He reached an unmarked corner and found himself on the street he had ridden down earlier, during the parade. It was extra wide, a large aqueduct bisecting it.

He moved to the edge of the aqueduct and stared down at the dark, rushing waters that filled it no more than a quarter full. Where had the waters come from? Where were they going? Had Robot City been built here for the water, or was the water somehow a consequence of the building?

The water rushed past, dark and inscrutable, much like the problem of Derecs past and, perhaps, his future. Yet he could know about the water. He could trace it to its source; he could follow it to its destination. He could know. The thought heartened him, for he could do the same with his life. Accepting that destiny and not chance had brought him to this impossible place, it then followed that the sources of that destiny could be traced through the city itself.

If he pursued it properly, he could trace the origins of the city and, hence, find his own origins. It seemed eminently logical, for he couldnt escape the concept that he and Robot City were inextricably linked, physically, emotionally, and, perhaps, metaphysically.

If his searching came to naught, at least hed be keeping himself, keeping his blank mind, occupied. Hed begin with the watertrace it through source and destination, find out the why of it. Hed work on the robots, finding out what they knew, what they didnt know, what theyd be willing to tell him, and what he could find out from them unwillingly. And there was Katherine. Hed have to treat her like a friendly adversary and use whatever limited wiles he had at his disposal to find out her place in all this.

The water plopped below him, as if a large stone had been tossed in. He looked around but saw nothing save the gently glowing buildings and the distant robots hurrying about their secret business.

The water plopped again, farther down the aqueduct, then again, near the last place. He turned to stare in that direction when his shoulder was splashed by a drop of icy water.

A drop hardly described it. What hit him was more like a glassful. His jumpsuit sleeve was soaked, his shoulder cold. Water splashed on the street beside him, a drop bigger than a clenched fist, leaving a wet ring.

Derec had about a second to appreciate what was happening, for his mind to begin to realize what a major storm could mean, when the deluge struck.

With a force that nearly doubled him over, the rain fell upon Derec in opaque sheets that immediately cut off his field of vision. He was cold, freezing; the rain lashing him unmercifully, its sound a hollow roar in his ears.

He used his arms to cover and protect his head as the freezing downpour numbed his shoulders and back. He had to get to shelter quickly, but he had already lost his bearings in the curtain of water that surrounded him three-sixty.

He tentatively put out a foot, hoping he was moving in the direction of the buildings across from the aqueduct. Were he to move in the wrong direction, hed fall into the aqueduct and be lost in its flowing waters.

Movement was slow as he felt his way, still doubled over, toward the buildings and safety. It seemed as if he should have reached them three times overthey couldnt have been more than ten meters distantyet he hadnt gotten there yet. Could he have gotten turned the wrong way and simply be moving down the center of the street?

Keeping his balance was getting more difficult. Water on the street was up to his ankles, moving rapidly against his direction. He lost his footing and went to his knee, but managed to rise again. His clothes were now soaked through, and hung like icicles from his body. Every step was a labor.

The perfect world, he muttered, a thin smile stretching his lips despite his predicament.

Just as he was about to give up on his present direction and pick another one at random, the hulk of a building began to define itself in his vision. A few more treacherous steps and he was suddenly out of the rain, standing beneath a short awning that overhung the building front.

He used a hand to wipe the water from his face, then hugged himself, shivering, against the damp cold, taking stock of his position. The overhang protected the building front only for about a meter, and it extended for perhaps three meters in either direction from where he stood.

Beyond the awning, he could see nothing. The roaring water was impenetrable. The building front was no better. It was totally blank, no doors or windows. Yet, oddly enough, when he touched it, it felt warm, resisting the chill of the air. He was stuck in a world one meter wide by five meters long. The ground water had risen from his ankles to his calves, its current always pulling at him.

He stood there for several minutes, cold, teeth chattering, cursing the fate that would bring him to this hellhole. His numbness and melancholy soon, inevitably, turned to anger.

Damn you! he screamed, to whom, to what, he didnt know. Why me?

In frustration, he turned to the wall behind him. Hands balled into fists, he pounded viciously at the wall andhis hands sank right into it!

Aaaahh!

He screamed in surprise, instinctively jumping backward.

The water cascading from the awning caught him on the face, and as he tried to duck away from it, the ground current took him down.

He went under, then came up gasping for breath. But his control was gone and he was caught in the current. It pulled him back across the street; even the street itself seemed tilted at an angle toward the aqueduct. At this point, trying to regain his footing was out of the question. Keeping his head above water was the only priority. Staying alive was everything.

He felt himself go over the lip of the aqueduct and plunge into its raging waters. He bobbed down, at no point touching bottom, then rose again, totally numb and choking as the swift current carried him away, pulling at him, sucking him ever down.

He had wanted to see the terminal point of the waters. He would now see it quicklyif he could stay alive long enough.

Katherine stood with Euler by the opening to the balcony, staring out at a completely opaque wall of water that made her think that Robot City didnt really exist at all, but was simply an image conjured by an overactive brain exposed to too much cosmic radiation. The rain came down in never-ending torrents, rain such as shed never seen or even thought could exist. It frightened her, a fright that almost overcame her anger at their predicament. Almost.

Why did he go out? Euler asked.

Ive already told you, she replied, turning away from the incredible downpour and moving back into the apartment. He wanted to see the city.

But we told him it was dangerous.

Katherine sat on the couch, folding her arms across her chest. A black hole could swallow Derec and his robots for all she cared. Her either didnt believe you or didnt care, she said. Why are you standing here asking me the same thing over and over when you could be out there looking for him?

Rydberg came in from the bedroom, where he had apparently been searching in case Katherine had been lying. Everything that can be done is being done, he said. We appreciate your concern. Ours is every bit as great as yours.

Im not concerned, she said. I couldnt care less.

The robots exchanged glances. You dont care about the possible loss of a human life? Euler asked.

Katherine jumped up from the couch. You mean he could possibly be . . . be . . . ?

Dead? Rydberg helped. Of course. We warned you that it was dangerous.

For the fiftieth time since Derecs leaving, she hurried back to the balcony doorway and stared into the blank wall of water. Hed had been gone for several hours, far longer than he should have been. If anything had happened to him

Why did he go out? Euler asked from beside her.

Again! she said loudly. That same question. Why do you keep asking me that?

Because we dont understand, Rydberg said, moving up to join them. You must know that robots dont lie.

Yes, she replied.

Then, when we said it was dangerous, why did he risk his life? Euler asked.

To begin with, his definition of danger might be different from yours, she said. But beyond that, he wanted to know about this crazy city of yours more than he was afraid of the danger.

You mean, Euler said, that he could have purposely risked his life just for the sake of curiosity?

Something like that.

Astounding.

Let me ask you a question, she said, poking Euler in his chest sensors with an index finger. If you want people to live here so much, why did you pick a place with such dangerous weather?

Rydberg seemed to hesitate, as if he were weighing the answer he was about to give by some sort of internal scale. The weather here is not naturally like this, he said at last.

Naturally, she repeated, zeroing in on the key word. Does this mean that something has affected the weather adversely?

Yes, Euler said.

What? she asked.

We cannot tell you that, Rydberg said, and walked over to peer beneath the couch.

Will it stop soon? Kate asked.

Probably within the next hour, Euler said. At which time we can conduct an extensive search for Friend Derec.

A thought struck Katherine. She wanted to suppress it, but couldnt. Is this how the other man . . . David, died?

He may have caused the rains, Euler said. but he didnt die from them.

I dont understand.

It is quite late for humans, Rydberg said, moving toward the door. You must sleep now or risk damaging your health.

With that, the two supervisor robots moved silently into the hallway, the door sliding shut behind them.

Katherine was alone, except for the robot standing guard in the hallway outside. She moved to the couch and curled into a tight ball. Oh, David, she cried into the sleeve of her jumper. Why did this have to happen?




Chapter 3

THE EXTRUDER



DEREC RODE THE aqueduct like a log in a sluice, his body numb, his senses and his fate out of control. The waters raged in his ears as his entire existence turned on the simple act of trying to keep his head above water. Nothing else mattered; life had reduced itself to its essence. There was no fear, no time for it, and any yearnings to have his life pass before his eyes went unsatisfied, since he had no life to reflect upon. There was only the water and the numbing coldand the ubiquitous companionship of Death.

His ride could have lasted a minute or an eternityhe was beyond calculating timebut when he felt himself free-falling in midair, his brain snapped to the new reality and questioned.

He was falling, surrounded by a hot, moist wind. A bare glow of light seemed to envelope him, but before he had a chance to appreciate it, he splashed into hot water.

He had gulped down water with his quickly sucked breath, and when he bobbed to the surface like a cork, he was choking and coughing, his head pounding with a heartbeat throb. He panicked, then forced himself into control when he realized the water he was in wasnt flowing, but pooling.

As he treaded water, he found himself grateful to his former life for giving him the lifesaving advantage of swimming lessons. He leaned back and floated on his back, small currents pulling him this way and that. His body ached horribly from the battering he had taken in the aqueduct; every bit of strength had drained from him.

There was a ceiling of some sort above him, tiny lights making it dimly visible. The roar of waterfalls filled the hollow cavern completely, and he turned his head to the side to get a glimpse of his surroundings.

He was a hundred meters from the edge of a large square pool that stretched perhaps a thousand meters across. Red lights set at regular intervals bathed the entire area in an eerie glow. In the middle of each side of the pool were aqueduct runoffs, four in all, their cascades shimmering like fading pulsars in the red haze. These four runoffs provided the incredible noise that churned inside his head, all of it echoing within the confined space.

Where was he? A collection point of some kind, perhaps a reservoir. Any city needed a water supply. This was probably connected to a water treatment plant meant to sustain the human population that didnt live there. This only strengthened Derecs earlier speculation that this was not a city simply meant for robots. What was going on here was serious colonization.

Another realization occurred to him, too. The reservoir had saved his life. He had been showing the beginning signs of hypothermia during his wild ride down the aqueduct, but the hot water of the reservoir was thawing him out.

Why hot water? The water was definitely warmer than human body temperature, perhaps as much as fifteen degrees, and incredibly hot winds were raging through the chamber, competing with the charging runoff waters in loudness. In fact, the soothing heat and the rest were already beginning to lull his senses, and he realized that if he wasnt careful, he could end up at the other end of the physical spectrum with hyperthermia. Whether hypo or hyper, though, the results were still the same. He was going to have to get out of the water or risk overburdening his heart.

Still on his back, he churned his legs lightly while propelling himself with his arms. There seemed to be robotic movement at the far end of the reservoir, but he didnt have the strength to swim that far. Having no idea of which way to go, he simply moved toward the closest shoreline. The process was time-consuming, though, for the runoffs created their own currents.

He swam with leisure, but determination, taking the time to check out his body. He had taken a beating in his wild ride down the aqueduct, but besides general bruises, nothing major seemed to be wrong.

As he neared the edge of the pool, he could see that the runoff streams had slowed considerably, leading him to speculate that the rain had stopped outside. Fuzzy light was also beginning to seep in around the dark edges of the covered pool, and he realized that day had broken.

He finally reached the edge of the pool, its surface made from the same material as the rest of the city. Metal ladders were set at regular intervals around the edge, and he floated to the nearest one to begin his climb out.

The water was barely three meters from the top of the pool, and fortunately so, because as soon as Derec began his climb he knew he wasnt doing well. His body, so light in the water, felt like it weighed a ton. The combination of emotional stress, the ordeal of the aqueduct, and the overheated water of the pool had all had an effect on his body. He dragged himself slowly up the ladder, then rolled, gasping, onto the edge of the pool and lay there.

He closed his eyes, just for a minute, and he was gone. He didnt know how long he had slept, but when he awoke, it was with a start. A loud rumble assailed his hearing. He sat up quickly, darting his head around, and saw a large vehicle moving around the pool toward him, its engine noises amplified to a roar in the cavern-like surroundings.

Standing was a problem, since Derec still felt weak. But he got up on shaky legs and moved toward the areas of light beyond the reservoir. While he was still out and on the loose, he wanted to see as much as he could. For, this time, the robots wouldnt be so quick to let him out of their sight.

As he moved toward the light, he passed open caverns that were filled with conduits for moving water. The huge pipes were twisted like knotted rope and seemed to be moving, writhing, like a snake pitalmost as if they were alive. He was taken over these areas by railed walkways that simply extended from the edges of the pit at his approach, growinglike crystalsbefore his eyes.

After the pits, he passed several squat buildings where he surmised the actual water treatment was performed. Drone robots moved in and out of the facilities rapidly, mostly moving machinery in both directions. Derec briefly considered going into one of the structures to search for a terminal, but the still-approaching vehicle made him change his mind.

HUMAN! came a loudspeakered voice. YOU WILL HALT YOUR PROGRESS WHERE YOU ARE. IT IS UNLAWFUL FOR YOU TO PROCEED.

He turned to the sound. It was coming from the robot-controlled vehicle that was rapidly closing the distance on him. It was time to move!

He ran past the building toward glowing walls of light just beyond.

HUMAN! the loudspeaker called again.

He raced to the wall, his legs heavy. The entire wall seemed lit and wrapped a circle around the reservoir area. It was translucent, like a shower curtain, and he realized that it was simply so thin that outside light passed right through. He pushed on it, but it felt solid. He pushed harder, and it gave under his hand, just like the wall last night.

Just then, he saw a drone approach the wall twenty meters distant and move right through it. He hurried there, with the robots in the vehicle closing rapidly on him. He stood at the spot, seeing no entry, but when he raised his hands to push against it, the wall irised open and he stepped through into the daylight.

It was morning, bright and calm, with no sign of the deluge that had taken place the previous night. The sun was still low in the sky, but Robot City was alive and active.

He was in the very heart of it here, the hub upon which the wheel of the city turned. He could see the aqueduct that had brought him cutting through the city like a spoke, and he could see other aqueducts, other spokes, slicing through the wheel of the city. And he began to think of the areas between the spokes as quadrants.

Robots in large numbers hurried quickly through the streets, always going somewhere, always busy with predetermined tasks. Many of them were disappearing into the treatment plant.

He moved a small distance from his exit point, then looked back at the reservoir, shocked to find a forest there! Then he realized that the forest had been planted above the reservoir, the land area serving double duty. But why a forest? Not for robots, certainly.

Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed the large, wheeled vehicle that had been tracking him within the reservoir moving through the exit point to the outside. He looked back at the city, then up at the forest. He would find escape in its random chaos.

Angling himself away from his pursuers, he ran back toward the huge reservoir building, preparing to climb one of the struts that helped support the outside edge of the forest. But as soon as he reached the place and put his hands on the arched strut, it seemed to melt away, changing into a gently sloping stairway.

He hurried up the stairs without a question and entered the forest. The ground was moist and spongy, muddying his already-soaked shoes. The trees were small, in many cases smaller than the underbrush that grew thick around them. A haze seemed to fill the entire forest, and the farther he plunged into it, the hazier it became.

Derec was no expert in vegetation, but he assumed the trees were all offspring, many generations removed, of trees that had once grown on Earth. Spacers, though hating to mention any connection to the planet of their ancestry, nevertheless made it a point to bring Earth vegetation and animal life to whatever planet they colonized. Where he gotten such information, he had no idea; the small glimpses of his own mind were maddening in their incompleteness.

He wandered the forest, pushing through the haze and the dense undergrowth, feeling jittery in untamed surroundings. And he knew that these were also the feelings of a Spacer pushing through his mind. He didnt much like the forest; he longed for the order of the city. But for a human being, this had its place. Untamed but finite, aesthetically pleasing without being uncontrollable. This place existed for the aestheticsfor human aesthetics.

His foot hit something hard and uncompromising, and he tripped, going hard to soft ground, getting mud all over himself. He turned to the object that had caused his fall and found a small section of pipe sticking out of the ground. A fog-like haze was pumping from the pipe, the same haze that filled the entire area, and Derec began to see a master plan at work here.

He stood, then ducked when he saw a shadow moving through the haze not five meters from him. It was one of the robots. He listened and could hear them thrashing through the brush all around. They were slowly cordoning off the entire area, boxing him in.

He took a deep breath, then scrunched up into a ball and lay on the ground, listening as they moved near him. The forest was built over the reservoir so that condensing water could feed up to the trees from beneath and nourish the roots directly. Further, the haze was probably carbon dioxide vapor feeding the forest to promote health and growth. Where did the CO2 come from? Perhaps a bleed-off from their industrial processes, which could also explain the heat in the reservoir area. The set-up was sophisticated and civilized, a city built around its ecological needs. Was it all of robot design?

A metal foot clanked down just an arms reach away from his position. He stifled the urge to rise up for a breath of normal air. Within seconds, the robot moved on.

As he heard the search party sweep past, he jumped to his feet and charged back in the direction he had come. The robots were much faster and stronger than he was, so he was going to have to make things happen quickly at this point.

He reached the edge of the forest in minutes, and rushed to the place where he had climbed up. The strut was already solid again, the steps nowhere to be seen. He looked over the edge of the forest. It was ten meters to the ground; jumping was out of the question.

You, Derec! came a robot voice behind. Stop now! Stop!

He sat on the ground and dangled his legs over the edge of the strut. Steps miraculously formed again. He ran down just as several robots reached the edge of the forest, calling for him to stop.

Amidst the confusion near the water treatment facility, he saw a large flatbed vehicle, filled with what looked like broken computers, ready to pull out. He took the last steps in leaps and charged the machine, the robots behind already reaching the bottom of the stairs.

The truck pulled out before he reached it, but with a burst of speed, he caught it and jumped into the back. A small, round drone the size of his head squeaked at him from among the broken computers.

Katherine stood at the wash basin, watching the lukewarm water flow from the tap, and wondered how plumbing could possibly be accomplished in a city that didnt stand still. She splashed her face with water, then stared into the small mirror that was inset above the basin. Her eyes were puffy and dark, showing the results of no sleep, but her face remained calm, remarkably calm considering the terror that had been flashing through her for most of the long night.

He was gone, perhaps dead, and she was alone on this crazy world. Though David/Derec, whatever he wanted to call himself, had never looked on this place as anything but an adventure, to her it had been nothing but a prison. A first priority for anyone marooned in a Spacer port would be access to radio communications to inform search parties and anxious waiters; yet the robots seemed reluctantno, evasivewhen it came to the topic of communications. That frightened her more than anything else that was going on.

Did you sleep well?

She jumped to the sound, turning quickly to see Rydberg standing in the doorway, a light static issuing from his loudspeaker.

I didnt invite you in here! she said in anger and frustration. Get out! Now!

The robot turned without a word and moved from the door, Katherine following him out into a small hallway.

What do you want? she asked. Has there been any . . . news about Derec?

Rydberg turned back to her. I did not mean to intrude upon your privacy, he said. Please accept my apologies. Ive brought you food.

Im not hungry.

Rydberg just stared at her.

Has there been any word about Derec? she asked again, softly this time.

Yes, the robot replied. He was seen not three decads ago, but ran away when another of our supervisors called to him.

She clapped her hands together loudly. So, hes alive!

Apparently so. Why would he run away? Is this a sign of guilt?

Its a sign that he wants to check out this crazy place without a gaggle of robots hanging all over him. She moved past him toward the living room. Now, wheres that food? Im so hungry I could eat a . . .  She stopped herself, then looked at the robot. Im hungry.

But you just said . . . 

Forget what I just said. Correction! She caught herself before the robot could explain its memory. I mean never mind. Wheres the food?

He led her back down the hall to the living room, where the food sat at the same table she had eaten at the night before. Strangely enough, the room was different, squatter, wider than it had been the previous night, the table closer to the wall.

She moved quickly to the table. There was a variety of what appeared to be fruits and cooked vegetables there. She sat down and tentatively ate a small piece of greenish fruit. It was delicious. Rydberg stood nearby as she greedily sampled everything on the table, all of it good. She didnt invite the robot to sit with her as Derec had done. The machines were servants and needed to be treated as such. Shed never understand his insistence on treating them as anything other than the machines they were.

When do we get to make outside radio contact? she asked once the initial hunger pangs had died down.

We will all meet later and discuss those questions.

Are you going to put us on trial, she asked, for the murder of this other human? We are entitled to a trial, you know.

Derec has told us that he will try to solve this mystery, Rydberg said.

Katherine stopped eating and stared at him. And what if he doesnt? What if we dont ever discover what really happened? You have no right to hold us here as it is. We cant go on indefinitely like this.

If he cannot find out the truth of the matter, Rydberg said, then we will assume our original supposition to be correct.

I dont believe you, she said. You have no right to determine my guilt or innocence without proper evidence. Im not Derec, and I hold no romantic visions of a robot-controlled world. You cannot be allowed to have any power over the way I live my life. If you want to hold me for murder, you must put me on trial and prove it. If you put me on trial, I must be allowed to defend myself. I therefore demand immediate access to a radio so that I may provide myself with proper defense representation. I want a certified legal rep, and I want one now!

We will discuss the situation later today, the robot said, after Friend Derec has been returned to us. Meanwhile, your food is getting cold and will lose its appeal.

It already has, Katherine returned, pushing the plate away from herself. She didnt like the way this was turning. The radio seemed to get more and more distant to her, and with it, any hopes of ever leaving this place. Her arguments to Rydberg were based solely on laws and customs common to Auroran society. But all law, all freedom, was merely a rationalization away where a robot civilization was concerned.

The final result to her was quite simple: the machines were in charge and they could do anything they wanted.

Derec knew nothing with which to compare the size of Robot City, but as he drove its breadth, he couldnt help but feel its vastness.

As the parts truck moved quickly through the city streets, the round drone bounced from one machine to another, squeaking loudly, its silver body lighting up in dozens of places, then winking out again as it performed automatic (but definitely sub-robotic) pre-troubleshooting functions on the broken machinery. Finally, it came to rest on Derecs lap, all of its lights blinking madly, its squeaks turning into a high-pitched whine.

So, where are we going? he asked the troubleshooter while idly stroking its dome.

The machine whirred and bounced, but never answered. All at once, its whine turned to a loud, siren-like wail.

Stop it! Derec ordered, turning to the front of the truck to make sure he wasnt attracting attention. He bent double over the thing, trying to muffle its sound without success.

Youre going to have to stop, he told the thing. I cant just . . . 

It sent a jolt of electricity through its body, shocking Derec, moving him off.

All right, he said, pointing a shaking finger at the silver ball. I dont have to take that from you.

The thing started bouncing up and down, higher and higher. Derec looked both ways over the truck back, then calmly brought up a foot and shoved the thing right off the truck, where it hit the street angrily, its wail louder as it bounced around like a rubber ball.

Within a few blocks, the vehicle slowed its pace, then got in line behind several other trucks, all filled with equipment. Derec got on his knees and looked over the piles of computers.

The trucks were pulled up to a gate, where a whole line of robots were moving up to the truck back, each taking a single piece of equipment and returning with it to a blockhouse that wasnt much larger than a single doorway. Beside the blockhouse was the most amazing thing Derec had ever seen in his short memory.

A huge, gray machine rumbled softly, yet with undeniable strength and power. From it issued what could only be described as a ribbon of city. In five-meter-square slabs, the city appeared to be simply extruding from underground through the medium of the gray machine.

It pushed itself along, the slabs gradually forming and reforming as they moved, following some incredible preprogramming that actually let them build themselves. And as the slabs formed walls and floors and corners and stories and windows, they spun off in every direction in a slow, graceful dance that pushed against the already existing buildings, the mechanism that triggered the entire magnificent clockwork of Robot City.

It was as if the entire city were one mammoth, living organism always growing outward, always changing and replicating like the cells in a body, moving in imprinted patterns toward a complete, fully formed being.

It was a plan of monumental scale, an atmosphere of total, logical control for a given end. As he watched a skyscraper literally build itself from the ground up, each story pushing up the story above it and self-welding according to some unseen plan, he experienced the grandeur of an idea so vast that his limited knowledge was humbled by its power. This civilization was the product of a mind that refused to believe in limited options, a mind that accepted that what the imagination could conceive, the hands could make.

To such a mind, anything was possible. Even, perhaps, Perihelion.

The truck lurched, nearly knocking him from his knees. It had pulled up to the gate. The line of robots was now reaching into his bed for their equipment.

If all the action was happening below ground, thats where Derec wanted to be. Hurrying out of the truck, he grabbed a small terminal that looked as if it had been shorted out by water, and took his place behind a robot heading toward that doorway into the ground.

He reached the doorway, cradling the computer like a baby. Warm air greeted him as he stepped through into barely lit darkness. He was confronted by a short flight of stairs leading down, and followed the robot that walked down before him.

The stairs terminated in a large holding area, brightly lit, frenetic with activity. Automated carts carried robots and mining equipment at breakneck pace. The cars zipped around one another in seemingly rehearsed fashion, their movements perfected over time, since it seemed impossible to Derec that they could move so quickly without hitting one another.

On the far wall sat a bank of elevators, perhaps twenty in all, some of them remarkably large. The robots that moved down the stairs headed toward these elevators, apparently going from here to a lower level where repair or scrap work was being done.

Having no idea of where to go, Derec chose an elevator at random and moved toward it with his burden. A large elevator nearby slid open, and a group of minerbots, covered with mud and soot, moved out bearing the non-operating carcass of one of their own above their shoulders.

Derec reached the elevator. It had no formal controls, but opened for him as soon as he stepped near.

A voice boomed behind him. Nothing awaits you below, but death!

He turned to see a huge supervisor robot, twice the size of a man, glaring down at him with red photocells. The robots body was burnished a bright, shimmering black.

Ive come to inspect your operation, Derec said, feigning authority. He turned back to the elevator and began to step in.

The robots arm flashed out, his mammoth pincers clanging loudly around Derecs forearm, squeezing tightly but not painfully.

You are caught, the machine said, and Derecs computer crashed loudly at his feet.




Chapter 4

THE COMPASS TOWER



AS THE DOOR to the apartment slid open, Derec tucked under the arm of the big robot, watched Katherines facial expression change from horror, to relief, to unbridled amusementall in the space of three seconds.

Let me guess, she said, putting a finger to her lips, youre a ditty bag.

Cute, Derec returned as the robot set him gently on the ground. He looked up at the huge, black machine. Thanks for the ride, Avernus.

My pleasure, Friend Derec, the robot replied, bending slightly so that the hallway could accommodate his height. But I must ask you to stay away from the underground. It is no place for a human.

I appreciate your concern, Derec said noncommittally. He walked into the apartment, then turned back to Avernus. Will we see you at the meeting?

Most assuredly, he returned. All of us look forward to it with great expectation.

You can go now, Katherine told Avernus coldly, the robot nodding slightly and moving off, the utility robot guard sliding quickly to fill the door space with his squat body.

Katherine punched the door stud, the panel sliding closed. You missed breakfast and lunch, she said, moving to sit listlessly on the couch.

Avernus got me something before he brought me back, Derec said. He got my wounds cleaned up, and even let me sleep for a while. Finally, he couldnt ignore her mood any longer. Whats wrong?

You, she said, this place . . . everything. I dont know which way is up anymore. Did you find out anything?

Derec spotted the CRT screen set up on the table and walked to stand before it. Its a place designed for humans, he said, and the building is going on at a furious pace, as if theyre in some kind of hurry to get finished. I think the buildings may be . . . I dont know, alive, I guess is the best way to put it. He pointed to the screen. Where did this come from?

Rydberg brought it, she answered, But it only receives. What do you mean, the citys alive?

Watch this, Derec said, and ran full speed across the room, banging into the far wall. The wall gave with him, caving inward, then gently pushed itself back to a solid position.

I laid awake all night worrying about you, while you were discovering the walls are made of rubber? she asked loudly.

He turned to her, smiling. Did you really worry about me?

No, she replied. What else?

He walked over and sat on the couch with her, his tones hushed. I saw the city building itself, literally extruding itself from the ground. I tried to go down there, but Avernus caught me. I think hes in charge down there. The only thing I can figure is that there are immense mining operations underway below ground and that the buildings are positronic, some kind of cellular robots that make up a complete whole. Its fascinating!

Katherine was unimpressed. Did you find a way out of here?

He shook his head. Not yet, he answered, but I dont really think thats going to be a problem.

Thats because youre so eaten up with your robot friends you cant think of anything else! She suddenly jerked her head toward the wall. If the walls are robots, I wonder if they can hear us now?

Just then the screen on the table came to life, Rydbergs face filling it. So, you are back, Derec, he said. Good. Prepare yourselves. An honor guard is coming right now to bring you to your preliminary trial.

Trial? Derec said.

Uh oh, Katherine said, putting a hand to her mouth. That may be my fault. I all but dared them to put us on trial.

But we havent had a chance to investigate yet.

She shrugged. I was trying to find if we could have access to outside communications. She snapped her fingers. Maybe this means were going to get it.

Yeah . . . maybe, Derec said, but he was skeptical. Robot City was too precious a gem to be hanging out in the ether for anyone to pluck. At this point, he wasnt even sure if he wanted to communicate with the outside.

He looked at the screen. It had already gone blank. Whatever the reason, he said, I believe were going to get some answers at this point.

Lets hope theyre answers we can live with, she sighed. I dont want to spend the rest of my life here.

Within minutes, the utility robot was knocking on the door. Derec hurried to open it. Euler greeted him, accompanied by a supervisor robot hed not seen before. This one was the robot most closely molded to a human that Derec had seen, with chisled, though blank, mannequin-like features.

Friend Derec, Euler said, Friend Katherine Burgess, may I present Arion, who will be in attendance at our meeting.

Pleased to meet you, Derec said.

Rydberg called it a trial, Katherine said.

This is a great moment for us here, Arion said. I trust that your stay so far has been satisfactory. I am doing my best with what little time I have to try and prepare some entertainment for you. We know that humans enjoy mind diversions.

Wed appreciate anything you could do, Derec said.

Sure, Katherine said. How about conjuring up a radio for us to call the outside for help?

Oh, thats quite impossible, Arion said.

Thats what I thought, Katherine answered.

I have a present for each of you, Euler said, extending his right arm. Then we must be off to the meeting.

Derec moved to the robot. His pincers held two large watches, dangling on gold chains. You may know the time here now, Euler said. It is of importance to humans, and so, to us. We will do more to make you feel comfortable in this regard.

Derec took the watches, giving one of them to Katherine. They had square faces encased in gold. On both of them, the LCD faces read 3:35. They run on a twenty-four hour day, said Euler. We thought it would be more comfortable for you if we adjusted the length of our hour than if you had to adjust to a twenty-and-one-half hour day. Our hours, decads, and centads are approximately eighty-five percent of standard. Derec walked out onto the veranda and looked into the sky. The sun had already passed its apex and was slowly crawling toward the eventual shadows of evening.

Right on the money, he said, returning to the apartment.

You doubted it? Arion asked, looking at Euler.

Do you understand now? Euler said to him.

Interesting, Arion said, cocking his head in an almost human fashion.

We must go, Euler said and hurried out of the apartment, the others following.

They rode the elevator to street level and boarded a multi-car tram that had no apparent driver. It started off immediately when they were seated. Euler turned to Derec, who sat, with Katherine, behind him and Arion. You put yourself in extreme danger last night, the robot said. Why?

Ive a better question, Derec returned. If this is such a perfect human world, why was it so dangerous?

Spacer worlds conquered weather problems eons ago, Katherine interjected. For you to have them in such an advanced culture makes no sense.

Arion turned to her and bowed his head. Thank you for calling our culture advanced.

The weather, Euler said, is quite honestly part of our overall problem right now. It is under our control, but also not under our control. Unfortunately, for security reasons, we cannot discuss it in detail.

Great, Katherine said. Everybody can do something about the weather, but nobody talks about it.

To answer your original question, Derec told Euler, as he watched them move in a direct line toward the tower where they had initially materialized, I have no memory and no past. My curiosity, my search for answers about myself, leads me to do things not necessarily in my best interest.

Amnesia? Euler asked. Or something else?

Derec looked at him in surprise. What else?

The robot answered his question with another question, an old one. How, then, did you come to our planet?

Derec realized that the robot was playing word games with him that tied directly to the word games Derec had initiated the night before. He decided to keep playing. What did the dead man, David, say when you asked him that question?

He said he didnt know, Euler replied, and turned back around in his seat. Over his shoulder, he said, He claimed hed had amnesia.

The tram came to a halt beside the mammoth pyramid that dominated the landscape of Robot City, the place the inhabitants called the Compass Tower. Katherine put a hand on Derecs arm, squeezing, and he knew she had the same fear that hed felt. Here, about halfway up the tower, was where they had hidden the Key to Perihelion that had brought them to the city. Had the robots found it? Were they confronting them with the evidence, or, worse yet, taking it away?

But Euler said nothing of the Key. Instead, he simply climbed from the tram and led them directly to the base of the tower, a tower that Derec had surmised was solid.

Hed never been more wrong.

At the robots approach, an entire block of the solid matter that formed the base simply melted away, leaving a gently sloping runway leading into the structure, another example of Derecs theory about the intelligence of the building materials themselves.

They moved into the pyramid through a short, dark hallway that emptied into a maze of criss-crossing aisles and stairs that, in turn, led off in all directions within the structure.

Try and memorize our path, Derec whispered to Katherine. Just in case.

In case of what? she asked. In case you havent figured it out, were not going anywhere.

This is the most important building in our city, Euler said, as he took them up a series of stairs and escalators that zig-zagged at every landing and culminated in a long, well-lit hallway. This is where decisions are made, where . . . understanding takes place.

They walked the hall, Arion hurrying ahead and disappearing down some stairs. The surrounding walls glowed lightly, with connecting hallways intersecting every ten feet.

They followed Arions path, changing direction several times before finding themselves standing in a large, well-lit room whose four walls angled in toward a ceiling, fifteen meters above, that poured in sunshine like a skylight.

The floor of the room was tiled in the form of a large compass, its four points forming the cornerstones of Robot City. In the center of the compass, under the direct rays of the sun, stood six robots in a circle, arms outstretched, their pincers grasping those of their neighbors on either side with space left for one moreEuler.

This is the place where we seek perfection, Euler said, and joined the circle, closing it.

Its almost religious, Derec whispered to Katherine.

Yeah, she replied. It give me the creeps.

Derec looked around the room. There were no chairs or tables, nothing upon which a human being could rest. The walls were inset with CRTs jammed side to side around the entire perimeter. Each screen showed its own view of Robot City. Many showed excavation sites, the large movers pushing and leveling soil. Other pictures were of the extrusion plant he had visited, and he was led to conjecture that there might be more than one. There were pictures of the reservoir he had splashed into, and strange, underground pictures taken through the eyes of roving cambots that showed mining tunnels, kilometer after kilometer of deserted tunnel. And finally, many of the screens simply showed the pinktinged blue of the sky.

You have come to this place, Euler said loudly, to help us in our search for correctness, for perfection, for completeness. We are the keyshuman and robotto the synergy of spirit. Synnoetics is our goal. I will introduce the rest of us and we will begin.

Synnoetics? Katherine whispered.

Man and machine, Derec replied, the whole greater than the sum of the parts.

It is religious! she rasped. And how did you know that?

Derec shrugged. This all feels so . . . comfortable to me.

You know Rydberg, Euler said, and Avernus and Arion. The robots nodded as their names were called. The rest of us . . . Waldeyer . . . 

Good day, said a squat, roundish robot with wheels.

Dante . . . 

I welcome you, Dante said, his telescopic eyes sticking out several inches from his dome.

And Wohler.

A magnificent golden machine bowed formally without removing his pincers from his neighbors. We are honored, Wohler said.

We will answer what questions we can from you, Euler said, and hope that you will do the same.

If, as you say, Derec told them, we are all looking for truth and perfection, then our meeting will be fruitful. I would like to begin by asking you why there are certain areas of life here that you will not discuss with us.

Rydberg spoke. We are in a standby security mode that renders certain information classified by our programming.

Did our arrival prompt the institution of the security mode? Katherine asked.

No, Euler said. It was in effect when you arrived. If, in fact, you arrived when you said you did. We must ask you again how you came to be here.

Derec decided to try a little truth. It couldnt hurt as long as no mention was made of the Key. Perhaps a dose of the truth might get them to open up about the Keys existence. We materialized out of thin air atop this very building.

And where were you before that? Wohler, the gold one, asked.

Derec walked slowly around the circle, studying his questioners. A Spacer way station named Rockliffe near Nexon, right on the edge of the Settlement Worlds quarantine zone.

Arion, the mannequin, asked, What means, then, did you use to get from one place to the other?

No means, Derec said. We were simply transported here.

There was silence for a moment. This does not coordinate with any information extant in memory, Avernus said, his large dome following Derecs progress around the circle.

Youve found no ship that could have brought us, Derec said, and Im sure youve searched.

That is correct, Euler said, and our radar picked up no activity that could have been construed to be a vessel in our atmosphere.

I cant explain it beyond that, Derec said. Now, you answer a question for me. Where did you come from?

Who are you addressing? Euler asked.

All of you, Derec said.

Avernus answered. All of them except for me were constructed here, on Robot City, he said. I was . . . awakened here, but believe I was constructed elsewhere.

Where?

I do not know, the large robot replied. My first i/o memories are of this place. Nothing in my pre-programming suggested anything of an origin.

Are you trying to say, Katherine broke in, that all of you know nothing but the company of other robots? That your entire existence is here?

Correct, Rydberg said. Our master programming is well aware of human beings and their societies, but no formal relationship exists between our species.

Then how did you come to build this place? Derec asked. How then, did it become important to you to make a world for humans?

We are incomplete without human beings, Waldeyer said, his squat dome swiveling to Derec and then Katherine. The very laws that govern our existence revolve around human interaction. We exist to serve independent thought, the higher realms of creativity that we are incapable of alone. We discovered this very quickly, without being told. Alone, we simply exist to no end, no purpose. Even artificial intelligence must have a reason to utilize itself. This world is the first utilization of that intelligence. Weve been building it for humans, in order to make the perfect atmosphere in which human creativity can flourish to the greater completeness of us all. Without this world we are nothing. With it, we are vital contributing factors to the ongoing evolution of the universe.

Why would that matter to you? Katherine asked.

I have a theory about that, Dante said, his elongated eyes glowing bright yellow. We are the product, the child if you will, of higher realms of creative thought. It seems impossible that the drives of that creative thought wouldnt permeate every aspect of our programming. We want for nothing. We desire nothing. Yet, the incompleteness of our inactivity makes us . . . feel, for lack of a better word, useless and extraneous. Given the total freedom of our own world, we were driven to function in service.

Derec suddenly felt a terrible sadness well up in him for these unhappy creatures of mans intelligence. Youve done all this, even though you never knew if any people would come here?

That is correct, Euler said. Then David came, and we thought that all would be right. Then came his death, then the calamities, then you . . . suspects to murder. We never meant for anything to be this way.

When you say calamities, Derec said, are you speaking of the problems with the storms?

Yes, Rydberg said. The rains threaten our civilization itself, and its all our own fault. We are breaking apart from the inside out, with nothing to be done about it.

I dont understand, Derec said.

We dont expect you to, nor can we tell you why it must be this way, Euler said.

Derec thought about the hot air pumping through the reservoir. Is the citys rapid growth rate normal? he asked.

No, Euler said. It coincides with Davids death.

Is it because of Davids death?

We do not know the answer to that, Euler said.

Wait a moment, Katherine said, walking away from the circle to sit on the floor, her back up against the north wall. I want to talk to you about our connection with all this . . . and why Rydberg called this a preliminary trial.

You were the one who first mentioned the concept of trial, the robot replied, leaning out of the circle to stare at her. I only used that term to make you feel comfortable.

Okay, she said. Ill play. You say this is a civilization of robots that have never had human interaction, yet obviously someone gave you your initial programming and ability to perform the work on this city.

Someone . . . yes, Euler said.

Someone whos in charge, she said.

No, Euler said. We are now in group communication with our master programming unit, but it simply provides us with information from which logical decisions are made. Our overall philosophy is service; our means are logical. Other than that, our society has no direction.

Then why put us on trial at all? she asked.

