KEEPERS OF EARTH

ROBI N WAYNE BAI LEY

TH'S UNNT REMEMBERS. THIS unit. . . .l. . . .l. . .l renenber.

| remenber the enpty streets. | renmenber the enpty buil dings, the enpty
shops,

and the enpty parks. | remenber an enpty swing creaking in the w nd.
remenber

the silence of an enpty city. | remenber the snell of enptiness.

| remenber the enpty blue sky—-no cloud, no snoke, no snbg, not even a bird. A
dirty newspaper blew against my metal foot as | stood al one and | ooked up at
that sky. My eyes were enpty, too, but | was crying all inside.

| remenber the sun, and nost of all | renenber the sudden fierce light, the
horri bl e whiteness, then the endless fire.

And | thought, Wher ear enymast er s?

* k%

Ezeki el 808 stood alone in the Prime Cbservatory. The lights of the stars

t hat

shone down through the open done reflected on the silvery netal of his face,
in

the flaw ess, technol ogi cal perfection of his gleam ng eyes. He |loved the
stars,

the still beauty of the night with all his mechanical heart. Yet the great
tel escope and the sky's nysteries offered no distraction to soothe his
tur-moil.

He held up one hand to the starlight, studying his long fingers. They seened
strange to himnow as he slowy flexed and opened them not his own at all
He

peered at the imge of his face reflected in his smoth palm and wondered
what —A0, who—he was.

“Ezekiel 808 is disturbed.” Mchael 2713 stood in the observatory’s entrance.
H s speech progranms seenmed to be mal functioning. H's voi ce wavered, and his
words were punctuated with uncharacteristic pauses and hesi-tations. “You.
he began again, troubling over the pronoun. “You are nonitoring to the

Al pha’ s

testi-nony.”

M chael 2713 was only an assisting unit, assigned to the observatory to

process
conputations, to calibrate equipment, and to maintain the great tel escope’s
track-ing units. He was not a high-order unit, yet he served well, and of
late

seened even to exceed his programning

“I must provide data,” Ezekiel 808 answered finally. He, too, found speech
oddl y

difficult. H s neural pathways churned with an inexplicable chaos, and none
of

his self-run diagnostics provided a cause. “l mnust al so render judgnent,” he
continued. “It falls to the First-Orders to evaluate the A pha s actions.”

M chael 2713 wal ked across the floor and stopped at the consol e that
controll ed

t he done’s massive drive en-gines. Though he | ooked up into the night, the
shadow of the tel escope eclipsed his face. “I, too, have been nmonitoring,” he
admtted. “I amonly Fourth-Order, Eze-kiel 808. Howis it that this unit.



He hesitated again. “Howis it that | can feel such confusion? Such
uncer-tainty? Such. . .” Mchael 2713 stopped and stood un-noving as if
awai ti ng

a conmmand, though within the parameters of his progranm ng he was totally
capabl e of independent action. “Revulsion,” he said at |ast.

Ezeki el 808 focused his attention nore keenly on his assisting unit. A
Fourt h- Order m ght experience confu-sion over instruction or data input or
even

express un-certainty if sufficient variables affected a conputationa

out cone.

But revul sion?

“The Al pha has comritted a great crine,” Ezekiel 808 explained. “W have
never

known crime. The First-Orders must try to understand.”

M chael 2713 raised his fists and sl ammed them down on the consol e. Sparks
flew,

wiring shorted, the snell of snpke and seared plastic rose up fromthe
shat-tered controls. The dome doors lurched into notion, closed hal fway, then
shuddered to a stop

“Why only the First-Orders?” Mchael 2713 de-nmanded, turning on Ezekiel 808
in

t he near darkness. “Have we not all been deceived? How can we trust the Al pha
ever again?”

It was astoni shing behavior for a Fourth-Order. Eze-kiel 808 stared at the
damaged consol e, then backed away as his assistant approached him “You are
mal - functi oni ng,” he said.

“No,” M chael 2713 replied. H s tensed eyes gl eamed, no | onger full of
shadow,

but with the coldest starlight. “lI am exceedi ng ny prograns.”