Respect for human life is our First Law, Rydberg said. When we envisioned our perfect human/robot world, we saw a world in which all shared respect for the First Law. We envisioned a system of humanics that would guide human behavior, just as the Laws of Robotics guide our behavior, just as the Laws of Robotics guide our behavior. Of course, we have been working entirely from theory, but we have made a preliminary list of three laws that would provide the basis for an understanding of humans.

Cute, Katherine said. Now they want us to follow the Laws of Robotics.

Derec interrupted her complaint. Wait. Lets see what theyve come up with.

Thank you, Friend Derec. Our provisional First Law of Humanics is: A human being may not injure another human being, or, through inaction, allow a human being to come to harm.

Admirable, conceded Derec, even if it isnt always obeyed. What is your Second Law?

Rydbergs hesitation before answering gave Derec the clear impression that the robot wanted to ask a question of its own, but his took precedence under the Second Law of Robotics.

The Second Law of Humanics is: A human being must give only reasonable orders to a robot and require nothing of it that would needlessly put it into the kind of dilemma that might cause it harm or discomfort.

Still admirable, but still too altruistic to be always obeyed. And the third?

The Third Law of Humanics is: A human being must not harm a robot, or through inaction, allow a robot to come to harm, unless such harm is needed to keep a human being from harm or to allow a vital order to be carried out.

Not only is your experience with humans limited, so is your programming, Derec said, shaking his head. These laws might describe a utopian society of humans and robots, but they certainly dont describe the way humans really behave.

We have become aware of that, said Rydberg. Obviously, we are going to have to reconsider our conclusions. Since your arrival we have been subjected to human lies and deceit, concepts beyond our limited understanding.

But the First Law must stand! Avernus said loudly, his red photocells glowing brightly. Human or robot, all are subject to respect for life.

We certainly arent arguing that point, Derec said.

No! Katherine said, standing angrily and walking back to the circle. What were talking about is the lack of respect with which were being treated here!

Kath . . .  Derec began.

Shut up, Katherine said. Ive been listening to you having wonderful little philosophical conversations with your robot buddies, and Im getting a little tired of it. Listen, folks. First thing, I demand that you give us access to communications with the outside and that you let us leave. You have no authority to hold us here.

This is our world, Euler said. We mean no offense, but all societies are governed by laws, and we fear you have broken our greatest law.

And what if we have? she asked. What happens then?

Well, Euler said. We would do nothing more than keep you from the society of other humans who you could harm.

Great. So, how do you prove we did anything in order to hold us?

Process of elimination, Waldeyer said. Friend Derec has previously suggested some other possible avenues of explanation, but we feel it is incumbent upon both of you to explore themnot because we are trying to make it difficult for you, but because we respect your creative intelligence more than we respect our own deductive intelligence in an area like this.

Derec watched as Katherine ran hands through her long black hair and took several deep breaths as she tried to get herself together and in a position to work with this. All right, she said, more calmly. You said before that you wont let us see the body.

No, Euler said. We said that we cant let you see the body.

Why?

There was silence. Finally Rydberg spoke. We dont know where it is, he said. The city began replicating too quickly and we lost it.

Lost it? Derec said.

Derec knew it was impossible for a robot to be or look embarrassed, but that was exactly the feeling he was getting from the entire group.

We really have no idea of where it is, Euler said.

Derec saw an opening and quickly took it. In order to do this investigation and prove that were innocent of any First Law transgressions, we must have freedom of movement around your city.

We exist to protect your lives, Euler said. Youve been caught in the rains; you know how dangerous they are. We cant let you out under those conditions.

Is there advance warning of the rain? he asked.

Yes, Rydberg said. The clouds build in the late afternoon, and the rain comes at night.

Suppose we promise to not go out when the conditions are unfavorable? Derec asked.

Wohler, the golden robot, said, What are human promises worth?

Katherine pushed her way beneath the hands of the robots to stand in the center of the circle. What are our lives worth without freedom?

Freedom, Wohler echoed.

A dark cloud passed above the skylight, plunging the room into a gray, melancholy halflight, illumination provided by a score of CRT screens, many of them now showing pictures of madly roiling clouds.

The circle broke immediately, the robots, agitated, hurrying toward the door.

Come, Euler said, motioning to the humans. The rains are approaching. We must get you back to shelter. There is so much to do.

What about my suggestion? Derec called loudly to them.

Hurry, Euler called, waving his arm as Derec and Katherine walked toward him. We will think about it and let you know tomorrow.

And if we can investigate and prove our innocence, Katherine said, will you then let us contact the outside?

Euler stood still and fixed her with his photocells. Let me put it this way, he said. If you dont prove your innocence, youll never be allowed to contact the outside.




Chapter 5

A WITNESS



DEREC SAT BEFORE the CRT screen on the apartment table and watched the entertainment that Arion was providing him in the form, at this moment, of sentences and their grammatic diagrams. Before that it had been a compendium of various failed angle trisection theorems, and before that, an incredibly long list of the powers of ten and the various words that had been invented to describe the astronomical numbers those powers represented. It was an insomniacs nightmare.

It was a dark, gray morning, the air heavy with the chill of the night and the rain that had pounded Robot City for many hours. The sky was slate as the remnants of the nights devastation drifted slowly away on the wings of the morning.

He felt like a caged animal, his nerves jangling madly with the notion that he couldnt leave the apartment if he wanted to. They had been dropped off in the early evening after the meeting at the Compass Tower and hadnt seen a supervisor robot since. The CRT had no keyboard and only received whatever data they chose to show him from moment to moment. At this particular time, they apparently felt the need to amuse him; but the time filler of the viewscreen only increased his frustration.

He hadnt slept well. The apartment only had one bed and Katherine was using it. Derec slept on the couch. It had been too short for him, and that didnt make sleeping any easier. But that wasnt the real reason hed been awake.

It was the rain.

He couldnt get out of his head the fact that the reservoir had been nearly filled when hed been flung into it the night before. How, then, could it possibly hold the immense amounts of water that continued to pour into it with each successive rainfall? Hed worried over that point: the more rain, the greater the worry. The fact that the supervisors hadnt contacted him since before the storm seemed ominous. All of their efforts seemed to revolve around the weather problems.

How did the weather tie in with the rapid growth rate of the city? Were the two linked?

Youre up early, came Katherines voice behind him.

He turned to see her, face soft from sleep, framed by the diffused light. She looked good, a nights sleep bringing out her natural beauty. She was wrapped in the pale green cover from her bed. He wondered idly what she was wearing beneath it, then turned unconsciously to his awakening, after the explosion in Aranimass ship, in the medical wing of the Rockliffe Station to find her naked on the bed beside. Embarrassed, he pushed that thought aside, but its residue left another thought from that time, something he had completely forgotten about.

Can I ask you a question? he said.

Her face darkened and he watched her tighten up. What is it? she asked.

When we were at Rockliffe, Dr. Galen mentioned you had a chronic condition, he said. Later, when he began to talk about it, you shut him up.

She walked up to look at the screen, refusing to meet his gaze. Youre mistaken, she said. Im fine . . . the picture of health.

She turned slightly from him, and there seemed to be a small catch in her voice. When she turned back, her face was set firm, quite unlike the vulnerable morning creature hed seen a moment ago. Whats happening on the screen? she asked.

He looked. A pleasant, always changing pattern of computer generated images was juicing through the CRT, accompanied by a random melody bleeped out of the machines tiny speaker.

You make it very hard for me to believe you, he said, ignoring the screen. Why, when we need total honesty and trust between us, do I feel that youre holding back vital information from me?

Youre just paranoid, she said, and he could tell he was going to get nothing from her. And if you dont change the subject quickly, Im going to find myself getting angry, and thats no way to start the day.

He reluctantly agreed. Im worried about the rains, he said. They were worse last night than the night before.

She sat at the table with him. Well, if this place is getting ready to have major problems, I hope were out of here before they happen. Weve got to get something going with the murder investigation.

Do you know what makes rain? he asked, ignoring the issue of the murder.

What has that got to do with our investigation? she asked, on edge.

Nothing, he said. Im just wondering about these rains, I . . . 

Dont say it, she replied holding up a hand. Youre worried about your robot friends. Well, let me tell you something, your friends are in the process of keeping us locked up for the rest of our lives . . . 

Not locked up, surely, he interrupted.

This is serious! she said, angry now. We have a very good chance of being kept prisoner here for life. You know, once they make a decision like that, I see no reason that they would ever change it. Dont you understand the gravity of the situation?

He looked at her calmly, placing a hand over hers on the table. She drew it away, and he felt his own anger rise, then rapidly subside. I understand the problem, he explained, but I fear the problem with the city is more pressing, more . . . immediate.

But its not our problem. The murder is.

Indulge me, he said. Lets talk about weather for just a minute.

She sighed, shaking her head. Lets see what I remember, she said. Molecules respond to heat, separating, moving more quickly. Water molecules are no exception. On a hot day, they rise into the atmosphere and cling to dust particles in the air. When they rise into the cooler atmosphere, they turn into clouds. When the clouds get too heavy, too full of water, they return to the ground in the form of rain.

Okay, he said. And wind is simply the interplay of heat and cold in the atmosphere.

She shrugged. The cold, heavier air pushes down and forces the warm air to movewind.

I think Im beginning to see a connection, he said, excited. Look. Robot City is building at a furious pace, sending a great deal of dust into the atmosphere. He thought about the reservoir. Meanwhile, they are somehow liberating a great deal of water from the mining processes that are needed to build the city. Along with the mining processes comes a tremendous amount of kinetic energy, heat, which they are venting into the atmosphere near the water, forcing the heated molecules to rise as water vapor and cling to the dust particles that are thick in the atmosphere right now. At night, the temperature cools down a great deal . . . 

That could be an uncompensated ozone layer, she said.

He pointed to her. Ozone. Thats what seals in our atmosphere. As goes the ozone layer, so go our temperature inversions. So, it cools at night, the rain clouds forming, the cool air bringing on the big winds, and the rain falls.

So, Katherine said, if they slowed down the building pace, it could slow down the weather.

It seems logical to me, he replied.

So why dont they do it?

Thats the mystery, isnt it?

The door slid open and Wohler, the golden robot, moved into the room, flanked on either side by smaller robots.

Good morning, Wohler said. I trust your sleep-time was beneficial.

Youre going to have to learn to knock before you come barging in here, Katherine said. Now go out and do it again.

Derec watched the robot dutifully march outside the door and slide it closed. He knew that Katherine was simply venting frustration. On Spacer worlds, robots were considered simply part of the furniture and their presence was not thought about in terms of privacy.

There was a gentle tapping on the door, the nature of the material muffling the sound somewhat.

Come in, Katherine said with satisfaction, and the door slid open, the robots reentering.

Is this the preferred method of treatment in future? Wohler asked.

It is, she replied.

Very well, the robot said, then noticed Derecs sleeping covers on the sofa. Should these be returned to the bedroom?

You only provided us with one bed, Derec replied. I slept out here.

Wohler moved farther into the room, coming up near the table. Did we err? Was the sleeping space too small . . . 

Katherine and I would simply like . . . separate places to sleep, Derec said.

Privacy? Wohler asked. As with the knocking on the door?

Yes, Katherine said, and he could tell she was unwilling to delve into the social aspects of human sleeping arrangements, so he left it alone, too.

On-line time is a matter of priorities right now, the robot said, but we will see if we can arrange something for you that is more private.

Thanks, Derec said. And if it takes another day to arrange it, thats all right with me. Its Katherines turn to sleep on the couch tonight.

What? she said loudly. Derec grinned broadly at her. She wasnt amused.

He quickly changed the subject. What brings you here this morning, Wohler? he asked. Have you reached a decision about our requests of yesterday?

Yes, the robot replied. And it is our sincerest wish that the decision be one that all of us can accept. First, in addressing the issue of your investigation and freedom of movement. We conferred at as great a length as time would permit under the present circumstances, and decided that, despite your flaws, you are human, and that fact in and of itself demands that we give you the benefit of the doubt in this situation. Many of our number were concerned about your veracity, or lack of it, but I reminded them that a great human philosopher once said, Isnt it better to have men being ungrateful than to miss a chance to do good? And so my fellows voted to do good in this regard.

Excellent, Derec said.

But . . .  Katherine helped.

Indeed, Wohler returned. It is my place to philosophize in any given situation, and I need remind you now that one must always be prepared to take bad along with good.

Just get on with it, Katherine said.

Wohler nodded. On the matter of your safety, and your . . . unpredictability, it was decided that each of you would have a robot companion to . . . help you in your investigations.

You mean to guard us, Katherine said.

Merely a matter of semantics, Wohler countered, and Derec could tell that the robot had been geared for diplomacy. Actually, in this case, I believe you may find these robots more useful as assistants than as protection. In fact, one of them was present during the death of David and the subsequent confusion.

Katherine perked up. Really? Which one?

The robot to Wohlers left came forward. Its body was tubular, its dome a series of bristling sensors and photocells. Without arms, it seemed useless in almost any sense.

What are you called? Katherine asked the machine.

The machines tones were clipped and precise. I am Event Recorder B-23, Model 13 Alpha 4.

Ill call you Eve, if thats all right, Katherine said, standing and wrapping her blanket a little tighter around herself. She looked at Derec. I want this one.

Fine, Derec said, then to the other, come here.

The robot moved up close to him. Youll answer to Rec.

Rec, the robot repeated.

We call these robots witnesses, Wohler said. Their only function is to witness events precisely for later reporting.

Thats why they have no arms, Derec said.

Correct, Wohler replied. They are unequipped to do anything but witness. Once involvement begins on any level, the witness function falters in any creature. These robots only witness and report. They will know the how of almost everything, but never the why. They will answer all of your questions to the best of their ability, but again, they are unable to make any second-level connections by putting events together to form reasons.

Im going to go get dressed, Katherine said, the happiest Derec had seen her in days. She hurried out of the room, disappearing down the hall to the bedroom.

Where will we be denied access? Derec asked. Or is the entire planet open to us?

Alas, no, Wohler said. You will be denied access to certain parts of the city and certain operations. Your witness, however, will tell you when youve stepped into dangerous water, as it were.

What are the chances of me getting around a terminal, Derec asked, and talking to the central core?

The central core has sealed itself off because of our present state of emergency, Wohler said. It will not accept input from any sources save the supervisors, and we are unable to help you in this regard.

How do the day-to-day operations survive? he asked.

Essential information can be gathered through any terminal, the robot answered. But input is limited.

You dont mind if I try?

That is between you and the central core. We all have our jobs to do. All that we insist upon is that you honor your commitment to come back here when the rains approach. We must put your safety above all else. Having failed in this regard with your predecessor, we perhaps err on the side of caution. But all privileges will be denied should this directive be overlooked or ignored.

I understand, Derec replied, and will respect your wishes.

Your words, unfortunately, mean very little right now, the robot said, turning to the door, his head swiveling back to Derec. By your deeds we will judge you in future. As an Earth philosopher once said, The quality of a life is determined by its activities. Now, I must go.

With that, Wohler moved quickly through the opening and departed hurriedly down the elevator. The activity bothered Derec; it said to him that things were not going well in Robot City. He had intended to ask Wohler about the effects of last nights rain, but then decided a first-hand look might be better and determined that Rec would take him where he wanted to go.

There, Katherine said, coming down the hall to bustle around the room. She wore a blue one-piece that the dinner servo-robot had brought with it the night before. Finally, we can start moving in a positive direction. Where do you want to start?

I thought Id go down to the reservoir, he replied, and see how much rain fell last night.

She stopped walking and stared, unbelieving, at him. Dont you realize that every moment is precious right now? We need to find that body and see what happened. It could be . . . decomposing or something at this very minute.

Ive got to see if there was any damage, he said. Ill try and join you later.

Never mind, she said angrily, and walked quickly to the door. Satisfy your stupid urges. I dont want you with me. Youll just get in the way anyhow. Come on, Eve. Weve got a corpus delecti to find.

She walked out of the apartment without a backward glance and was gone, Derec frowning after her. He couldnt help the way his feelings ran on this. He felt that so much of his own life, his own reasons for being, hinged upon the future of Robot City that its troubles seemed to be his own.

I want to go to the reservoir, he told Rec. Can you take me there?

Yes, Friend Derec, the robot answered, and they left together.

When they arrived at street level, Derec was disappointed to find that the supervisors hadnt left any transportation for him to use. A great deal of time would be wasted walking from place to place. Perhaps he could talk to Euler about it later, though he feared that the reasons had much to do with keeping him from going very far from home.

Do you want to go the most direct route? the witness asked him.

Yes, of course, Derec said as they set out walking. Let me ask you a question. Is the rain a result of the work being done on the city?

For the most part, Rec answered through a speaker located on Derecs side of his dome. It is also the rainy season here.

If they slowed down the building, would it slow down the rain?

I do not know.

Derec was going about this wrong, asking the wrong questions of a witness. How does the city make rain? he asked.

The robot began talking, recalling information in an encyclopedic fashion. Olivine is mined below ground and crushed in vacuum, releasing carbon, hydrogen, oxygen, and nitrogen, from which water vapor, carbon dioxide, methane gas, and traces of other chemicals are liberated. Iron ore is also being mined for building materials, along with petroleum products for plastics . . . 

Plastics? Derec asked.

Plastics are used as alloys in making the material from which the city is constructed. Do you wish me to go on with my previous line of witnessing?

Let me tell you, Derec said, and you tell me if Im right. Water vapor, along with the heat energy from the mining process, is pumped into the air, heat also being pumped into the reservoir. The CO2 is bled into the forest to help growth. The reason that the weather is so rainy now is that the city is growing too fast, giving off too much heat, dust, and water.

I do not know why the weather is so rainy right now, Rec said. I do not even understand what so rainy means. The other statements you made are juxtapositional with statements I heard Supervisor Avernus make, which I assume to be correct.

Fine, Derec said. Is there a problem with the ozone layer?

Problem? the robot asked.

Derec rephrased. Is any work being done on the ozone layer?

I do not know, Rec said, although I did hear Supervisor Avernus say on one occasion that the ozone layer needs to be increased photochemically to ten parts per million.

Good, Derec said. Very good.

You are pleased with my witnessing? Rec asked.

Yes, Derec replied. Will the supervisors be asking you to witness later what weve discussed?

That is my function, Friend Derec.

They walked for nearly an hour by Derecs watch, the city still subtly changing around them. It sometimes took a while to get information out of the witness, but if questions were phrased properly, Derec found Rec an endless source of information, and he wondered how Katherine was faring with her witness.

Derec knew they were nearing the reservoir long before they arrived there. A long stream of robots was moving toward and away from the site, followed by large vehicles bearing slabs of city building material.

They walked into an area sonorous with activity, echoes raising the pitch enough that Derec covered his ears against the din. Within the confines of the reservoir area, his worst fears were realized. The water had reached the top of the pool and was splashing over slightly in various areas.

For their part, the robots were doing their best to stop it. Large machines, obviously converted from mining work, had been modified to lift huge slabs of the building material to the top of the pool, where utility robots with laser torches were welding the higher sections together, trying for more room, bathing the area in various sections in showers of yellow sparks.

It was a massive job, the reservoir covering many acres, as the robots worked frantically to finish before the next rain. And to Derecs mind, this could be no more than a stopgap measure, for unless the rain was halted, it would overflow even the extra section in a day or two.

What happens if the water overflows? he asked Rec.

I am unable to speculate on such matters, Friend Derec, the robot said. It is not overflowing. When it does, I will witness.

Right, Derec said, and moved forward, closing on the workers.

Do not get too close, Rec called. It is dangerous for you.

Derec ignored him and moved closer, recognizing Euler, who was helping with the movement of a slab. He was directing a large, heavy-based machine with a telescoping arm that held a six-by-six-meter slab in magnetic grips. He was holding his pincers at the approximate distance the arm had yet to travel so that it would be flush with the edge of the pool and the slab next to it. Utility robots physically guided the slabs to the ground and held them so the welders could set to work immediately.

Euler! Derec called, the robot jerking to the sound of his name.

It is too dangerous for you here! Euler called back, waving him away. We have no safety controls over this area!

Ill only stay a centad, Derec said, moving up close to him. He could look past the end of the last slab and see the dark waters churning the top of the pool. In the distance, all around the reservoir, he could see the same operation being repeated by other crews.

What are you doing here? Euler asked him.

I had to see for myself, Derec answered. I knew the levels were rising. Why dont you stop the building pace and let these waters recede?

I cant tell you why, Euler said.

But what happens when this overflows?

We lose the treatment plant, Euler said, holding his pincers up to signify to the arm to stop moving the slab. Then he motioned toward the ground, the arm bringing the slab down very slowly. We lose much of our mining operations. We lose a great many miners. We will have failed.

Then stop the building!

We cant!

Just then, a utility robot working the slab was bumped slightly by the moving metal and lost its footing on the wet floor. Soundlessly and without drama, it slipped from the edge of the pool and fell into the dark waters, disappearing immediately.

Everything stopped.

Euler pushed past Derec to hurry to the waters edge, where he stood, head down, watching. The rest of the crew did the same, lining up quietly beside the water. Derec moved to join Euler.

Im sorry, he said.

Euler slowly turned his head to look at the boy, not saying anything for a long time. I should have paid more attention, he said.

How deep is the water? Derec asked.

Very deep, Euler replied. I was talking with you and didnt give the job my complete attention.

Can it be saved?

Had there been more time, Euler said, the job would have been studied for safety and feasibility and this wouldnt have happened. Had I known better, I wouldnt have allowed you to come so close. A robot is lost, and the supervisor is to blame.

There was nothing you could have done, Derec said.

A robot is dead today, Euler told him. I will not answer any more of your questions right now.




Chapter 6

THE TUNNELS



IF THE CITY keeps moving, Katherine asked, how can you take me to the location of the murder?

Triangulation, Eve, the witness, said. Using the Compass Tower as one point and the exact position of the sun at a given time as another point, my sensors are able to triangulate the position where I first witnessed the body. The time is the only real factor at this point. We must gauge the sun in exactly 13.24 decades to get the position right.

They were walking through the city, Katherine feeling a mixture of fear and exuberance at her first solo trip outside. They were walking high up, above many of the buildings, bridges between structures seemingly growing for her to walk across, then melting away after her passage. Eve apparently needed the height in order to take the precise measurements.

Katherine was angry at Derec for his lack of interest in their predicament, but she knew him well enough to know how stubborn he could be. She, in fact, knew him far better than he knew himself, and that was maddening. They were caught in a web of intrigue that existed on a massive level, and as long as she was trapped there, she had to play the situation with as much control as she could muster. And that included not telling Derec any more about his life than he could figure out for himself. Her own existence was at stake, and until she could escape the maze that had locked up their activities, she desperately feared saying anything more.

She had to get away from Robot City. The pain had increased since her arrival here, and, for the first time in her life, death was a topic she found herself dwelling upon.

And her only crime was love.

She felt the tears begin to well up and fought them back with an iron will. They wouldnt help her here. Nothing would, except her own tenacity and intelligence.

Tell me about your involvement in Davids death, she asked Eve, who was busy calibrating against the sun.

In approximately two decads, the robot said, it will have happened exactly nine days ago. We go down from here.

Eve moved directly to the corner of the six-story structure they were standing upon, and railed stairs formed for them to walk down. As they descended, the robot continued talking.

I was called upon to witness the attempts to free Friend David from an enclosed room.

An enclosed room? Katherine said. Ive never heard about this. How could he get trapped like that in this place?

The room grew around him. Eve said. They reached street level and the robot headed west, away from the Compass Tower. It sealed him in and wouldnt let him leave.

Why?

I do not know.

Does anyone know?

I do not know.

All right, Katherine said, watching a team of robots carry what looked to be gymnasium equipment into one of the buildings. Just report what you saw.

Gladly. I was called upon to witness the attempt to free Friend David from the sealed room. When I arrived, Supervisor Dante was already on the scene . . . The robot stopped moving and for several seconds stared up into the sun. Precisely here. Eve pointed to a section of the street. Friend David was caught inside the structure and we could hear him shouting to be let out.

Who?

Myself, Supervisor Dante, a utility robot with a torch, and another household utility robot who first discovered Friend Davids problem.

What happened then?

Then Supervisor Dante asked Utility Robot #237-5 if the laser torch was safe to use in such close proximity to a human being, and Utility Robot #237-5 assured him that it was. At that point, Supervisor Dante tried to reason with the room to release Friend David, and failing that, he requested that the room be cut into with the torch.

And that request was complied with?

Yes. Supervisor Dante, in fact, asked Utility Robot #237-5 to complete the project quickly.

Why?

I do not know.

Katherine thought about the nature of the witness and asked another question. Were there any other events that coincided with this event?

Yes, Eve said. Food Services complained that Friend David could not be served lunch on time and inquired if that would be dangerous to his health; several of the supervisors were meeting in the Compass Tower to discuss ways in which Friend David might have come to the city without their knowledge; and the city itself was put on general security alert.

Does a general security alert alter the way in which functions are performed? she asked.

Yes. We were all called to other emergency duties, and were here only because of the danger to Friend David and the need to release him.

Which you did.

Not me, Eve said. I only witnessed. But Friend David was freed from the enclosed room.

Did you notice anything odd at that point?

Odd? Friend Katherine, I can only . . . 

I know, she interrupted, a touch frustrated. You only witness. Then tell me exactly what happened.

Supervisor Dante asked Friend David to return to his apartment because a security alert had been called. Friend David said that he was not ready to return to his apartment, that he had business to do. Then he complained of a headache. Then he started laughing and walked away. Utility Robot #237-5 then asked Supervisor Dante if Friend David should be apprehended, and Supervisor Dante said he had weighed the priorities and had decided that the security alert took precedence and ordered us to proceed to our emergency duties, which, in my case, involved witnessing something that I am not at liberty to discuss with you.

Then what? Katherine asked, anxious.

Then I performed the security duty that I had been assigned.

No, no, Katherine said. What happened then in regard to David?

Approximately nine decads later, I was again called upon. Eve began moving quickly down the street, Katherine right behind, having to run to keep up. I am taking you to the approximate place of the second incident, the robot called from a speaker set in the back of its dome. I was called here, along with Supervisor Euler this time, by Utility Robot #716-14, who had discovered several waste control robots trying to take the body of Friend David away.

Eve moved quickly around a corner, then stopped abruptly, Katherine nearly running into the robot.

Here, Eve said, is the approximate place where the body was alleged to have fallen.

Alleged?

It was no longer here upon my arrival.

What story did the utility robot tell?

Utility Robot #716-14 said that he sent the waste control robots away, then examined Friend David for signs of life without success. During the course of the examination another room began to grow around the body and enclose it, at which point Utility Robot #716-14 removed himself before becoming trapped, and put in an emergency call to us. We returned to the scene together, but the body was gone. That is the last time anyone has seen Friend David.

Were there signs of violence on the body?

Utility Robot #716-14 reported that the body appeared perfectly normal except for a small cut on the left foot. Since I can only report hearsay in this regard, I am unable to render this as an accurate examination.

Katherine leaned against the wall of a one-story parts depot, the wall giving slightly under her pressure. It seemed more than coincidence that Davids plight in the sealed room and the alert conditions of the city happened concurrentlybut how were they connected?

Do you feel, then, that the body moved simply because the city moved it? she asked.

I cannot speculate on such a theory, the witness said, but I heard Supervisor Euler make a pronouncement similar to yourshearsay again.

Given the growth rate of the city, Katherine said, calculate how far and in what direction the body of David could have traveled if, indeed, the movement of the city took him from this place.

Approximately ten and one-half blocks, Eve said without hesitation, in any direction. The city works according to a plan that is not known to me.

Ten and a half blocks, Katherine said low. Well, itll sure give me something to do to fill in the time. She looked at Eves bristling dome. Lets take a walk.

That is your decision, the robot replied, as Katherine picked a direction at random and began walking, looking for what, she didnt know.

ACCESS DENIED was written in bold letters across the CRT, and it was a phrase Derec had run into over a dozen times in as many minutes.

He stood at a small counter set beside a large, open window. Through the billowing clouds of iron-red dust floating into the sky, he could see the long line of earthmovers inching their way along the rocky ground, the teeth of their heavy front diggers easily chewing up the ground to a depth of 70 centimeters, then laying out the mulch in a flat, even plain behind, holes filling, rises falling, the ground absolutely uniform behind. A series of heavy rollers completed the unique vehicles, packing the ground hard for the slab base of the city to push its way into that section as it was completed.

After leaving the reservoir and its tragedy behind, he had asked Rec to take him to the edge of the city. He had wanted to see for himself the creation of the cloud dust and also to try and find access to a terminal far out of the reach of the supervisors. The robot had been hesitant at first, but after Derec had assured him that hed go no farther than citys edge, Rec had readily agreed.

But now that he was here, Derec resented the time it had taken to come this far out. The terminal had been a complete bust. Hed found himself able to access any amount of information when it came to this part of the city operation: troubleshooting info, repair info, time references, equipment specs, personnel delineation, and SOPs of all kinds; but beyond that, access was impossible.

He had tried various methods of obtaining passwords, but it seemed he was stymied before he got started. He came away with the impression that once the city was on alert, terminals became place-oriented, only able to pick up specific data as it related to their possible function in a given location. He found this difficult to believe, for if the robots were in total charge of access and passwords it belied the nature of their perfect human world. It struck him that access would have to be humanly possible for very basic philosophical reasons.

But not here; not at this terminal.

So, where did that leave him? The rains still came, with or without his presence; the central core was still denied to him, and with it any answers it might possess; he was still a prisoner (a fact he did take seriously, despite Katherines feelings); and he still knew nothing about his origins or reasons for being in Robot City.

That thought returned him to the basics. When he had visited the Compass Tower, Avernus had been pointed out as the first supervisor robot, the one that had initiated the construction of the other supervisors. Derec had been successful in determining the origin and destination of the water; now he would work on the origin of the city itself. The only place to start was with Avernus and the underground. The mining was needed to produce the raw materials to build the city. Everything else sprang from that foundation. He would go to the sourceto Avernus.

He shut down the useless terminal and walked out of the otherwise bare room to find Rec intently studying the rising dust clouds, taking readings. It was his obsession.

I want to go into the mines and speak with Avernus, he told the robot. Is that acceptable?

I will take you to the mines, Friend Derec, Rec answered, but from that point on, the decision will belong to Avernus.

Fair enough, Derec said, and prepared for another long walk. Then he spotted one of the trams parked near the excavation and walked toward it. Lets ride this time.

We were not given this machine, Rec said. It is not ours to take.

Were you told not to let me take the machine? Derec countered.

No, but . . . 

Then lets go.

Derec jumped in the front, but saw no controls with which to drive it. He knew that this was probably the means by which the robots working the movers got here, but the witness was unable to make that speculation and consequently folded up. How does it work?

You speak your destination into the microphone, Rec said.

The underground, Derec said, then shrugged at Rec. Within seconds, the car lurched forward and moved speedily away from the digs.

They traveled quickly, moving through an entire section full of nothing but robot production facilities that were running full tilt, furiously trying to keep up with the record-setting building pace. As the number of buildings increased, so, too, did the number of robots to service those buildings and the people who didnt live in them. They passed vehicle after vehicle jammed full of new, functionally designed robots who stared all around, seeing their world for the first time.

They also passed other small forests and what seemed to be large sections of hydroponic greenhouses, for when large-scale food production became a reality. Then they whizzed past a large, open area that seemed to serve no function.

Whats that? Derec asked.

Nothing, Rec answered.

I dont mean now, Derec said. Whats it going to be?

I do not often deal in potential, the robot replied, several red lights on his dome blinking madly, but I recall Supervisor Euler once referring to this place as a future spaceport.

Derec was a bit taken aback. Robot City was absolutely unable to deal with incoming or outgoing ships in any form. It led him down another avenue.

If the spaceport hasnt been constructed yet, he said, where do you keep your hyperwave transmitters?

He asked the question casually, knowing full well that Rec would undoubtedly tell him the information was classified; but he was totally unprepared for the answer he received.

I do not know what a hyperwave transmitter is, the robot replied.

A device designed for communication over long distances in space, Derec said. Perhaps you call it something else.

I have witnessed nothing designed to communicate beyond our atmosphere, Rec answered.

You dont send and receive information from off-planet?

I know of no such instance, Rec replied. We are self-contained here.

The tram jerked to a stop, jerking Derecs thoughts along with it. Somehow, it had never occurred to him that they really were trapped on this planet. The Key and its proper use suddenly became of paramount importance to him.

We have arrived, Friend Derec, Rec said.

So we have, Derec replied, getting slowly out of the car. What was going on here? Who created this place? And why? It was a pristine civilization removed from contact with anything beyond itself, yet its Spacer roots were obvious. Could David, the dead man, have been the creator?

He walked past the lines of robots carrying their damaged equipment, past the huge extruder and its never-ending ribbon of city, and stood at the entrance to the underground. He turned to see Rec standing beside him.

Find Avernus, he said. Tell him I want to speak with him. I dont want to break protocol by going somewhere off-limits to humans.

Yes, Friend Derec, the robot answered and moved aside to commune with its net of radio communications.

Derec sat on the ground beside the doorway and watched the robots walking back and forth past him. He was beginning to feel like a useless appendage with nothing to do. He felt guilty even ordering the robots around; they had more important things to do.

He glanced at his watch. It was two in the afternoon, and soon theyd be approaching another night of rain, another useless night of speculation as the water level rose higher and higher. We will have failed, Euler had said, and in that sentence the robot had spoken volumes. Like Derec, the supervisor knew that Robot City was a test, a test designed for all of then. If Euler and the others were unable to solve the problem of the rain, they would have failed in their attempt to build a workable world. He also knew that the salvation of this world would take a creative form of thought that most people felt robots incapable of. Perhaps thats where Derec fit in. Synnoetics, they had called it, the whole greater than the sum of the parts. For that to take place, Derec would have to begin by convincing the robots they had to confide in him despite their security measures.

Im extremely busy, Friend Derec, the voice said loudly. What do you want of me?

Derec looked up to see Avernuss massive form bending to fit in the door space.

We need to speak of saving this place, Derec said. We need to approach one another as equals, and not adversaries.

You may have done murder, Derec, Avernus said. I am not the equal of that.

Neither is Euler, Derec replied, but his inattention caused a robot to die today.

You were also present.

Derec looked at the ground. Y-yes, he said. I had no right to bring that up.

Tell me what you want of me.

Answers, Derec said. Understanding. I want to help with the city . . . the rains. I want someone to know and appreciate that.

The robot looked at him for a long moment, then motioned him inside. They walked down the stairs together and into the holding area, Rec following behind at a respectable distance. Avernus then took him aside, away from the activity, and made a seat for him by piling up a number of broken machines of various kinds.

Derec climbed atop the junk pile and sat, Avernus standing nearby. We are in an emergency situation, and my programming limits my communication with you.

I understand that, Derec replied. I also know that many situations require judgment calls that you must sift through your logic circuits. I ask only that you think synnoetically.

If you ask that of me, the robot said, I must tell you something. The concept of death holds more weight with me than with the others. My logic circuits are different because of my work.

I dont understand.

The robots stock-in-trade is efficiency, Avernus answered, and in jobs requiring labor, cost efficiency. But in the mines cost efficiency isnt necessarily cost efficient.

Now Im really confused.

The most cost-effective way to approach mine work may be the most dangerous way to approach it, but the most dangerous way to approach it may result in the loss of a great many workers because of the nature of the mines. So, the most effective way to work the mines may not be the most cost-efficient in the long run. Consequently, I am programmed to have a respect for lifeeven robotic lifethat far and away exceeds what one could consider normal. The lives of my workers are of prime importance to me beyond any concept of efficiency.

What has that got to do with me? Derec asked.

If you have killed, Derec, you will be anathema to me. The fact that you are accused and could be capable of such an action is almost more than I can bear. I voted against your freedom when we met on this issue.

I swear to you that I am innocent, Derec said.

Humans lie, the robot answered. Now, do you still wish me to be the one to appreciate your position?

Yes, Derec answered firmly. I ask only that I be given the opportunity to show you that I have the best interests of Robot City at heart. I am innocent, and the truth will free me.

Well said. What do you want to know.

You are the first supervisor, Derec said. What are your first recollections?

I was awakened by a utility robot we call 1-1, Avernus said, his red photocells fixed on Derec. 1-1 had already awakened fifty other utility machines. I awakened with a full knowledge of who and what I was: a semi-autonomous robot whose function was to supervise the mines for city building, and to supervise the building of other supervisors to fulfill various tasks.

Were you programmed to serve humans?

No, Avernus said quickly. We were programmed with human information, both within us and within the core unit, which was also operational when I was awakened. Our decision to service was one we arrived at independently.

Could that be the reason that the robots here have been less than enthusiastic about Katherine and me? Derec asked. Not knowing human reality, you accepted an ideal that was impossible for us to live up to.

That is, perhaps, true, Avernus agreed.

How long ago did your awakening take place?

A year ago, give or take.

And did you see any human beings, or have knowledge of any, at that time?

No. Our first action was the construction of the Compass Tower. After that, we began our philosophical deliberations as to our purpose in the universe.

How about 1-1? Did he have any contact with humans?

It never occurred to us to ask, Avernus said.

Where is 1-1 now? Derec asked, feeling himself working toward something.

In the tunnels, Avernus said, gesturing toward the elevators. 1-1 works the mines.

Derec jumped off the makeshift seat. Take me there, he said.

Security . . .  the robot began.

Im a human being, Derec said. This world was designed for me and my kind. Im sorry, Avernus, but if you exist to serve, its time you started to act like it. If you respect your own philosophies, you must accept the fact that your security measures were not designed to keep you secure from human beings. If they were, there is something desperately wrong with your basic philosophy.

It is dangerous in the mines, Avernus replied.

You can protect me.

The robot stood looking between Derec and the elevator doors. I must deny you the central core, he said at length. I must deny you knowledge of our emergency measures. But you are a human being, and this is your world to share with us. I will take you to 1-1 and protect you. If, at some point, protecting you means sending you back to the surface, I will do that.

Fair enough, Derec said, looking at his watch. We must go.

They moved toward the elevators, Rec joining them within the large car. In deference to the supervisor, the other robots let them have the car to themselves. Avernus pushed a stud in the wall and the door closed. The car started downward.

It went down a long way.

The trick to movement in the mines is deliberation, Avernus said, as the car shuddered to a stop.

Deliberation, Derec repeated.

The door slid open to delirious activity. Thousands of utility robots moved through a huge cavern that stretched as far as Derec could see in either direction. A continuous line of train cars rolled past on movable tracks, delivering raw ore to the giant smelters that refined it to more workable stages where it was heated and alloyed with other materials. The ceiling was thirty-five meters high and cut from the raw earth. Clean rooms filled the space at regular intervals.

Iron! Avernus said, stretching his arms wide. The foundation upon which the ferrous metals are based, from which the modern world is made possible. We mine it in huge quantities, using it in its raw state to make our equipment, and alloyed with special plastics to form our city. There!

He pointed to a machine through which layers of iron were belt-feeding, together with imprinted patterns of micro-circuits. The congealed mass issued from the top of the machine and proceeded through the ceiling in a continuous ribbon, the building material that Derec had seen extruded on the surface.

That is the stuff of Robot City, Avernus said. Iron and plastic alloy, cut with large amounts of carbon, and using carbon monoxide as a reducing agent. The skin is then imprinted with millions of micro-circuits per square meter. In centimeter, independent sections, the skin is alive with robotic intelligence, geared to human needs and protection. The whole is pre-programmed to build and behave in a prescribed fashion, and to react to human needs as they arise.

Thats why the walls give when I push on them, Derec said, moving gingerly out of the elevator and staying close to Avernus.

Exactly. Now remember, deliberation. Stay close.

Avernus moved out into the middle of the furious activity, machines and robots and train cars rushing quickly all around them. As Avernus stepped into the path of onrushing vehicles, Derec froze, wanting to pull back. But the expected accidents never took place, the robots and their machines gauging all the actions around them and reacting perfectly to them.