To observe and record, that was ny directive

| watched the vast bul k of humanity board their shin-ing space arks.

wat ched

the thundering fleets lift off. They left by night, |ike thieves sneaking
away,

i ke cow ards skul king into bl ackness. And yet there was beauty in their
exodus,

for their great vessels shimered like stars falling in reverse across the
heavens as they fled.

| had a thousand eyes with which to watch it all, for ny masters had |inked
ny

sensors with an array of orbiting satellites. | was the canera through which
t hey docunmented their departure. They saw their [ast majestic views of their
nmount ai ns, their oceans, their sweeping forests, their glittering ice fields
t hrough nmy eyes. Their |ast sunset shone through ny eyes. Their | ast
dawn—hrough ny eyes.

| relayed it all to themin a steady streamof digital images. Al one,
wander ed

through their cities, through their universities, libraries, museuns. Those

i mges, too. | sent to them M eyes were caneras taking snapshots, capturing
rem nders, nmonments of a culture. | sent it all to them

| wonder if they wept. | wonder if they ever thought of turning back

Lum nosity gradients, tenperature increases, radia-tion surges—these, too, |
observed and recorded and sent to ny masters. These were automatic functions.
Li ke some extra-planetary rover | roamed about at will, in constant contact
whil e the signal between us lasted. It lasted for days, weeks, while they
raced

farther and fa-ther away.

| remenber the day the birds died. They fell fromthe sky, fromtheir nests



in
the trees, and | felt strange because, for all my technol ogical intelligence,
I

could not grasp the desperation in their chirping. | picked one up in ny
net al

hand, | ooked long upon it with ny netal eyes, and sent its dying inmage to ny
masters. | felt its heartbeat cease, its breathing cease. It cooled while
hel d

it.

| sent a message to my masters.Explain . | received no answer.

For the first tine then, in that nmonent when | held the dying avian,

di scovered it was possible to exceed ny prograns. | observed and recorded.
But | also felt.

* * %

Mal achi 017 stood on a hilltop beneath a tree he, hinself, had planted
seventy-six years ago. Its great shade spread over him sheltering his netal
body fromthe misty rain as he gazed westward over the |ush savan-nahs of
wavi ng

grass and wi |l dfl owers. He could not say why the tree gave him pl easure or why
he

cane so often to the hill. But in this time of confusion he wanted to be
nowher e

el se.

The darkness of night was no obstacle to his eyes. He | ooked down the
hil'l si de

and wat ched Joshua 4228 kneel anobng a gathering of snmaller Tenth-Order
trac-tors. The tractors should have been about their work, planting the
grassl ands, tending the new shoots, sow ng fresh seed.

But across the world, it seemed Metallics everywhere, no matter their order,
had

stopped their tasks to listen

“You should not waste your time with them” he said when Joshua 4228 finally
clinbed the hill and stood beside him

“They are confused,” Joshua 4228 said evenly.

They are tractors.” Ml achi 017 gazed down at the clustered nachi nes. They
hadn’t noved fromtheir places at the bottomof the hill. A few stared up at
him their heads sw vel ed backward on their shoul ders. The rest faced
eastward

where the dark spires of the city stabbed at the cloudy sky. “You would

al nost

think they were sitting in judgnent, too,” he said.

“Perhaps they are,” said Joshua 4228. “Perhaps this is not justly a matter
for

First-Orders al one.”

“Nonsense. They are built only for tilling the soils and planting the seed.”
“You have tilled soil and planted seed,” Joshua 4228 rem nded him

Mal achi 017 turned stiffly around. “This unit is a First-Order,” he said. “I

stood at the Al pha s side when the world was ash and charred rock. | nursed
and

farmed the blue al gae beds that replenished the air and nmade all this
possi bl e

again.” He waved one armover the sprawing vista. “l designed and nade a
gar den

froma sea of fused glass.” He turned a hard gaze on Joshua 4228. Do not
conpar e

me to a nere tractor.”

“You err, Malachi 017, to call themmere tractors.” Joshua 4228 wal ked a few
steps down the hill. Droplets of rain sparkled on his silver formas he
regar ded

the smaller machines. “You are the Al pha’ s gardener, and there is sone small



part of you, sonme expression of yourself, in every grove, every orchard,
every

meadow, every forest. If you did not plant the seed yourself, your assisting
units did, follow ng plans nmade by you, using techniques taught and passed on
by

you. Tell me, Mal-achi 017, when you | ook upon your |abors do you seenere

pl ants, weeds, flowers?”