Thats when the concept of deliberation became clear to Derec. Movement needed to be deliberate, with constant forward momentum. All judgment was based on the idea that movement would be steady and could be avoided once gauged. It was the erratic movement that was dangerousthe abrupt stop, the jump back; down here, such movements would be fatal.

Once he understood the concept, it became easier to walk into the path of on-rushing vehicles. And as they moved through the center of the great hall, Derec began to feel more comfortable.

Let me ask you a question, he said to the big robot. Did you invent the skin of Robot City?

No, Avernus replied. Its program was already within the central core.

So its activities are all pre-programmed?

Correct. All we did was use it once we decided to be of service to humanity.

They reached an edge of the hall, dozens of smaller tunnels branching off from it.

We ride now, Avernus said, climbing into a cart that was far too small for his immense bulk. Derec and Rec climbed in with him, and Avernus started off right away, taking them down a barely lit tunnel.

This one looks deserted, Derec said, and they hurried along at a fast clip.

It was, until two days ago, Avernus said. It is now, perhaps, going to save us.

How?

You will see.

They rode for several more minutes through the dark, going deeper into the earth. Then Derec heard activity ahead.

We are approaching, Avernus said.

Approaching what? Derec asked.

Avernus turned a corner and they were suddenly confronted by a widening of the tunnel, several hundred robots working furiously within an ever-growing space, scooping out dirt into any available container or skid, anything that would move earth. They then would take the earth and move quickly with it down adjoining tunnels, refilling that which had been excavated sometime previously. Like an ant farm, they moved in graceful cooperation and determination, and standing atop a cart, looming above them, was Rydberg, silently pointing as he transmitted his orders by radio to the toiling robots.

Avernus turned and looked at Derec. Somewhere in there, he said, you will find 1-1.




Chapter 7

ONE-ONE



KATHERINES FIRST THOUGHT had been that it was a monument, but then she realized there were no monuments on Robot City. It was set on a narrow pedestal about one hundred feet in the air. Located in the middle of a block, the city had simply built itself around the object in a semicircle, leaving it set apart from all other structures by a gap of fifty feet. She had spent several hours walking the changing topography of Robot City without success, but she stopped the moment she came upon this place. If she wanted to compare the workings of the living city to a human body, this room atop the pedestal was like a wound, sealing itself off with scar tissue to protect it from the vital workings of the rest of the body.

It was no more than a room. Katherine stood at ground level staring up at the thing. A box, perhaps five meters square, totally enclosed. The robots took the workings of their city for granted and simply accepted this anomaly. To the creative eye, it stuck out like a solar eclipse on a bright afternoon.

Katherine continued to stare up at it because she didnt want to lose it. Even now, the city continued to move, to grow before her eyes, and as the buildings turned in their slow waltz of life, she turned with them, always keeping the room within her vision. Eve, meanwhile, was trying to round up a supervisor who could effect a means of getting inside the structure and checking it out.

During the course of this excursion, Katherine had begun to develop a grudging respect for the workings of the city. Obviously, things were not going well right now, but in the long run such a system could be quite beneficial to the humans and robots who inhabited it. The safety factor alone made the system worthwhile. Derecs harrowing ride down through the aqueduct resulted in nothing more than fatigue and a few bruises, all because the system itself was trying to protect him. To Katherines mind, such a journey on Aurora would have caused Derecs death. She smiled at the thought of a Derec-proof city.

Shed also had time, while waiting for Eve to reach a supervisor, to notice the changes taking place around her. She felt as if she were visiting a resort at the tail end of the off season, all the seasonal workers arriving and getting the place shipshape for the influx of visitors. Clocks were being installed in various parts of the city, and street signs were beginning to go up. The largest change taking place, however, was the increased production and distribution of chairs. Robots had no need for sitting or reclining, and chairs were at a premium; but as they tried to make their city as welcome as possible for humans, they worked diligently to do things just right, despite the fact that the citys emergency measures were forcing many of them into extra duty. She wondered if shed be this gracious if it were her city. The thought humbled her a bit.

Despite the differences, despite the bind the robots had put them in, they really were trying to make this world as perfect as they could for the travelers, travelers whom they suspected of murder. She had never before considered just how symbiotic the binding of humans to robots really was and, at least for the robots, how essential. She hoped that they would, eventually, have their civilization, complete with humans to order them around stupidly. She found herself smiling again. Her mother had a phrase that could apply to the robots longing for human companionshipa glutton for punishment.

She heard a noise behind her and turned, expecting to see a supervisor arriving. Instead she saw two utility robots moving toward her, carrying between them what looked for all the world like a park bench. Without a word, they moved right up to her and placed the bench just behind. She sat, and they hurried off.

She sat for barely a decad before Arion came clanking around a corner, along with a utility robot with a bulky laser torch strapped on his back. It took her back for a second, a seeming replay of the scene Eve had described to her when David had first become trapped in the sealed room.

Good afternoon, Friend Katherine, Arion said as he moved up to her. I see you are taking advantage of one of our chairs to rest your body. Very good.

Whats that on your wrist, Katherine asked, a watch?

The supervisor held up his arm, displaying the timepiece. A show of solidarity, he said.

Youre in charge of human-creative functions on Robot City, arent you? she asked.

Human-creative is a redundant term, Arion replied. Creativity is the human stock-in-trade. I hope youve found satisfactory the entertainments Ive provided for you.

Well talk about that later, she answered.

Of course.

I thank you for coming so promptly, Katherine said.

This is a priority matter, the robot said, gazing up at the sealed room. You believe this to be the location of the body?

Im certain of it.

Very good. Lets take a closer look.

Katherine stood and walked to the base of the tower with Arion. The pedestal was approximately the size of a large tree trunk, just large enough that she could almost reach around it if she tired. Arion reached out and touched the smooth, blue skin, and magically a spiral staircase with railing jutted from the surface and wound around the exterior of the tower.

After you, the robot said politely.

Katherine started up, the design of the staircase keeping her from any sense of vertigo. As she climbed, she could feel that the air was cooling down, the presage to another night of destructive rain. Behind her, Arion, the utility robot, and the witness followed dutifully, and she realized that she was in the lead because it was the natural position for her in regard to this inquiry. This was her notion, her casethe robots at this point were merely her willing cohorts. Finally, she could give orders again and have them carried out!

She reached the top quickly. The flat disc of the pedestal top curled up and inward all around to make it impossible for her to fall off. That left the room itself. Uncolored, it was a natural gray-red and perfectly square. She walked completely around it looking for entry, but her first assessment had been correct: it was locked up tight.

What do you propose at this point? Arion asked her, as he followed her around the perimeter of the room.

Were going to have to get inside, she said, and see what there is to see. I suppose theres no other way to get in except by using the torch?

Normally, this situation would never arise, Arion told her. There are no other buildings in the city that behave like this. There is no reason to seal up a room.

You mean you dont know why or how the rooms have sealed themselves up?

The city program was given to us intact through the central core, and only the central core contains the program information. Other than through observation, we dont know exactly how the city operates.

Katherine was taken aback. So, the city is actually a highly advanced autonomous robot in its own right, operating outside of your control.

Your statement is basically inaccurate, but containing the germ of truth, Arion said. To begin with, it is not highly advanced, at least not in the same sense that a . . . supervisor robot, for example, is highly advanced.

Do I detect a shade of rivalry here? she asked.

Certainly not, Arion said. We are not capable of such feelings as competitiveness. I was simply stating a known fact. Furthermore, the citys autonomy is tied directly to the central core. Although it does, in fact, operate outside of supervisor control.

Can you affect the city program, then?

Not directly, Arion said, running his pincers up and down the contours of the building as if checking for openings. The central core controls the city program, and the supervisors do not make policy by direct programming.

I think Im beginning to truly understand, Katherine said, motioning for the robot with the torch to come closer. The data contained in the central core is the well from which your entire city springs. All of your activities here are merely an extension of the programming contained therein, for good or ill.

We are robots, Friend Katherine, Arion said. It could not be otherwise. Robots are not forces of change, but merely extensions of extant thought. That is why we so desperately need the companionship of humans.

Cut here, Katherine said pointing to the wall, and the utility robot waited until she had backed away to a safer distance before charging the power packs and moving close with the nozzle-like hose that was the business end of the laser torch. She turned to Arion. Does cutting through the wall like this break contact with the main program?

No, the robot answered as the torch came on with a whine, its beam invisible as a small section of the wall glowed bright red, smoking slightly. The synapses simply reroute themselves and make connection elsewhere.

There was a sound of suction as the torch broke through to the other side of the wall, a sound that any Spacer knew well, the rushing of air into a vacuum. The room had sealed totally and airlessly. The torch moved more quickly now, cutting a circular hole just large enough for a human being to get through without working at it.

The edges tore jaggedly, the walls that seemed so fluid under program fighting tenaciously to hold together otherwise. Despite Arions claims, Katherine was still the city-robot.

The welder was halfway done, pulling down the jagged slab of city as he cut. Katherine had to fight down the urge to run up and peer through the opening already made, but her fear of the torch ultimately won out over her impatience.

Are you capable of doing autopsies here? she asked Arion as an afterthought.

The medical programming is in existence, and at this very moment several medically trained robots are being turned out of our production facilities, along with diagnostic tables and a number of machines. Synthesized drugs and instruments are coming at a slower rate. So much of the city is geared toward building right now, and these considerations never became a problem for us until Davids death.

Done, the utility robot said, the cut section falling to clang on the base disc.

Witness! Arion called, as Katherine hurried to the place and climbed through the hole.

The naked body lay, face down, in the middle of the floor. Katherine walked boldly toward it, then stopped, a hand going to her chest. She had been so intent upon fulfilling her mission that she had failed to consider that it was deathreal deathshed be dealing with. It horrified her. She began shaking, her heart rate increasing.

Is something wrong? Eve asked from the cut-out.

N-no, she replied, her eyes glued to the body, unable either to move forward or pull back.

If theres a problem, she heard Arion say, come out now. Dont jeopardize yourself.

Come on, old girl. Get yourself together. Im fine, she said. Youve got to do this. Dont stop now.

She took a deep breath, then another, and continued her walk to the body. Bending, she touched it gingerly. The surface was cool, the muscles tight.

Is everything all right? Arion asked.

Yes, she said. Wont they leave me alone?

There was no sign of decomposition, and she realized that it was because the room had been airless. At least that was something.

She examined the body from the back, her heart rate still up, her breath coming fast. Looking at the foot, she could see a small cut on the left instep and realized immediately what had caused it. Something stupid. Something she had done herself before. A misstep, perhaps a broken fall, and the bare feet came together, a too-long toenail on the other foot scraping the instep. It was nothing. There was some dried blood on the side and bottom of the foot, but that was it. She was going to have to roll the body over.

She moved to the side of the body, reaching out to try and turn it over, finding her hands shaking wildly. Will this be me soonfifty kilos of dead meat? She tried to push the body onto its back, but there was no strength in her arms.

Could you help me with this? she called over her shoulder. Arion came through the cut-out to bend down beside her. She looked up at the nearly human-looking machine. I want to roll it over.

Surely, Arion said, reaching out with his pincers to push gently against the side of the body. It rolled over easily, dead eyes staring straight at Katherine.

She heard herself screaming from far away as the shock of recognition hit her. It was Derec! Derec!

The room began spinning as she felt it in her stomach and in her head. Then she felt the floor reach up and pull her down; everything else was lost in the numbing bliss of unconsciousness.

Dont try to leave without me to lead you! Avernus called to Derec as the boy waded into the churning sea of robots. You could become hopelessly lost in these tunnels.

Dont worry! Derec called back, thinking more about the danger of the main chamber than the labyrinthine caves.

He moved slowly through the throng, walking toward Rydberg. It was damp, musty in there, plus a bit claustrophobic, but Derec was so fascinated by the spectacle of the eleventh-hour plans that he never allowed his mind to dwell on the all-too-human problems of the location.

Rydberg saw him approaching, and turned to stare as Derec closed on him. He climbed atop the cart and joined the supervisor.

What are you doing here? Rydberg asked, the words crackling through the speaker atop his dome. It is too dangerous underground for you.

I talked Avernus into bringing me down and protecting me, Derec replied. Whats going on here?

Were trying to tunnel up to the reservoir, Rydberg said. We are trying to work out a way to drain off some of the reservoir into the deserted tunnels below to keep it from flooding.

Derec felt an electric charge run through him. Thats wonderful! he yelled. Youve made a third-level connectiona creative leap!

It was only logical. Since the water was going to come into the mines anyway, it only made sense that we should try to direct it to parts of the mines that would cause the least amount of damage. Unfortunately, our estimates show such a move could only hold off the inevitable for a day or two longer. It may all be in vain.

Why are you digging by hand? Derec asked. Where are the machines?

They are tied up in the mining process, Rydberg said. The current rate of city-building must take precedence over all other activities. The robot turned his dome to watch the excavations.

Derec put his hands on the robots arm. But the city-building is whats killing you!

It must be done.

Why?

I cannot answer that.

Derec looked all around him, at the frantic rush of momentum, at a civilization trying to survive. No, they werent human, but it didnt mean their lives werent worthwhile. What was the gauge? There was intelligence, and a concerted effort toward perfection of spirit. There was more worth, more human value here in the mines than in anything he had seen in his brief glimpse of humanity. And then it struck him, the reason for all of this and the reason for the state of emergency and security.

Its defensive, isnt it? he said. The city-building is a way for the city to defend itself against alien invasion?

Rydberg just stared at him.

He grabbed the robots arm again, tighter. That is it, isnt it?

I cannot answer that question.

Then tell me I am wrong!

I cannot answer that question.

I knew it, he said, convinced now. And if it coincided with Davids appearance in the city, then it is somehow tied to him. For once, Katherines in the right place.

This whole thing is a central core program, Derec said, and obviously the program is in error. There must be some way you can circumvent it.

Robots do not make programs, Derec, Rydberg said.

Then let me into it!

I cannot, Rydberg replied, then added softly. Im sorry.

Derec just stared at him, wanting to argue him into compliance, and fearing that the argument would simply present the robot with a contradiction so vast it would freeze his mental facilities and lock him up beyond hope. He didnt know where to go from here. Hed had a tantalizing glimpse of the problem, yet, like a holographic image, it still eluded his grasp.

You still have not told me why you came down into the mines, Rydberg said. Humans have such a poor sense of personal danger that I fail to see how your species has survived to this point. If you cannot present me a compelling reason for your presence, I fear I must send you away now.

If humans have a poor sense of personal danger, Derec said, angry at Robot Citys inability even to try to save itself, then it has been justly inherited in your programming. Ive come down to visit 1-1 on a matter not of your concern. Would you please point him out to me?

Our first citizen? Rydberg said, and Derec could tell the robot wanted to say more. Instead, he turned up his volume. WILL ROBOT 1-1 PLEASE COME FORWARD.

Within a minute, a small, rather innocuous utility robot with large, powerful looking pincer grips moved up to the cart. I am here, Supervisor Rydberg, the robot said.

Friend Derec wishes to speak with you on a personal matter, the supervisor said. Do as he asks, but do not take an excessive amount of time.

Derec jumped off the cart. I hear you were the first robot awakened on this planet, he said.

That is correct, the robot said.

Come with me, Derec said. Lets get out of the confusion.

They moved through the rapidly widening chamber to the place where Avernus had first dropped him. I am searching through the origins of Robot City, Derec said, and that search has led me to you. You were the first.

Yes. Logical. I was the first.

I want you to tell me exactly what your first visual input was and what followed subsequently.

My first visual input was of a human arm connecting my power supply, the robot said. Then the human turned and walked away from me.

Did you see the human face?

No.

What happened then?

The human walked a distance from me, then disappeared behind some machinery meant to help in our early mining. I was to wait for one hour, then turn on the other inoperative robots in the area. Then we were to begin work, which we did.

Of what did that original work consist?

There were fifty utility, plus Supervisor Avernus. Twenty-five of us built the Compass Tower from materials left for us, while Supervisor Avernus and the other twenty-five began the design and construction of the underground facilities and commenced the mining operations.

Derec was puzzled. Avernus didnt supervise the construction of the Compass Tower?

No. It was meant as a separate entity from the rest of the city. It was fully planned, fully materialized. There was no need for Supervisor Avernus to take an interest in it.

Derec heard an engine noise and saw lights, far in the tunnel distance, gradually closing on his position. What do you mean when you say it was meant as a separate entity?  Derec asked.

The Compass Tower is unique in several respects, Friend Derec, 1-1 said. It is not part of the overall city plan in any respect; it has the off limits homing platform atop it; and it contains a fully furnished, human administration office.

What! Derec said loudly, as he watched the mine tram rushing closer toward him in the tunnel. An office for whom?

I do not know. Perhaps the person who awakened me.

Youve never spoken of this with the supervisors?

No one has ever inquired before now.

Why did you call it the administration office?

The construction plans are locked within my data banks, 1-1 answered. That is what it was called on the plans.

The tram car screeched to a halt right beside Darren, the huge bulk of Avernus stuffed in its front seat. We must go, the supervisor said.

Just a minute, Derec said. Why did you call it a homing platform?

We must go now, Avernus said.

It was designed as a landing point of some kind, 1-1 said. Nothing is ever allowed on its surface, or within twenty meters of its airspace.

Avernus took hold of Derecs arm and gently, but firmly, turned him face to face. We must go, Avernus said. Something has happened to Friend Katherine.

Derec reeled as if hed been hit. What? What happened? Is she all right?

She is unconscious, Avernus said. Beyond that, we do not know.




Chapter 8

IDENTITY CRISIS



DEREC HURRIED INTO the apartment to buzzing activity. Arion was there, and Euler, plus Eve and several utility robots. There was also a rather frail-looking machine with multiple appendages that Derec surmised to be a med-bot.

The living room seemed different, much squatter, but he really wasnt paying attention.

Friend Derec . . . Euler began, hurrying to intercept Derec as he crossed the living room floor.

Where is she? he asked, still moving.

The bedroom, Euler said. She has regained consciousness and is resting. I do not think you should try and see her just yet.

Nonsense, Derec said, hurrying past him. Ive got to see her.

But you dont underst . . . 

Later, Derec said, moving down the hallway. There were now two bedroom doors. He opened one to an empty room, then turned to the other, pushing the stud. It slid open. Katherine was sitting up in bed, her face drained of all color, her eyes red.

Are you all right? he asked.

Her eyes focused on him, then grew wide in horror.

Noooo! she screamed, hands going to her straining face.

Derec ran to her and took her by the shoulders. She kept screaming, loudly, hysterically, her body vibrating madly on the bed.

Youre dead! she yelled. Dead! Dead!

No! he yelled. Im here. Its all right. Its all . . . 

Euler was pulling him away from her, robots filling the room. What are you doing? he yelled. Let go, I . . . 

You must leave now, Euler said, lifting him bodily in the air and carrying him, Katherines screams still filling the apartment.

Katherine! he called to her as Euler carried him out the door. Katherine!

Euler carried him all the way to the living room, then simply held him there, the med-bot slipping into her bedroom and sliding the door closed, muffling the screams somewhat.

Put me down! Derec yelled. Would you put me down?

You must not go in there, Euler said. It is dangerous for Katherine if you go in there.

He felt the anger draining out of him. Whats going on? he asked sheepishly. Whats happened to her?

Shes suffered some sort of emotional trauma, the supervisor said. May I put you down?

Believe me, Derec said, at this point, I dont want to go back in.

Euler set him gently on the floor. Derec rubbed his arms to get the circulation back into them.

I am sorry if I caused you any discomfort, Euler said. Truly.

Its all right, Derec replied. Tell me what happened.

Thunder crashed loudly outside, both Derec and Euler turning to look at the building thunderheads through the open patio door. They were in for another bad one. From the bedroom, the sounds of screaming had died to occasional whimpers.

Katherine found the body of David, Euler said, and had a utility robot cut into the sealed room that contained it. The robot swiveled its head to take in the rest of the room. Perhaps it is better to have Arion witness the story. He was present for it. He motioned for the human-like machine to join the discussion.

Friend Derec, Arion said as he moved up close. I had no idea that seeing the body would have this kind of effect on Friend Katherine. I would never have allowed her to come close to it had I known.

I understand, Derec said. Just tell me what happened.

She was examining the deceased, Arion said, when she called me in to help her roll the body over. I, of course, complied. She screamed when she saw the face, then lapsed into a state of unconsciousness.

Shes been disconsolate ever since, Euler said. Most peculiar. She persisted in the belief that the dead man was you.

Why would she do that? he asked, moving to sit at the table. Arions CRT was busily finding the cube roots of ten-digit numbers.

I dont know, Euler said. Perhaps because the body looked like yours.

Derec sat up straight, staring hard. You mean . . . just like me?

The robots looked at one another. Perfectly, Arion said.

Doesnt that strike you as odd? Derec said, dumbfounded, still not believing the information.

No, Euler said.

I dont understand, Derec said. When you first saw me, didnt you take note of the similarity of our appearances?

Yes, Euler said, but it didnt mean anything to us.

Why not?

Arion spoke up. Why should it? Weve only seen three human beings. Robots certainly can look exactly alike, why not humans? We knew you and Katherine were different, but that didnt mean that you and David couldnt be the same. Besides, we knew that David was dead; so, consequently, we knew that you couldnt be David. Simple.

The med-bot came gliding down the hall, moving quickly up to Derec. Shes calm now, the robot said. Shes lightly sedated with her own pituitary endorphins, and wants to see you.

Derec stood, uneasy after the last time. Itll be all right? he asked the med-bot.

I believe she understands the situation now, the med-bot responded in a gentle, fatherly voice.

Id like to see her alone, he told the others.

Euler nodded. Well wait out here.

He moved down the hall, unsure of his feelings. It had hurt him to see her in such pain, hurt him emotionally. She could get on his nerves so badly, yet seemed such an integral part of him.

He knocked lightly on her door, then opened it. She sat up in bed, her face still sad. She held her arms out to him. Oh, Derec . . . 

He hurried to the bed, sitting next to her, holding her. She began to sob gently into his shoulder. I was so afraid, she said. I thought . . . thought . . . 

I know, he said, stroking her hair. Arion told me. Im so sorry.

I dont know what Id do without you, she said, then pulled away from him. Oh, Derec. I know weve walls between us . . . but please believe me, I have no idea what this place is and whats going on here.

I believe you, he said, reaching up to wipe tears from her eyes. He smiled. Dont worry about that now. How are you doing?

Better, she said. The med-bot stuck me a couple of times, but it really helped. All Ive got is a headache.

Thunder rolled again outside. Good, he said. It looks like were locked in for the night anyway. What do you say we send the robots away, get some dinner sent up, and compare notes. Ive got a lot to tell you.

Me, too, she said. It sounds good.

They had a vegetable soup for dinner that was the best thing Derec had eaten for quite some time. The rains pounded frenetically outside, but Derec didnt worry so much since he figured the precautions taken by Euler and Rydberg would, at least, get them through the night. And the best he could do now was to live day to day. Even Arions entertainment was beginning to diversify. The CRT was exhibiting an animated game of tennis played by computer-generated stick figures on a slippery surface. It was actually quite amusing.

After the servo had cleared the dishes away and left, they made themselves comfortable on the couch and recounted the details of the day. Derec, for reasons he wasnt quite sure of, left out the fact that there were no hyperwave transmission stations on the planet. Counting on Katherines experiences to help him, he listened alertly to her account of the discovery of the body.

The fact that he looked just like you, she asked when shed finished, what does it mean?

To begin with, he said, it finally knocks the idea of our trip to Robot City being an accident right out the air lock. We were brought here; why, I dont know. The dead man is either the one who brought us or was brought himself. Well have to continue to ferret that out. What interests me more is the fact that the city-robot works independently. I believe that the city is somehow replicating itself as a defensive measure. If it operates independently, the supervisors may not be able to stop it.

What does that mean?

He looked at her. It means that Ive got to.

That brings us back to our same old argument, she said, darkening a bit. The city or the murder investigation.

Not necessarily, he said, standing. This should make you happy. He walked back to the patio door and idly watched the downpour, feeling now that it could, eventually, be beaten. He turned back to her. I believe that David and the city alert and replication are inexorably linked.

She jumped up, excited, and ran to him, throwing her arms around him. Youre going to help me solve the murder, arent you?

Yes, he laughed, returning the embrace. Tomorrow we go back to the body and pick up where you left off. He moved away from her and intertwined his fingers. Its all like this, all connected. If we can put a few of the pieces together, Ill bet the rest fall into place. Whatever, or whoever, killed David, is the reason for the alert.

First thing in the morning, well have Eve take us back there.

Not first thing, he said. First thing, Ive set up a brief meeting with the supervisors at the Compass Tower.

Why?

Two reasons. First, I want to ask them some questions about their underground operations; and second, I want to be able to poke around the building for a bit.

Looking for the office?

He nodded. 1-1 said it was fully furnished. I bet well find answers there.

Her face got suddenly serious. I hope you find the kind of answers youre looking for, she said.




Chapter 9

THE OFFICE



A TABLE HAD been set up in the meeting room. It was long and narrow and included seats for nine. Derec sat at the head of the table, with Katherine at his right. The supervisors took up the rest of the seats, still holding hands, with the two at the end of the line holding hands over the tabletop.

Why do human beings lie, Friend Derec? Supervisor Dante asked, his elongated, magnifying eyes staring all the way down the table. The most difficulty weve had with you is your penchant for lies and exaggeration. It is what keeps us from trusting you completely.

Derec licked dry lips and watched them all expectantly watching him. He knew hed have to get beyond this hurdle if he were to work with them in solving the citys problems.

Robots receive their input in two ways, he said, hoping his explanation would be adequate. Hed gotten up early to think it out and prepare it. Through direct programming, and through input garnered through the sensors that is then tested in analog against existing programming. Your sensors record events accurately, with mathematic precision, and classify them through the scientific validity of several thousand years of empirical thought. You are then able, through your positronics, to reason deductively by weighing, again through analog, incoming data against existing data. You can make true second-level connections.

We understand the workings of the positronic brain, Friend Derec, Waldeyer said. It is the human brain that confounds us.

Bear with me, Derec said. I want to pose you a question. Suppose, just suppose, that your basic programming was in errornot just in small ways, but in its most basic assumptions. Suppose every bit of sensory input you received was in total opposition to your basic programming.

We would spend a great deal of time reasoning erroneously, Wohler said. But human brains are not at the mercy of programming. You have the freedom to sift through all empirical data and arrive at the truth at all times.

Thats where you are wrong, Derec replied. The human mind is not a computer with truth as its base. It is merely a collection of ganglia moved by electrical impulses. Truth is not its basis, but rather ego gratification. Truth to the human mind is a shifting thing, a sail billowing on the wind of fear and hope and desire. It has no reality, but rather creates it from moment to moment with that same creative intelligence that you value so highly in us.

But the base program is available, Euler said. It is there for the human to use.

And it is also there for him to reject, Derec countered. You must observe your programming. My mind has no such chains on it. The human mind is painfully mortal. That particular truth in itself is more than most humans can tolerate. We are frail creatures, seeking permanence in an impermanent world. We lie to those around us. We lie to ourselves. We lie in the face of all logic and all reason. We lie because, quite often, the truth would destroy us. We lie without even knowing it.

Avernus spoke. How do robots that exist with humans on other worlds deal with the deceit?

They follow instruction according to the Laws of Robotics, Derec said, quite simply. They are not autonomous as you are, so they have no choice. The Laws were invented with the salvation of the species in mind. Robots protect humans from their own lies, and honor them because of whats noble in the species. You saw Katherines grief when she thought I was dead. He reached out and took her hand. We are fragile creatures capable of great nobility and great ignominy. We make no excuses for ourselves. We are the creators of great good and great evil, and in the creation of robots, we were at the height of our goodness. Our species deserves praise and condemnation, and, in the final analysis, it is beyond rational, positronic explanation.

You are saying we must take you as you are, Euler said.

No laws will define us, Derec answered, no theorem hold us in check. We will amaze and confound you, but I can guarantee you we will never be boring.

You would tame us with your words, Wohler, the philosopher, said.

Yes, Derec said, smiling. I would do exactly that. And I will tell you now that you will let me because the wonders of the universe are contained in my confounding mind, and you can only reach them through me . . . and you desperately want to reach them!

But what of the Laws of Humanics? Rydberg asked.

Very simple, Katherine added, winking at Derec. There is only one Law of Humanics: expect the unexpected.

An oxymoron, Arion said.

As close as youll ever get, Derec said. Thats the point. You neednt give up your search for the Laws of Humanics, but you must make them fit us, not try to make us fit them. We cant be anything but what we are, but if you accept usgood and badwell see to it that you reach your full potential.

Intriguing words, Dante said, but just words. Where is an example of what you can do with your creative intelligence?

If youll let me, Derec said, perhaps I can help you save your city.

All your suggestions so far have tried to force us away from our programming, Euler said.

Derec stood; he thought better on his feet. Thats because until yesterday I never fully realized what was going on and how little control you had over the situation. Im working on that, too, but I have some other ideas.

Arion and Waldeyer sat side by side, pincers locked together. Derec walked between the two of them, resting his elbows on their shoulders.

Ive watched you digging in the tunnels, trying to siphon off reservoir water to lower the level and avoid a flooding of your underground operations. Has it been successful?

To a degree, Rydberg said. We will break through after our meeting this morning. Unfortunately, we calculate that it will only postpone the inevitable for one more day. We can save our operations through tonights expected rain, but thats it.

All right, Derec said. Lets think about something. I was in the main chamber of one of the quadrants yesterday. Was that chamber dug?

No, Avernus said. Each quadrant Extruder Station is located in a chamber similar to that one. Our first action in beginning underground operations was to take sonogram readings to determine natural caverns under the surface. The mine tunnels were dug, but the main chambers are natural.

Has it occurred to you, Derec said, to take sonograms now, in the present situation?

I do not understand, Avernus said.

Derec pounded the tabletop with an index finger. Find the closest underground cavern to your reservoir, dig a tunnel connecting it to the reservoir, and . . . 

And drain the reservoir water in there! Avernus said, standing abruptly and breaking contact with the central core.

Right! Derec pointed to him. Meanwhile, Katherine and I will be working on solving the murder. Im absolutely convinced that the solution to the murder will also provide the reasons for the state of emergency. He turned to Supervisor Dante. Is that creative enough for you?

Happily so, Dante said.

It seems, Euler said, that if we are to have the opportunity of putting Friend Derecs suggestions into practice, we should adjourn this meeting and set to work.

The robots stood, Derec wondering if they realized that he had gently manipulated them, for the first time, into including him as a real partner in their planning.

He watched them filing out of the large room, for the first time beginning to feel he was getting a handle on the deviousness of the mind that had brought all of them together. Synnoetics. The worst hills still remained to be scaled toward reaching a truly equal social union of human and robot. Now, if they could only survive the rains, they could perhaps be the trailblazers in the opening of a new era.

As soon as the robots left the room, Katherine hurried to the door and peered out. Theyre gone, she said, turning back to Derec.

Good.

He joined her at the door, Eve and Rec, trailing dutifully. Derec turned to them. Has either of you ever witnessed within this building before?

Yes, Rec said. Most of this building is given to experimentation on the positronic brain and ways to improve its function. I have witnessed experiments in almost every laboratory in the structure.

Have you ever seen an office, something that a human might use as his personal quarters?

No, the robot answered.

Are there parts of the building you have never seen?

Yes.

All right, listen carefully, Derec said, shrugging in Katherines direction. I want you to take me to all the parts of the building you have never seen.

I cannot do that.

Why not? Katherine asked.

There is a sector in the Compass Tower that is off-limits to robots. No one goes there.

Did someone tell you that, Derec asked, a supervisor?

It is part of our programming, Rec said.

Eve agreed. Not even supervisors are allowed.

Derec shook his head. Just like robotsall duty, no inquisitiveness. I want you to take us there, he said.

I already told you it was off-limits, Rec said.

Derec smiled. I dont mean for you to take me inside the off-limits part, he said. Just take me as close as you can get and point it out to me.

That seemed amenable enough, so the two witnesses led the way, while Derec and Katherine followed closely. They walked the maze-like halls, twisting and turning, but always going higher. An elevator took them six floors up, but that wasnt even the end of it. It was interesting to Derec. The meeting room had been designed to look like it was at the apex of the pyramid, but it was actually only about halfway up the structure, perhaps the illusion being more spiritual in intent than anything else.

The upper levels had begun to get rather small, doorways appearing more sparsely between the gently glowing wall panels, when the robots abruptly stopped. Rec pointed to a door at the end of a short hallway.

We can go no farther, the robot said. No one knows where that doorway leads.

If you want to wait here, Derec said, well be back soon.

But it is off-limits, Eve said.

To robots, not humans, Katherine replied.

But we cannot separate, Rec persisted.

It is only one door, Derec said. Well have to come back through it.

Our orders . . . 

Do what you want, Derec said. Were going on.

With that, Derec and Katherine continued down the hallway, turning once to see the attentive robots before opening the door and stepping inside.

What they found was a spiral staircase leading up to a door set ten feet above their heads.

You want to go first? Derec asked.

Go ahead, Katherine returned. I left my courage back in that sealed room.

Derec moved slowly up the stairs, a feeling of expectation rising slowly in his stomach. He connected the word, butterflies, to the feeling, but had no idea of what it meant. He reached the door, and pushed the stud, expecting it to be locked up tight.

It wasnt.

The door slid easily and opened, he thought at first, to the outside. It was as if he were walking onto an open platform set with furniture and a desk, a beautiful, panoramic view of Robot City all around. But there was no feel of the air, no wind, no heat from the mid-morning sun.

How did we get outside? Katherine asked, following him in.

Were not, Derec said, pointing behind her.

The outside view was marred by the still-open doorway, a black maw in the center of downtown. When he pushed the stud to close the door, the full view was restored.

Viewscreens? she asked.

I think so, he replied. There must be a series of small cameras set around the peak of the pyramid to give the view, which is then put on the screens. Look, he pointed, even above us.

She looked up to see pinkish-blue sky above. That would be the view from the platform we materialized on, she said.

Fascinating, he said softly, knowing theyd finally stumble upon something. If you were sitting in here, you could watch someone materialize on the platform and theyd never know it.

Do you think someone watched us materialize? she asked, eyes wide.

He shrugged. Id have to think it probable at this point, he said. We were brought here. We were meant to be here. It seems logical that our progress would be measured.

Have you ever considered the fact, Derec, that you were brought here and Im excess baggage? she asked.

He walked slowly through the room. It was designed for someone to live in. There were easy chairs and a couch that converted to abed. Not city-robot material, but real furniture. There was even a plant of some kind under its own growth light. That told Derec that whoever kept this office returned at least often enough to keep the plant watered.

Ive considered a great many things, Derec told her, including the scenario youve just outlined. But there are several things to consider. I believe our meeting on Aranimass ship was accidental. The situation was too dangerous and uncontrollable to be otherwise, our injuries too real. But consider the facts that you admit to having known me previously by another name and that that name just happens to belong to someone who looked enough like me to be my twin. Its a large universe, Katherine. Thats an awful lot of coincidence. Let me ask you something. Have you ever considered the possibility that the David you knew could be the one lying dead in that sealed room, and that Im somebody else?

Her face became confused, lips sputtering. II . . . 

Then she started to say something and stopped. Derec would have given a fortune, ten fortunes, to know the thoughts that had been running through her mind that second before she shut herself up.

What are you hiding from me? he asked loudly, in frustration.

Her face was a mixture of pain and longing. She responded by solidifying, as she had done so many times since theyd met on Aranimass ship. Theres nothing up here for me, she said. Im going back down with the robots. Join us quickly. We have other work to do.

Then she turned and departed without a backward glance, leaving Derec angry again. He could feel so close to her, and so far away. There was never any mid-point with Katherine; it was all one way or the other.

He decided to inspect the office methodically, rather than simply tearing furiously into things, which had been his strongest desire. Starting on the outer edges of the room, he traversed it slowly, saving the plum of the desk for last.

He found a small, air-tight shelf full of tapes, all marked Philosophy, then broken down according to planet. Nearly all of the fifty-five Spacer worlds were represented. They werent of interest to him at the moment, but a perusal in future wasnt out of the question.

He continued his walk of the outer perimeter, his hand finding the ladder where his eyes couldnt. It was a metal ladder, set against the screen and lost in shadows. Even knowing it was there, he still found it difficult to see. It went up from the floor and stopped at the flat ceiling.

He climbed it until he reached the ceiling screen. There was no reason at all for this ladder to exist unless it went somewhere. Gingerly, he reached out and touched the ceiling screen above the ladder. It gave easily on well-oiled hinges, flapping open to reveal real sky.

He moved up through the trap door to find himself standing on the platform where he had materialized. Amazing. He began to put together a theory. Whoever started this civilization, whoevers arm it was that turned on 1-1, with proper use of a Key to Perihelion, could materialize on Robot City at will, move down into the off-limits office and observe his citys progress without ever being seen. When he was through, he could leave by the same means.

So, the city had an overseer, a guardian, who had apparently brought Derec here to sweeten the mix with the human ingredient. Why Derec? That question, he couldnt answer.

He wondered if the overseer had been present during his and Katherines stay, if he had been watching them, perhaps all the way up to the moment they opened the office door. It would be simple enough for him to get away. All hed need was the Key and a few seconds time.

Derec climbed back into the office and closed the trap door behind him, once again sealing in the illusion completely.

He continued his tour of the office by emptying the small trash can that sat by the desk. The trash can held several empty containers that he recognized as standard Spacer survival rations of good-tasting roughage plus supplementary vitamin and protein pills. He torn open one of the roughage containers to find, in the corner, a small glob of the stuff, which hadnt hardened completely. This food had been eaten within the last twenty-four hours. The rest of the trash was comprised of wadded-up pieces of paper containing mathematical equations relating to the geometric progression of the city-building, which seemed to relate to the time it would take to fill the entire planet with city. Others seemed to be directed to the amounts of rainfall and the reservoir size, quick calculations regarding how long it would take an overflow to occur. Derec had the feeling that if he simply sat in the office and waited an indefinite amount of time, he could probably catch the overseer coming back. Unfortunately, he didnt have an indefinite amount of time.

He put the trash back in the can and directed his attention to the desk itself. The top of the iron-alloy desk contained a blotter with paper and two zero-g ink pens. The only personal item on the desk was a holo-cube containing a scene of a very nice looking woman holding a baby. The sight of the cube sent a cold chill down his back.

He turned his attention to the drawers. On his left were several small drawers, which were, for the most part, empty. Only the top drawer contained anything at all, and that was simply more paper and some technical data on the workings of the logic circuits of the positronic brain. On his right, however, he struck gold. As he opened the big well drawer there, a slight motor hum brought a computer terminal up to desktop level, the screen already active, the cursor flashing: READY.

Interestingly enough, the terminal had all the hook-ups and leads for hyperwave transmission and reception. Unfortunately, the power pack and directional hyperwave antenna were missing from the back, taken, no doubt, by the overseer.

He stared at the terminal in disbelief. No blocks, no passwords, no protections on the system at all. He couldnt believe that an entire civilization would open itself up to him just because hed found an office. Suppose hed meant to cause it harm?

Cautiously, he slipped into the scheme of things, working his way down to the level of files, then asking to go to the central core. Once reaching that, he asked to open the file marked: CITY DEFENSES.

Within seconds, the READY signal was flashing again. He was in! Rapidly he typed:

LIST CITY DEFENSES.

The computer answered:

CITY DEFENSES:

ADVANCE REPLICATION

SEAL CONTAMINATION

HALT CENTRAL CORE INPUT

MOBILATE CENTRAL CORE

LOCALIZE EMERGENCY TERMINALS

ISOLATE SUPERVISORY PERSONNEL

He sat, shaking, at the typer. This was it. He decided to try his hand at shutting it down. He typed:

CANCEL REPLICATION.

The computer never hesitated.