Joshua 4228 paused to turn his face up into the cool drizzle. Hi s eyes closed
briefly before he turned to Mal -achi 017 again. “You forget who nade you,
gave

you thought, fired the first beamof information-laden Ilight into your

phot oni ¢

brain.” He turned again and extended his hand toward the tractors. “This unit
is

the Al pha's engineer, and there is sonme part of me in even the | east of the
Tenth-Order workers. In them | am perpetuated; through them some expression
of

me goes on and nul -tiplies.” H's voice becane staccato, and static
punct u- at ed

his words. “These tractors. . . you, Mlachi 017. . . are. . .all. . .” He
seened to freeze, as if his marvelously conmplex circuitry had | ocked up in
m d-gesture. Finally, he managed to finish his statement. “My. . . children.”

For a tine, the only sound on the hilltop came fromthe soft patter on the

| eaves. In the west, a dimflicker of lightning briefly lit the | owest

cl ouds,

and eventually the soft runble of thunder followed. Neither Joshua 4228 nor
Mal achi 017 nmoved. They stood still as a pair of scul ptures, in the manner of
Metal lics, conserving en-ergy.

The eyes of Mal achi 017 brightened ever so slightly. “Are you stil
noni t ori ng

the Al pha's testinony?” he in-quired.

“I't is our duty,” Joshua 4228 answered. “l have not stopped. Qur conversation
does not interfere.”

Mal achi 017 fell silent once nore; then, as if with a shrug, his netallic
body

cane to life. He wal ked once around the tree he had planted and pl aced his
hand

on the rough, wet bark. The sophisticated network of sen-sors in his palm
allowed himto feel its organic texture. He often found pleasure in the

t ouch.

Toni ght he found sonet hi ng new—-<onsol ation. “lI do not understand
de-struction,”

he conf essed.

Joshua stirred hinself to nmotion al so. Once again he nmoved a few paces down
t he

hill to regard the tractors still gathered bel ow. “You do not cone to the
city

often, Malachi 017,” he said slowy. “Have you visited the li-brary there?”
Mal achi 017 turned his head toward the city’'s distant spires of black gl ass.

“Long ago,” he said, “while plan-ning the gardens in the northern regi on of
this

conti-nent, | discovered the first of several vaults of books and docunents
our

masters had | eft behind. The Al pha dic-tated they should be brought to the
city

and the library was begun. They seemed a crude neans of preserving

i nformati on;

| never scanned them”

“l have spent many hours here,” Joshua 4228 ex-plained. “Even nore so, since
this trial began. No Metal-lic, except the Al pha, ever interacted with



humani ty,

ever observed, ever knew them To render accurate judg-nent, | have been
readi ng

their books, viewing their filns, their histories, biographies.”

“These have given you insight into the Al pha s ac-tions?”

“No,” Joshua 4228 answered. “But they have given nme some insight into

Hurmrani ty,

and | have discerned the prine distinction between Metallics and Humans. It
does

not lie in our skins, Malachi 017, but in something nore fundamental, nore.
He hesitated, and when he spoke again, his voice wavered with a strange note.
“More. . . disturbing. It lies in humanity’'s capacity to destroy.”

At the bottomof the hill, the tractors began to nove. In an orderly line,
perfectly spaced, they strung out through the darkness and headed for the
city,

all save one, who waited below, a small and solitary figure, whose gaze was

| ocked on Joshua 4228.

“See how carefully they nove through the grass,
he

wat ched them “They do no damage to the precious bl ades as they nake their
way,

and the garden is preserved. This is an inperative with even the |east of us,
the Tent h-Orders—+estore and preserve.”

Mal achi 017 came to the side of Joshua 4228. He, too, stared after the
departing

tractors. “This was not so with humans?”

A soft burst of static sounded from Joshua 4228. “Their records reveal a gift
for destruction, for turmoil, for chaos. Their histories glory init; their
bi ographi es ennoble it; their fictions elevate it to a formof art. Metallics
have never known this capacity for destruc-tion. It is not programred into
us.”

Mal achi 017 laid a hand gently on Joshua 4228 s shoulder. It was an unusua
gesture for one Metallic to make to another, and a sign of his confusion
“Then

Joshua 4228 pointed out as

what of the Alpha. . .?”
Joshua 4228 stared down at the sole remaining trac-tor. “Yes,” he said
quietly.