CITY DEFENSES CANNOT BE CANCELED WITHOUT JUSTIFICATION AND INPUT REGARDING ALIEN THREAT OR CONTAMINATION.

Derec typed:

OVERRIDE ALL PREVIOUS INSTRUCTIONS AND CANCEL REPLICATION.

The computer answered:

OVERRIDE IMPOSSIBLE UNDER ALL CIRCUMSTANCES. CITY DEFENSES CANNOT BE CANCELED WITHOUT JUSTIFICATION AND INPUT REGARDING ALIEN THREAT OR CONTAMINATION.

It was a lock-out. The computer refused even to talk to him about it unless he could determine the reason for the defensive measures and provide proper rationalization for termination. It seemed etched in granite. He typed:

LIST REASONS FOR CITY DEFENSE ACTIVATION.

The computer answered with a graph of the city, its shape ever changing, turning slowly. A tiny light was flashing in the section marked Quadrant #4. At the bottom of the screen the computer wrote:

ALIEN CONTAMINATION IN QUADRANT #4.

Derec asked:

CITE NATURE OF CONTAMINATION.

The computer answered:

ALIEN CONTAMINATION IN QUADRANT #4.

He sat back and looked at the machine. It was very possible that the flashing light could represent the body of his look-alike. The machine wasnt going to let him off the hook on the murder. He was beginning to see why it was so easy for him to get into the central core from this terminal, and he received his final confirmation quickly, when he typed:

LIST PROCEDURE FOR DEACTIVATION OF CITY DEFENSES.

The machine replied:

DEACTIVATION PROCEDURE:

ISOLATE CONTAMINATION OR PRESENCE

DEFINE NATURE OF THREAT

NEUTRALIZE THREAT

PROVIDE PROOF OF NEUTRALIZATION THRU PROCEDURE C-15

Derec typed:

LIST PROCEDURE C-15

And was answered:

PROCEDURE C-15:

ISOLATE MOBILATED CENTRAL CORE

ENTER CENTRAL CORE

PROVIDE SUPERVISOR PASSWORD

ENTER PROOF OF NEUTRALIZATION

Derec just stared at the screen, frustrated and amazed at what he was looking at. Nothing of consequence could be done from this terminal, or from any city terminal, for that matter. Input had to come directly at the central core, and unless he misunderstood the word mobilate, the central core was not stationary. It was mobile, moving. And to round out the entire business philosophically, a supervisor robot was necessary to enter the defensive program.

It was actually the perfect defense. The act of shutting down the defenses had to be deliberate and calculated and agreed to by both human and robot supervision. Again, the system was set up synnoetically, and Derec, despite his disappointment, had to admire it. Ultimately, he really didnt know the form of the contamination. The central core was behaving properly by not granting his requests for deactivation until all the facts were in. The problem, of course, was that city could kill itself before the facts came to light.

He was back where he started, with the murder of his twin. There was still much he could learn from the office and the open terminal, but he simply didnt have the time right now. He reluctantly decided that hed have to close out for now and return when there was more time.

He had reached out to return the terminal to its berth in the drawer when he thought of something. If the overseer were, indeed, keeping track of them, perhaps there was a file extant with that information. Not knowing his own name, he decided to go with another. Bringing the filename menu back on the screen, he typed in the words:

BURGESS, KATHERINE

The machine answered:

BURGESS, KATHERINE, see DAVID.

His mouth was dry, his heart pounding as he typed in the name of the dead man.

The machine answered quickly, in a notation file obviously set in the overseers own hand:

ASSIMILATION TEST ON DAVID #2 PROCEEDED ON LINE AND WITHOUT MISHAP UNTIL THE TRIGGERING OF THE CITY DEFENSIVE SYSTEM AND THE DEATH OF SUBJECT THROUGH UNKNOWN MEANS.

WITHOUT HUMAN INTERVENTION, ROBOTS ARE UNABLE TO PREVENT VITAL DAMAGE THROUGH OVER-SUCCESS OF CITY PLANNING AND OPERATION WOULD BE TOTAL FAILURE.

DAVID #1 ARRIVED TO INTERVENE IN CITY CATASTROPHE AND PROCEED WITH ORIGINAL OPERATIONAL TESTING OF SYNNOETIC THEORIES. RESULTS YET TO BE SEEN.

UNCONTROLLED FACTOR ARRIVED WITH DAVID #1 IN THE FORM OF A WOMAN. SHE IS NOW CALLING HERSELF KATHERINE BURGESS FOR REASONS UNKNOWN. HER ULTIMATE INFLUENCE OVER OPERATION AND THE EXACT NATURE OF HER AIMS HAVE YET TO BE DETERMINED.

SHE WILL BE WATCHED CAREFULLY.

That was it, the end of the file. Derec stared at the flashing cursor for a moment, his mind whirling with a dozen different thoughts. But one thought overrode everything else, one sentence burned its way into his brain and hurt him more deeply than he thought possibleSHE IS NOW CALLING HERSELF KATHERINE BURGESS FOR REASONS UNKNOWN.




Chapter 10

THE SEALED ROOM



DEREC HAD HOPED that when he came out of the overseers office Katherine would have already been gone, but she wasnt. She stood waiting for him with the two witness robots, a smile on her face as if seeing him somehow made her happy. What an actress. He had to wonder now, once again, what it was she wanted out of all this. Hed once again have to pull in and play it by ear where she was concerned. Perhaps shed say something to give herself away. Meanwhile, shed get no satisfaction.

How did it go? she asked cheerily, but then her face changed, tightened up when she noticed his mood swing. Whats wrong?

Nothing . . . Katherine, he said, her phony name sticking in his throat. I found an exit to the top platform, and a computer, but nothing in it helped any, except to tell me what we already knewthat wed have to solve the murder.

Well then, I think we should stop wasting time and get on to that, she said suspiciously, not quite believing his change of attitude. Are you sure youre okay?

Never better, he lied, angry at himself for wanting to be close to her despite what hed learned. If he had any sense, hed turn and run as fast and as far as he could from her. Instead, he said, Lets go.

They moved out of the Compass Tower quickly and quietly, Katherine watching Derec out of the corner of her eye most of the time. He tried to be more nonchalant to keep from arousing her suspicions, but it was difficult for him. He apparently wasnt as schooled in subterfuge as she. As they made their way through the building, robots paid them no attention, already becoming familiar and comfortable with human presence.

When they stepped outside, they found a tram with a utility driver atop it, waving to them. Friend Derec! the robot called, and they moved over to the tram.

What is it? Derec asked the squat driver.

Supervisor Euler asked me to be your driver today, honoring an earlier request you made in regard to transportation.

Well, Derec said, looking at Katherine, it appears that were finally being trusted a little bit. Our own tram, eh?

Its radio-controlled, the utility robot said.

Derec narrowed his brows. Whats its range?

The range of the control is roughly equivalent to the limits of the already extruded city.

Oh, Derec said quietly. You mean that the tram wont operate except in city limits?

A fair appraisal, the robot said.

Katherine laughed loudly. Now thats what I call trust, she said, and shook her head.

He glared at her and climbed into the tram. Rec, he told his witness, why dont you ride up here with me?

The robot dutifully climbed in beside Derec, leaving Katherine to sit with her witness in the seat behind.

Where to, sir? the tram driver asked.

Derec turned to Katherine. You know where were going?

Quadrant #4, Katherine replied. Eve will show you from there.

They drove on quickly. Derec, for the first time, took a moment to think about the other things that had happened in the office, things that were pushed out of his mind by his anger toward Katherine. His name, for instance. He was called David #1 on the computer record. Then why did he come after David #2? Was it a simple experiment shorthand, or did the name have meaning? It sounded so . . . engineered. The thoughts generated by that line of reasoning were more than he could bear. He pushed them away and thought that if his name was, indeed, David, then Katherine had told him the truth; at least about that.

There were other concepts implied in those few paragraphs. Whoever the overseer was, he obviously knew David and Katherine, and knew something of their past histories. So whoever had brought him here was someone hed known before his memory loss, and he couldnt help but consider the possibility that the overseer had had something to do with his memory loss. But the chances were just as good, if not better, that Katherine herself had been connected with his amnesia for her own purposes, whatever they were.

Layers and layers. So much had been implied by the notes on the computer. The city was, indeed, considered an experiment in synnoetics, of that much he could now be certain. But then, when it came time to deal with a reason for the defense system going operational, the overseer seemed just as much in the dark as he, himself, was.

Derec also wasnt sure if he had been deliberately brought here to help the city, or if he had shown up accidentally, the overseer deciding to the use him, as opposed to either stepping in himself or letting the operation shut itself down. The more answers he found, it seemed, the more in the dark he was.

They arrived at quadrant #4 without difficulty. Eve took her triangulation readings to help them find their way back to the house on the pedestal. Derec watched the city developing all around him as they drove, the sight of humans driving the inhabitants into a frenzy of human preparationthe robot equivalent of nesting.

This is the place, Eve said as the tram stopped in the middle of an ordinary-looking street. The witness looked all around. It doesnt appear to be here.

Its moved some, thats all, Katherine said. Well go on foot from this point.

They climbed out of the tram and started walking, the tram following close behind them in case they had need of it.

You sure this is the right direction? Derec asked, after they had gone a block. How far could it have moved?

Everything looks familiar here, she replied.

The whole city looks the same, Derec said. I dont think you . . . 

There! She pointed.

Derec needed no pointing finger to tell him theyd arrived. A tall tower stood in the middle of a street, nothing else anywhere near it. Atop the tower was a single room, sealed up except for a circular hole cut out of it.

Lets leave a witness here with the tram in the case of problems, Derec said. Well take Rec up with us.

Fine, Katherine replied, walking to the pole.

He followed her, watching the spiral staircase reform when she touched the pole with her hand.

Youre not going to believe this, she told him, starting confidently up the stairs. If this mans not your twin, he went to an awful lot of trouble to look just like you.

Derec smiled weakly in return, wondering, given the fact that he was #4, just who was whose twin.

She reached the top, waiting off to the side for him to join her. I want you to go in first, she said. After what happened last time, Im afraid of my reactions. I may have to work up to it.

All right, he said, moving around to the cut-out. As he got close to the place, he felt his own insides jumping a bit at the thought of seeing himself dead. He got right up to the cut-out, then quickly ducked his head in before he changed his mind.

It was empty.

He climbed through; there was no sign of a body or anything that resembled a body or anything else for that matter.

Katherine, he called. Come around here.

She moved to the cut-out, shyly poking her head inside, her eyes widening when she saw the empty room. Where is he? she asked.

That was my question, Derec replied. It appears that our corpse has gotten up and walked away.

Or was taken away, she returned. Remember what happened when he died? A utility robot had to fight waste control robots for possession of the corpse. Maybe they got him this time.

Didnt anyone stay behind when you passed out before to keep that from happening?

I dont know, Katherine said, and went back out the cut-out to call down to her witness. Eve! Did anyone stay behind after I fell unconscious yesterday?

No, the robot called back up. You were our first priority. We all did our parts to get you home safely and to get you medical attention.

Katherine came back into the room. No one stayed behind, she said.

I heard, Derec replied. Pretty convenient.

Convenient for whom? she said, eyes flashing. What are you driving at?

Nothing, he replied. Im just . . . disappointed.

Youre disappointed, she said, sitting on the floor and leaning against the wall. This was my ticket out of here.

Just like you, he said, thinking about yourself while the whole world crumbles around you.

Her eyes were dark fire. And just who should I think about? she asked. The buckets of bolts who run this place, who dont have enough sense to keep from destroying themselves?

Like every other human culture that ever lived, he replied. Yes. Think about them . . .  He pointed at her, then snapped his fingers. Maybe we dont need a body for this. Maybe we can simply recreate the circumstances.

You mean try and set it all up just like it happened to the dead man?

Sure. The computer in the office told me that there is danger from alien contamination. Lets see if we can bring it out a little.

Katherine stood again, her face uncertain. Need I remind you that the last man who had to face up to this predicament is dead?

He walked past her, out onto the now inward-curled disc that held the room, watching the robots on the streets hurrying to their deadlines through time and space. She joined him within a minute.

What choice do we have? he asked.

None, she answered. Both of our problems are tied up in the murder. Well do whatever we have to, to solve it.

Lets go over everything the witness told you, Derec said. Look for a loophole.

Its sparse, Katherine replied. He was already sealed up, and angry about it, when they arrived to cut him out. He had no idea why hed been sealed in. When they cut him out, his behavior seemed a bit erratic, he had a headache and a cut on his foot.

Didnt you have a headache last night? he asked.

She cocked her head. I just assumed it had something to do with my passing out, she said.

Just a thought, Derec replied. Im trying everything on for size right now.

Anyway, she continued, he went off, against supervisory request, and turned up dead a short time later. When the utility robot tried to turn the body over to take a pulse, another room sealed itself off, and the robot just barely survived the sealing because of his quick reflexes. Thats it. The whole story.

He leaned against the curled lip of the disc on stiff arms, trying to reason the way a computer would. You know, he said after a minute, the phrase alien contamination could cover a lot of territory. On surface, human beings and their composition are obvious. But, under the surface, on the bodys interior, were all quite a strange collection of alien germs and viruses.

The bleeding foot, Katherine said. That thought occurred to me, but I was never able to connect it with the actual murder, so I assumed it to be inconsequential.

Me too, Derec replied. But Im beginning to think that, perhaps, this puzzle works on more than the obvious level. He knelt on the ground, studying the cut-out piece of city-robot that lay on the disc surface.

What are you doing? Katherine asked.

This piece has been taken off stream, he said. Its not connected to the city anymore, or to its programming source.

So?

So its dead, its the only thing around here that isnt going to protect me from its jagged edges.

Youre going to hurt yourself! she said loudly.

Theres only one way to test our theory, he said, rolling up the sleeve of his one-piece.

Rec poked his head out of the room. Please, Friend Derec, dont do anything that could cause harm to your body.

Derec ignored both Katherine and Rec, drawing his forearm across a sharp edge of the dead city part, making a five-centimeter gash along his inner arm.

He stood, grimacing with the pain, then watched the dark blood well up from the place.

Nothing yet, Katherine said.

Lets try an experiment, Derec said, turning his arm over so the blood could drip on the disc. The second sealed room didnt develop until the utility robot rolled the body over. Maybe gravity . . . 

Derec! Katherine yelled.

No sooner had the blood hit the floor than the curled lip of the disc began growing, pushing in and up, trying to close them in.

Lets get out of here! Derec called, moving toward the stairs, the disc curling up over his head like a cresting wave as he moved.

With Katherine right behind, he reached the stairs leading down, only to have them disappear before he could plant a foot on them. Overhead, the roof of the already existing room was stretching itself out, joining the edge of the disc in a perfect, seamless weld. Where the stairs had been was now a solid wall.

Keep moving around the disc! Derec called, breaking into a trot. Maybe we can beat the enclosure.

He had turned his arm back over now, trying to catch dripping blood on his free hand to keep it off the ground. But it didnt help. The city-robot had isolated him as the alien carrier and was reacting to him now, and not his blood.

They went around the perimeter of the room, the roof hurrying to meet the curling disc. It had closed them in completely.

Then, as they watched, the already existing room seemed to melt and combine with the floor, the outer walls straightening and angling to ninety degrees, then pushing in all around.

Within a minute, they found themselves standing in a sealed room, exactly like the one David had been cut out of.




Chapter 11

DEADLY AIR



DEREC AND KATHERINE sat on the floor of the room, while Rec, whod been trapped with them, leaned close to Derec, witnessing the boy wrapping his cut arm in a piece of cloth ripped from his one-piece.

Do you think Eves called for help? he asked Rec as he worked.

No, the witness said. Eve will not perceive a danger to you. Are you in danger?

What about the utility robot? Katherine asked, ignoring the robots question. Will the utility robot summon help?

That is within the scope of the utility robots field prerogatives, Rec replied, straightening as Derec finished. He then wheeled slowly around the room, taking everything in for later recounting. Rec took his job very seriously.

Derec had left two loose ends on the tight bandage, and held his arm out to Katherine to tie them. Can I trust you to tie a good knot? he asked.

Whats that supposed to mean? she asked.

Nothing, he said.

She frowned deeply as she tied. What happened in that office? she asked. Youve treated me like your worst enemy ever since you came out of there. She pulled the knot tight, a smile touching her lips when he groaned loudly.

Look, he said. Youve got secrets, Ive got secrets. Why dont we just leave it at that?

Fine with me, she said. All I want is for us to get the rest of this together; then Ill make an emergency hyperwave call and be out of your hair in less than a day. You can rot here for all I care.

Well both rot here, he said, wanting to hurt her.

She drew back. What do you mean?

Nothing.

Damn you! she yelled. Tell me what you mean? Why did you say Id rot here?

No reason.

Its the hyperwave, isnt it? she asked. They wont give us access to the hyperwave.

Its not that, its . . . 

Its what? What?

He leaned his head back and shut his eyes. There is no hyperwave transmitter, he said softly.

She pulled herself a distance from him and curled into a small ball. Youre lying, she said, but he could tell that she really believed him.

The robots have no contact with the outside, he said. They have no spaceport for landing ships. They have no hyperwave, or even the equipment for making one. Theyve been evasive about the point because of the security alert.

Why have you waited until now to tell me this? she asked.

I told youyouve got secrets, Ive got secrets.

I get it now, she said, her eyes distant. Were both free agents, looking out for ourselves.

Something like that, he said, but why did it hurt so bad to say it?

She stood and moved all the way across the room to sit on the wall opposite. Well, I suppose, at this point, we must work together to solve the murder, she said.

I suppose, he replied, sorry to have started the whole line of conversation.

Her face was hard. After that, I will thank you to stay away from me. Well each take care of our own problems.

Fair enough.

So tell me, if its not a great secret, why the room sealed around us because you cut yourself?

Ive got a theory, nothing more, he said. The city-robot is programmed to protect human and robot inhabitants and to defend itself against anything alien . . . foreign to it. Apparently blood inside the body is fine, but once it gets outside the body, its natural microbes register as alien and set off the works. The city program has to be fairly complicated. The omission is obvious, and could either have been a mistake or a deliberate glitch to test the ability of the robots and humans living here to control their own system.

What do we do now?

Well, once we get out, if I can get access to the central core with one of the supervisors, I can reprogram the core to accept human blood as a natural microbe on the body of the city. In this sterile atmosphere, its perfectly understandable how such a glitch could happen. It could even be a means for the city to protect itself from infection.

But how did David die? Katherine asked.

Could it have been blood loss? Derec asked.

She shook her head. No chance, she replied. There was very little blood. The cut was smaller than yours.

Whats left? he said. I have to think that his death is a completely separate incident, unconnected to the blood loss.

She looked skeptical. Back-to-back coincidences, Derec? Deadly coincidence at that.

He stood. Youre right, of course. It must all tie together . . . but how? He paced the room. What other leads do we have? The only other connection is the fact that both of you came away from a sealed room with a headache.

We have another problem, she replied, watching him moving back and forth in the confined space. When I came in this room the first time to find the body, it had been sealed up . . . air tight.

He stopped walking and stared at her. The city would never keep us locked up without air. It would be a violation of the First Law, should we die.

It happened to David.

But David was already dead when it happened to him, Derec said. In fact, this just strengthens my theory. When the utility robot rolled him over to check for signs of life, gravity pulled a little more blood out of an already open wound. The room didnt relate to David as a human, since he was dead. All it fixed its sights on was the infection. Were still alive and the city-robot knows it. Whatever else this crazy place may be, its run robotically. Ipso facto, were safe on that account.

Just the same, she said, Ill be happier to be out of here.

Me too.

You realize, Derec, she said, her voice low and heavy with meaning, that we are recreating history right now. We are going through exactly the same progression that David went through before he died.

I know, Derec replied. But what else can we do?

They stared at one another across the space of the room, the witness recording it all, and they may as well have been a million kilometers apart. They sat that way for a long time, far longer than it should have taken for a supervisor to show up.

Derec spent the time alternately trying to think his way out of their dilemma, figure out what was going on with Katherine, and looking at his watch. And the late morning turned to early afternoon, and Derec, who wasnt worried about the air supply in the room, suddenly became very thirsty and began to dwell on the possibility that the robots had either forgotten them or couldnt find them.

Friend Derec! came a loud voice from outside the room. Friend Katherine! It is I, Wohler, the philosopher!

Derec glanced at his watch. It was nearly five p.m., which meant rain was undoubtedly on the way. Were in here! Derec called. Can you get us free?

Wohler called back loudly, An Auroran philosopher once said, Freedom is a condition of mind, and the best way to secure it is to breed it. Ho, Derec. We were held up digging in the mines, but I now have a laser torch to cut you out. I am here on the west wall of this room. I will ask kindly that you move to the east wall to avoid the torch as well as possible!

Derec was sitting against the west wall. He stood immediately and moved over near Katherine, who looked at him with unreadable eyes.

Go ahead! Derec yelled through cupped hands, Rec moving up closer to the west wall to witness the torching from the inside.

Even through the thickness of the wall, they could hear the hiss of the torch on the other side. Derec slid down the wall to sit next to Katherine. Their arms accidentally touched. Both of them pulled away.

Somethings wrong, she said. Something feels wrong.

I know, he replied, but what?

The inside of the wall began to glow red hot in a small, circular section. Then the red turned to white, and a rivet-sized section burned through to reveal the outside through a quivering haze of heat.

Derec watched the hole expand, his mind racing as the torch began to etch the beginnings of a human-sized circle in the side of the room. He thought about headaches, and about erratic behavior and about blood and its compositionand then he thought about the nature of the city-robot.

Stop! he yelled, jumping to his feet and running as close to the metal cutting as he dared. Stop the torch!

Derec? Katherine asked, beginning to stand.

Derec covered his mouth with his hand. Get on the floor! he yelled. All the way down and cover your mouth!

Whats wrong? came Wohlers voice from outside, the sound of the laser winding down to nothing. What is it?

We cant use the torch on the wall! Derec called.

I dont understand, Wohler said, bending down so that his eye covered the hole in the wall and he could look inside.

Derec backed away, getting down close to Katherine on the floor. Is there some way to flush oxygen in here? he asked loudly.

Weve come in a newly manufactured emergency truck, Wohler replied. I believe the emergency equipment includes oxygen cylinders.

Get one quickly!

The rains are approaching, Wohler said. We must hurry and get you out.

Listen, Derec said. The city material is a kind of metallic skin, an iron/plastic alloy. In the manufacturing process, a great deal of carbon monoxide is used as the reducing agent. I think your torch is liberating the monoxide as a gas into the closed room. By cutting us out, youre gassing us!

The utility robot has gone for the oxygen! Wohler said. You have my apologies.

You didnt know, Derec said. He looked at Katherine. Are you all right?

So far, she replied. Are you sure of what youre saying? David didnt die until later, outside of the room.

It doesnt matter, he replied. Carbon monoxide in large doses will simply work its way gradually through the bloodstream, bonding firmly with hemoglobin and starving the tissues of oxygen. His headache and erratic behavior were the first signs of an oxygen narcosis reaction and, unless he was treated to massive doses of oxygen, it would spread throughout his entire body, eventually killing him.

And my headache?

You walked into the room with his body just after they had cut through the walls, he said. You undoubtedly saved your own life by passing out when you did, for they took you out of the room immediately, thus limiting your exposure to the gas. Carbon monoxide is colorless, odorless, and tasteless. You would never have known what hit you.

The oxygen is here, Derec! Wohler called, fitting a hissing nozzle up against the hole.

Derec crawled across the floor toward the hole. Come on, he said, waving her on.

They reached the hole and sat breathing the life-giving oxygen. Derec felt the beginnings of a small headache, but he was sure it would get no worse.

They emptied the canister of oxygen and began another. When that was finished, Wohler returned to the opening. Rain is imminent, the robot said. How do we get you out? We have nothing small to cut through this, and our heavy equipment cant be brought up this high, at least not with the rain coming. Do we leave you for the night?

Theres no time for that, Derec said. I must get underground and report this information to the central core.

The rain is also dangerous for me, Friend Derec, Wohler said. I must take shelter soon.

Okay, Derec said. Stay with me as long as you can. Just let me think for a minute.

Derec . . .  Katherine began.

Shhh, Derec said. Not now.

Think about your arm, she said. Think about where you cut it, and how.

My arm, I . . .  He held his arm up, looking at the blood-soaked bandage and feeling the throb. I cut it on the dead piece of city-robot, he said.

Because . . . 

Because it was the only piece of the city that would allow me to cut myself on it! He put his hands to his head. Thats it! Wohler! Stand back. Were coming through.

With that, he raised his right hand, pushing his pointer finger through the small, burned-out hole. As soon as his finger grazed the jagged edge of the hole, it expanded to allow free passage. Next came his balled-up fist; the hole expanded wide to keep from cutting him. Then his arm went through, followed by head and shoulders. Seconds later, he was standing on the disc, its edges curling up to protect him. Katherine followed him through, and both of them stared into the teeth of a bitter cold wind and a savage vision of blue-purple clouds crackling with lightning.

We must go now! Wohler said, his shiny gold body reflecting lightning flashes.

Suddenly, Katherine broke from the group, hurrying to the stairs.

What are you doing? Derec called to her, but she ignored him, charging as quickly as she could down the stairs.

Perhaps shes hurrying to safety, Wohler said, as Rec made it through the hole in the wall.

Perhaps, Derec said, but as he ran the rest of the disc and began to take the stairs, Katherine had already run to the tram that was still dutifully waiting. She barked some orders to the utility driver, and the unit sped off into the darkening night.

What is happening? Wohler called as he followed Derec down the stairs.

Im afraid something crazy, the boy answered, remembering a conversation they had had while waiting to be rescued.

They moved to the emergency van that Wohler had brought. We must get you back to your apartment before the rain comes, the robot said.

No! Derec said. Get me underground. Ill wait out the storm there. Then youve got to go after Katherine. Im afraid of what shes doing.

A long streak of lightning struck the top of the pedestal right beside them, the metal clanging loudly and smoking.

But where could she have gone, Friend Derec? Wohler asked as they all climbed aboard the large, white van.

The Compass Tower, Derec said, voice heavy with dread. Im afraid shes climbing the Compass Tower.




Chapter 12

THE THIRD LAW



THE QUADRANT #4 Extruder Station was less than ten minutes from the sealed room, with Wohler moving the emergency van along at the top speed possible that still allowed a safety margin for his passengers.

Derec watched the city speed past, its full-blown dance of thoughtless progress still continuing despite the gathering darkness, despite the fact that its course was suicidal. He feared for the city; he feared for Katherine, or whatever her name was. She was going for the Key, he was certain of that, trying to take herself out of the situation in the only way she knew how. He didnt expect that the Key would do her much good, but he could hardly blame her for trying. What frightened him was the danger she was exposing herself to by trying for the Key in the rain. He would have gone after her alone, but, having experienced the destructive power of Robot Citys weather, he knew hed be no help at all in a storm. Only a robot would have a chance.

Wohler jerked them to a stop before the Extruder Station entrance, a series of low, wide buildings constructing themselves from ground level. There was no robotic activity here now, no unloading of trucks. All had taken shelter from the impending storm.

You think shes gone to the Compass Tower? Wohler asked.

Im sure of it.

She may have time before the storm to get inside to safety.

Derec looked at him, then reached out and put a hand on his shiny gold arm. Shes not going inside, he said. Shell be trying to climb the pyramid.

But why?

We hid something there, something shes trying to retrieve.

I must go, Wohler said without hesitation. Shell be killed.

What will the rain do to you? Derec asked as he climbed out of the van.

Rain in ordinary amounts wont do anything, the robot replied. City rain could force its way through my plating in a thousand different places and make its way into my electrical system. The limits of the damage at that point are a matter of imaginative speculation.

I dont know what to tell you, Derec said. If you dont go . . . 

Katherine will die, the robot finished. You can tell me nothing. My duty is self-evident. Good-bye, Derec.

Wohler looked back once to make sure the witnesses were off the van, then hurried off at a pace that didnt include the safety margin he had preserved with Derec in the cab.

Come with me, Derec told the witnesses, and moved toward the now-closed entrance to the underground. Despite his fears for Katherines safety, he had things to do. With his explanation of the murder and its connection to the city defenses, backed up totally by Recs witness testimony, there was no doubt that hed at least be able to get into the core and stop the replication. That wouldnt stop tonights rain, however, or even future rains for a time; but it was a start.

He opened the outside door, then hurried inside, going down the stairs to the now-deserted holding area and its bank of elevators. This wasnt the same Extruder Station hed been in previously, but it was set up exactly the same.

He walked quickly to the same elevator he had taken with Avernus when hed gone underground. He got inside with the witnesses and pushed the down arrow. The lift began its long journey to the caverns below.

The elevator opened into the bustling cavern where the work of building Robot City continued unabated. There wasnt a supervisor in sight, however. There seemed to be activity at one of the darkened, unused mine tunnels at the west end of the cavern.

He began to move into the flow, then stopped, steeling himself. Deliberation, Avernus had said. As he stood on the edge of the activity, a long tram sped past him at a hundred kilometers an hour, passing within a few centimeters, his hair being pulled by its suction.

Deliberation. It was the only way.

Stay with me, he told the witnesses. Then he set his body in line with his goal and shut his eyes, taking a blind step right into the fray.

He walked quickly, without hesitation, trying to direct his mind away from the feel of unrushing robots and vehicles that barely brushed him as they hurried past. Occasionally, he would open his eyes a touch, just to make sure he was still heading in the right direction. Then hed squeeze them closed again, and keep walking.

He kept this up for nearly ten minutes as he crossed the great chamber without mishap. As he reached the safety of the mine entrance, he released a huge sigh that made him feel as if hed been holding his breath the whole time.

A utility robot was stationed near the mine entrance, using an overhead pulley system to remove the spent batteries from a fleet of mine trams and replacing them with charged batteries. The trams were parked three deep all around him.

Robot! Derec called across the cars to him. Where can I find Supervisor Avernus?

The utility robot pointed down the tunnel. They are releasing some of the reservoir water into the abandoned tunnels. It may be dangerous for humans.

Thanks, Derec said, then pointed to a tram. Has this one been recharged?

Yes, the robot answered.

Thanks again, Derec said, and climbed behind the steering mechanism. Rec, Eve, get in.

As the robots climbed into the back of the tram, the utility called to Derec.

Did you not hear me? It may be dangerous for humans in there.

Thanks, Derec said again, waving, then keyed on the electric hum and geared the car down the dark tunnel.

As he sped down the tunnels, marking distance by counting the small, red lights spaced along the length, he passed other trams full of robots going the other way. There were uniformly dirty from digging, many of them dangling shorted-out appendages. Even for robots, they appeared grim. One tram they passed carried a robot shorting from the head, sparks arcing from his photocells and speaker.

He drove for several kilometers, climbing gently upward with the tunnel. Finally, he approached a large egg of light that threw long shadows against the rough-hewn walls. When he reached the place, he found a large number of utility robots, plus six of the seven supervisors, gathered around a drop-off in the tunnel.

He jumped from the tram and pushed his way through the crowd to approach the drop-off. It was the same area in which the robots had been digging the day before, only approached from the other side. A subsidiary tunnel, going upward, had been dug by hand, and it met the existing tunnel, which had been trenched out to carry water. The trench was empty. Euler and Rydberg were leaning out over the trench, looking up the newly dug tunnel, while Avernus sorted out those robots damaged beyond usefulness here, and sent them back down the tunnel.

Derec moved up to Euler. Ive solved the murder, he told the supervisor without preamble.

Both Rydberg and Euler turned to look at him. What was the cause? Rydberg asked.

Carbon monoxide poisoning, Derec said. When they tried to torch David out of the sealed room, carbon monoxide was released by the heating process into the enclosed space.

It was our fault, then, Euler said.

It was an unfortunate accident, Derec replied. And I have witnesses. Both Eve and Rec hurried to join him.

Two minutes, Dante called. The small robot was fiddling with a terminal hooked up in the back of a tram, his long digits moving with incredible speed over the keyboard.

Two minutes until what? Derec asked.

Until the charge we placed by the reservoir wall brings the water down, Euler replied.

I also know why the city is on security alert, Derec said. It was because of Davids blood. When he cut himself, the blood that dropped on the city-robot was mistaken for an alien presence because of the blood organisms. My witnesses will also corroborate that fact.

Euler spoke up. Then we need to feed this information to the central core and stop the replication, if theres time.

What do you mean, if theres time? Derec asked.

Avernus joined the group. We found a cavern that would hold all the water in the reservoir, thanks to your sonogram. Unfortunately, it will take a great deal of digging to reach it. Avernus pointed to the trench. This diversion will do no more than put off the inevitable for one more day; then, instead of overflowing above, the water will overflow below, here in the tunnels.

Where is the central core? Derec asked. If we can get to it and stop the replication, then we can use the digging machines to turn the trick before the next days rain.

Avernus turned to Dante, looking at him over the heads of all the other robots. Where is the core now? he called loudly.

The little robots digits flew over the keys while Euler spoke. Even with the machines, wed have to start digging almost immediately to reach the cavern in time.

The core is in Tunnel J-33 at the moment, Dante called, moving south by southwest at ten kilometers per hour. He hesitated briefly, then added, Twenty centads.

Avernus turned abruptly from them all. That is . . . too bad, he said.

What do you mean, too bad? Derec asked.

All at once, there was a rumble that shook the tunnel, dust and loose pebbles falling atop them. Derec nearly lost his footing on the quaking ground. Within seconds, a low roar filled the mines, growing in intensity with each passing second.

It is too bad, Euler said loudly above the roar, because the central core is in Tunnel J-33, on the wrong side of the trench, and the rains are beginning outside.

With that, tons of water came rushing down the new tunnel, slamming in fury into the trench below, churning, frothy white, dangerous and untamed. Derec watched in horrified fascination as his only possible route to the central core disappeared under a raging river that hadnt been there a second before.

Katherines mind was as dark as the clouds overhead as her tram hurried through the streets of Robot City in the direction of the Compass Tower.

I fear we wont make the Tower before the rains come, the utility driver told her. We must take shelter.

No, she said, determined that shed keep them from taking away her last ounce of free will. Go on. Hurry!

It is not safe for you out here, the robot insisted. I cannot in all conscience take you any farther.

Katherine began to respond with anger, but feared it would arouse the robots suspicions. All right, she said. Pull over at the next building.

Very good, the robot replied, and brought the tram to an immediate stop before a tall building that had the words MUSEUM OF ART embossed in metal above the doors.

The robot got out of the tram and took Katherine by the arm to guide her. This way, please, he said, and Katherine began to think the robots had been having meetings about human duplicity.

She allowed the robot to lead her into the confines of the building. This is Supervisor Arions project, he said, to please our human inhabitants.

She looked around, taking note that the robot had used the word inhabitant instead of visitors. It merely confirmed what she already knew to be the case. They werent going to let her go. They had no intention of letting her go. The robots needed someone to serve, and theyd keep the masters as slaves just to see that it came to be.

The first floor of the museum was full of geometric sculptures, many of them made from city material that moved through its own sequences, constantly changing shapes in an infinite variety of patterns.

After a moment, she asked, Please, is it possible to contact Derec and tell him where we are? Im afraid hell worry.

There should be a terminal in the curators office, the robot replied. Would you like me to do it for you?

Yes, please. I would be most grateful.

The robot hurried off immediately. As soon as he was out of sight at the far end of the building, Katherine turned and ran.

She got quickly out the front doors and down the short walk to the tram, taking the drivers position. It started up easily, and she was off. She had no idea of which streets to take to get to the pyramid, but its size made it a beacon. She simply kept moving toward it.

She concentrated on planning as she drove. The rain was very close now, and she didnt want to get caught in it, but it was worth the try to get out of the city. Derec had said there was a trap door from the office to the platform atop the structure. Shed go through the inside of the pyramid, then, to reach the top. The Key was hidden partway down the outside of the structure, and it would be far easier and faster to climb down from the top than to climb up.

The sky rumbled loudly as she drove; the wind whipped her long hair around her face. She was cold, but put it out of her mind as she concentrated on her objective. Why did he have to do it to her? Why did he have to go over to the other side? The city had become Derecs obsession. He apparently couldnt understand that she had to have freedom, that she couldnt live within its structure forever.

The pyramid loomed large before her. It lit up brightly as a bolt of lightning ran down its face. She skidded to a stop before it and jumped out of the tram, hearing a noise behind her.

There, two blocks distant, the robot that called itself Wohler was hurrying to intercept her. She turned and ran up to the entry. The city material melted away at her approach to allow her inside.

Once inside, she had no idea of where she was going. The only thing she remembered for sure was that she needed to keep going up. She ran the maze-like halls, taking every opportunity to climb stairs or take an elevator that would put her higher. About halfway up the structure, she heard an announcement over unseen loudspeakers that called attention to her flight and gave instructions for her apprehension.

At that, she doubled her pace, going full out. Her only hope of escaping was to reach the safety of the off-limits zone before she was spotted.

She hurried unseen down the now-shortened hallways, reaching the last elevator up. A tech robot with welder arms spotted her as she hurried inside. Heart pounding, she stabbed at the up arrow and the machine sped her quickly to the upper floor.

The doors slid open and she burst through, running immediately. There were voices behind, calling her by name. She turned a corner, ran up a short ramp, and burst into the off-limits hallway just as the robots behind were closing on her.

She ran to the door leading up to the office, her hand going to the power stud.

Katherine.

She recognized Wohlers voice and turned to face him. He stood, a hallway full of robots behind him, at the edge of the off-limits zone, the same place the witnesses had stopped earlier in the day.

What do you want? she asked.

Come away from there. This place is off-limits.

She smiled. Not to me, she said. Im human, remember? Im free, and Im going to be freer.

Please do not go outside, Wohler said. The rains are beginning. It could be dangerous for you.

Youre not going to keep me here, she said, opening the door that faced the spiral staircase.

We would love to have you stay with us, the robot said, but we would never keep you here against your will.

Then why dont you have the means on-planet for me to leave or call for help?

You act as if we brought you here under false pretenses, Wohler said. We did nothing. You came here uninvited. Welcome . . . but uninvited. Our civilization has not developed to the point where planetary interaction is possible. You can see that for yourself.

Were wasting time, Katherine said, and started through the door.

Please reconsider, the robot called. Dont put yourself in jeopardy.

She stared hard at him. Ive been in jeopardy every second Ive been in this crazy place.

With that, she moved through the door, closing it behind her. She took the stairs quickly and entered the office. The angry clouds rolled up close to the viewers, making it seem as if she were standing in the midst of the gathering storm.

Searching the office, she found the ladder easily enough, climbing it to reach the windy platform above. The wind was so strong that she feared getting to her feet, and crawled to the edge where she and Derec had made their first treacherous descent into the city of robots.

For the first time since being freed from the sealed room, her fears began to overcome her anger at the situation as she turned her body to edge herself off the dizzying height to begin her climb downward. The wind pulled viciously at her like cold, prying hands; her ears and nose went numb, and her fingers tingled with the cold.

Though the pyramid was made from the same material as the rest of the city, it wasnt the same in any other respect. It was rigid and unbending, its face set with patterns of holes that she and Derec had used as hand and footholds previously, and in which they had hidden the Key on their first descent.

Her mind whirled as she climbed, slowly, so slowly. How far down had it been? She had been moving fast, and Derec, carrying the Key, had been unable to keep up. They had stopped for a conference and decided to hide the Key and continue without it. How far down? A fourth of the climb, barely a fourth, in the leftmost hole of the pattern that ran down the center of the structure.

She continued downward, her fingers hurting now, her eyes looking upward, trying to gauge her distance just right. She began testing the holes in the repeated pattern, to no avail. She still hadnt reached the place. Something wet and cold hit her hard on the back. Her hands almost pulled out of their holds reflexively. It was a raindrop, and it wet the entire back of her one-piece.

She was running out of time.

The pattern of holes repeated again as she inched downward, and when she looked up, squinting against the frigid wind, she knew she had reached the place.

Hugging the pyramid face with the last of her strength, she slowly reached out, sticking her hand into the leftmost hole of the pattern.

The Key was gone.

No! she screamed loudly into the teeth of the monster, and, as if in response, the rain tore from the heavens in blinding, bludgeoning sheets to silence her protests.

Derec stood at the exit door to the Extruder Station and listened to the rain pounding against the door, and watched the small puddle that had somehow made its way under the sealed entry. Katherine was out there somewhere, and Wohler. Nothing had been heard from either of them since before the start of the rain. Avernus had made contact with the Compass Tower, and though both had been seen there, neither was there now.

With the rain controlling the day, everything had come to a standstill, making searching impossible, making contact with the central core impossible, making everything except the almighty building project slow to nothing. It was maddening.

He pounded the door, his fist sinking in, cushioning. He wanted to open those doors and run into the city and find her for himselfbut he knew what that meant. Most likely, nothing would be known until the rain abated the next morning.

He turned from the door and walked down the stairs to the holding area and the six robot supervisors who awaited him there. His mind was awash in anxiety.

Supervisor Rydberg has proposed a plan, Friend Derec, Euler said. Perhaps you will comment on it.

Derec looked at Rydberg, trying to bring his mind back to the present. Why did the woman affect him this way? Lets hear your plan, he said.

We can go ahead and devise our evacuation schedule for the robots working underground, Rydberg said. It seems that when morning comes, you will be able to contact the core and halt the replication. It will be too late to dig through to the cavern in time, but at least we will have the opportunity to spare our mine workers before the floods.

Why do you have to give up like this? Derec said, exasperated. Youve heard the reasons for the defenses. Cant you just stop them now and use the digging equipment to begin excavating the cavern?

Waldeyer, the squat, wheeled supervisor, said, The central core is our master program. We cannot abandon it. Only the central core can judge the veracity of your statements and make the final decision.

Im going to reprogram the central core, Derec answered, too loudly. Im going to change its definition of veracity. And besides, the Laws of Robotics are your master program, and the Second Law states that you will obey a human command unless it violates the First Law. Im commanding you to halt the mining processes and begin digging through to the drainage cavern.

The defensive procedures were designed by the central core to protect the city, which is designed to protect human life, Waldeyer replied. The central core must be the determining factor in any decision to abandon the defenses. Though your arguments sound humane, they may, ultimately, be in violation of the First Law; for if the central core determines that your conclusions are erroneous, then shutting down the defenses could be the most dangerous of all possible decisions.

Derec felt as if he were on a treadmill. All argument ultimately led back to the central core. And though he was sure that the central core would back off once he programmed the information about human blood into it, he had no way to prove that to the robots who, in turn, refused to do anything to halt the citys replication until theyd received that confirmation from central.

Then an idea struck him, an idea that was so revisionist in its approach that he was frightened at first even to think out its effects on the robots. What he had in mind would either liberate their thinking or send them into a contradictory mental freeze-up that could destroy them.

What do you think of Rydbergs plan? Avernus asked him. It will save a great many robots.

Avernusthat was itAvernus the humanitarian. Derec knew that his idea would destroy the other robots, but Avernus, he was different. Avernus leaned toward the humane, a leaning that could just possibly save himself and the rest of Robot City.

I will comment on the evacuation plan later, Derec said. First, Id like to speak with Avernus alone.

We make decisions together, Euler said.

Why? Derec asked.

Weve always done it that way, Rydberg said.

Not any more, Derec said, his voice hard. Unless you can give me a sound, First Law reason why I shouldnt speak with Avernus alone, I will then assume you are violating the Laws yourselves.

Euler walked to the center of the room, then turned slowly to look at Avernus. Weve always done it this way, he said.

Avernus, the giant, moved stoically toward Euler, putting a larger pincer on the robots shoulder. It wont hurt anything, this once, if we go against our own traditions.

But traditions are the hallmark of civilization, Euler said.

Survival is also one of the hallmarks, Derec replied, looking up at Avernus. Are you willing?

Yes, Avernus answered without hesitation. We will speak alone.

Derec led Avernus to the elevators, then had a thought and returned to Euler. He unwrapped the fabric bandage from his cut arm and handed it to the supervisor. Have the blood analyzed, the data broken down on disc so I can feed it to the core.

Yes, Derec, Euler said, and it was the first time the supervisor had addressed him without the formal declaration, Friend. Maybe they were all growing up a little bit.

Derec then joined Avernus in the elevator, pushing the down arrow as the doors slid closed. They only traveled down for a moment before Derec pushed the emergency stop button; the machine jerked to a halt.

What is this about? Avernus asked.

I want to make a deal with you, Derec said.

What sort of deal?

The lives of your robots for one of your digging machines.

Avernus just stared at him. I do not understand.

Lets talk about the Third Law of Robotics, Derec said. You are obligated by the Third Law to protect your own existence as long as it doesnt interfere with the First or Second Laws. In your case, with your special programming, I can easily extend the Third Law to include the robots under your control.

Go on.

My deal is a simple one. Rydberg has suggested an evacuation plan that could save the robots in the mines from the flooding that is sure to occur if the cavern is not excavated. The evacuation plan depends completely on my reprogramming the central core to halt the replication. For if I dont, the city will have to keep replicating, even to its own destruction . . . that destruction to include the robots who are working underground.

I understand that, Avernus said.

All right. Derec took a deep breath. What he was getting ready to propose would undoubtedly freeze out the positronics of any of the other robots; the contradictions were too great, the choices too impossible to make. But with Avernus . . . maybe, just maybe. Unless you give me one of the digging machines so I can begin the excavation myself, I will refuse to reprogram the central core, thereby condemning all your robots to stay underground during the flooding.

Avernus red eyes flared brightly. You would . . . kill so many?

I would save your city and your robots! Derec yelled. Its all or nothing. Give me the machine or suffer the consequences.

You ask me to deny the central core program that protects the First Law.

Yes, Derec said simply, his voice quieting. You have got to make the creative leap to save your robots. Somewhere in that brain of yours, youve got to make a value judgment that goes beyond your programming.

Avernus just stood there, quaking slightly, and Derec felt tears welling up in his eyes, knowing the torture he was putting the supervisor through. If this failed, if he, in effect, killing Avernus by killing his mind, hed never be able to forgive himself.

The big robots eyes flashed on and off several times, and suddenly his body shuddered violently, then stopped. Derec heard a sob escape his own lips. Avernus bent to him.

You will have your digging machine, the robot told him, and me to help you use it.




Chapter 13

THE CENTRAL CORE



EVEN AS KATHERINE clung doggedly to the face of the pyramid, she knew that her ability to hold on could be measured in no more than minutes, as the rain lashed savagely at her and the winds worked to rip her off the patterned facade.

The ground lay several hundred meters below, calling to her. As her body went totally numb in the freezing downpour, her strong survival instinct was the only thing keeping her hanging on.

Her brain whirled, rejecting its own death while trying desperately to prepare for it, and through it all, she could hear the wind calling her name, over and over.

Katherine!

Closer now, the sound grew more pronounced. It seemed to come from below.

Katherine!

For the first time since shed begun her climb, she risked a look downward, in the direction of the sound. She blinked through the icy water that streamed down her face only to see an apparition, a gray mass moving quickly up the face below her, proof that her mind was already gone.

Katherine, hang on! Im coming!

In disbelief, she watched the apparition coming closer. And as her arms ached, trying to talk her into letting go and experiencing peace, she saw a golden hand reach from under the gray lump and grasp a handhold in one of the cutouts.

Wohler!

Please hold on!

I cant! she called back, surprised to hear the hysteria in her own voice. And as if to reinforce the idea, her left hand lost its grip, her arm falling away from the building, the added pressure sending cramping pain through her right arm still lodged in the hole.

The robot below hurried his pace. The wind, getting beneath the tarp he wore to protect himself from the rain, pulled it away from his body to float like a huge, prehistoric bird.

P-please . . .  she called weakly, her right arm ready to give out.

Hold on! Please hold on!

The urgency in his voice astounded her, giving her an extra ounce of courage, a few more seconds when seconds were everything. And as she felt her hand slip away for good and all, his large body had wedged in behind her, holding her up against the facade.

Wohler clamped solidly in hand and footholds just above and below hers and he completely enveloped her, protecting. She let herself relax, all the strength immediately oozing out of her, Wohler supporting her completely.

Are you unhurt? the robot asked in her ear.

I-I think so, she answered in a small voice. What happens now?

We can only wait, Wohler said, his voice sounding somehow ragged. An old Earth proverb says, Patience is a bitter plant but it has sweet fruit. Survival w-will be our fruit . . . Friend Katherine.

Friend Wohler, she responded, tears mixing with the cold rain on her face. I want to th-thank you for coming up here for me.

But Wohler didnt answer.

The supervisors as a group stood behind the gateway excavator that Derec and Avernus operated. Neither helping nor hindering, they simply took it all in, no doubt unable to appreciate the thought processes that had led the big robot to pull the machine away from his mining crews and their replication labors, to put it to work simply clearing a path for something that, at this point, was no more than mere potential.

Derec had seen excavators like these before. On the asteroid where he had first awakened to find he had no identity, the robots had used identical machines to cut out the guts of the asteroid in their search for the Key to Perihelion.

The gateway was a marvel, for it demolished and rebuilt at the same time. Derec sat with Avernus at the two cabin control panels, watching the boom arms cutting into rock face nearly a hundred feet distant. One of the boom arms bore rotary grinders, the other microwave lasers that tore frantically at the core of the planet, chewing it up as it went. There were numerous conveyors and pulleys for the removal and scanning of potential salvage material, but none of these were in use right now. They were simply grinding and compressing the excavated rock and earth, the gateway itself using the materials to build a strong tunnel behindsmooth rock walls, reinforcing synthemesh, even overhead lamps.

They were creeping toward the cavern, every meter a meter closer to possible salvation. They had been working through the night, Derec desperately trying to let the effort keep his mind off Katherine and Wohler. It wasnt working. There had been no word of them since before the storm had begun nearly ten hours ago. Had they been alive, he would have heard by now.

There was always the chance that Katherine had retrieved the Key and left, perhaps waiting out the rain in the gray void of Perihelion, or perhaps finding her way to another place. But that didnt explain Wohlers absence.

During the grueling hours spent working the gateway, Avernus and Derec had conversed very little, both, apparently, lost in their own thoughts. Derec worried for Avernus, who he knew was going through a great many internal recriminations that could only be resolved with a satisfactory outcome and subsequent vindication of his actions.

Derec! came Eulers voice from the newly built tunnel behind; it was the first time the robot had spoken to them since the operation had begun.

Derec looked at his watch. It was nearly five a.m. He shared a glance with Avernus. Yes! he called back.

The rain has abated, Euler returned. The missing have been located!

Derec resisted the urge to jump from the controls and charge out of there. He still had work to do. He looked at Avernus. What now?

Now we will see, the robot said. We must locate the core and reprogram.

Should I leave you here to continue operations and go with someone else to the core?

No, Avernus said with authority. I am supervisor of the underground and know my way around it. I also . . . must know the outcome. Can you understand that?

Derec reached out and punched off the control board, stopping new digging and bringing all operants to the standby position. You bet I can understand it. Lets go!

They moved out of the gateway, squeezing past stacked up cylinders to join the other supervisors in the tunnel behind. It was the first time Derec had looked back at their handiwork. The tunnel he and Avernus had made stretched several hundred yards behind them, nearly as far he could see.

Where are Katherine and Wohler? he asked. Are they all right?

No one knows, Rydberg said. They are clinging to the side of the Compass Tower, nearly a hundred meters above the surface, but they have not responded to voice communication, nor have they attempted to come down.

Derecs heart sank. Theyd been out all night in the rain.

It looked bad.

Are rescue operations underway? he asked.

Utility robots are now scaling the Tower to determine the extent of the problem for emergency disposition, Euler said.

The central core, Avernus said to Dante. Tell me where it is right now.

Tell me honestly, Euler, Derec said. Will my presence at the Tower facilitate the rescue operation?

Tower rescue has always been part of our basic program, for reasons no one can fathom, the robot said. Standard operating procedure has already been initiated. You could only hinder the operation.

Good, Derec said. Of course Tower rescue was standard. The overseer had worried that, should the trap door to the office below become jammed, he would be caught on the Tower, unable to get down. The almighty overseer didnt mind letting everyone else twist slowly in the wind, but he wasnt going to let himself be uncomfortable on the Tower.

Dante spoke up from the terminal in his tram car. The central core is in Quadrant 2, Tunnel D-24, moving to the north.

Avernus nodded and looked at Derec. We must hurry, he said, lest all our work be in vain.

Work is already in vain, Waldeyer said to Avernus. Because of your unauthorized impoundment of the gateway excavator, the on-hand raw iron consignments have dropped dangerously low. Within an hour, replication efforts will begin falling behind schedule.

The big robot simply hung his head, looking at the floor.

I pose a question to you all, Derec said. If Avernus and I are able to get to the core and reprogram to halt the replication, will our work already done here enable us to dig the rest of the way through to the cavern before tonights rain?

Barring work stoppage and machinery malfunction, Euler said, we should just be able to make it. This, of course, is all hypothetical.

Derec just looked at them. There was no satisfaction to be gained from arguing at this point. It was time to deliver the goods. Wheres the data from my blood sample? he asked.

Arion stepped forward and handed him a mini-disc. Everything you asked for is in here, he said.

Thanks, Derec said, taking the disc and putting it in his breast pocket. Now, listen. Were going to the central core. As soon as we reprogram, well need you to begin work here again immediately so that no time is lost.

Arion took a step toward the gateway. It is now too late to move the excavator back to the iron mine and pick up our failed operation there, so I see no reason why the digging here shouldnt continue in your absence. There is no longer anything to lose. I will continue to work here, even as you approach the central core.

No, Euler said. Will you now violate your programming, and perhaps the Laws?

The program is already shattered, Arion said, moving into the innards of the gateway. There is no putting it back together now.

Derec smiled broadly as he heard the standby board being brought to full ready by Arion. He walked over to Dante. Well need your tram, he said. Now.

The fever had come on strong, and along with it, hallucinations. Katherines world was a nightmare of water, a world of water always threatening to pull her downward, and through it all Derec/David, David/Derec, Derec/David, his face smiling evilly and becoming mechanical even as she watched, metamorphosing from human to robot and back again, over and over. Hed skim the cresting waves to take her in his arms, only to use those arms to pull her underwaterdrowning her! Drowning!

Katherine . . . Katherine. Wake up. Wake up.

Voices intruding in her world of water. She wanted them to go away, to leave her alone. The water was treacherous, but at least it was warm.

Katherine . . . 

Something was shaking her, pulling her violently from her dream world. She opened her eyes to pain blazing like fire through her head.

It was daytime, early morning. A utility robot was staring at her around the protective branch of Wohlers arm.

C-cold, she rasped, teeth chattering. So . . . cold.

A light flared above her and to the left, a light raining sparks. She squinted. Welders were using laser torches to cut Wohlers pincers off the facade where they were locked tight. Above the welder, she could see mechanical pulleys magnetically clamped to the side of the structure, city-material ropes dangling.

We are cutting you free, the robot said. A net and stretcher have been strung just below you. You are safe now.

C-cold, she rasped again.

We will warm you. We will get you medical attention.

And through the haze that was her mind, she felt the reassuring firmness of Wohlers body protecting her, always protecting her.

Wohler! she said loudly. Were s-safe. Wohler!

Supervisor Wohler is . . . nonoperational, the utility said.

Even through the hurt and the delirium, she was wracked by waves of shame. That this robot would give his life for hers, after the way shed acted, was more than she could bear.

She felt his weight behind her give; then hands were lifting both of them onto the stretchers pulled up tight below. She felt the morning sun on her face, a sun that Wohler would never experience again, and rather than dwell on the unpleasant results of its own selfishness, her mind once more retreated into the blissful haze of unconsciousness.

Would you have? Avernus asked him as they pushed the tram down tunnel D-24, heading north.

Would I have what? Derec replied. The tunnel walls rushed past, red lights zipping overhead at two-second intervals.

Would you have let the robots die if I hadnt agreed to help you dig the tunnel?

No, Derec said. I wouldnt have done anything like that. I just wanted to talk some sense into you.

You lied to me.

I lied to save you, Derec said. Remember our discussion about lying in the Compass Tower? I created a different reality, a hypothetical reality, to force you into a different line of thought.

You lied to me.

Yes.

I do not know if Ill ever really understand that, Avernus said, subtly telling Derec that their relationship would forever be strained.

Ill have to learn to live with that, Derec replied sadly. Sometimes the right thing isnt always the best thing. Im sorry if I hurt you.

Hurt is not a term that I understand, the robot replied.

No, Derec said, turning to fiddle with the terminal Dante had left in the back. Its a term that I relate to.

Derec used the terminal to contact the citys hastily organized medical facility, trying for information on Katherine and Wohler. He and Avernus had left Quadrant #4 and traveled through the city to #2, going underground again at that point. Tunnel D-24 was one of the more distant shafts, drilled as an oil exploration point for the plastics operation. A pipeline churned loudly, attached to the tunnel ceiling above their heads.

Theyve gotten Katherine and Wohler down from the Tower! he said, wishing his fingers moved as well as Dantes over the keyboard.

Are they well?

Katherine is suffering from shock and exposure, Derec said excitedly. Shes being treated now. The prognosis is good. Wohler is . . . is . . .  He turned sadly to Avernus. Wohler is dead.

Look! the robot called, pointing ahead.

Farther along the tunnel, they were rapidly closing on a moving area of light. It was perhaps six meters long, and just tall enough to miss the overhanging lights.

The central core! Avernus said, braking heavily, the tram skidding to a halt.

What are you doing? Derec asked. Its getting away!

It will be faster now on foot, Avernus said.

Not for me, Derec replied. I cant run fast enough to . . . 

Climb on my back, the robot ordered. Quickly.

While the huge robot was still sitting, Derec stood and climbed onto his broad back, putting his hands around Avernuss head, the robot locking an arm behind him, holding Derec on tightly.

Then Avernus jumped from the cart and began a headlong charge down the tunnel, moving faster than Derec realized was possible. Tunnel segments flew by in a blur as the moving core grew larger and larger in their vision.

They caught it quickly, and Avernus slowed his pace to match the speed of the core. Its outer surface was transparent plastic of some kind, and very thick. Like a transparent eggshell, it contained the complex workings of a sophisticated, operating machine. In the rear was a platform with steps leading up to a sliding door.

Avernus jumped, catching the stairs and climbing on. He brought his arm around, gently lifting Derec off to stand before the door. Go on, he said. Go in. Only one at a time can pass through.

Derec slid open the door by hand and walked in to find himself within the transparent chamber. A red button was set in the plastic before him. He pushed it. Sprayers and heat lamps came on, a full body spray of compressed air traveling the length of his body to remove all traces of dust. There was a loud sound of suction, and then the wall before him slid open and he walked into the beating heart of Robot City.

The core was open, like an exposed brain, its working synapses sparking photons up and down its length, its fluidics a marvel of imaginative engineering. He found a typer halfway down its length and juiced it to life, while hearing Avernus going through the chamber ritual. The robot was doubled over to fit within the clean room.

The first thing he did was open a file under the heading of HEMOGLOBIN, and enter the discs-worth of information Arion had procured for him. Then he got into the DEFENSES file again, going as far as he could with the system until it prompted him for the supervisors password.

He heard a door slide open and turned to see Avernus, still somewhat hunched over, move to stand beside him at the typer.

It wants your password, Derec said.

Avernus looked at him, not speaking, then reached out and typed on the screen:

AVERNUS2Q2-1719

PASSWORD: SYNNOETICS

Without a seconds hesitation, the computer prompted:

RATIONALIZATION FOR DEACTIVATION OF CITY DEFENSES?

With shaking fingers, Derec typed his rationalization into the machine, dumping, as he did so, all the information from the HEMOGLOBIN file into the CITY DEFENSES file as authoritative backup and information to keep the same thing from ever happening again.

When he was through typing he stood back and took a breath, almost afraid to push the ENTER key.

We must know now, Avernus said.

Derec nodded, swallowed hard, and entered the information.

The machine churned quietly for a moment that seemed to last an hour. Finally, quite simply and without fanfare, it responded.

RATIONALIZATION ACCEPTEDDEFENSES DEACTIVATED.

They stood for a moment, staring, not quite believing that it could be so easy. Then they felt a noticeable slowing of the cores motion. Within seconds, it had ground to a stop.

It was over.




Chapter 14

WORLD PERFECT



DEREC WALKED THE corridors of the mostly dark, mostly unfurnished medical facility. It would be a fine building when it was completely finished, a place where the humans who would inhabit Robot City could receive the finest medical care available anywhere in the galaxy under the supervision of the most advanced team of med-bots operational. He knew this would be so because the robots who performed the services would perform them by choice, out of love instead of servitude.

He walked the corridors aloneno guides, no keepers, no jailers. He was a free citizen now, a condemned man no longer. And it was good, because now, right now, he preferred being alone.

A room at the end of the corridor was awash with light, and he knew hed find Katherine there, recovering from her night with the storm. He no longer cared about her subterfuge or her reasons for being with him on Robot City. For good or ill, he was happy and thankful that she was alive. Nothing else really could, or did, matter.

He was beginning to know why she affected him the way she didhe loved her.

He reached the room and poked his head inside. It was a large room, one that would most likely be a ward at some future time. But right now it was empty, except for Katherines place at the far end.

She lay in stasis, floating half a meter above a table, bright lights surrounding her completely. She was naked, just as shed been on Rockliffe Station. This time he didnt turn away, but looked, and her body seemed somehow . . . familiar to him.

A med-bot rolled up to him.

How is she? he asked.

Splendid, the robot replied, except for her chronic condition . . . 

I dont want to talk about it, he said, letting her have her secrets. Other than that?

Shes sleeping lightly, the med-bot said. We have rebalanced her chemicals through massive influxes of oxygen and fluids, and warmed her up. She lost a small part of her left ear to the cold, but that has already been adjusted through laser cosmetic surgery. You may visit with her if you wish.

Id like that, he said. But before you wake her up, would you put a robe or something on her?

The heat lamps work better if . . . 

I know, Derec said. Its a matter of her personal privacy.

I see, the robot said in its best bedside manner, but Derec could tell that it didnt.

When the med-bot turned and rolled back to Katherine, Derec politely stepped through the doorway and back into the hall.

A moment later, he could hear her talking to the robot, so he walked back in. She was off the table, sitting in a motorized chair, swathed in a bright white bathrobe. Her face was blank as he moved up to her.

Im sorry for everything, he said. Ive been suspicious and hard to get along with and . . . 

She smiled slightly, putting up a hand. No more than I have, she said softly, her voice hoarse. I guess Ive acted pretty stupidly.

Human prerogative, he said. You look . . . good.

They scraped the surface skin off me, she said, cleared away the dead dermis. I guess I could say youre looking at the new me. She moved her gaze to the floor. The Key is gone.

I didnt know, he replied. I guess were really stuck.

She nodded. Did you hear what . . . what Wohler did for me?

Yes.

I never understood your . . . feeling for the robots, she said, eyes welling up with tears. But his life was as important to him as mine is to me, and he . . . he gave it up . . . so I could live.

He was burned out completely, Derec said. Theyre trying to reconstruct him now.

She looked up at him. Reconstruct?

It wont be the same, of course. We are, all of us, a product of our memories. The Wohler you knew is, for the most part, dead.

But if they reconstruct, she said, something of him will remain.

Yes. Something.

I want to go there, she said. I want to go where he is.

She tried to stand, Derec gently pushing her back in the chair. Youre still a sick girl, he said. You cant be running around doing . . . 

No, she said, a spark of the old Katherine already coming back. He died so that I could live. If theres anything of him left, I want to be there.

Derec drew a long breath. Ill see what I can do, he said, knowing how stubborn she could be.

And so, thirty minutes later, Katherine, wrapped in a sterile suit, wheeled herself into the dust-free repair chamber where six different robots were working diligently on the body of Wohler, the philosopher. Derec walked with her.

Most of his plating was gone, circuit boards and relays hitting the floor with clockwork regularity, a small robot wheeling silently around and sweeping up the discards.

Can I get closer? she asked Derec.

I dont see why not, he answered.

Just then, Euler came into the chamber and walked directly toward the couple. Friend Derec, he said. Derec smiled at the reuse of the title before his name. We are just completing work on the connecting tunnel to the runoff cavern and would very much like you to be present for the opening.

Derec looked down at Katherine. Well, Im kind of busy right now, I . . . 

Nonsense, Katherine said, reaching out to pat his hand. Im just going to stay around here for a while. One of the robots here can get me back to medical.

He smiled broadly. You sure its okay?

She nodded, smiling widely. I understand completely, she said.

He grinned at Euler. Lets go, he said, and the two of them moved quickly out of the room.

Katherine listened to their footsteps receding down the hall, then wheeled her chair closer to the work table. Her anger at Derec along with a great many other conflicting emotions, had died along with Wohler on the Compass Tower. Because of her thoughtlessness, a life had been lost. All her other emotions seemed petty in the face of that.

She wheeled up near the golden robots head. Most of his body was exposed in pieces on the table, but the head and upper torso were intact. The robots working on the body moved around the table to accommodate her presence.

She stared at his head, reaching out a finger to gingerly touch him. Im so sorry, she said.

Suddenly, the head turned to her, its photocells glowing brightly. Were you addressing me? he asked her.

Wohler, she said, jumping. Youre alive.

Do we know one another? he asked, and she realized that this was a different Wohler, a newly programmed Wohler who knew nothing of their previous experience.

No, she said, choking back a sob. My name is Katherine. Im . . . pleased to make your acquaintance.

A new friendship is like new wine, Wohler said.

When it has aged, you will drink it with pleasure. Katherine . . . Katherine. Why are you crying?

Only a small dam held back the waters in the trench from the tunnel that Derec and Avernus had dug to the cavern. The supervisors and as many of the utility robots as could clusters in the opening were there, Derec holding the electronic detonator that would blast away the dam and open up the new waterway.

This is the first day, Euler told him, the first day in a truly unified city of humans and robots. The beginning of the perfect world.

We have reacted synnoetically to make this day happen, Rydberg said. Working together we can accomplish much.

While we still have a great deal to learn about one another, Derec said, I, too, believe that we have proven something of value here today.

Then open the floodgate, Friend Derec, Euler said, and make the connection complete.

With pleasure.

Derec flipped the toggle on the hand control. A small explosion made the wall of dirt and rock jump. Then it crumbled, and rapidly flowing water from the trench finished the job that the explosive had begun.

And as the waters rushed past, he thought of all the things still unresolved, still rushing, like the waters, through his confused brain. Who was he? Who was the dead man? Who put this all together, and why?

And then there was Katherine.

In many ways, he still felt as if his journey had just begun, but he couldnt help but feel he had accomplished something major with the breaking down of the dam. He couldnt help but feel that something good, something positive had been accomplished. And that made him feel just fine. Maybe life was nothing so much as a succession of small battles, small victories to be won.

Derec, came a voice behind him, and he turned to see Avernus standing there.

Yes?

The robot, so large, spoke with a small voice. I do not know that I can understand why you did what you did to me last night, he said, but I cannot help but feel that we did the right thing, and that doing the right thing is what is important.

I couldnt agree more, Derec said, smiling widely. Friends?

Avernus nodded solidly. Friends, he said, as he laid his pincer in Derecs open palm in the universal gesture of peace and good will.

It wasnt going to be such a bad day after all.




Cyborg

3604 A.D.




Chapter 1

THE KEY TO PERIHELION



DEREC SIGHED AND ran his hand through his brush-cut sandy hair. Katherine, I dont know if this stupid computer knows who has the Key to Perihelion or not. Anyhow, if it does, it wont tell me. Ive asked it every way I can think of. He swiveled his chair away from the computer console to face her.

Katherine looked down at him from where she stood, and shook her head in apparent disgust. I didnt know computers could be stupid, she said pointedly.

Well, this one is, he muttered lamely, feeling his face grow hot. Look if someone else programmed a higher priority of secrecy into the computer, it wont answer any questions it was forbidden to answer. I cant do anything about that. He was glad he was seated. She was a bit taller than he, though he washe hopedstill growing. He guessed that she was a year or two older than he was, but that was as uncertain as the rest of her identity...and his.

Derec sprang out of his chair to put some distance between them and started pacing around the room.

Through his manipulation of the computer, he had ordered the builder robots of Robot City to continue developing the quarters he and Katherine shared. They had constructed a bedroom for each of them, a kitchen area, and a console for the computer access equipment he had put together himself. Now he strode around the perimeter of the office, burning up nervous energy.

The apartment was hexagonal, and the furniture was shaped from the interior surface. Light glowed from the ceiling itself in a pleasant, soft diffusion. The room walls now obscured the elegant shape of the quarters, which resembled the interior of a crystal, but he and Katherine were more comfortable than before, and more independent.

Ever since Derec had stopped Robot City from its automatic, frantic, and self-destructive growth, they had been living in a city that almost resembled a normal one. Construction now continued at a steady pace, within the capacity of the city to adjust as it grew. With the Laws of Robotics in effect, the two humans had a comfortable and safe existence here now.

The First Law of Robotics is: A robot may not injure a human being, or, through inaction, allow a human being to come to harm.

Look, Derec, said Katherine. We both want to get off this planet, I guess. At the moment, we arent suffering here. Sure, if we had a ship, wed be gone by now. But as long as that Key is our only chance to get away, we simply have to find it.

Her tone was milder now, Derec noticed, but he just spun around, turning his back on her, and went on pacing. Ever since he had found out that she was not really Katherine Ariel Burgess, as she had told him she was, he had known he could not trust her. Or, at least, he could only believe her when she was being sarcastic or condescending. When she sounded pleasant, he had to figure out what she was up to.

Besides, he still suffered from his amnesia. It was a little too awkward to demand her identity when he couldnt even figure out his own. In fact, even raising the subject was embarrassing. The situation left him perpetually uneasy. The best place to get away from it was in the computer.

He moved past her and threw himself back into the chair. Then he started working on the keyboard before he had any idea of what he should do. He just tried to look busy.

He had declined to construct a VoiceCommand in his terminal, since he felt it a barrier between him and the labyrinth of the central computer. The computer was comprised of the top seven planner robots, or Supervisors, in the city, joined by their communication links. The central core could only be accessed in the mysterious office inside the Compass Tower, but he had had no use for it since instructing it to discontinue the excessive building and shapechanging of the city. Using only his keyboard to access the computer allowed him to bring up more raw data and to streamline the whole system when he had the time. Now it also allowed him to tinker silently.

After a moment of concentrating, his discomfort was gone. When he spoke, his voice was casual.

Actually, this computer really is kind of stupid. Not the individual Supervisors, of course, but the way they combine their information. The shapechanging loaded so much data into them so fast that they recorded it without organizing it. The computer has become too complex to work well. It needs a lot more streamlining to become efficient.

I thought you were streamlining it.

When I get the chance, he snapped, suddenly annoyed again. He was fairly sure he could make some real progress, given time, but he was tired of her always questioning his ability with computers. It was the one subject he actually knew something about, and he had demonstrated it many times over. Since his amnesia had left him with little knowledge of himself, the knowledge he did have was very important to him. He had even learned the kind of amnesia he had, something called fractionated, retrograde, hypnosis-resistant psychogenic amnesiawhatever that meant.

Katherine didnt say anything, though he remained aware that she was watching him.

Well, we are stuck with a rather odd computer, after all, he said. Her composure made him self-conscious about his own discomfort. He made an effort to cool off a little. Here we are in Robot City, a place built and run and populated exclusively by robots, and we have no idea of who created it, or why. I mean, who ever heard of a planet like this?

I know, she said gently. Derec, we are in this together.

Let me explain the computer again. Were sure the robots have the Key, because there is no one else here on the planet except us. No

Derec, I know this part, she said with exaggerated weariness.

Let me go on. Im trying to build up to my point. Look, Ive never encountered a computer quite like this, and Im still trying to think through how to handle it.

Go on.

The computer obviously is subject to the Three Laws of Robotics, and that should make it honor my requests for information, under the Second Law. It did not, probably for two reasons. One is prior programming, where the Second Law required the robots collectively to keep certain secrets under orders they received from another human, presumably the creator of Robot City, whoever it was.

The Second Law of Robotics is:  A robot must obey the orders given it by human beings except where such orders would conflict with the First Law.

Katherine nodded quietly, now gazing at the floor. Whats the second reason?

The second reason is that the computer system has apparently expanded to the point where it needs fundamental reorganization to operate efficiently. Too many parts of the system just dont seem to know what the other parts know. All sorts of information is lost in there. Even when it does know the answer to a question, sometimes the information takes much too long to locate. And I have to think up special ways of giving orders and asking questions to get it out.

Katherine lifted her head and smiled. Were both getting better at that, Derec. Weve had some practice now, especially with individual robots.

Derec grinned. I guess I cant argue with that. So far, the best way to make the robots cooperate is to convince them that were in danger, thus activating their First Law programming.

I know, I knowhave you forgotten my charade on Rockliffe Station with that little alien friend of yours, Wolruf? The trouble is, its even harder to convince them when were just debating. I seem to recall that weve both gone a few rounds with various robots that way.

Thats true, too. The positronic brains of the humanoid robots were quite sophisticated, and debating with their cold logic could be frustrating. The Supervisors were so cooperativewithin their limits of programming, of coursethat its too bad we cant just try to work with them to get the Key back.

They havent even admitted that they took it from our hiding place on the Compass Tower, said Katherine. Why would they cooperate with us?

Im sure they wouldnt, or couldnt. Thats why well have to try locating the Key without confronting them. The longer it takes them to realize that were after it, the more freedom well have.

Despite their current rapport, Derec was afraid that if he didnt stay on the computer, Katherine would make more comments about his incompetence. She might even call him a quitter. Determined not to give her any excuse for that, he continued to play idly on the keyboard.

Katherine pulled up the other chairthey only had twoand sat down. Derec, lets try to think up some questions I could ask some of the other robots, not the Supervisors. I know they wont answer our direct questions about the Key, but Ive gotten information out of them before. Like you were saying, we just have to think up the right questions. Stuff they have to answer because of the Laws.

He nodded. Or else questions they dont realize will lead us anywhere. The problem is, thats what Ive been trying to do through the computer. I guess I just dont know.

All they really knew about the Key to Perihelion was that it was a teleportation device and that it had been taken from the place where they had hidden it. Obviously, the robots had taken it, and so far they had not even revealed that much information. Since the Key seemed to belong here, or at least had some special relationship to Robot City, the robots apparently did not feel that they had stolen it. They were incapable of dishonesty as such.

We know the robots were searching for the Key for a long time, said Derec. So whatever theyve done with it must have been part of their long-term programming.

He could certainly use her help, but he didnt know if he trusted her enough to speak freely. At one point, he had offered to let her use it to leave the planet while he stayed, and she had chosen to remain here with him. That had been some time ago, though. Sometimes they seemed very close, but he still wasnt sure that if she got to the Key first, she would share its use with him. She had some kind of chronic physical conditionprecisely what kind of condition was her secretand she just might be in a bigger hurry to get off the planet than she claimed.

For that matter, he was worried about her. He wanted to get her some human medical care, and that meant getting away from Robot City. However, he did not want to be left behind.

What theyre doing is obvious, said Katherine. They plan to teleport somewhere. Thats all the Key is good for, as far as we know.

But where do they have to go? The planet is all theirs already, except for us.

Oh, Derec. She sounded exasperated. At some point, theyre going to teleport off the planet entirely, just like we want to do.

But why Derec stopped. They couldnt possibly know why, because they didnt know the robots

purpose here on the planet in the first place. Discussing the robots motives would not get them very far.

Well, lets think out loud for a minute. On the asteroid where they found the Key, they were programmed to self-destruct when they were under attack. The Key and the element of secrecy were much more important than the robots or other materials to the person who programmed them. Cost was absolutely not a real concern. And that programming was critically important, since it violated the Third Law.

The Third Law of Robotics is:  A robot must protect his own existence as long as such protection does not conflict with the First or Second Laws.

So their self-destructionprobably for the purpose of secrecymust have been programmed by their creator under the First or Second Laws. She thought a moment. Theres that minimalist engineering again, which you keep talking about.

Now, wait a minute. He turned in his chair to face her. Havent I already explained this? When I use that term, I mean these designs that we keep seeing that make things easy to use, even though the technology may have to be much more complicated than necessary to make it that easy. He laughed, glad to have the advantage on her for a change. Whats that got to do with robots melting themselves down into hot puddles of molten junk?

Well, its the same attitude. Its not the engineering as such, but the priorities. The creator of Robot City doesnt care about conserving materials.

Oh.  Well...you might have a point, I suppose. Of course, they have all the materials they want, since there is no competition here. I...say! He suddenly turned back to the console. Without mentioning the Key at all, he called up the records of supply requisitions. Then he searched out unusual movements of materials with a top-level priority. Several locations were given. Ha! What do you bet theyve just set up some kind of place to keep the Key?

Yes! Katherine threw her arms around his neck and gave him a quick squeeze. They must have.

Considering how important it is, theyll want it under the tightest security you ever saw on this planet.

She laughed. And if we get too close, maybe these suicidal robots will start melting themselves down into hot little puddles of molten junk again.

Derec had stiffened in surprise at her embrace and felt his face grow hot with embarrassment again.

They had been affectionate at times before, but arguments always seemed to follow. He had no idea how she really felt.

Katherine went on excitedly. Do you suppose a particular robot is in charge? That would tell us who to look for.

Glad to have something else to do, Derec called up a list of duty changes among the robots. That list included geographical changes of assignment where they were pertinent. Major changes in reorganization were still taking place in the wake of the building frenzy that Derec had recently stopped. Now he correlated that information with the list of locations for which an abundance of materiel had just been requisitioned. All at once, he had the number of a single robot. There it is!

Katherine was looking over his shoulder. And, lookit has a huge crew thats just been assigned to work under it. Wow, this serial number is a mouthful. Normally, robots with a lot of human contact were given language names instead of numbers or duty designations, but on Robot City the robots had no reason to assume that human contact would be made with any frequency; only the Supervisors had been given names.

Watch this. Lets see. Key....How about Keymo? He hit a sequence of keys.

What did you do?

Ive given it a name. Itll be easier for us to remember. Now that its in the computer, itll respond to that as well as its number. The other robots can learn it if they ask.

I didnt know you could do that.

He grinned up at her. I just figured it out today.

Congratulations. Say, Derec....

Yeah?

Look at the size of that crew it has assembled. What could they possibly be doing?

Derec shrugged. Security? Youre right about that part. The robots will have that Key guarded heavily.

What would they be afraid of on Robot City? Besides, they can have other kinds of security systems.

They dont need a bunch of robots just standing around.

You got me, kiddo.

What about their last duties? What kind of skills have they specialized in?

He started calling up a list of their previous duties, and spoke as he worked. I know that skills matter to some of the robots, but Im not sure how much. Certainly, for information, they can all draw upon the central computer. If they can manage to get the data out of that tangled contraption, anyone of them can know practically anything that any robot here knows. He looked at the list that came up. There we are.

Hmmlet me try this. In a couple of strokes, he had the computer subdivide the list according to previous duties that the various robots had in common.

I dont see much of a pattern, Katherine admitted after a moment.

Derec shook his head. I dont, either. They have all kinds of different backgrounds.

Maybe they have something else in common. Can you ask the computer to tell you if they have some other common trait?

I can ask it anything we can think of. Derec smiled ruefully. Whether or not I get a civilized answer is another matter. A moment later, he had a new list in front of them. He looked it over and let out a slow breath. Wow.

It must be the Key, Katherine said softly.

According to the computer, the robots on this new duty roster had been selected for their absolute peak efficiency. They had recorded the fewest breakdowns, the shortest repair times, and the finest work records. Those who had experienced contact with humans had consistently reached any necessary decisions regarding the Laws with the least time and effort, though of course all the robots reached the correct decisions eventually. This team represented the best robots from all over Robot City.