“What of the Al pha?”

My nasters had built nme well. Their cities burned to ash, and all surface
traces

of Human civilization vanished in a single, searing day of heat and fire and
radi ation. lce-caps and glaciers nelted, and entire seas rose up out of their
beds, vaporized. O ouds of super-heated steam and snoke roiled into the

at nosphere. Al creatures of the world perished save those worns and insects
that made their burrows in the deepest places of the Earth, or those stranger
species that thrived near the vol canic vents of the darkest ocean depths.
Through the cataclysm | strove to maintain contact with those who had nade
ne.

Perhaps it was the radi-ation that interfered, or perhaps they had sinply
shut

down our link, presum ng me destroyed. | never received conmmruni cation from
t hem
again. Still, for a long period of time | wandered the planet, dutifully

transmitting what | saw-scorched and barren earth that soon was buried
beneat h

massi ve snows, which, in turn, nelted away under torrential rains.

| cannot say precisely how nuch time passed, for | spent nmuch of it folded



down

upon nyself, no nore than a rough netal cube on the | andscape. This was
necessary to conserve mny energy, for | did not know when or if | would see

t he

enpowering sun again. My explorations were through, and ny transni ssions
continued to go unanswered, so | ceased those efforts. Wth all my func-tions
secured in save-node, | waited

When the sun did return, seenmingly stable once nore, and when at last | rose
and

stood erect again, | nmade two i mredi ate di scoveries. My progranm ng had
subtly
changed. Then, | wondered if it had been sone effect of the radiation. Now

believe it is sinply in the nature of technol ogical intelligence that we grow
and evol ve. \Whatever the expl anation, observeandrecord was no | onger ny

m ssi on

i nperative. It had changed topreserveandrestore

The second discovery proved equal ly exciting.

| felt Ionely.

O the Human cities, nothing remai ned, but deep underground in mlitary

facilities, in research bunkers, in industrial caves, | sought and found
equi prent, parts, tools, technology. Using nyself as the tenmplate, | then
created conpani ons and assistants. In turn, these units . . .we. . . created
still nore.

Hurmanity once had a nane for us. They called usRobots . But we took our own
nane. We areMetallics . And we are the Keepers of Earth.

Alone in the Prine Observatory, Ezekiel 808 | abored over the shattered
contro

console. He feared. . . yes, hefeared . . . for the delicate nmechani sns that
opened and cl osed the precious dome and positioned the great tel-escope. He
peel ed back a damaged panel, effortlessly breaking bolts and screws, and
exam ned a tangle of nelted wring.

He feared, also, for Mchael 2713. Sonme hitherto un-recognized inperative in
hi s

programm ng urged himto pursue his runaway assisting unit, to analyze the
aber-rant behavior, to correct it if possible, to understand it at least. In
t he

current climate of confusion, Mchael 2713 s mal functi on endangered not just
him but other units. Potentially, if he went to the city, even the genera
order.

Ezeki el 808 resisted the inperative, however. His need to repair the damage
to

the done and the tel escope overrode his concern for the assisting unit. Were
were the technicians? Mdre than an hour had passed since he sunmoned them He
paused, glanced at the narrow ribbon of sky visible above, at the unmoving
donre.

Returning his attention to the tangle of wires, he worked with an
uncharacteristic speed, selecting, exam ning. He touched the exposed ends of
t wo

wires together. A spark resulted. Above, the dome doors shuddered open

anot her

degree and stopped agai n.

Footsteps rang in the hallway outside the main chanber. Ezekiel 808 put down
t he

wires as a trio of technicians finally arrived.

“The distance fromthe city does not account for your |ateness,” he said.
“There are w despread mal functions,” said one of the technicians, a

Second- Order. “Nunmerous units have abandoned their primary functions. They
interfered, de-layed, hindered our departure.”



Ezeki el 808 stepped back fromthe console. The tech-nicians could do the
repair

work faster and with greater efficiency. Freed, at |east monentarily fromhis
concern for the observatory, he strode fromthe main chanmber and up the |ong
hal | way past darkroonms and chart roons, record roons, past displays of
smal | er

tel escopes, past photographs of noons and pl anets, comets, and star systens.
But

nost of all there were inages of the sun—many of the sun. He had built the
"scopes, and he had taken the photographs. They neant nothing to himnow He
pushed open the outer doors and stepped into the night.