This Keymo must be the best of the best, said Derec, considering that they put him in charge.

Tangling with this bunch is going to be tough.

Think of it this way: if we can talk him out of the Key to Perihelion, we can talk these robots into anything.

Derec looked up at her, smiling weakly. When he caught her eye, they both laughed.

All right, Katherine conceded. If we can talk them out of the Key to Perihelion, we wont need anything else from them.

We should go to Keymo prepared with an argument. Derec got up and walked over to the kitchen area.  And since we cant count on finding food outside our apartment here, wed better eat first.  He looked over the limited list of fare that the chemical processor could simulate. Im afraid were out of the fresh produce. Well have to request another delivery. Right now, we cant afford the time.

Katherine joined him, peering over his shoulder with a look of distaste. Thats another good reason for us to get off this planet. This stuff tastes terrible.

The robots did what they could, I guess. Before we got here, they just had no reason to concern themselves with cooking. Maybe were lucky they could make a chemical processor thats even this tolerable.

As far as Im concerned, the best meal out of this machine is the fastest one I can eat, so I dont have to taste it any longer than necessary.

Fine. We dont want to waste time, anyway. Derec entered the code and turned it on. Nutrition bars it isagain.

Ill take the fruit punch to drink, though.

Yeahme, too.

A moment later, they each sat down with a dark brown, warm, rectangular shape. Each bar had a combination of proteins, carbohydrates, and cellulose that would fill them up. The taste was more bland than bad. The chemical processor could also produce more complex meals, which were equally or more nutritious but also equally bland to the taste. It was no match even for the autogalleys on ships.

Derec washed down a mouthful of food with simulated fruit punch. At least the citric acid gave it a strong tang. If I get the time, I can try ordering the computer to give me some improvements to try on the processor. The trouble is, I dont know what chemicals have to be added to make it taste better...and I doubt that the central computer knows, either. Robots have sensory capabilities for analytical purposes, but they dont care about human gourmet preferences.

If we can get the Key today, well be gone, anyway. Lets work on that premise. How are we going to talk Keymo out of the Key?

When you put it that way, it sounds a little preposterous, I must admit. Well...do you have any ideas?

He was hoping to divert her from his own lack of plans.

Our only chance is to force him to surrender the Key under some interpretation of the Laws. So well have to pose an argument to him, like.... She shrugged, unable to suggest anything.

If the food were any worse, we could tell him we have to get off the planet or suffer harm. Derec laughed.

The trouble is, its not that bad.

We can probably figure that the Second Law by itself wont help us. Like I said about getting information from the central computer, any request from us will almost certainly be overridden by prior programming orders under the Second Law. Whoever created Robot City got his instructions in first.

Katherine looked down at her glass, and picked it up even though it was empty. Suddenly she got up and went to the processor to fill it. Then she just stood there looking at the glass.

Derec had no idea why her manner had just turned chilly. He reflected that it figured, somehow; just as he became comfortable enough to joke around a little, she started to withdraw from him again. He watched her without speaking.

Katherine turned and walked into her room.

Derec, feeling snubbed, did not try to approach her. Instead, he got up and carried their plates and glasses to the washer. After turning it on, he straightened up a little and wiped the inside of the chemical processors delivery receptacle. He could not tell what she was doing.

Once again, Derec felt trapped by his own circumstances. Some time ago, he had awakened in a lifepod from a larger spacecraft with no memory of his name or his earlier life. Even the name Derec had been adopted only so that he could call himself something. He had had a number of crazy adventures since that time, but none of them had brought his memory back.

He had met Katherine along the way, and they had formed a partnership of necessity. After all, even now they were the only humans of the planet, and shared a desire to get off Robot City. He still found her difficult to deal with. Nevertheless, if they were going to get off Robot City, they would have to get the Key to Perihelion. Derec took a deep breath.

Katherine?

Yes. Her voice was low and listless.

Are you, urn, feeling okay?

Yes! She spoke sharply, almost too insistently.

I suppose we ought to go visit Keymo, wherever he is. You still want to go, dont you?

Of course I want to go, she snapped, coming to the doorway. Why wouldnt I want to go?

I dont know! Derec threw up his arms. Sometimes youre as big a mystery to me as the origin of Robot City.

Katherine pushed past him and turned. Well?

Well what?

Are we going now or what? You were in such a big hurry.

Sure! Sure, were going. Im in a big hurry to get off this planet, and I thought you were, too. Come on, lets go!

All right!

Seething with anger, Derec stalked out of their quarters, aware that she was right behind him.




Chapter 2

THROUGH THE CHUTE



OUTSIDE, THE GREAT pyramidal Compass Tower glittered in the sunlight. It was taller by half than any other structure in the city, and stood as a familiar landmark. Below it, the skyline was a varied line of spires, domes, cubes, and towers.

Derec and Katherine rode the slidewalk in silence. He had an idea of where to find Keymo, since the ongoing shapechanging of the city had been discontinuedalthough the robots still renovated and built constantly. One of the many benefits of ending the shapechanging was that the robots had been building a coherent system of slidewalks for pedestrian traffic. Still, finding ones way around Robot City remained a challenge.

His anger was cooling quickly. In the distance ahead, he could see a large dome on the horizon, a brilliant, shining bronze in color. It was near the site of Keymos operation, and Derec guessed it was the Key Center itself.

I noticed a similar dome here once, she said, also gazing at it. Any idea what it is?

Not exactly, no.

What does that mean?

He glanced at her warily, thinking he had detected an edge in her voice, but she was still looking up at the building. He raised his gaze again, still walking. Well, actually...what I mean is, sometimes the robots have to house a certain class of facilities that cant be fit into normal industrial bays or doors. I havent looked closely at any of these domes, but I think theyre used for stuff like that.

I dont see any doors, now that you mention it. I suppose theyre on the other side. The Key is small enough to carry, though. I dont see why they would need a gigantic dome for it.

Maybe thats not the place. Derec shrugged. Maybe the Key Center is in a mud hut next door.

Very funny. If that particular dome is new, Im betting it was set up for the Key.

Im not arguing. But we have to get off the slidewalk. Its being fixed up or something just ahead. There isnt a functioning one to take us from here to there.

I hope you dont expect me to walk that far! She stepped off the slidewalk with him.

A small function robot, the class without the positronic brains, skittered out of her way. It was a small scrap collector, gathering debris as it moved on a cushion of short, nimble legs around a construction site.

It was heading for a sewer chute in which to deposit its load.

A humanoid robot, of the foreman class in the city, approached them. The sunlight shone on the distinctive, helmeted head and blue skin.

Identify yourself, Katherine ordered.

I am Construction Foreman 391. The robots eyes, deep in the darkness of its horizontal eyeslit, focused on her.

What is the most convenient way for us to reachDerec, tell it where.

He noted that she had spoken to him in the same imperious tone she used with the robots. Were going to that dome, or somewhere close to it. Its about 6.4 kilometers.

Frost! She turned on him. You werent going to walk that far, were you?

Of course not.

Perhaps the vacuum chute would be safe for humans, said Foreman 391. You must ask a chute foreman. May the maintenance robot resume its duties?

Ohof course. Katherine glanced down at the scrap collector, which she had inadvertently trapped against the sewer chute. It whirred patiently at her feet until she moved out of the way. Then it headed back into the construction site.

A vacuum chute? Derec asked. I dont remember anything about a vacuum chute before. Thats pretty archaic technology, too.

Yes. It is being used because a new facility in Robot City is producing a strong partial vacuum as a side effect, Utilizing this side effect constitutes an efficient use of energy.

Say, youre rather proud of that, arent you? Derec grinned with amusement. You must have worked on the vacuum chutes, huh?

This is not pride. It is recognition that certain principles of efficiency have been successfully executed.

Yes, all the construction foremen at my level had to be consulted when the chute system was routed through the city.

Forget the frosted chutes, Katherine said irritably. What about that big bronze dome?

What about it?

Well, youre a construction foreman. You must know what its for.

Yes.

Would you tell us, please? 

Derec hid a smile at her frustration. At times she had handled robots very well, but today did not seem to be her day. In fact, both of them occasionally reached the point where they were infuriated by the literal interpretations that the robots made of human speech.

These designs are used to house extremely large or oddly shaped facilities of all kinds. The

Excuse me, said Derec. But would an extremely important facility, one that had special priority, be in one of those domes, also?

I have no role in decision-making of that kind.

But from your experience in Robot City, do you think it might be likely?

The materials used in the construction of the dome do not offer any special advantage, based on the premise you have given.

Derec sighed. Okay. What is this stuff, anyhow?

Are you referring to the construction material?

Yes. Derec gritted his teeth, and caught Katherine suppressing a smile this time.

The external shell is the only significant distinction of material these domes possess. It is comprised of a material called dianite. Dianite is a specialized form of the modular material from which all of Robot City is constructed. This substance has a number of unusual qualities. In its solid form it is extremely hard, yet very light in weight and with high tensile strength. However, its most unusual property is that

Okay, okay, thank you. Is there a method of normal transportation that will take us there? From here?

Normally, this slidewalk would take you there. While it is under modification, no normal transportation is available that will do this.

What about those chutes? Katherine asked.

Allow me to consult the central computer. Yes, one of them is on a direct line from here to a stop near your destination. You understand that a chute foreman must be consulted for matters of safety?

Right, said Derec. Where do we find one?

The nearest chute stop is two blocks forward and one block left. I must resume my duties.

Come on! Katherine took off at a run.

They ran along the motionless slidewalk as long as they could, then jumped off and ran along its shoulder. Here and there, they had to skip around functioning robots going about their business, and past a couple of foremen, as well. In moments, they had turned left at the corner and had come skidding up to a small loading dock. A foreman robot was standing on the dock, watching a small function robot use an armlike crane to lift a container.

The function robot was hoisting molded containers from a long, transparent tube that lay horizontally alongside the dock.

We need that, Katherine said briskly. How does it work?

It is pulled through the chute by a powerful vacuum, said the foreman. What is your need for it?

Identify yourself.

I am Chute Foreman 34. The robot looked back and forth between them. I have never had direct contact with humans before.

Katherine threw her arms up in a gesture of impatience that Derec knew all too well. He was glad not to be the cause of it this time.

Yes, were humans. Congratulations, genius. Now

Derec rushed to get in front of her, surprised at her sudden aggressiveness. Were going to that dome.

A construction foreman suggested we inquire as to whether a vacuum chute would be safe for us to travel in.

Chute Foreman 34 glanced down at the tube. From here, Derec could see that it was resting in a siding away from the vacuum chute itself.

Yes, this tube is safe for cargo more fragile than humans. It has ventilation and padding. However, it may not be comfortable.

How uncomfort Derec started.

Frost that; well take it. Katherine pushed Derec aside and climbed down into the open tube.

Derec followed her and found that, while the slick cushion was padded well enough, they had to recline along the length of the transparent tube for the door to slide shut. He found himself lying against her, and moved over self-consciously.

I will send you to the stop nearest the dome, said the robot, just before it secured the door.

I hope it has more experience with these chutes than it has with humans, said Katherine.

Derec wiggled a little to get more comfortable, his gaze aimed upward at the sky. He began to speak, but the jolting start of the tube interrupted the effort. With a great rushing of air, it accelerated quickly and shot into a black chute.

Air was swirling within the tube. Apparently, the ventilation consisted of carefully shaped openings in the back of the tube, which pulled some air into the tube as it was drawn along. He was trying to figure out how that could work when suddenly the chute curved upward. All at once, he felt himself sliding head first, on his back, toward the rear of the tube. Laughing, he and Katherine clutched at each other and tried vainly to brace themselves against the smooth sides of the tube.

Light flooded the tube, nearly blinding Derec. When he could focus his eyes, he and Katherine both shouted and grabbed at each other again. The chute was now as transparent as the tube, and they were shooting along high above the ground. Just ahead, the chute wound between two large buildings. Though Derec knew better, he felt his whole body tighten reflexively with the fear that they were about to smash into one of the walls. I

Katherine apparently felt the same, inhaling sharply just as they plunged into the gap between the buildings. The sides of the buildings were a blur all around them. The chute then swerved upward again, keeping them both pinned against the rear of the tube, braced with their arms held above their heads.

The buildings first fell away on her side, then on his. He felt his stomach seem to drop as he watched rooftops recede below him. Traveling in enclosed spacecraft was one thing, but actually watching the ground fall from him triggered all the instinctive fears of height that his ancient ancestors had acquired by falling out of trees. Beside him, Katherine was giggling nervously.

The chute leveled off, and Derec let out a cautious breath.

She turned to face him, just inches away. Pretty wild, huh?

He grinned, but didnt trust himself to speak.

Now that they were speeding along a level section of the chute, he was able to relax a little. When he took a tentative look off to the side, he found that most of the city was now below them, but a few of the tallest towers and obelisks could still throw a shadow over the chute at the right hour. He guessed that the erratic route of the chute was due to the recent discontinuation of the automatic shapechanging in the city. New developments were more likely to be built around existing structures now.

The city was strikingly pretty from this height, and it stretched as far as he could see from his cramped position. Suddenly, the tube plunged steeply downward, and Derec gasped as he found himself staring almost straight down at a drop of several hundred meters. He felt himself sliding toward the front of the tube and clawed futilely for a handhold.

Katherine was also flailing about, and they wound up throwing their arms around each other. The speed of the tube was such, however, that they did not actually fall to the front of the tube. It was accelerating, and Derec felt his ears pop from the sudden change in altitude. He hadnt even noticed the pressure change on their startling ascent.

Finally, the tube leveled off again, smoothly, and then gently rose again just enough to decelerate and come to an easy stop. Derec lay where he was for a moment, looking at Katherine. She smiled and looked away as they untangled themselves.

The tube door opened and another foreman looked down at them. Unusual cargo, the robot said.

You are unharmed?

Derec and Katherine laughed as they climbed out, nodding in reassurance. He noticed that she had lost her hard edge somewhere on the breathtaking ride.

There it is, said Katherine.

The dome rose up right in front of them, the great bronze surface nearly blinding them in the bright sunlight. The dianite had a very fine, pebbled texture, which saved them from an even worse glare. High above them, the curve of the dome carried the top out of sight.

I dont see a door anywhere, said Derec.

They started walking around the base of the dome, looking allover its nearly smooth, unbroken surface.

It was even higher than Derec had guessed from a distance. It had no visible seams or openings of any kind.

When the tunnel stop came into view again, they knew they had walked all the way around the base of the dome. Derec stopped, still looking up for any hint of how to enter. He supposed an opening was possible at the top, but placing it there seemed out of character for Robot City.

Katherine brushed her fingertips along the dianite. Its pretty.

Yeah. Derec rapped on the hard surface experimentally. I suppose we could stand out here and shout, but I doubt anyone inside would hear us.

Katherine faced the dome and backed away, searching the even curve again.

He had taken just a few steps to follow her when he heard a muted ripping sound behind him. When he looked back, he saw the dianite opening in a jagged line where they had been standing, as though invisible hands were tearing it. As they watched, the blue-skinned form of a humanoid robot stepped out.

Katherine drew herself up. Take us to Keymo, she ordered firmly.

This is a security area. What is your business with Keymo? The robot asked.

Identify yourself, she demanded.

I am Security 1K. What is your business with Keymo?

He must give us the Key to Perihelion.

Derec stepped beside her, afraid that her direct, rather arrogant approach was going to backfire if they didnt offer some kind of explanation. According to the Second Law, you must obey our orders. After you take us to Keymo, we will instruct him to hand over the Key. Lets go. He started forward confidently, though it was only a bluff.

Security 1K did not take the bluff. It did not move aside at all. No.

Derec stepped back, not wanting to challenge the robots physical prowess. He knew that the positronic brains in the robots were reliable, so his earlier assumption seemed to be true: the robots were operating under Second Law instructions, certainly from the mysterious holder of the office in the Compass Tower.

That suggested a new argument to him.

Hold it, said Derec. Look. Apparently you have a very strong Second Law imperative that you are operating on, established previously. Okay. But that was a general instruction, Ill bet. Right?

That is right. The need for security in this matter is part of the entire project of this facility.

But Im giving you a specific and important order right now. I believe that should override a general instruction relying on broadly based programming. Actually, he wasnt sure he believed that at all, but it was worth a try.

Security 1K hesitated. When the positronic brain of a robot paused long enough for a human to notice, the argument had at least been considered worth an internal debate.

No, the robot said, after what was for it a considerable length of time. The earlier imperative stands.

Derec sighed, but he wasnt surprised.

Our well-being is at stake, Katherine declared. We must consult with Keymo. Your prevention of this violates the First Law.

How? Security 1K asked.

We cant thrive in a city full of robots. We need other people around us.

As the robot continued to debate with Katherine, Derec looked at the open edge of the dianite. It seemed oddly familiar, especially in its texture, but he couldnt figure out why. The substance offered no sign of any frame. It looked quite thin, and seemed to constitute the entire wall.

You are in no danger, Security 1K was saying. This is not a First Law problem.

She glanced at Derec, who shrugged. The robot was backing into the dome again. A moment later, the two sides of the dianite seemed to straighten and grow together.

Carefully, Derec tapped the former opening, afraid it might be hot. It was not, so he ran his hand over the wall in that area. The surface seemed fully integral with the rest of the wall. He looked at Katherine and raised his eyebrows.

Katherine, whoevers behind the creation of this city is some kind of genius. Maybe the robots invented this dianite and maybe they didnt, but somebody created them. This stuff would be worth a fortune off this planet, just like so many other things here.

She spun away and started walking quickly along the base of the dome.

Astonished, he watched her for a moment, then went into sputtering rage. What is wrong with you?

Youve been acting crazy all daycome back here! He ran after her.

Katherine had stiffened at his shouts, and had then begun walking faster. At the sound of his running footsteps, she broke into a run, also. He slowed to a walk, realizing that if she was truly determined not to talk, catching her wouldnt help any.

Then he whirled angrily and slammed his fist against the wall. Hey! Open up in there! He pounded on the dianite a few more times. Then he stepped back, breathing hard.

A new hole tore open in the wall and Security 1K appeared in the opening. It did not step out this time.

Do you have further business here?

Yes! Bring Keymo out here! It felt good to yell at somebody, and the robot couldnt just walk away.

If you do not have new reasons to see him, I request that you stop instructing me to listen to you. Do you have new reasons?

Uh Derec glanced down the way for Katherine, who had stopped to watch. Well....

Please avoid unnecessary contact with this facility, said Security 1K. It backed away from the opening, which began to heal again.

Derec watched in frustration as the substance quickly closed. On an impulse, he leaned against a solid portion of the wall and pulled off one of his boots. He stuck it into the small portion of the hole that still remained and kept a careful eye on the dianite as it grew together. Now he remembered why it was familiarthe substance was similar to the material out of which these robots were made, possibly even a cellular material. He had had experience with these robot parts when he had created the robot Alpha.

That had occurred long before he had reached Robot City, but after his amnesia had come on him. This dianite did not seem to be alive, exactly, but it certainly had some startling properties.

The dianite grew around the bootand stopped, much to his relief. He had been afraid it would simply keep growing together even if it had to cut right through the boot. Instead, his boot had been incorporated into the wall as part of it.

He leaned down close and prodded the dianite around his boot with his fingers. He was rightthe tearing sound had given away the secret. This stuff was very hard as an integral unit, but once the tear was started it was quite fragile, and even grew limp within a short radius of the tear. He was able to pull a few of the modular cells apart with his fingers now. The tear could be opened again.

He just hoped no one on the other side was in a position to see him.

Katherine! Come on! He gently began tearing the wall upward like fabric. It was tough, but it gave.

When he looked up, she hadnt moved. Come on He lowered his voice, suddenly aware that he had a sizable opening in the wall, nearly enough to crawl through...or be heard through.

Katherine turned and started walking away.

Derec wanted to shout, but didnt dare. Then, clenching his jaw, he crawled into the opening, leaving his boot behind to hold the breach as the wall grew together again behind him. He would have a talk with her later.

He found himself on the floor behind a large, bulky piece of machinery. The sounds of robots moving about reached him, but most would be function robots. He did not hear any voices. Of course, the foremen had their comlinks for communication with each other.

He spotted Security 1K sitting high on a stool at the far side of the dome, monitoring a console that probably reported a number of effects that would include the vibrations in the wall that Derec and Katherine had caused by touching and punching it. Since IK was still at the console, Derec judged that the monitor had accepted the boot as part of the wall. Certainly, the wall had grown in solidly around it.

A ceiling was just over the security console, signifying at least one upper floor, if not more. The interior curve of the dome was out of sight above it. On the floor, the entire crew of robots assigned to Keymo seemed to be working on different pieces of equipment that varied greatly in size. One foreman was seated at a computer console on the floor beneath the raised seat of Security 1K. Derec guessed that this was Keymo, and started working his way through the machines to reach the robot without being noticed.




Chapter 3

THE KEY CENTER



DEREC KNEW THAT he would not have much time. Even as he crawled over cables on the floor and between different machine housings, he wondered if he should just stand up, run over to Keymo and start talking right away. As it was, Security 1K might become alerted to his presence and throw him out before he could start his pitch.

He stopped to get his bearings. Keymo was much closer now, studying the readings on the console. It looked like a good time to approach the robot.

Security 1K had not moved.

If Katherine had come in with him, one of them could have provided a diversion while the other spoke to Keymo. But it was too late for that now. He took another deep breath and stood up.

He felt totally exposed and vulnerable as he walked across the floor, but his presence caused no noticeable stir among the robots. When he reached Keymos desk, the chief robot of the facility looked up.

I require the Key to Perihelion, Derec said formally. He edged to the side of the console and peeked at the readouts.

You would be the human Derec, said Keymo. Giving you the Key is not possible.

We must get off the planet in order to survive. The Key is our only means of transportation.

What is the danger to you and your companion on this planet?

Well, we just arent supposed to live on a planet of robots. We need the company of other humans.

Uh.... He knew this line of debate was weak, but it was all he had. The exact nature of Katherines chronic condition was unknown to him, and therefore too vague to use.

That is not a danger by itself.

Thats what I told him, said a voice behind Derec.

He tried to turn, but felt firm hands under his arms that lifted him off his feet. It was Security 1K, of course, and Derec did not bother to protest as he was carted to the wall like a lump of waste matter. He could not see how the robot opened a new slit in the wall, but he noted that the boot was elsewhere, and apparently still unnoticed. It would provide another opportunity later.

He was deposited gently but unceremoniously outside the wall, where he stood awkwardly on one booted foot. Behind him, the wall grew together. Katherine walked slowly toward him and stopped.

I could have used you in there, he growled.

I didnt realize youd get in. Then I didnt know what to do. She stared at the ground in front of her.

Lets get out of here.

Derec was in no mood for another crazy ride in the vacuum chute, and he didnt want to talk to her until they were in private. He hitched rides for them on the top of an enclosed transport vehicle, and on the exterior ladders of a vehicle the purpose of which Derec could not divine. As long as the robot drivers judged their human passengers to be riding safely, they had no objection. Katherine was withdrawn all the way home, and he left her alone.

When they had returned, he went right back to the console. She reluctantly stood behind him with her arms folded. He kept his mind on his work with an effort.

Did you learn anything while you were inside? she asked quietly.

A little, he said coldly. It might amount to something and it might not. I read an entry number on Keymos console, and Im running it through the central computer.

Are you sure its really the Key Center?

Dont you remember? We demanded to see Keymo, and the security robot didnt deny he was in there. I demanded the Key from the top robot, and he didnt deny having it.

Okay, okay.

He paused to study the information that had come up. She came closer to read over his shoulder.

Its a list of substances, mostly metals and synthetics. Percentages of each one...energy consumption in the dome.

Look on the right, said Katherine. Thats the designation for hyperspace. Its an experiment of some kind, consuming air.

Airthe chutes! The vacuum chutes. Thats why theyre using such an old technology. What did that construction robot say? The vacuum is a side effect of something else going on. This is it.

But what is it? She asked cautiously.

He started an angry retort, then decided to have it out with her after he had finished considering this information. In the long run, it was more important. Im taking another look at that supply requisition we saw earlier. All the same substances are listed, in the same percentages. I wonder....

Theyre duplicating the Key.

You think so?

Im sure of it, Derec. And, look at the addendum on the supply requisition. They added small amounts there at the dome.

That would be the original Key, Derec said slowly. They...had to break it down to analyze it. Then they tossed the pieces into the pool of materials. Its gone.

But theyre making more. Derec, this will make it easier for us to get one. Instead of one Key under careful guard, theyll have a bunch of them we can try for.

I just hope Keymo is duplicating them accurately. And we might have to wait for them to turn out a few. We cant get something that hasnt been made yet.

Uh, Derec? Would you turn around?

He turned in his chair and looked up at her.

I guess you deserve an explanation. I know Ive been acting weird. And Im sorry I didnt go inside with you. I had my mind on something else at the wrong time.

The wrong time! Derec leaped out of his chair, glad to have the opening. The worst possible time! We might have gotten the Keyor a key, anyway!

Derec, please. Im trying to explain. Anyway, maybe there werent any to get, like you said.

All right! All right. Go ahead and explain. He paced away from her and turned at the wall. Go ahead.

Derec, I know who designed Robot City. And why.

 What? 

I

Why didnt you tell me? He raged. No! Never mind that who did build this place? His astonishment and curiosity were interfering with his anger.

Before I get to that, my real name is Ariel Welsh.

Wellglad to meet you. Finally.

Im the only daughter of Juliana Welsh, of the planet Aurora. She watched for his reaction.

Should that mean something to me?

I thought you might have heard of hershes extremely wealthy. Lots of people have.

Derec shrugged.

My mother was the biggest patron of a man called Dr. Avery. Have you heard of him?

Dr. Avery. You know, I think I have...his name sounds familiar. What about him?

Dr. Avery was the brain behind all this. She waved a hand, indicating the entire planet. Robot City is his. And my mothers money got it started.

Derecs heart began to pound. Dr. Avery. He had sat in the mans office and used his terminal; now he had a name to go with the vague, limited information. Someone had been in that office shortly before he had; he had found a recently discarded food container.

Whew. You really were keeping a secret, werent you? He spoke more sympathetically. What was he doing? Why did he build it?

From what Mom said, I think he was a famous architect. She called him a visionary. He was also eccentric, and used to argue with everyone. Robot City was a place where he could test his theories.

I get it. Heres this...genius, I suppose, with all these outlandish ideas that no one can handle. So he wants to try out his experiments without interference, and your mother finances him.

Katherinenow Arielnodded. She gave him enough to get started, with the understanding that his project would have to be self-supporting after a certain point. Since that was part of his experiment, he didnt object. And of course the robots are always very efficient.

He wanted to create an ongoing, self-sufficient city?

With a fully functioning society.

Where is he now?

He vanished a long time ago. Just went off somewhere. I suppose hes dead, but Mom said hes so strange that you just never know.

And he left behind an entire city of robots running on their original programming. Derec shook his head. Well, that clears up more than you think.

Like what?

When the microbes from the blood of...of the dead man set off the automatic shapechanging in the city, this entire community went berserk because its programming made an interpretation that no human would have made.

In other words, said Ariel, something went wrong and Dr. Avery wasnt around to fix it. He wanted an ideal experimental environment and he didnt quite get it.

When you put it that way, though, he came pretty close. If he had stayed here, he might have kept it going the way he wanted.

Theres something else. She looked at her hands, and started playing with her fingernails. Ive been banished from Aurora. I cant go back.

Youve been banished? How? I mean, what for? Did you break a law or something? Are you a criminal?

She gave a wry sneer. I wish. Id be a lot better off. Derec, Imsick.

The chronic condition youve mentioned. He spoke gently, allowing her whatever leeway she wished in such a personal matter.

Oh, dont worry. Youre in no danger. You cant get it from just being around me. She laughed bitterly. I had an affair. I guess it was, you know, a rebellion against my mother and all her fancy friends.

They all expected me to be such a good little girl and grow up to be just like them. It was her turn to start pacing.

Derec waited patiently.

The guy was a Spacer from, I dont know, some other planet. He was just traveling through, you might say, and he was long gone by the time I found out hed contaminated me.

Couldnt your mother help? With all her money and everything?

Ha! They dont have any cure on Auroraor maybe anywhere. Besides, this wasnt just a matter of getting sick and getting well. On Aurora, this is a deadly sin. My mother bought a ship and outfitted it for me, complete with a couple of robots as aides. Getting away was the best I could do.

Your mother made quite a contribution, at that. You left Aurora in style, at least.

I cant complain about that.

And after you left?

I told myself I was looking for a cure, but I dont know if I really believe there is such a thing. But I did decide not to waste any time!

Derec felt a prickling along the back of his neck. What do you mean, not waste any time?

Derec, I...Im going to die of this! And suddenly she was crying, scared and vulnerable in a way he had never seen before.

He hesitated just a moment, and then went to her, holding herawkwardly at first, then gently as she relaxed against him and really began to sob.

He was dumbfounded. This flood of information seemed to short-circuit his attention, and left him simply staring at the floor without thoughts as she cried in his arms. He had to sort out what he couldthat she was Ariel, not Katherine, and that she was not, right now, the confident and sharp-edged older girl he had known her to be.

She was Ariel Welsh, banished from her home planet, trapped on Robot City, and infected with a deadly disease.

He turned her gently by the shoulders and led her into her room. First he sat with her on the bed, still uncertain of what to do. Then, after her sobs had grown fainter, she squeezed his arm affectionately and pulled away to stretch out on the bed. He rose, patted her on the shoulder shyly, and went out, closing her door behind him.

Derec sat at his computer console for a long time without turning it on. His own amnesia suddenly seemed like a fairly manageable problem. Yet the urgency of getting her off Robot City, and perhaps to some medical help, was greater than ever.

He doubted that the robots could help with a disease, at least in the short term. Even so, he started calling up various medical subjects on the central computer, in case Dr. Avery had left anything useful.

Actually, he found quite a bit of medical information pertaining to humans, but nothing that hinted at an ability to find cures for new diseases. The computer did have a list of vaccines, cures, and treatments for diseases he recognizedcommon ones that would have been available on Aurora. He also found a great deal of advanced material on surgery, organ regeneration, and other treatments for injuries. Overall, however, the library was oddly lacking, as though Dr. Avery, or at least somebody, had just grabbed information and entered it without checking it. For instance, there was no introductory reference on anatomy as such, or on psychology. Derec suspected that the eccentric Dr. Avery had been so involved with the frontiers of science that he had neglected to supply fundamental knowledge. After all, the robots had no particular need for this subject. He also remembered that the library on the planetoid where he had first met these Avery robots had been oddly selected.

At dinner time, he took a break and knocked lightly on Ariels door. When she did not answer, he peeked inside and found her sleeping soundly. He made dinner for himself and returned to the computer.

The only information he could find pertaining to human anatomy regarded external appearance. This came from the positronic brains of the robots, rather than any specific entry into the computer. They could only obey the Three Laws of Robotics if they could identify humans when they came into contact with them, so he was not surprised to find this. When he saw the addendum beneath it, however, he sat up straight in his chair.

The computer noted five alien presences in Robot City. He supposed that meant humans, as the likelihood of sentient nonhuman aliens was very slim. There simply werent enough of them, and he decided that the central computer would surely have made more of the matter. Nor would it ever again interpret microscopic human parasites as alien presences. Non-Avery robots could conceivably be here, of course, but he was sure that the significance of reporting these presences was to warn the local robot population that humans were here. Their presence would bring the Laws into consideration, while the arrival of other robots would not.

Obviously, he and Ariel were two of the five presences, but that left three of whom he had no knowledge. One of the three had arrived just a few days before. The other two, apparently traveling together, had been here for a slightly longer period.

The only ways they could have gotten here were with another Key to Perihelion, if there was another one off the planet, or in spacecraft. Either way, they offered additional chances for Derec and Ariel to get away from Robot City. He stayed on the computer all evening, trying to find more information.

He also rigged the chemical processor to make a new boot. It didnt match, being made of organic materials instead of synthetics, but it fit well enough.

He finally quit for the night when he felt his concentration slipping. After getting something else to eat from the chemical processor, he fell into bed. Ariel was still asleep.

Derec was exhausted, but as he lay in the dark, his mind was still racing. He kept reviewing his new knowledge over and overAriel Welsh, her disease, the duplication of the Key... and now, three more humans on Robot Citywhich might mean, possibly, some new ways to get off the planet. Finally, just before he drifted off to sleep, he heard Ariel leave her room and turn on the chemical processor. For tonight, at least, she was all right.

When Derec emerged for breakfast the next morning, clean and dressed, Ariel was working at the computer. He was hesitant to interrupt her there. However, she looked up when he turned on the chemical processor.

Morning, Derec. She smiled shyly. Are you still mad at me?

No. I guess you had good reason to be upset.

I just felt so guilty and confused about everything. Especially keeping secrets from you, when you were wondering about the city and all. Im really sorry.

Im just glad you finally told me. In the long run, maybe my knowing that stuff will help us.

I saw the file you left on the console, the medical one. You were trying to help me, werent you?

Yeah. Im afraid there wasnt much about diseases, though. But did you see that were not alone? He took his breakfast out of the processor and sat down next to her, his plate on his lap.

Yes! I was just looking at the notation. Do you have any idea who they could be?

No, I dont. As soon as Ive finished eating, Ill see if I can find any more information about them in the computer, but Im not too optimistic. Until I get more streamlining done, this computer can know all kinds of things and not realize it, you might say.

This is such a strange place. Ariel sighed. When I left Aurora, I was looking for adventure as well as a cure. I got the adventure part, such as it is.

Like getting captured by that pirate, Aranimas? Derec grinned. When he got hold of me, I wasnt looking for adventure at all.

We made a pretty good team, though, taking care of ourselves in that situation.

Dont forget the rest of the teamAlpha, the robot I put together out of all those parts, and Wolruf.

That little alien. I wonder what happened to them.

Yeah. He was quiet for a moment, thinking about them. When he and Ariel had used the Key, and as a result had arrived in Robot City, Alpha and Wolruf had been left behind.

Wolruf could be so surprising. One minute, she seemed like a very shy, subservient little creature, and the next minute we were relying on her for our lives.

Thats true. And Alphas certainly unique, since I had to cobble him together out of random parts. Did I tell you he has a special arm? Its made of a kind of cellular substance. I ordered him to move it as though its jointed like everyone elses, but actually he can make it completely flexible, like a tentacle. I wonder where they are now.

Weve never really talked about this, before, have we? About our being friends, I mean, and what weve done together.

He looked up at her. She was more at ease than he had ever seen her. He, too, felt the difference.

Somehow, he trusted her now, though for all he knew, she could be keeping other secrets. She didnt act like she was.

Derec, youve been very understanding. I appreciate it. Thank you.

Uh.... He gave just a hint of a shrug. Thats okay. Now, lets see if we can figure out how to get off the planet.




Chapter 4

ARIEL



DEREC AND ARIEL took turns on the console all morning. This gave him a break every so often and gave her some practice. He sat looking over her shoulder as they tried to think up more questions to ask the computer.

Derec, do you think the strangers that were looking for have been able to hide? Or disguise themselves?

Maybe, but I dont see how. If they tried to hide, theyd still find robots everywhere in Robot City.

They would have to stay inside someplace, and even then, they might be in a building that was scheduled for modification or tearing down by the robots. He laughed. That would give them a good shock.

And disguising themselves as robots might be a little difficult. She turned, also laughing, to catch his eye.

Or maybe we could get some scrap robot parts ourselves, and wear them around like ancient armor.

Derec shook his head, still grinning. Especially those helmet-like heads.

Seriously, though. What could have happened to them?

Well, its possible that there are more sightings that have been lost in the central computer someplace.

Otherwise, I dont really have an answer.

Ive asked about all the questions I can think of. I dont know what else to do.

Lets try another train of thought, said Derec. We dont know who they arebut what are they coming here for? What do they want?

The Key!

Thats my guess. But other space traffic could come this way, even though we seem to be off the beaten track here. How about this: they knew Dr. Avery and came here to take over. Or what about your mothercould she have sent someone here to check on her investment?

I dont believe my mother actually knows where Robot City is, or maybe even exactly what it is.

That narrows it to two possibilities I can think of. Either theyre travelers who arrived by chance, maybe for repairs or fuel, or they came for the Key and maybe to take over Robot City. Can you think of anything else?

Maybe Avery himself, if he isnt dead. I doubt that, though. Hed be in his office running things, not allowing these chance sightings. But what are we going to do?

Well have to go out and look around for ourselves, I guess. Unless you have another suggestion.

She shook her head.

Well have to be careful, though, till we find out who they are and what they want. Weve gotten used to a certain amount of security here with the robots, since they cant hurt us, but now thats changed.

Not as long as we have robots around us. Remember, they cant stand by and allow us to come to harm, either. What about asking Avemus or one of the other Supervisors to help us find them?

Not right now. I dont want to alert the Supervisors to our interest in getting the Key, and so far theyve left us alone. Lets start by going back to the Key Center. If we can get our hands on a key, we can just leave Robot City to fend for itself.

This time they took standard transportation, even though it took them farther out of their way than the vacuum chute had. The subway tunnels were another development that had become feasible once the shapechanging had stopped. They were full of robots, going about their daily business, who could be questioned. Derec and Ariel went to the nearest tunnel stop and rode down the ramp.

Traffic in the tunnels took the form of a robot, or a human, standing on a meter-square platform, enclosed by a booth of transparent walls, with a small console that could be set for whatever stop the passenger wished. The platforms ran on tracks; some parts of the city had as many as fifteen parallel tracks. The tunnel computer, an offshoot of the central computer, did all the steering, and could shift platforms from one track to another in order to create the most efficient flow of traffic. Tunnel stops had additional siding loops for loading and unloading. The technology reminded Derec of the lift system he had seen on the asteroid where he had first encountered the Avery robots.

Without positronic brains, the function robots could not set the controls, so only humans and robots with positronic brains rode the booths. Derec observed, as he watched the robots speed past, that they all stood motionless and staring straight ahead, unlike humans, who of course would be shifting positions, shuffling their feet, and looking around. The robots were logical, but never curious.

Ahead of them, several robots were emerging from platform booths. Derec and Ariel split up to approach them.

Derec stood directly in front of one to make sure the robot could see him clearly as a human in the dim light. Just a moment. I would like to ask you a few questions.

Yes? The robot stopped.

Have you seen any humans?

I presume you mean other than yourself.

Yeah, besides me.

Your companion is a female human.

Besides us!  Derec flung up his hands. Somewhere else in the city. Anywhere.

No. You are the first humans I have ever seen.

Thanks. Derec sighed and flagged down another robot. Have you seen any humans other than my companion and myself?

What companion?

Uhher. Over there. See her?

Yes.

You have? Where?

Over there. Where you pointed.

Whatno, not her

You asked if I saw her. I said yes.

Okay, okay. Now, then. Other than the two of us present right here, have you ever seen any humans on Robot City?

No.

All right, thanks. Derec waved him on.

At the moment, no more robots were coming into the siding loop or down the ramp. Ariel joined him.

No luck here, she said. You get anything?

No. Lets ride out to the Key Center.

They got into the first empty booth. It was a fairly close fit, but not uncomfortable. Derec set the controls and the booth started with a slight jolt.

The platform carried them along the siding loop slowly, so that it could merge smoothly onto the first track at the earliest opening. Derecs trust in the engineering job done by the robots was so great that he never worried about safety. If the robots themselves had any doubts about the system, the First Law would have forced them to keep the humans from riding in it.

He didnt know exactly how the platforms were powered, though it must have been through the tracks.

In a city where construction was rampant, these details often came and went so fast that learning them just didnt matter. The platforms moved quickly, with a faint hum, and never seemed to need sudden changes in speed.

At Ariels suggestion, they got off at a couple of tunnel stops to question more robots, but this random search continued to produce nothing. They emerged from the system as close to the Key Center as they could, but still some distance away. In order to go on questioning robots on the street, they took the slidewalk, though they did not learn anything new this way, either.