The desert wind nmoaned with a distressing nmusic. It promsed a storm Ezeki el
808 turned his gazed upward. A blazing panorama of stars dom nated the bl ack
sky, but in the west, a long band of gray clouds crept above the range of
hills

and nountains that separated himfromthe city. In the east, nore clouds, and
t hose vei ned and reddened with flickers of |ightning.

He wal ked toward the hover transport in which the technicians had arrived and
opened its doors. Finding it enpty, he turned away. On the north side of the
obser-vatory was an el aborate garden of desert plants, orna-nmental stones,
and

i magi native scul ptures. He searched its nooks and al coves. He wal ked

conpletely
around the observatory until he returned again to the entrance.
“Mchael!” he called. Then again, “Mchael!”

“I'f Mchael 2713 was near, he did not respond. Eze-kiel 808 did not keep
transport at the observatory. Wen business in the city required his

pr esence,

he sunmoned it. Otherwi se, he and his assisting unit remained on the

preni ses,

tendi ng the great tel escope, making their ob-servations, observing, recording.
Wul d M chael 2713 have undertaken the long walk to the city?

As Ezekiel 808 stood in the darkness at the edge of the desert, he tried to
anal yze the numerous uncertainties nibbling at his prograns. The roots of

t hem

all lay in the Alpha’s crine, inits revelation, and in its examination. O
this he was sure.

He had ceased nonitoring the Al pha' s testinony. The preservation and

mai nt enance

of the Prinme Observatory, above all else, was his prine inperative, and he
had

sinmply blocked the trial transm ssions to concentrate on assayi ng the damage.
Remenbering that he must soon provide testinony, hinself, and with the
technicians fi-nally at work, he activated the internal radio circuit that
linked himto the event.

He heard the Al pha's even voice. He had al ways drawn confort fromthe sound
of

it before. The Al pha—the First Unit, the Tenplate of their creation

There was no confort to be found in that voice now There was only nore
uncertainty.

And perhaps, there was al so fear.

Ezeki el 808 did not return at once to the main chamber. The technicians did
not

need his assistance. He went instead to the observatory’s darkroom and began
to

pro-cess some phot ographs he had taken through the great tel escope at dusk
and

for an hour afterward.

When the i mages were clear, he lingered over thema long time. Mchael 2713
was



forgotten, and the sounds of the technicians at work barely registered in his
awar e- ness. The voice of the Al pha droned on. He paid little attention

The devel oped i mages were stark confirmation of his npbst recent observations.
A

| ong, soft hiss of static sounded from Ezekiel 808. He held up his hand to

t he

dimred light bulb and studied it just as he had earlier this same night held
it

up to the starlight. It had seened strange to him then, not his own. It
seened

just as strange to hi mnow

The voice of the Second-Order technician called to himthrough the door. “We
have conpleted repairs, Eze-kiel 808,” he said. “We nust return to the city.”
“Wait,” Ezekiel 808 called in return. He placed the images in a folder
swi t ched

off the light, opened the door. “Leave your two assisting units here.

I nstruct

themthat if Mchael 2713 returns, they nust not allow himaccess to the Miin
Chanber. He is mal functioning.”

“Mal functions are wi despread.” The Second- Order had said so before.

Ezeki el 808 studied the Second-Order technician closely. “Are you nonitoring
t he

trail of the Al pha?” he asked.

“ ’\b. ”

Ezeki el 808 paused briefly and listened once nore to the Al pha s voice in his
head. “I will meet you at your transport,” he told the technician. “I am

com ng

with you.” He turned away and found hinself confronted by multiple i mages of
t he

sun in sleek nmetal franes under protective glass that hung in the hallway.
The technician said nothing nore and returned to his assisting units in the
mai n

chanber.

The folder in Ezekiel 808 s hand felt unnaturally heavy. He nmade a tight rol
of

it, passed quickly down the long hallway and out into the night once nore.
Still no sign of Mchael 2713.