When they first came into view of the dome, Derec stopped short. A huge opening gaped in the curving surface, and gigantic pieces of machinery, some easily ten and fifteen meters high, were being driven into the dome on a flatbed vehicle. More robots were visible inside than before, possibly to install the new equipment.

If they were people, said Derec, Id try to get inside during the confusion. The trouble is, 1 dont see any confusion. They know what theyre doing. I dont think theres much point in trying to sneak in right now.

Lets move along. She took his arm and steered him away. No sense alerting Keymos security to the fact that were back.

True.

They began to walk a discreet perimeter around the dome, making further inquiries of robots they met.

The lack of information made it clear that the strangers had simply not been there.

They will be, said Ariel. They have to come here for the Key sooner or later. Suppose we instruct all the robots in the neighborhood to report sightings directly to us on the console.

We can try, he said doubtfully. The way the city keeps expanding, their population shifts all the time.

They continued their perimeter, now adding the instruction that the robots report sightings directly to them, and also to the central computer under the heading of alien presences. When they had completed the circuit, Derec found himself gazing with hands on hips at the seamless wall of the Key Center, where the big opening was now fully sealed and scarless.

This walking around talking just isnt getting us anywhere, Derec said. Looking for our mysterious strangers is all right, but if we leave Robot City, we can forget about them anyhow. We cant get around it. We have to get inside the dome and get one of those keys.

Im afraid youre right. Look, I owe you on this one. Come on, lets do it. Do you remember where you left your boot?

Yeah, over there.

You get over to it. Im going to provide the diversion you needed the last time, over at the opposite side.

No good. I wont know when to enter unless I can see you.

All rightIll stand just in sight. That way the curve of the dome will help keep the security robot from seeing you.

Its name is Security 1K.

He walked over to the spot where a portion of his boot was still protruding from the wall, and waved to her. In response, she pounded on the wall.

Hey! Open up in there! This is a human order!

She did not, however, step back. With both fists on her hips and her feet wide apart, she stood with her toes right up against the wall of the dome.

The wall opened, as before, with a tearing sound right in front of her. Security 1K started to step out, but when she held her ground, the robot remained where it was. Derec could just barely see its hands moving. The robot was going to see him from that spot.

We have learned that three other humans are present on the planet of Robot City, Ariel began. We must speak with Keymo. These humans may endanger us.

Derec did not wait any longer. He pulled the boot just loose enough to get a hold of the free edges of dianite. When he began to pull gently, it ripped apart without much noise.

Inside the dome, everything was different. The floor was crammed with machinery, some of it even larger than the pieces he had seen entering a while before. Other units were quite compact.

He noted thankfully that the spaces between many of them offered him room to maneuver without being in anyones line of sight, at least as long as Ariel kept Security 1K occupied. As carefully as he could, he crawled and scooted through the dark passages between machines, away from the robots he could see working here and there. This gradually moved him to a side of the building where he was able to peek out across the floor.

Now that the new machines had been installed, the crew in the dome was down to normal numbers again. They seemed more crowded in the smaller space remaining to them, but, as usual, they were efficiently concentrating on their tasks. That single-minded dedication helped Derec move unnoticed.

He caught sight of the security seat on its high perch. From where he was now, he could not see if Ariel was still keeping Security 1K busy, but that console was too inviting to pass up. Still moving cautiously, he reached the bottom of the perch.

The lift was a smaller version of those he had seen on the asteroid, and a version of the tunnel booths. A smaller lever lowered the entire seat, and, once he was in it, a button on the arm raised it. The seat moved up until it was just beneath the ceiling he had observed on his first visit. At the summit, he found himself looking out over the entire floor, with a complex array of controls and displays in front of him.

Not a single robot looked up at him. To one side, Security 1K stood with his back to the interior of the building, still talking with Ariel. Derec concentrated on the displays.

Very little of it meant anything to him. However, he was sure that the performance of every machine was being monitored here, as well as the wall of the dome. Both areas were construed as matters of security, apparently.

The console also had a computer terminal. Unlike his, this one had the VoiceCommand still hooked up.

He leaned down and spoke softly.

Central computer.

Acknowledged. The voice was loud and made him jump.

Lower your volume to match mine. Convert all the symbols on these monitors to full Standard terms.

A moment later, Derec was reading the monitors in amazement. As he had deduced earlier, Keymo had destroyed the Key to Perihelion in the process of having it analyzed. The robot was now overseeing the manufacture of many keys based on the same principle. The most startling monitor read, Upper Level: Final integration of individual units and cooling. Interface with hyperspace, designated danger zone.

Integration equipment producing vacuum effect of air out of dimension. Air movement, heat production, hyperspace controlled by drive unit.

He had to read it several times before he got it. The keys were being completed on the upper level in some kind of dangerous interface with hyperspace, which probably explained why it was removed from the rest of the facility. Apparently the manufacturing process created a vacuum that drew air into hyperspace.

His heart began to pound with excitement. Where is the entrance to the upper level? And how do I get through it?

It opens directly above the security console. The seat will lift to that level. The dome surface can also be opened directly to and from the outside if necessary.

Open the ceiling. This is, uh, a security matter. My security, anyway, he thought. He held his breath as he watched the ceiling. The computer assumed that the voice speaking into this console held sufficient authority to give this order, and did not require further identification. So far, the best thing about security on Robot City was its relative laxity. In a community of responsible positronic robots, the security measures had rarely been given a true challenge.

The dianite in the ceiling opened and he drove the seat on up through the hole.




Chapter 5

A HAND ON A KEY



ARIEL HAD ONLY two ideas for keeping Security 1K occupied. When it stood it front of her and started to step out, she forced herself to stand her ground. As she had expected, the influence of the First Law prevented it from forcing her aside, though in an emergency she doubted that it would have hesitated.

The robot remained just inside the dianite wall, watching her from the darkness of its horizontal eyeslit.

I need to see Keymo, she said. All she had in mind was to present a First Law problem and to speak as slowly and as long as she could. Derec would have to do the rest by getting inside and getting a key, if he could, as quickly as possible.

You may not enter this facility. Keymo is occupied. If possible, its voice was even more formal than the usual robot speaking voice. May I help you?

This is a First Law problem. She started to say more, then remembered that she was stalling.

The robot waited until it was clear that she was not going to explain without prompting. What is this problem?

A total of five humans are in Robot City.

Yes? You are the one called Katherine?

I used to be. My real name is Ariel.

Another is called Derec.

Thats right.

What is the First Law problem?

Ariel smiled to herself. That was the kind of stalling she wanted. What she had to do was be just a little illogical or unclear, forcing it to ask questions for clarification.

Three other humans are here.

Who are they?

We dont know.

Who is in danger?

Derec and I are in potential danger.

What danger is this?

Wellhumans dont have to obey the First Law. So these other three could be dangerous to us.

In what way?

Uh, Im not sure.

There is no clear danger. The robot took a step backward as a prelude to resealing the wall.

How much experience have you had with humans? She called quickly. Do you know their history with each other?

No. It stopped where it was, now more shadowed inside the dome. I have had only two previous experiences with a human.

So! You dont know how they fight all the time? And have a history of wars and killing each other?

Some human history is available in the central computer library. In what way does this relate to the First Law problem? The robot stepped forward again to its previous spot.

Well, unknown humans are generally considered dangerous. You can never tell what theyll do or why.

For what reason?

Just because theyre unknown. We have to be careful. This is a normal part of being human, especially when youre traveling around in unfamiliar places.

You consider unidentified humans to be dangerous until more information is available?

Yes! Yeah, thats it.

No humans are in this facility. What do you need with Keymo for your First Law problem?

Keymo is in charge of making teleportation devices. This is the only way we know of to leave Robot City.

You are in no clear danger. Therefore, no First Law problem pertains. Teleportation devices are not required.

We could be killed or injured by surprise. This has happened to people many times. Your failure to help now is a First Law violation.

Ariel saw the robot hesitate, and suddenly realized that she might win this argument, let alone succeed in stalling. Keymo is in charge of this facility, correct? Let Keymo decide.

The robot looked at her. I am equipped to make decisions of this kind. Keymo does not have greater authority to judge and resolve a First Law problem than I have.

So you agree that this is a First Law problem.  She made it statement, not a question.

That is not clear.

But Keymo does have authority over the Key to Perihelion and the other keys. You dont have that.

Since the resolution of the problem requires my getting a hold of the Keyor, keys, ratherKeymo is the one I must consult.

You have not proven that you are in danger.

Shuddering with frustration, she drew in a long, deep breath. Listen to me! I believe we may be in danger! I know a lot more about people than you do! You dont know enough about humans to judge if were in danger! She stared at him in fury, breathing hard.

At last the robot stepped back, making room for her. We shall consult Keymo.

She smiled with relief and followed him inside the building. The robot led her through a winding route around machines of various sizes and types, none of which were familiar to her. She wanted to look around for Derec, but was afraid to be obvious about it. He could easily be lost among all the units here.

Within the range of the cautious glances she took, he was nowhere in sight.

Keymo was standing over its console on the floor when they approached.

This human claims to have a First Law problem, said Security 1K. One that only you can resolve.

You are the one called Katherine?

I used to be. My new name is Ariel.

I understand. My designation was recently changed, also. What is the nature of this First Law problem?

Here we go again, she muttered to herself. Lookhow much do you know about human history?

About how humans kill each other all the time and fight wars and stuff?



Derec looked up apprehensively as the seat carried him into the dimmer light of the second story. He was most worried about being challenged by a robot up here, but as the seat clicked into place and the dianite solidified beneath it, he found himself standing behind a curved metal screen. On one side, pale orange light glowed from a doorway in the screen. Otherwise, the entire length of the short wallthe area with lift accesswas screened off.

He slid out of the seat and carefully peeked around the edge of the doorway.

Only one robot was in the area. It stood in the foreground watching as a tray was extended toward it from inside a block housing about two meters high. The tray held an array of shining silver rectangles about five centimeters by fifteenexactly the appearance of the original Key of Perihelion.

Derec guessed that the unit expelling the tray had just completed the final integration and cooling. As he watched, the robot picked up one key by itself and slid it into a slot in another unit. It then studied the readouts. It looked like a testing procedure.

Another wall, which sealed off the bulk of this level, was just beyond the block housing. Derec heard a muted hum from beyond it. The pale orange light was thrown by a series of monitors high on this wall, and cast a series of faint, overlapping shadows.

At the moment, he had nothing to do but watch. If his entry had been unnoticed downstairs, he was not pressed for time. Getting a key by stealth might be easier up here than by launching into another frustrating debate about the Laws.

Apparently, the entry into hyperspace was behind the big wall. It did not look especially strong, but the minimalist engineering characteristic of the Avery robots made all appearances deceiving. He would not have been surprised to find the barrier very solid and the sound beyond it absolutely deafening.

The robot took the key from the testing unit, or whatever it was, then punched a button and set it down on the tray. It stood with its back to Derec as it picked up another key and inserted it. At no time had the robot looked away from the readouts and keys, or moved its feet from their positions.

With the sound from beyond the wall as camouflage, Derec thought he just might be able to move without being noticed. He kept an eye on the robot as he slid around the edge of the doorway and crept behind it. The robot continued to watch the monitors.

The key that had already been tested glinted alone at one end of the tray. Derec stood directly behind the robot, waiting to see the robots pattern of movement again. When the next key was ejected, the robot laid it next to the previous one and inserted a third into the unit it faced.

Derec reached very slowly for one of the tested keys, keeping his eyes on the robot for any sign of unexpected movement. The robot did not look away from the readouts. Derec picked up one of the keys and slowly began to withdraw his arm.

Just as he noticed that his arm was throwing a faint shadow across the monitors, the robot whirled and grabbed his throat in a hard squeeze. He began to choke, his tongue out and his eyes bulging.

A second later, the pressure was immediately released on his throat, but as he bent forward, gasping, the robot took a firm, though gentler, grip on his arm. He still held the key behind his back.

Humans are more fragile than robots, said the robot apologetically. It was quivering with the internal trauma caused by a potential violation of the First Law. I did not realize immediately that the First Law pertained. Not until I turned and saw you. You are unharmed? Its speech was slow.

Derec nodded, swallowing. Yeah.

The robot was still shaking and hesitant. Identify yourself and your purpose here.

My name is Derec. And Im okay, so dont short-circuit yourself. Uh

Security 1K did not notify me of your entry. This is a restricted area. Show your clearance.

I dont have any. Ill just go. Derec turned, but the robot did not relinquish his arm.

Return the key in your hand.

Derec couldnt think of an argument, so he held out the key, smiling weakly. The robot took it. Then the robot looked at a light blinking on one of the monitors.

We shall go downstairs, it said. I believe your presence here has been noted. In any case, that warning light summons all who are up here to report to Keymo.

You might take a key with you. Derec reached around the robot for one. As he had expected, the robot grasped his arm. Derec feigned a shot of pain, wincing theatrically and twisting around so that he backed into the tray. As the robot pried one key out of his hand, he reached behind him with the other hand and palmed the other key that had already been tested.

Without further conversation, the robot escorted Derec around the screen to the security seat. It had Derec sit down, while it stood on some kind of bar beneath the seat. The floor opened, and they rode down together. Derec could see Security 1K standing with Ariel at Keymos desk.

She gave him a questioning look as he was half pulled over to the console. He suppressed a smile with considerable effort. These robots were too sharp to miss any hint of collusion between them. He broke eye contact with her.

Before Keymo could speak, Derec decided to throw the robot off guard by taking the offensive.

How did you know I was up there?

Both my console and the security console register heat generation and weight on each floor. However, I did not notice your presence immediately, as I had been distracted by discussions of possible imperatives under the Laws of Robotics. Keymo nodded toward Ariel and Security 1K. Then it addressed the robot still holding Derecs arm. Process 12K, you may release your grip. Report what transpired in your jurisdiction.

The human came up behind me and reached for one of the finished keys, said the robot from the upper floor. He did this twice. I retrieved the key in both cases and retrieved them. When I first apprehended him, I did not know that the First Law pertained to the situation. I almost harmed him.

We are speaking aloud for your benefit, Keymo said to Derec and Ariel. On this matter of the First Law, you should be informed of our discussion. Derec, you are unharmed?

Uh, yeah. Im okay. Derec, now free of Process 12Ks grasp, moved away from him slightly. He had been feeling the key in his hand, and remembering the way it worked. Carefully, he shifted it around, pushing each corner of the key in turn. A button appeared on the last corner, on the side facing him.

Now he had to get Ariel to grip the key, or at least hold onto him, so he could push the button. With the robots so close, they wouldnt get more than one chance. Wherever the key took them would be an escape from the immediate scene; he would have to gamble that it was set for a safe place. After that, they could plan their next move.

Ariel has claimed that a First Law problem exists, said Keymo. Do you agree that you two are in danger from unknown humans present on the planet?

Uh Derec caught her slight nod. Yeah. You bet. We have no idea who they are.

Neither of you has presented any specific danger or any evidence of one, said Keymo. Do you have any evidence of danger that she does not possess?

Well...no. Derec shrugged slightly and started shuffling his feet. He leaned a little closer to Process 12K. As he had hoped, Process 12K moved away slightly. Derec stepped in front of him, so that only Security 1K stood between Ariel and him. I agree with her, though. People can be very dangerous

especially strangers. We would be a lot safer getting off this planet.

You will have more contact with humans off this planet than you have here, said Keymo. Most of them will, of course, be strangers, and therefore dangerous by your description. Here you have an entire population of robots that cannot allow you to come to harm.

Only if you can protect us, said Ariel.

Elsewhere, said Keymo, you will have only yourselves to rely upon for safety.

Now listen to her, said Derec. He reached in front of Security 1K to take her arm and pulled her to him. The two of us are isolated here.... He was just talking as a distraction, while he got an arm around her and pulled one of her arms behind her back. He placed her hand, behind both their backs, on the key with his.

Now, he declared triumphantly, holding the key with one hand and pushing the button with the other.

Nothing happened.




Chapter 6

STRANGERS IN TOWN



BACK IN THEIR apartment, Derec kicked the chair in front of the computer console and sent it skidding across the hard floor into the other one.

Those filthy, stinking, walking, frosted slag heaps! What about the First Law? Doesnt that apply to the keys?

Apparently not, Ariel said bitterly. If Keymo was telling the truth when he said that their keys are all initialized in that processing machine, and that they only work for the type of being that initializes them, then their keys will only work for robots. And if they initialize them by hand, that ruins them for us, too.

They listened to my argument because of the First Law, not because they had keys that could send us away.

I felt like an utter fool standing there holding that key when nothing happened. And then they scanned the wall to find out how I got in, and gave me my boot back. He looked down at the matched boots that he wore on his feet again. You can bet the same trick wont work a second time.

Well, at least they just threw us out. There wasnt any penalty or anything. She sighed and sat down in one of the chairs where it was, without bothering to move it back into its place. I was so proud of myself for talking my way in to see Keymo, too.

The First Law did us that much good, at least. He started pacing the perimeter of the small room. I thought we were so close to getting away from here. I thought we had it. He paused when he saw Ariel leaning forward in the chair, staring glumly at the floor.

She glanced up at him and nodded dejectedly.

Well, look. It isnt over yet. I mean, we arent going to give up. He sat down in the console chair and gazed at the blank screen thoughtfully. All right. Whats our next move? Lets see. He started working on the keyboard.

She watched him for a moment. You re looking for the other humans on the planet, I suppose.

Of course. They got here, somehow; we can leave the same way, whatever it was.

But we havent made any progress finding them. What else can we do?

We didnt really apply ourselves before. I figured Keymo was our best bet, and the other humans just a backup. Now its time to get serious about them.

I hope it makes a difference. Her tone was still discouraged, but she pulled her chair closer.

Ill start with that file we had earlier, said Derec. Hey, were in luck.

Really? She looked up hopefully.

The two strangers who are traveling together have been sighted several more times.

What about the third?

No, theres no more mention of that one. I hope hes okay. I wonder if the third one is with the other two, or if they just happened to arrive about the same time.

If they came separately, then we might have two ways to get away from Robot City.

Good point, said Derec. I just hope that the third one is simply hiding better than the other two.

What do you mean?

If they all came together, the third one could have left again in the only transportation, whatever it is.

Oh, Derec. Why did you have to bring that up?

We have to consider all the possibilities, dont we? He turned to look at her. Besides, getting in touch with some people for a change is still going to be an advantage. At some point, someone will come back for them. Theyll be part of the spacefaring community, at least, not like these isolationist robots.

Suppose we try to think along that line. Do we have any way of guessing who they could be?

Ill enter what we have. The real problem is that we dont know the location of this planet.

We know that Dr. Avery wanted Robot City to be away from the beaten track, said Ariel. My mother always emphasized how eccentric he was. Im certain we arent near any major spacelanes.

I dont think were in too much of a backwater, either. If Dr. Avery was the megalomaniac you said, then at some point he probably planned to show off his success to other people.

Mother would have wanted to see it. And, you know what? He faced a lot of skeptics on Aurora.

Eventually, hed want to prove to them that he could do what he said.

Good. We dont have much to go on, but its something. Derec summarized the information he read on the screen.  Aurora is probably the nearest habitable planet, and its almost certainly the nearest planet of any significance.

If we do get a ride out of here, thatll be convenient, she observed. Im willing to take small favors.

Let me go on. The odds of three people just landing here at almost the same time purely by chance in two spacecraft are too low to think about. One spacecraft, maybe, if it had mechanical trouble or something but not two. Assuming we are close to a spacelane, and remembering that this is all just surmise anyhow, we have to figure that our visitors came here deliberately.

I cant honestly see why anybody would want to come here, said Ariel. Theres no business to conduct. And its not exactly Fun City. Theres no entertainment or anything.

I know. And pioneering commercial interests would show up in force, not one or two people at a time.

Individuals wouldnt have much of anything to do here that I can think of, she went on. Even if I werent sick, Id still want to get away from here. The robots run everything on their terms.

I think we can rule ourselves out as the reason, dont you? Derec asked. As far as we know, no one has any way of knowing that either of us is here.

Dont I know it. She shook her head in resignation, with a wistful smile.

So that leaves Robot City itself as the reason.

But I told you that Dr. Avery kept its location a secret. My mother was sure that was very important to him.

You also said that he disappeared a long time ago. If hes dead, could he have left some information behind in the office that someone got? Or spilled the secret someplace else out in space before he died?

And now theyve used the information to come here. Or hes back himself.

With a guy like that, anythings possible, she said reluctantly. But it sounds out of character for him to reveal more than he wanted. Besides, any people who had learned the secret would have shown up here a long time ago.

Not if it was well hidden. Maybe they just found it.

Maybe. I guess. She looked at him. Do you think its Avery?

No. The sightings just arent consistent with his ability to go into that office in the Compass Tower. Our visitors are as lost as we are. And they can get us off this rock, too.

So much for them finding Robot City, said Ariel. What about us finding them?

I wish Id had the time to streamline the computer by now. It just isnt that reliable. If it was, we could use it to help.

We can try, cant we? Can you give some kind of standing instruction to the robots to look for the people?

Yeah, I can try, but we have the same problems as before. The instructions dont reach every single robot, and they take a long time to reach a lot of them. And even that assumes Dr. Avery didnt counter program against it for some weird reason of his own.

She shook her head. He was too paranoid. If he was careful enough to keep the secret of this place, Im sure he would have approved of ordering the robots to keep watch for outsiders.

We already know that some robots are reporting their sightings. Ill order all the robots to do that, and.... he trailed off. Well, I dont know. Maybe were just going around in circles.

Whats wrong?

Well, I just dont know if itll make a difference, like I said. Its just more of whats already in the computer.

All we can do is give them the instruction and hope they get us some information, she said. Then well try to think of something else. Whats wrong with that?

Yeah, here goes. But what we really need is for the robots to detain them if they can, and I dont see how they can do that. That might violate the First Law.

Wouldnt that depend on the particulars of the situation? Maybe the robots could persuade them to come. Anyway, the robots just have to avoid harming them. And they might want to see us. I guess they could bring them here, dont you?

Im putting in the order. If there are any robots who can find and identify these strangers, they are to bring them here if they can. The robots can worry about the Law problems when the time comes. He sat back in his chair with a sigh. I just dont know if any of this will make a difference.

Weve been going at this pretty hard, said Ariel. Why dont we take a break? Its time for something to eat, anyway.

Ugh, said Derec, and they both laughed. All right. Well force down anything we can stomach from the processor for lunch. After that, assuming we live, well probably be glad to go out and engage in endless debates with uncooperative robots.

Ariel got up, smiling. I guess we can take our motivation wherever we find it.

After they had eaten, they ventured out once more to see if they could find some evidence of the strangers in the city. Derec started out eager and full of energy, in large part because Ariels illness was on his mind. He wanted to make sure that she knew he wasnt dawdling.

At her suggestion, he agreed after a while to take it easy. Rushing around wasnt likely to help at this stage of the search. They had alerted the robots as much as they could, and they had a list of locations of previous sightings. Now all they could do was walk around, hoping to chance across a lead.

The worst problem was that the sightings offered no pattern that they could recognize. Since the lone traveler had not been reported at all for some time, they decided to forget about that one for the present.

The sightings of the two traveling together were completely random, as far as they could tell.

The most recent sighting had taken place on the outskirts of the city. They rode the tunnels to the end of the trunkline at the edge of the city, and then had to surface. There, they managed to hitch a ride in the cab of a huge liquid transporter of some kind. They hopped off when its route diverged from theirs.

As they walked, they got their first look at the long, three-stage mole device that dug the underground tunnels and left a fully equipped, functioning platform system behind. This segment was not being used because it had not been connected to the main system elsewhere; otherwise, the mole device would have been underground and out of sight. It also simultaneously mined ores for construction and other uses, according to a foreman robot whom Derec questioned. It seemed to be a modified version of a gatelike device he had seen sifting the asteroid in search of the original Key for the Avery robots, shortly after waking up with amnesia, and the great mining and construction devices that had been crucial to the automatic shapechanging of the city.

They also saw a number of buildings under construction and some freshly finished. These included some smaller domes of bronze dianite reminiscent of the Key Center. Nowhere, however, did any of the robots remember any additional sightings of humans.




Chapter 7

THE CYBORG



HIS NAME WAS Jeff Leong. He opened his eyes in darkness and wondered where he was. At least he was alive, and not in pain.

He seemed to be lying on his back, comfortably. Pale, colored lights crossed his vision from his left, suggesting monitor readouts. He supposed they were medical equipment of some kind, and turned his head to the left, expecting it to involve considerable effort and discomfort. Instead, he moved easily and comfortably, though he found wires, now, under his cheek, that connected his head to the equipment by his side.

Dim light seemed to have come on in the room. He could see outlines in the room around him, and of course the lit displays of the monitors. The readouts meant nothing to him, though, so he straightened his head again.

He felt fine. That hardly made any sense.

Since he had only been a passenger on the spaceship Kimbriel,  he did not have a clear understanding of the disaster. The captain had spoken over the intercom, saying that a mechanical problem had developed, and that they had left Aurora too far behind to return safely. The navigator had located a habitable planet, however, and they would attempt an emergency stop in a lifepod.

At the time, Jeff had been excited. He had had faith in the crew and had actually looked forward to an unscheduled adventure on a planet he had never seen. He assumed that was where he was now.

The door at the far end of the room opened and a robot entered. Full light came on in the room, and Jeff saw that his visitor was a blue-skinned robot of a specific type that he did not recognize. The robot walked to the monitors and studied each one carefully.

Where am I? Jeff asked. His voice sounded a little odd, but he had no trouble speaking.

You are in Human Experimental Facility I, Room 6, in Robot City, said the robot.

Robot City? On what planet?

The planet is also called Robot City,

Who are you?

I am Surgeon Experimental I.

Uh, can I see my doctor?

I am your doctor, along with Human Medical Research 1.

Is he a robot, too? From his name, I suppose

Yes. What is your name?

Im Jeff Leong.

Are you still in harm?

Huh?

How...are you? How do you feel?

Oh. I feel pretty good, actually. My voice sounds kind of strange, though, doesnt it?

It has changed. Please tell me the events leading to your arrival here.

Our ship developed a mechanical emergency of some kind. We came here for an emergency landing, but we didnt make a very good job of it. I remember the captain warning us that it would be a hard impact.

What other events led to your landing?

What other events? I dont know any other events. I was just a passenger. Look, wheres everybody else?

I must inform you that you are the only survivor.

Jeff stared up at the ceiling, filled with many emotions. He had not expected that answer, yet he was not surprised. All the crew and passengers had been killed because of an accident yet, he had somehow survived. It hadnt really sunk in yet. If anything, he felt more guilt than sorrow.

Were you traveling with family or friends?

No, he murmured softly. .No, I didnt know anybody on board.

What was your destination?

Mine, personally? Well, I was leaving home for college. Im from Aurora.

You were not coming to Robot City?

Not deliberately, no. Not until the ship malfunction. Jeff looked up at him. Do you know what happened to it?

The mother ship exploded outside the atmosphere. The lifepod you were riding with the other passengers crashed in its attempt to land.

I guess I lucked out, huh? I feel okay.

I have summoned Research 1, the other member of the Human Experimental Team. We shall explain together. Perhaps you did luck out, as you put it. You say you feel well?

Yeah. Can I get up?

Have you observed yourself?

No...why, was I scarred or something? Jeff put a hand to his face, and felt a hard, unfamiliar surface.

Am I in a mask? Bandages or something?

Surgeon 1 paused as another robot entered the room. This is Human Medical Research 1. Our patient is named Jeff Leong.

Hi, Jeff said cautiously.

Hi, said Research 1, in exactly the same tone. Surgeon 1, how do the monitors read?

They indicate, taken together, an excellent condition. Surgeon 1 walked up and looked down at Jeff, who felt cowed by the unequal numbers and strange appearances. He would have preferred a human doctor.

Do you feel excellent? Surgeon 1 asked.

Well, yeah, but I feel all mummified or something. What happened to me?

Research 1 moved to the foot of the bed and looked at him straight on. Since the experiment has succeeded, I believe we can tell you with a minimum of shock. You may sit up.

Uh, okay. Jeff expected to be helped, as solicitous doctors and nurses tended to do, but the robots remained where they were. He sat up, quite easily, watching Research 1s careful study of the monitors.

Then he looked down and saw the blue-skinned texture of his own legs.

At first, he simply didnt understand. He wondered why his legs were encased in this stuff. When he reached out to touch one of his legs, he saw his hand and arm for the first time, made of the same unfamiliar blue substance. Then, suddenly understanding what had happened, he looked at his other robotic arm and then down at his chest. In growing panic, he clapped his blue hands against his torso and then ran them across the new contours of his face.

The monitors read properly, said Research 1. All evidence so far indicates a successful procedure.

You are, of course, emotionally agitated. This reaction is also occurring normally.

Jeff collapsed back on the bed. The monitor lights jumped as they noted the impact. Im a robot. I cant believe this. Im a robot. 

We wish you to understand something, said Surgeon 1. The First Law required this development, under the circumstances of our finding you.

What? How? How could the First Law require this? You dont think this has harmed me? Im a person, not a robot! Jeff started to sit up again, but really didnt feel like rising. He was not tired, or physically weak, but he didnt want to move, as though he might somehow injure himself in this alien body.

You were injured when we found you, said Research 1. We do not have knowledge here of human thoracic and abdominal organs. Our medical library is inconsistent and uneven. However, we had some experimental information regarding the frontier of knowledge about the human nervous system. Since we could not allow you to come to further harm if we could prevent it, we were forced to use our experimental knowledge in preserving you as a living entity.  #

Im not sure I follow you, Jeff whispered. Say it out straight, will you?

We have transplanted your brain into one of our humanoid robot bodies because we could not repair yours.

Jeff closed his eyes and lay still for a moment. When he opened them, he stared morosely at Research 1.

What happened to my body?

It has been frozen. We believe, with our limited information, that it is actually not injured beyond repair.

We do not, however, know how to fix it. Do you have medical knowledge that could assist us in repairing your body?

Me? Im just a kid on his way to collegea teenager. I dont know anything about that. At least, not on the level you would need.

We assembled this team specifically for this project, said Surgeon 1. We are not aware of other successful transplants of the same type.

Great, Jeff said sarcastically. I guess.

You do not seemed pleased with this success, observed Surgeon 1. Do you disbelieve that this is the least harm to you that we could arrange under the circumstances?

No...no, I dont disbelieve you. I just...dont want to be a robot! He sat up this time and yanked the monitor wires free of himself. Dont you get it? Im not me anymore! Im not Jeff Leong.

The robots made no move.

That is not entirely true, said Research 1. Your identity resides in your brain. Unless the trauma of the crash caused you to lose some memory, your identity is unchanged.

But Im not me I mean, on the outside. I dont look like this. He held up his hands, open, and shook them at the robots.

In many ways, said Surgeon 1, your new robot body is more efficient than your human body. It can be repaired virtually forever, provided your brain is undamaged. Only your brain will age, and it will receive the optimum support in nutrition and intrabody care. You are stronger, and your sensors are much more efficient than your former sense organs.

Some consolation. How long do I have to stay here?

Your robot body is in fine condition. You are not confined to bed, said Surgeon 1. Some simple motor tests will tell us whether all the connections from your brain to the body are correct. Please stand.

Jeff cautiously swung his legs over the edge of the bed and got up. No problem so far.

Place your heels together, angle your feet away from each other, and tilt your head back. Now extend your arms out straight. One at a time, touch your hands to your nose.

Jeff complied.

Very well, said Surgeon 1. Research 1?

According to the monitors, the robot body is functioning properly. We will need more space for my tests of gross motor skills. I suggest we introduce him to the exterior of this building.

Jeff walked out of the room with them and down a hallway, feeling not clumsy, exactly, but just a little too tall and too heavy. Outside, he was nearly blinded at first, but adjusted immediately. Surgeon 1 saw him flinch.

Your eyes see a wider range of the spectrum than your human eyes did. The same will be true of your other sensors. What you just experienced was an automatic dimming of your robot eyes to allow you to see comfortably. You did just the opposite when you woke up in near darkness a little while ago.

Excellent, said Research 1. You are responding automatically, then. I have only a few more tests.

Before we do that, said Jeff, I just thought of something. What am I going to do? 

Whatever you wish, said Research 1. We have no requirements, other than those imposed on us by the Laws and by our programming. That involves our society here, not you.

But...what about college? I cant go like this....They wont even know who I am! I dont look like Jeff Leong any moreI dont have retinal prints, fingerprints, any kind of identifying mark.

If your brain waves are on record anywhere, they will serve, said Surgeon 1. However, we do not have any spacecraft available for you, anyway.

Jeff whirled on him. You mean Im stuck here?

We do not have spacecraft available, Research 1 affirmed.

But...wait a minute! I cant stay here!

We have no hold on you, said Research 1. If we ever develop the means to repair your human body and reverse the transplant, we will do so. Should spacecraft become available, travel will also be open to you.

But I cant stay here. Theres nothing to do here!

Please remain calm. After testing your gross motor skills, I will introduce you to the robot in charge of assigning tasks in Robot City. Perhaps you will find an activity that you will enjoy.

Hey, now wait a minute. Jeff backed away from Research 1, and found the other two robots grasping his arms. Hey! He twisted, stepped sideways, and yanked his arms free. Lemme alone.

We must conduct more tests to measure your welfare, said Research 1.

Look, I justlet go! Jeff pulled his arm away from Surgeon 1 again. Listen to me! Im humanIm telling you to leave me alone. Second Law, remember? he started walking backward, awkwardly on his new legs, keeping an eye on them.

We cannot allow you to harm yourself, Surgeon 1 reminded him. The First Law outweighs the Second. Come back. He started for Jeff.

Jeff spun around and started running.

He found himself running down a broad thoroughfare nearly empty of vehicular traffic. Some robot pedestrians moved out of his way. He had no idea where he was going, but he wanted to think, and to do it alone.

He could hear two sets of footsteps pounding after himand was surprised to realize that his robotic hearing was so acute that he could actually distinguish the two separate pairs of robot feet. They were calling after him, not shouting angrily the way people would, but yelling that he was still experimental, that he might harm himself, that he had to stop. He didnt stop, though; their voices simply spurred him on.

Other robots were listening, however, and trying to block his path. He dodged a couple of them and burst through the outstretched arms of several more. They all gave chase, presumably responding to the calls of the medical team that he might violate the First Law. The other robots apparently would help catch him first if they could, and worry about explanations later.

He rounded a corner without slowing down and started up a small side street. Even now, he could feel that he was running more comfortably than he had just moments before. His robot body responded quickly, and well. It had not been designed for footraces, but it was powerful and efficient. As he got more used to it, he began to turn up the speed and to hurdle minor obstacles.

Unfortunately, of course, his pursuit was all robots, as well.

He kept running.




Chapter 8

HITTING THE STREETS



DEREC AND ARIEL stopped to rest on a small ridge of soil on the side of yet another construction site. As near as they could tell, the urban area of Robot City was expanding in all directions from its center, and they had been walking the perimeter of construction so they could question the robots they encountered.

So far, they had traveled only a very small arc of the entire circle.

This isnt doing us any good, Derec complained. He lay down on the dirt and leaned back against the slope.

What isnt? She looked carefully to make sure the slope behind here was smooth, then also leaned back. Resting here or asking around?

Both, now that you mention it. But I meant asking robots at random like this. There are thousands of them, and they arent very observant of their surroundings unless its part of their job. They concentrate on their own tasks too much.

I havent thought of anything better. She closed her eyes. My feet hurt. Im not used to walking so much.

I havent thought of anything else, either. There must be something, though. He looked across the way, where a foreman robot was overseeing a large function robot of some kind. Everything is so carefully organized. Nothing is wasted.

As they watched, the function robot raised an arm with a nozzle on the end and began to spray a heavy, viscous liquid onto the bare, level ground in front of it. Even after the liquid had landed, it swirled and shifted and moved in active currents beyond those in motion by the pressure at the nozzle. As the spray continued, the liquid formed a flat floor and then began to grow walls up from the floor, leaving space for a doorway.

Ariel opened her eyes. Did you ask that one robot earlier how the spray works? I went to talk to another one and didnt hear your conversation.

Yeah. I didnt understand the details, but apparently the molecules are all coded. They know where to go, and slide around in liquid form until they reach the right spot. Then they bond with their right neighboring molecules.

Just the way this whole city works, said Ariel. Except for us and our visitors. We dont fit. Thats one thing we have in common with them, no matter who they are.

You think it over, Derec said wearily. Here comes another transport vehicle of some kind. I can see a humanoid riding in it. I guess Ill go interrupt its day and ask it the usual questions.

He got to his feet, and realized as he walked through a scrap area that his own legs did not have much more energy left, either. Most of the scrap was in huge, carefully stacked piles, but here and there individual pieces had fallen or been laid out to start a new stack. He noted with a mixture of interest and annoyance that none of the parts were recognizable. These Avery robots had an extremely ingrown technology.

Derec had learned how to shortcut this process somewhat. He first called out that he was human to get the robots attention, and then ordered it to stop. In turn, the humanoid robot ordered the function robotthe transportto stop. This time, Derecs questions paid off.

I have seen two non-indigenous beings recently, said the robot, looking down at Derec from the high cab of the transport.

Identify, Derec ordered, with excitement.

I am Class 9 Vehicle Foreman 214.

What did they look like? What were they doing?

One was a robot that did not respond to my communication greeting. Apparently he was on a different frequency or malfunctioning. Also, his dimensions and proportions were not quite familiar.

What about the other one?

I did not see the other one clearly. It appeared to be no longer than a meter. This is an approximation.

It had four extremities.

A kid, said Derec. A robot and a little kid. Thats weird....Did you speak with them?

No. They departed when I approached.

What were they doing when you first saw them?

Walking.

Did you hear them speak? Or have any contact with robots of any kind?

No.

Saywhy did you try to communicate with them?

Because of their unusual appearance. I thought that if the robot required assistance to a repair facility, I would offer it.

Did you report the sighting to the central computer?

Yes.

When and where did it take place?

Two days ago. The time

Thats good enough. Where? Derec grinned. The sighting was not one of those he had found listed in the computer. Ariel came up to join them as Class 9 Vehicle 214 gave him the city coordinates of the sighting. Then the robot went on its way.

Its a start, Derec said happily. The sighting is two days old, but its solid.

He filled her in on the details.

A babysitter and a kid, maybe, said Ariel. They might have been ejected from a lifepod in a ship emergency, or something like that. But with the transportation in this city, they could be anywhere by now.

We have to start somewhere. Come on. Derec started in the direction of the nearest thoroughfare back toward the heart of the city.

Ariel hurried after him. It just doesnt seem like much to go on. They must be long gone from there.

Oh, come on! After all this time, this is the best lead we have. Why do you want to be so pessimistic?

Its not that, exactly.

Then what? He demanded angrily. Dont you want to get away from here? Would you rather just give up?

Of course not! I didnt say that.

Well, then, come on. Derec stalked along, his upbeat mood lost. The worst part of it was his realization that she was right. Their lead out here on the fringe of the city had come to nothing; chasing a two-day-old sighting might be just as hopeless.

They marched in silence for a while, then topped on the edge of the avenue. Traffic here would be nonexistent until the next construction transport was ready to head into the city again. The trips were carefully planned and maintained, as the robots were too efficient to waste any fuel or time on unnecessary runs.

After Derec had cooled down a little, he said, Maybe these two sightings do tell us something. I think our visitors landed outside the city and entered in search of, I dont knowfood and shelter, I suppose.

The sighting on the fringe, here, was older. So if they went into the middle of the city for a reason, they may stay there.

Its still a very big city, Ariel said doubtfully. Suddenly, she gasped. Thats it, Derec. What are they going to eat?

WellI guess theyll get a chemical processor from the robots....

But will they know that? Will they know to ask? Besides, the robots wanted you to solve a mystery for them, so we had special consideration.