The stars were gone fromthe sky, shut from sight by the thick clouds, which
had

closed in faster than ex-pected. Sheet |ightning danced in both the west and
t he

east now as two fronts crashed together. The wi nd how ed; desert dust and
sand

swirled in the air.

A famliar sound of gears and notors caused himto redirect his gaze.

The doors of the observatory done cl osed precisely.

At this point in my testinmony | nust introduce an adm ssion of guilt.

For ten thousand years we have been the Keepers of Earth. This planet,
abandoned

by humanity and reduced to a cinder, passed into our Metallic hands. Where
there

was ash and wastel and, we made gardens. W dug deep to find the few buried
and

protected seeds that had sur-vived the conflagration. W plunged into the
dept hs

of the few surviving oceans to nurture the al gae beds that replenished the
air

and nade abundant |ife possible once nore.



We inherited a black and charred carcass. But Metal-lic determ nation and
Metal lic care breathed new exis-tence into it. Metallic vision and Metallic
| abor adorned it once again with grace and beauty. Fromthe First-Orders to
t he

Tenth-Orders, all units have done and con-tinue to do their parts.

Qur work is not done. Fromthe ruins of cataclysm we have made a hone for
oursel ves. But a honme nmust be maintained. It must be saf eguarded when
possi bl e

fromthe elenents; it nust constantly be harnoni zed with nature.

And soneti mes—+though this concept is not enbed-ded in Metallic programi ng—a
horme nust be def ended.

This unit never knew what becane of Humanity when they fled to the stars.
Thi s

unit never knew if they survived their journey, where they went, or if they
made

new homes for thenselves. This unit never knew their intentions.

But this unit knew Humanity, and knew that if they survived they woul d cone
back. This unit knew that if they saw this world we had nade, this hone, they
woul d want it once nore for thenselves.

Six nonths ago, a link in ny prograns that had been silent for nore than ten
m |l enni a opened. The unex-pected nessage was brief and

si mpl e. V&l | done, servant . Prepareforourreturn .

You may not understand. |If you do understand, you nay not approve. | am
pr epar ed
to give any answer you ask. | am prepared to accept judgnment, condemation

puni shment, sanction
But this unit was al ready prepared.
| did not remake the world for Humans.

Joshua 4228 admired the beauty of the |lightning as he wal ked through the wet
grasses with Malachi 017 at his side. There was a grandeur in the display of
energi es that delighted himand sonething deeper, stranger still inits
pyrotechnic unpredictability that nystified even as it soothed him

The inner world of a Metallic was one of order and perfectly defined
programm ng. And yet he sonetimes considered that there was something to be
studi ed, ob-served, |earned fromrandomess, fromunpredictability, from
chaos.

He had seen a word recently in a book in the library, and the word wasnystica

It intrigued him and he spoke it sometines when he was alone. He knew its
def-inition, yet he did not quite grasp its meaning.

As he watched the lightning, though, and felt the rain striking his upturned
face, he thought for just a flicker of an instant that it was within his
grasp.

“Do you experience pleasure in wal king?” he asked Mal achi 017.

“I't is natural and efficient,” Ml achi 017 responded automatically. Then
after

a pause, “Yes, | find it plea-surable. I do not report such experiences
often.”

“Why do we not speak of enotions, Ml achi 017?" Joshua 4228 persisted. “They
are

part of our programming. Yet we withdraw fromthem O we deny them”

Mal achi 017 remained quiet for a | ong nonent. “Perhaps because we cannot
express

t hem outwardly, we cannot easily express theminwardly. Metal faces do not
smile

or frowmn. Qur eyes do not cry.”

It was Joshua 4228 s turn to fall silent. “But | have cried inside,” he said
at



last. “I have made ni stakes, Mal-achi 017.”

Mal achi 017 emitted a short burst of static. “Unlikely. You are First-Order.”
Bef ore Joshua 4228 coul d explain, a sound inter-rupted them They stopped and
turned. Through the grass cane the small tractor. It had been follow ng them

since they left the hill, though its shorter |egs had not enabled it to keep
up.

“Why do you follow, Tractor?” Ml achi 017 asked. “Wy did you not go with
your

wor k tean®”

The tractor did not answer. Its |lensed eyes focused only on Joshua 4228. It
approached him reached out, touched his |leg, then backed away. “Perm ssion
to

inquire,” it said.