Maybe, but if the robots learn of the problem, the First Law will make them help out. He was stung by the fact that he hadnt thought of this himself. Yeah, this must be the only city to be found anywhere that doesnt have a single restaurant or anything like that.

This is our first real lead, said Ariel with a new excitement. Once we get back to the tunnel system, lets split up. Ill follow up on our latest sighting and see if I can find a food source around there.

Why? I thought you didnt consider that lead worth much.

Oh, Derec, stop griping. You need to get back on the computer and see if you can locate food sources through it. This way we can cover two leads at once, thats all.

Well, I cant argue with that. Come to think of it, if they havent found any food, they could be in bad shape by now. We dont want them dying on us. He waved for her to follow him, pressed by a new sense of urgency.

We cant walk all the way to the tunnel stop, she said, but she was smiling. Its good to see the old enthusiasm back.

They actually walked some distance before a vehicle came by to give them a ride, but the walk paid off.

The vehicle had departed from somewhere within the construction perimeter and would not have passed them out there. As Ariel had suggested, they split up in the tunnel system. He returned home to their computer console, while she went on to the site that Class 9 Vehicle 214 had reported.

Derec sat down at the console, glad to have another approach to use; but he hadnt forgotten that this report had been lost somewhere in the system. He started by calling up a list of stores that were edible to humans. The only inventory was in the tank of their chemical processor, according to the screen. So either the visitors were getting hungry, or they had a food source not recorded this way.

Next, he called up other materials that had been converted to edible form. Again, everything was accounted for. He asked if another chemical processor had been made or requested. Nothing like that had been recorded.

As far as Derec knew, Robot City did not have any animal life that could be caught and eaten, even by the most desperate humans. Perhaps a very talented human could build a chemical processor without the help of the robots, but it would still require parts. Nor could it produce any food without raw materials of some kind.

On the assumption that the visitors had landed outside the city and entered the perimeter where he and Ariel had first gone, he narrowed the focus of his requests and asked again if any robots in that area had sighted the strangers. Nothing turned up that way. He got the same result when looking for a record of their landing.

The only certainty Derec had was that the computer was unreliable. The answers about the chemical processor and the foodstuffs might be accurate, but the visitors were here, and that meant they had landed somewhere on the planet in a spacecraft that could, in all probability, lift off again. There had to be some way to track them.

He couldnt think of anything. With a sigh, he got up and paced idly around the small room. So far, the computer hadnt helped any this time; he wished he had gone with Ariel.

He doubted she was in much danger, especially if the visitors were a robot and a small child. Besides, he knew she could take care of herself pretty well. His attitude toward her had changed, though, ever since he had learned of the seriousness of her illness. She didnt seem quite so intimidating any more, though she was still older and more self-assured than he was. Ever since the day she had told him of the severity of her disease, and had cried in his arms, he had felt a growing protectiveness toward her.

She seemed to be okay now, though. He figured she might just laugh if he tried to tell her how he felt.

His jaw muscles tightened with the determination to prove what he could do with the computer. He sat down again and started calling up everything he could think of regarding space: records of astronomical observations, spacecraft landings, liftoffs, fly-bys...what else?

The computer gave him nothing on recent soft landings of spacecraft, or crashes. Nor had there been any reported sightings of landed spacecraft. Astronomical observations had not recorded any craft in orbit, either. He had to assume that either the sensors had failed in some way, or that the information was simply lost in the computer.

Food, he thought. The visitors required nutrition. That was still the best lead he had, if he could only think of a way to exploit it.



Ariel walked out of the tunnel stop and located the coordinates of the last sighting of the visitors without any trouble. Her only problem was what to do next. She was in the middle of the city, standing still as a moderately heavy traffic of robots passed her, either on slidewalks or in vehicles.

Well, what would I do for food here? she asked herself out loud. Ask around, I suppose.

As always, the robots were moving with their single-minded deliberation. The bland buildings reflected that attitude in their austere efficiency of design. No stranger, she reflected, would expect to find food in this neighborhood.

She stopped the nearest robot passing, by calling out, I am a human who needs questions answered.

Stop.

The robot stopped.

Have you seen a robot traveling with a human child?

No.

Do you know where I might find food?

Food. This is the energy source for humans, is it not?

Yes. It must be provided in a certain chemical form.

I am not familiar with it. I do not know where to locate any. Are you in urgent need of energy?

Im not, said Ariel, but I think a small human in the company of a certain robot probably is. Almost definitely. I need to find them before the child starves. That is, runs out of energy.

This constitutes a First Law requirement, then. I will help you search for them.

Identify. Ariel suddenly realized that this argument could be used to harness every robot in Robot City.

I am Courier Foreman 189.

You supervise couriers? What do they do?

Couriers are function robots that carry small items to specific locations. Objects and distance vary.

All right. Listen. You dont have to interrupt your work at all. Just spread the word to other humanoid robots as you go about your duties that a First Law problem requires their aid in locating a human child in the company of a robot, and also another human wandering around by himself.

Understood.

And tell them not to include meIm Ariel Welshor Derec.

Understood. I will contact other robots through my comlink.

Good! I have to tell Derec about this right away. Ariel turned and ran for the tunnel stop.




Chapter 9

JUST ONE OF THE CROWD



JEFF DECIDED, AFTER numerous glances back over his shoulder, that he had finally lost his pursuit. He had run blindly, turning corners and dodging behind robots and vehicles and buildings every time he could, before slowing down. He was not out of breath, or even tired, but he was disoriented and scared.

He didnt know where he was going, or even why he had run. Right now, he just wanted to be alone.

He eyed warily other robots that he passed, but they paid him no particular attention. Either the medical staff had not yet put any word out, or his physical traits carried no designation they could use to identify him. The thought that he would not have to run every minute bolstered his spirits a little. The total lack of humans dampened them again.

The entire situation just didnt seem real. It was absurd. How could he, Jeff Leong, eighteen years old, recently accepted into college, a healthy and fairly normal Auroran...be a robot? 

He walked. He walked straight, turned corners and then found a slidewalk and got on it. With nowhere to go and nothing to do, he just kept walking along the slidewalk.

At first, his senses were still askew. His eyes were not only more sensitive than before, but they seemed to see in a much wider range of the spectrum. He found himself looking at colors, as he termed them, that he had never seen before and had no name forand they unnerved him. Gradually, he learned to shut out most of the unwanted light waves. The same had occurred with his hearing. It had been so acute at first that all sounds had reached him in a kind of jumble. Then he had been able, by concentrating, to reduce his hearing acuity to a level that felt comfortable. He had been intrigued by the added abilities, but he would have to learn how to control them.

The walking also helped him become more familiar with his new body. It responded smoothly and efficiently, with good balance and control. He couldnt complain about that. Before long, he had concluded that he was moving enough like the other robots, the real ones, to escape notice.

He also looked over the robots he passed, as nonchalantly as he could, in search of identifying marks.

The robots bore differences, certainly, especially where job-related equipment was concerned on the non-humanoid ones. He saw several distinct but subtle pattern differences repeated on many of the humanoid robots, and guessed they represented minor engineering improvements on robots that had been made or repaired at different times. If they had individual identification, however, he was too much of a stranger here to see it.

Gradually, he found himself moving in a consistent direction. The population seemed denser that way, perhaps toward the center of the urban area. All the robots seemed intent on their own occupations, and he grew more confident that he could lose himself in the crowd.

Yet, he still had nothing to do and nowhere to go.

Ahead of him, through a crowd of robots, he thought he saw a girl, or young woman, emerge from some kind of underground entrance. With a surge of excitement, he quickened his pace and leaned to one side to look between two other robots. When they glanced at him, he straightened in alarm.

He could see her walking the other way. If he wanted to avoid notice, he would have to act with the same deliberate manner as all the robots around him. He lengthened his stride and gave chase without otherwise altering his body language.

Not far ahead, she had stopped to speak to a robot. Jeff slowed down as he approached, and stopped when her back was to him. He was a good distance away by human standards, but after a moment of effort, he was able to sharpen his hearing enough to eavesdrop.

Identify yourself, she was saying.

I am Tunnel Foreman 41, said the robot.

Im Ariel. Please spread the word about the First Law obligation Ive described.

I must, said Tunnel Foreman 41.

The robot departed and Ariel started to go. Then she saw Jeff watching her, and she paused.

The First Law? Jeff asked. He wanted to continue his masquerade as a robot until he knew something about her.

Yes, said Ariel. Were looking for two people who are probably starving in Robot City. One is a child traveling with a robot and the other is alone. The First Law requires that all robots help locate them.

Of course, said Jeff, suddenly realizing that of course this did not apply to him. He still had his human brain, and the imperative of the Laws was located in the positronic brains of the robots. Yet if he revealed this, his identity would be known to anyone aware of the transplant and his subsequent escape.

Report any sightings of them to the central computer, Ariel went on. Detain them if you can, without violating the Laws. Well see that theyre fed.

I understand, said Jeff. He was trying frantically to think of a question, anything, to learn more about her without giving himself away.

Identify, she said.

UhTunnel Foreman 12. He couldnt risk making up a job, in case she would recognize the fraud.

Do you know who they are?

Why, no. She looked at him in some surprise. They just seem to have landed and walked into the city. In fact, if you come across them, find out what you can about their spacecraft.

Find out what?

Well, where it is, if its damaged, what kind it is.... She cocked her head to one side. None of the other robots have asked these questions.

Jeff felt the impulse to run wash over him again, but he couldnt afford to look like a fugitive. He forced himself to remain where he was, searching for something to say.

Tell me why your responses are different.

He knew why she had changed her observation to an instruction. Now he, under the Second Law, was required to answer, or else blow his cover if he didnt. The scarcity of humans in this weird placethe only fact about it that he was sure ofwould mean he wouldnt have to go through this very often.

I cannot judge the responses of others, he said, picking his phrases carefully. My responses are based on a desire to elicit further information that may be of help.

Well, all right. She seemed to accept that.

To forestall another question, he asked one of his own. What is the importance of the spacecraft?

It may well be the only functioning spacecraft on the planet. Thats if it works at all. Now, I have to report some information. You go spread the word, all right? She gave a little wave and walked away.

Jeff was aching to follow her, but he didnt dare act any more out of character for a robot than he had already. He watched her until she had turned a corner, then hurried to the corner and watched her departing form as the crowd of robots between them gradually closed her from his view. At least he had had some human contact; she hadnt been bad-looking, either.

He definitely wanted his human body back.

That spacecraft might mean something to him. It was a way to get off the planet, but he couldnt see leaving without his bodyand hed better be in his body at the time, since these robots might be the only ones who could manage the transplant back into it. Then, belatedly, he remembered what the medical team had told him: they needed information about human organs. Ariels were presumably in good shape, and could act as a model.

He started briskly in the direction she had gone, now more willing to risk revealing himself...In sudden puzzlement, he frownedat least inwardly. He had no idea what his robot face was doing.

The point was, what had he been doing? Why had he run like that from the medical team? They had just wanted to test him some more. Why had he been so secretive? Maybe Ariel would have been glad to help. He hadnt even thought of that. He had been in a fog ever since waking up.

He couldnt see her ahead anymore, but

A hand on his shoulder startled him. He twisted away from the contact, backing toward the wall of a building, A robot had just caught up with him from behind.

Identify yourself, said the robot, I am Pavement Maintenance Foreman 752,

UhTunnel Foreman, uh, 12.

Tunnel 12, is your comlink malfunctioning? I tried to contact you several times as you were standing still. You did not respond.

No, I didnt...receive you.

I am informing you so that you can report to a repair facility. However, I initially tried to contact you to say that a First Law problem has developed over the matter of two humans in Robot City.

I am aware of it, Jeff said warily.

Excellent. I notice that your speech pattern is also hesitant. This symptom may be related to your comlink malfunction. I will escort you to the nearest repair facility, lest you be incapacitated by an additional symptom.

Ohno, uh, I can find it. Jeff backed along the wall. Thanks, anyway.

Tunnel Foreman 12, your behavior also suggests further malfunctions. I will escort you. You are going the wrong way.

Jeff turned and began walking quickly away. Third Law violation! cried the robot behind him. You must not allow harm to yourself!

Jeff heard the footsteps behind him start to run, and took off himself. Ahead of him, robots walking his way suddenly fixed their vision on him, and acted in concert to block the way, Pavement Maintenance Foreman 752 was obviously sending out comlink signals to every robot in the vicinity.

One of those openings leading underground stood just ahead on the left. Two robots blocked his way near it. He ran toward them and feinted forward, as though he was about to leap on them. They stiffened reflexively for the impact, and he dodged into the underground opening.

He found himself running down a ramp, and nearly lost his balance when his weight on the ramp activated it. It carried him down at a quick speed, and when he recovered his footing, he ran down to the level of the tunnel platforms. He understood their purpose without a pause, since robots were speeding by on them, but he stepped into the first booth without knowing how to operate it. It started anyhow, so he was content to look back and see a number of robots in pursuit entering booths behind him.

The controls seemed to have both voice activation and key code capabilities, but he didnt now how the stops were numbered, or named, or whatever. Nor did he know anything about the layout of the city, so one stop was as good as another. His pursuit certainly knew exactly how to operate these things.

Speed up, he said experimentally. The platform did speed up, though not greatly. It was approaching the one just ahead, and clearly would not get too close. At least the robots pursuing him could not really get their hands on him here, either. They could only follow him, and try to jump him when he got off....

Unless they could get the system shut off on some emergency basis.

Theyll never get me,  Jeff thought firmly. Once he was out of the tunnels again, he should have one advantage: these robots, despite their equal strength and reflexes, were unaccustomed to physical conflict. He was sure his feint had succeeded for that reason; they still expected him to act logically, like a robot, even if he had malfunctioned.

He could stop them cold if he revealed that he was human. They would have no right to harm his robot body under the First Law, then, and under the Second, they would have to obey him. Revealing himself would risk capture by the medical team, though, which he could not accept.

He shook his head, then, unsure of why he couldnt accept that. They were dangerous to him, threatening...for some reason. In any case, they wouldnt get him.

Stop at the next stopping place, he said to the booth.

His platform duly routed into the next available loading loop, and he quickly hopped out. This time he was ready for the moving ramp, and ran up it even as it carried him. Up on the street again, he found the number of robots very sparse, which was just as well. Any moment, the robots pursuing him would order them to join the chase.

He ran around a corner so that he would not be immediately visible when the pursuit poured out of the tunnel stop. A large door of some kind, apparently to accommodate sizable transports, was in front of him. He started to reach for the control panel to one side of the door, then realized that a work crew was almost certainly inside. The pursuit was sure to see him any second. He looked around frantically.

In the wall next to the door, he saw a broad, round opening with a closed iris cover. The cover opened at his touch, and the smells from within told him it was a trash chute. He slid into it feet first, face down, pressing his arms and legs against the slick sides of the chute to prevent himself from shooting down into the receptacle.

The cover irised shut over his head, so he concentrated on his hearing. Footsteps sounded nearby, hesitated, shuffled, and pounded on. No voices were used; they were communicating through their comlinks. He waited, in case more were coming.

He could smell faint oils, oxidized metals, and some mild odors he could not recognize. His human nose would probably not have smelled anything. Apparently, robots produced only inorganic waste, sparing him the strong and foul odors of organic decomposition.

He was not getting tired, exactly, but he was somehow aware of unusual energy expenditurewhich meant the same thing, in a way. When he had heard no sound of any robots for several minutes, he touched open the cover and pulled himself out. As before, the block was empty.

Fooled em, he said aloud with a certain satisfaction. He strolled to the corner and looked up and down the street. A few robots were walking about, but traffic was very light. Okay, gang. Now for the big test. Can you recognize me again, or not?

As he walked, he closely eyed the robots he passed. None seemed to have any concern with him. If he possessed no external identifying mark, then his pursuit had permanently lost him when they had lost sight of him. He was comlink-invisible; not only was he incapable of receiving those signals, but he could not be tracked down by any careless broadcasting on his part. Use of the comlink would also explain why the robots found identifying marks unnecessary.

He was lost in the crowd.

Jeff smiled, at least inwardly, at the thought.

Aurora had been settled primarily by the descendants of Americans from Earth. His own ancestors had been Chinese Americans; a number of such families had been scattered about on Aurora, but they were a modest percentage of the population. Jeff had grown up knowing that he was visibly distinct anywhere he went, and he had expected the same when he went off to collegethough now he was no longer sure he was going to make it.

For the first time, he resembled everyone else on the planet where he lived. It was a new experiencepractically a new concept to go with his new existence. His life as a robot could be completely different for this reason, as well as for the obvious physical change.

He had to do something with himself in this new body and in this new life, such as it was. It was too soon to know what, yet, but one fact was clear: no one knew what he looked like anymore; no one could catch him....

Perhaps he could make something of this new-found anonymity.




Chapter 10

BACON



DEREC RAN HIS hand through the bristly hair on the side of his head and stared morosely into the screen.

Maybe he was just too worn out to concentrate any more. He hoped that was the problem. If not, then the reason he couldnt think of anything else to try with the computer was that he had already tried everything. He straightened in surprise when Ariel burst into their quarters.

How did it go? He looked up hopefully.

I got us some help for a change, she said brightly. As soon as I run to the personal, Ill tell you about it.

He felt a kind of disappointment that he didnt have any good news to report, but waited patiently until she had returned.

You got us some help? Who is it? Howd you manage that? He tried to cover his envy.

I was talking to one of the robots, and the argument just came to me. I told a couple of them that there were humans lost in Robot City who were starving. That gave them a First Law imperative to help. She fell into her chair with a sigh. Ive been on my feet enough for one day. But at least I accomplished something out there.

Good job, he conceded. He sat back from the console, glad for an excuse to quit for a while. But what about their regular duties? Didnt they resist leaving them?

I just told them to continue their duties, and to keep an eye out for the human visitors while they did.

Oh, and for them to pass the word on to other robots, of course.

Yeah, thats a good idea. That way they dont feel a conflict between their duties and a rather vague First Law obligation.

Did you tell them to report to the central computer?

Of course. But, uh.... She inclined her head toward his console with a pointed smile. As I recall, your department hasnt been exactly on top of everything.

Yeah, I know. Whether it gets on record where I can find it is an open question. Derec acknowledged the point with an embarrassed shrug. At least it improves our chances.

Anyway, I wanted to tell you about the new First Law argument right away. With the robots helping us search, we dont have to do the legwork any more. Have you gotten anywhere?

Yeahwell, no, not really. He sighed and looked wearily at the screen. Ive eliminated a number of areas as having no source of food. As near as I can tell, the only place to find edible plants and other plants with processible content is the reservoir area. They havent been sighted anywhere in that direction at all.

Maybe we should go out that way ourselves, and give this First Law argument to the robots working there, just in case.

I guess it couldnt hurt. At the moment, Im too tired to plan strategy.

We can do some more planning tomorrow. What else have you figured out? Or is that it?

No, that isnt it, he growled. Im sure now that the only chemical processors are ours, and the one that the robots used to feed us when we first arrived. Before, it was just a good surmise. Now Im certain.

Where does that leave us now?

Derec stifled a yawn and looked at the clock. It leaves me beat, for one thing. And too worn out to argue,  he thought to himself as he shut off the console.

Its not that late, but Im worn out, too. Besides, with the robots contributing, theres a chance something will happen even if we arent killing ourselves every second.

Im going to eat and then go collapse. Derec got up and punched a code into the chemical processor.

Want anything?

As much as Id rather not, I guess Id better. Im so sick of all the stuff it makes. I guess it doesnt even matter very much what it is. Make it two of whatever youre having, okay?

Coming right up.

She was walking toward him when she suddenly gasped and bent forward at the waist, her eyes bulging, clutching her abdomen with one arm.

He moved quickly to catch her by the shoulders. Gently, he eased her into a chair. What is it? Can I do anything?

No, she whispered hoarsely. She was still doubled over. Just give me a minute, okay? Her eyes were fixed on the floor in front of her as she held her position. She had broken out in a sweat, and her face was pale.

He backed up a little, but remained standing, watching her apprehensively. When the processor buzzed that their late meal was ready, he took out the plates and set them down. He sat down in his chair, trying not to make her more self -conscious than she already was, but he was too worried to start eating.

Finally, she straightened and drew in a deep breath. Im okay, she said weakly. Really. Her face was shiny with sweat. Its passing. Go ahead and eat. Dont wait for me.

He tried to phrase his question carefully. Could it be something, uh, ordinary?

Sure. She forced a faint smile. It was just a dizzy spell. Im worn out from running around all day.

Besides, I havent eaten enough today. Thats all it is.

Derec nodded. Neither of them believed it, but they couldnt do anything about her disease, anyway.

Stating the obvious wouldnt accomplish anything. A feeling of helplessness kept him just sitting there, looking at her.

After a moment, she reached for her plate, and they ate in silence.

He did not go to bed right away, after all. Instead, he kept thinking of little chores to do, cleaning up and pacing about, for as long as she remained up. He wanted to be on hand if she had another dizzy spell, but she seemed all right.

Finally, she retired, probably sensing that he was going to stay up as long as she did. He went to bed, but worry kept him awake for some time. As he lay in the dark, the terrible puzzle kept taunting him: at least one spacecraft had landed somewhere on the planet, but they could find no way to locate it. And if they couldnt get Ariel to medical help of some kind, somewhere....

He refused that line of speculation. How could they find the spacecraft; that was the question. He turned over restlessly, gradually starting to doze and to dream of vague shadowy figures running away down the fast lane of the slidewalks, always just out of reach, agile and elusive despite their imminent starvation.

The next morning he awoke to a pleasant, familiar, salty aroma drifting in from the other room. Could their chemical processor have produced that? He could hear Ariel moving about, and got up full of curiosity. When he opened his door, she was standing at the chemical processor, just turning to face him.

Look what I managed to get out of this thing, she said with a smile, holding out a plate.

Derec took one of the long, flat strips from it and bit off the end. Mmmbacon!

Simulated bacon, anyway. Healthier than the real thing, probably. Ive been up for hours, and thought Id try experimenting with the processor. She laughed. Ive had the recycler going all morning with my failures. So far, this is the best improvement on what weve been eating.

Its great. Practically got me out of bed, in fact. It smells great. Got any more?

No problem. She entered a code into the processor. It does smell good, doesnt it?

Robots just dont understand decent food. I cant blame them, exactly, butfrost! Just imagine what were missing! The first thing I want to do when we get to a real city is eat some good food for a change.

A hot Kobe steak, say, with Magellanic frettage on the side and a bowl of ice cold

Thats it, Derec! The smell! She spun around suddenly, with an excited smile. Dont you get it?

What?

We should bring our hungry humans to us. Use the exhaust fan to send out different food smells. We figure theyre starving, right? We couldnt find them by chasing around, and now we have the robots doing that kind of search for us, anyway. In fact, Ive been sending food smells outside all morning. It ought to work better, though, if we do it systematically.

Couldnt hurt, he said cautiously. Wellyeah! That could work! In fact, I can do something to help it along right now. He stuffed the rest of the piece of bacon into his mouth and sat down at the console.

The aromas alone wont go too far before they dissipate, but Ill enter this into the computer. It can alert robots to the fact that these smells represent substances edible to humans. So if our visitors ask, theyll be directed this way.

Ill try to get more organized with this, she said. Ill work up a rotation of dishesprotein, carbohydrates, and so on. After all, we dont know exactly whats most likely to get their attention.

If theyre really starving, they arent going to be particular, but Ill leave that to you. Lets get to work.

Ariel had the most to do this time. She coded for various dishes and set them under the fan until they cooled. By the time one dish had stopped giving off its aroma, two more were ready. She put one of them under the fan, or even both, then reheated the preceding one. When each dish had dried out to no more than a shapeless, unrecognizable, desiccated blob, she scraped the remains into the recycler and punched the code for something else.

At one point, he requested more bacon, which interrupted her sequence for a short time. He took a break to work on the fan, and managed to squeeze a little more power out of it, but not much. They were still relying a great deal on chance and the help of the robots, who could direct their quarry to them.

Derec devoted the rest of his time to streamlining the central computer some more, or at least doing what he could. He had no more ideas left for locating alternate food sources, even now that he was fresh, so they were gambling entirely on her plan. As the day wore on, however, he began to feel a new kind of tension. He was restless, anxious to take some kind of action, but there was none to take. This plan simply called for waiting patiently until the bait worked.

Most of this stuff really stinks, said Ariel. She left a new dish under the exhaust fan and started to wash her hands. That bacon is the only one that really came out. Im going to take a break and sit down.

Youre supposed to make the odors enticing, Derec said impishly. We want to bring them in, not make them sick.

Frost, Derec! You want to try it? She demanded. You try to figure out those stupid codes. Or stand here and inhale the fumes on some of these dishes that dont come out.

Hey, take it easy. That was a joke.

Some joke, smart guy. I dont see you helping us any.

Oh, yeah? I suppose you could have done all the computer work I have since weve been together?

He turned from the screen to look at her.

I didnt say that, and you know it.

Maybe Im not so sure. Maybe you do think Im just along for the ride, now. Or dont you want me to streamline the computer anymore, like you were asking me before?

Youre just pouting because I thought of the First Law point yesterday and the idea of sending out cooking smells today, thats all. She pulled her chair up facing her and sat down in it backwards, straddling the seat. Admit it.

Its not that simple. You told me you were out looking for adventure, remember? Wasnt that one of the reasons you left home?

One of them, she said icily.

And you didnt get the kind of fun adventure you were thinking of, did you? Even getting away from Rockliffe Station the way we did was more glamorous than this. Going one-on-one with these robots all the time is more of a chore than an adventure.

Im also sickremember? she said quietly.

Derec broke eye contact, stung with embarrassment. Last night, in a moment of caring, they had carefully avoided the word. Now hed let his temper ruin that.

This computer work is getting to me, he said, also speaking softly. I, uh, just cant seem to get as much done as I want.

Thats how I feel. Theres too much work to do and nothing ever seems to help.

Its the waiting, isnt it?

Yeah, partly. Just waiting here all day for someone to show up. And we dont know if theyre within kilometers of here. They could be anywhere on the planet. She folded her arms across the back of the chair and leaned her chin down on them.

We could take turns getting out. You know, just go for a walk. The city is pretty big; we havent seen large parts of it, even now. You know, if we didnt have to work so hard at getting out of here, this would be an interesting place.

I think I could use a walk. If youll take the first shift here, maybe Ill get away from that processor for a while. She got off the chair with some effort. What do you say?

Fair enough. While youre out, see how far away you can smell anything, okay?

Okay. She grinned over her shoulder in the doorway. If it really does stink out there, Ill let you know.




Chapter 11

FACE TO ROBOT FACE



JEFF DID NOT get tired, but he did get sleepy. He didnt know enough physiology to explain that, but he assumed that having a human brain meant that he still required sleep. The problem, as night fell, was finding a place where he could sleep without interruption.

The city remained active at night, but safety was not the problem. In a city of robots, he had no fear of crime, so anyplace where he would not be awakened would be acceptable. However, he expected that the sight of him, as a robot, remaining motionless for a protracted period, might attract unwanted attention. He certainly didnt want a robot or two carrying him off bodily to a repair station because he had gone inert.

Jeff learned more about his robot eyes as he considered this problem. At first, as the sun went down and night came on, they opened in much the same degree as his human eyes had. They adjusted slowly and not really very much. Robot City had outdoor lighting, but it was not as bright as that of the cities on Aurora he had visited. The reason became obvious when night had fallen completely.

He was walking along the edge of a tiled plaza, hoping to find a secluded spot where he could simply stopreclining was not necessaryand go to sleep in private. As he peered into the darkness beyond the far edge of the plaza, the entire area suddenly grew much larger, practically flying at him. He straightened in surprise, then laughed at himself. His new eyes had a zoom capability that he had somehow triggered accidentally.

In order to test it, he stood where he was and tried to get his eyes to do something else. After looking at objects at several different distances, he found that if he focused on something as close as his own feet, his vision returned to normal and stayed that way. The loom effect was triggered when he tried to focus for more than a few seconds on a distant object. If he just looked into the distance without trying to focus on detail, his vision remained normal.

More important at the moment, however, was his discovery of night vision. As he had experimented with his focal lengths, he had not noticed that the tile of the plaza, his robotic feet, and a low, decorative wall on the far edge of the plaza had all gradually become clearer. Now, as he looked around, he realized that he could see with a stunning clarity.

This, too, had happened automatically, like the narrowing and widening of human pupils. Only in this case, some other sensitivity was also built in. He didnt know what that sensitivity was, but he appreciated it. The objects around him were sharply outlined, illuminated by the city lighting that was sufficient when he used his new, robotic night vision. The only hint of darkness was in the distance, outside the range of the nearest lights.

His new vision sped up his search considerably. With a combination of night vision and loom, he quickly eliminated the plaza area as a sleeping spot. He also realized that the robots would be able to see him with a similar ease, so finding a place to sleep would not depend on darkness. With that in mind, he began walking through areas that had unusually shaped architecture.

All right, he said to himself. I used to hide as a kid. This is basically the same thing. This ought to be easier than that, since I dont think anybody is really searching for me. He thought of the medical team, but decided that if they were looking for him, they were a long way off.

He had been hoping that the unusual architecture of some of the buildings might offer a small space where he could hide. Standing and lying flat were both equally unnecessary; he could actually squat down or double up in any fashion, without the usual danger of his limbs going to sleep, or needing to move to get more comfortable while he was sleeping.

The architecture did not help him, however. The more distinctive designs involved geometric shapes that had no small spaces in which he could crouch, and the simpler buildings were usually made up of modular rectangles of various proportions.

The other way to hide was in plain sight. He would have to look occupied, even while he was motionless in sleep. The tunnel system would provide that chance.

He went down into the first tunnel stop he found. The worst result he could think of was that he might not be able to stop at the same place he got on, but since he didnt know his way around the city anyway, that hardly mattered. He would be equally lost anywhere.

He stepped into a platform booth and looked in mystification at the controls. The best he could do was mark this particular stop. When he woke up, he could try to make it bring him back here. If that didnt work, he would stop anywhere he could.

Once the booth was on its way, he stood erect in a position that seemed casual enough and relaxed. At first, the noise of air rushing past the booth kept him awake, but then he remembered that he could control his hearing now, as well. He lowered his aural sensitivity, though he did not shut it off, and as he became fully relaxed, he felt himself to be the construct of two distinct parts. Earlier, he had felt integrated as a cyborg. Now he really felt himself to be a human brain housed in a motionless, manufactured unit that was just minimally active in order to keep his brain alive. It was a protective shell, apart from his own personal being in a way that his biological body never had been. In a few moments he was asleep, still standing up in the platform booth as it rushed through the tunnel system of Robot City.



Jeff woke up in nearly total disorientation. Ahead of him, a robot was standing in a transparent booth, speeding along a track down a mysterious tunnel. He looked around in alarm, and then suddenly his new life came back to him. Yes, his arms were still blue and robotic. He was still in this strange, manufactured body.

He was still all alone.

His ploy had worked, at least; none of the robots had bothered him while he slept.

He sensed vaguely that he had been dreaming, but he had no memory of the details. Nor did he think they had been pleasant.

He did figure out how to get the booth to carry him back to the same tunnel stop where he had entered.

That accomplished, he rode up the ramp to daylight and looked around. He was satisfied that his one basic need, a place to sleep, had been arranged. Clothing was not necessary, and he knew that his robot body had an energy pack that was independent of ordinary food. He wasnt sure how it was able to keep his brain alive, but since it was working, he wasnt going to worry about it, either.

Well, Jeffrey, he said aloud to himself. Its time to start this new life of yours in earnest. Lets go see what we can see.

He stepped onto the slow lane of the nearest slidewalk and rode, gazing up at all the majestic, sweeping shapes of the citys most striking structures. The city was busier now than it had been the night before; he decided that perhaps the robots had scheduled indoor work for the night hours. His night vision had been very good, but it could not make up for a lack of sunlight.

He rode the slidewalk for a long time. Patience was not a problem, as the city both fascinated and worried him. Without a pressing schedule, or any physical needs to satisfy, he had nothing else to do.

Every so often, he stepped off carefully onto an intersecting slidewalk and kept going. He still couldnt tell his way around, but, little by little, he began to recognize certain landmarks.

Even now, he looked about carefully everywhere. The medical team probably still wanted him, and any robot that suspected he was not susceptible to the Laws would be horrified by the idea. They wouldnt get him, thoughnot if he was careful.

Then, as the slidewalk carried him underneath some sort of transparent chute, a breeze came wafting to him from a new direction.

Jeff instinctively turned his head and inhaledand became aware, for the first time, that he normally did not breathe in the usual human manner. Obviously, his brain needed oxygen, but the rest of his body did not require it. As he had with other questions about his new physiology, he dropped the question of how his body was taking in oxygen and supplying it to his brain; the fact of his continued existence proved that some process was working. He guessed that he could inhale largely for the purpose he was using now: to use a sense of smell.

Magellanic frettage, he said quietly to himself, recognizing the aroma. He didnt want to be overheard, but the impulse to talk out loud was getting stronger. Frettage in a kind of tangy sauce, Id say. It smells greatI havent had any of that in a long time. Lets go see.

He stepped off the slidewalk, caught his balance, and started walking in the direction of the scent. His body didnt need food, apparently, but the desire to taste enjoyable dishes was still with him. A number of his favorite dishes came to him: Magellanic frettage, Kobe steak, jiauzi, fresh strawberries. He wasnt sure if he could eat even if he wanted to, though he supposed not. Still, he could certainly enjoy smelling the stuff.

He was also hoping to find human companionship. I wouldnt get my hopes up, Jeffrey ol boy. You cant trust em with the truth, anyhow.

Traffic was moderately heavy here, but most of it was just function robots, which were no threat to him as they went about their business, unobservant and incurious. A few humanoid robots appeared from time to time, but none showed any interest in him. One robot, however, seemed to stay near Jeff, turning the same corners and walking in the same direction.

Jeff dropped back gradually, keeping a suspicious eye on this one robot. He did not appear to have noticed Jeff, but he had another odd quality. This robot was pushing a small, two wheeled cart in front of him.

The cart, which had four solid gray sides but no lid, was weirdly primitive for this city of robots who could transplant a human brain, raise dynamic, glittering edifices, and guide what looked like a fully functioning society without human help. Lacking even its own power source, the cart was a throwback to ancient times.

Yet here it was.



Derec had continued to code some of Ariels better dishes and place them under the fan, though the constant moving from the console to the processor and back prevented him from concentrating on streamlining the recalcitrant computer. He finally decided to take a real break from the computer and follow Ariels lead with the chemical processor. At the very least, he might help improve the food they had to eat. Since the better codes had all been preserved, his failures wouldnt cost them anything, and success might make their existence here much more tolerable.

The Supervisor robots had arranged for them to be given a large supply of basic nutritional requirements in chemical form. These had been augmented by a harvest of edible plants out in the reservoir area. To produce an edible dish, various ingredients were mixed with water in the processor itself, and heated, according to the codes.

He started by trying to make the nutrition bars more tasty. First he got too much vanilla flavoring, though the result was definitely strong in flavor. When he attempted to add a hint of banana, he got something similar to a muddy-tasting Auroran root vegetable. It wasnt exactly good, but it certainly was different.

He erased the code for that one, though he stuck the dish under the fan. Maybe his quarry liked Auroran root vegetables.

Ariels bacon was nearly perfect, so he didnt mess with that. His first attempt at Magellanic frettage had come out more like over-boiled tyricus leaves in blue cheese, so he had recycled that one without even exhausting the aroma. Another attempt at that had been more successful, and the aroma was being fanned outside right now. He was trying to create a banana pudding when Ariel came back in.

Yuck! She winced and stuck out her tongue. And I thought my stuff stunk. Frost, Derec, what did you kill in here?

He laughed. Youre smelling my first batch of Magellanic frettage. The second one is better, and this new dish should also work. Banana pudding should be easy, dont you think?

If we dont die from the tyricus fumes first. Did my stuff smell this bad? If it did, I owe you an apology.

No, not really. Could you smell anything outside?

Oh, yes. Basically, were in pretty good shape. The configuration of the surrounding buildings has created a pretty constant horizontal wind, going from the fan, lets see, that way. She jerked her thumb.

The robot traffic is fairly heavy in that direction, so they can all help direct our people here. Now we just have to hope they get close enough to ask.

The other way, though, nobody will smell anything.

True, but the robots are circulating on their normal activities. Theyll be spreading out allover the place.

Okay. I hope this works. Weve done just about everything. She nodded. If you want to take a turn stretching your legs, Ill take over here.

Thanks. I think that pudding needs more water.

Derec strode outside with a spring in his step, glad to be in the open for a change. In the distance, however, the great shining dome of the Key Center seemed to taunt him. He refused to have his mood dampened, and turned away from it to start walking.

More out of curiosity than necessity, he located the breeze that she had mentioned. The banana pudding smelled pretty good, though he supposed starving people might prefer something more solid and nutritious. He stepped onto a slidewalk, but kept walking in a large rectangle around the general area.

Actually spotting their human visitors didnt seem as unlikely as it once had, even if that was only a new optimism. As he came downwind of the breeze from the fan again, he was pleasantly surprised to recognize the scent of a decent dish of Magellanic frettage carried along by it. Perhaps her extra practice with the processor was paying off. Now that he had loosened up a little, he decided that he might as well head back. Waiting was still waiting, whether he sat inside or marched aimlessly around town.

When he arrived, Ariel was leaning in the doorway. She raised her eyebrows in surprise when she saw him.

What are you doing back so soon? I thought the whole idea was for us to take turns in getting away for a bit.

I did get away. Now Im back.

Frost, Derec. If Id known that was all you were going to do, I would have stayed out longer myself. I came back early just for you.

I wouldnt have cared if youd stayed out longer. I didnt ask you to come back early.

Well, do you mind if I go for another walk?

Of course not! Why are you making such a big deal of this? As he waited for an answer, he stepped back from a humanoid robot walking toward them, assuming that the robot wanted to pass by.

Oh, I dont know, she said irritably. I guess this do-nothing phase just doesnt suit me very well.

The robot did not walk past them. He looked at Derec closely as, without stopping, he moved past him through the doorway.

Hey, Derec said in surprise. Can we help you? This is a private residence. Ours, that is.

The robot turned and looked back and forth between them.

Identify yourself,  Ariel commanded.

Uh.... The robot seemed uncertain, which was very rare in a robot.

I gave you an instruction.  Now identify yourself!

I, uh, Im Tunnel Foreman, uh, 12.

Say, wait a minute. That sounds familiar. Did I talk to you before? About the search?

Yes, you did.

Well, why didnt you say so? If you came to report, Derec and I are the ones to report to. What have you learned?

I...havent really learned anything.

Then what are you doing here? Derec asked. Do you have a question?

The robot hesitated, again looking back and forth between them as if in puzzlement.

Somethings wrong with him, said Ariel. Get on the console and call a repair facility. He isnt acting right.

The robot started to leave.

Stay here, Ariel ordered. When he didnt stop, she caught his arm. I ordered you to stay put. Whats wrong with you? Now freeze.

Derec had started inside, but when the robot yanked his arm free of Ariel, he stopped in shock. Are you forgetting the Laws? Youve been ordered to freeze. 

The robot grabbed Ariel by the shoulders and flung her out of his way, slamming her against the wall.

Derec launched himself between them, hoping to prevent the assault from continuing, even as disbelief flooded him. He saw the robots arm swinging backhand toward him, but had no chance to react as the incredibly hard robot hand casually smacked him in the forehead and blackened his vision.

Derec felt himself fall backward into the wall and slide to the base of the doorway in a sitting position.

He sat motionless for a moment, getting his breath back and gathering his wits. When he looked around, the robot was gone.





... Continued in Volume VI




Sources of dates

(For Volume 5)



AD = Anno Domini

GE = Galactic Era

FE = Foundational Era



The Robots of Dawn Takes place two years after The Naked Sun. 

Robot City Takes place about twenty years before Robots and Empire (Han Fastolfe is still alive, and the number of Settler worlds is smaller than in RaE). 
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