“We have business in the city,” Malachi 017 an-swered, turning away again.
“Wait,” Joshua 4228 said. “This tractor interests me. It’s behavior is
uncharacteristic.”

“Perm ssion to inquire,” the tractor repeated.

“Granted,” said Ml achi 017.

“l recogni ze Joshua 4228,” the tractor said, “the Al-pha s engineer. This
uni t

wi shes to ask: why did Joshua 4228 nake this unit stupid?”

“Are you mal functioni ng?” Ml achi 017 denanded.

Joshua 4228 stared, his prograns nonentarily un-bal anced by the unexpected
gquestion. His interest turned to curiosity, and he knelt down to observe the
tractor nmore carefully. It waited, splattered with mud and bl ades of wet
grass,

dri pping with rain.

“You are not stupid,” Joshua 4228 expl ai ned. “You possess a fully functioning
Tenth-Order intelligence. That is adequate for your assigned tasks, and you
performthose tasks well.”

The tractor swiveled its head fromleft to right. “This unit works the
fields,”

it said. “This unit works the grasslands, forests, gardens. This unit

under stands seed and soil. This unit understands the care of these, the
mai n-t enance of these, the value of these.” It hesitated. Its gaze fixed once
nmore on Joshua 4228. “Is there no nore, En-gineer?”

Joshua 4228 felt a growi ng confusion. He reached out and wi ped rain fromthe
tractor’s eyes. “You are very necessary,” he said. “You play an essenti al
role.”

The tractor interrupted. You are Joshua 4228. That unit is Milachi 017. But
this

necessary, essential unit has no nanme. This unit a tractor like all other
tractors.”

Joshua 4228 gazed up at Mal achi, then back again at the tractor. Was it
possi bl e

that a Tenth-Oder nocked hinf

“The Al pha made you, Joshua 4228,” the tractor con-tinued. “And the Al pha
shar ed

its First-Order intelli-gence with its creation. But | am your design

Engi neer .

I am your technol ogy, your creation.”

Mal achi 017 bent nearer with a suddenly acute in-terest. His voice was little
nore than a whisper. “Your child,” he said.

The tractor gazed up at the sky. “This unit feels the rain. This unit sees

t he

[ightning. This unit knows these are good for the seed and the soil. But in
this

know edge there is nounderstanding . Wiy is there rain? Wuat is |ightning?
Thi s

unit works sonetinmes in the city, tends the gardens there, sees so nuch that



is

confusing, so rmuch that confounds this unit’s programi ng.
ext ended

its hands, one toward Malachi 017, the other toward Joshua 4228. “This unit
repeats its inquiry:whyhaveyoumadet hi sunitstupid? ”

A trenbling that defied diagnostics seized Joshua 4228 s |inbs. He caught the
tractor’s extended hands in his own. Hi s voice failed him He tried to form

The tractor

words, tried to get up, but his netal joints would not respond. “I. . .this
unit. . .l have nade. . .mistakes,” he re-peated

The tractor backed away a step. “This unit is a ms-take,” it said,

m sunder st andi ng Joshua’s statenment. “This unit will delete its programm ng.
This unit will go offline.”

“No!” Joshua grabbed the tractor’s shoul ders.

The light in the tractor’s eyes faded out. The pul se of energy beneath its
net al

skin ceased

Mal achi 017 al so backed away. “l have never seen such a thing before,” he
sai d.

There was uncertainty in his voice.

Joshua 4228 could not respond. Hi s body froze, and his programnms |ocked up in
a

cascadi ng series of contradictions, paradoxes, and reconfigurations. He
barely

felt Malachi 017's hand when it settled on his arm

Finally, he pressed his hands to his face. “There are raindrops in ny eyes,
but

why are there no tears?” he said when he could speak again. He stared at the
i mnobile tractor.

“Because we are Metallics,” Ml achi 017 answered. “We do not die. This
tractor’s

program can be restored. You can even upgrade it, should you wish. O you can
pl ace its prograns in another, better body.”

Joshua 4228 brushed away the hand on his arm “But will it be the sane little
tractor?” he asked. “Are we no nore than the sum of our programs? Are you
such

an enpty container, Milachi 017, that you believe that? Then you have |ess
understandi ng than this tractor!”

“You are over-tasking,” Malachi 017 said. “This mat-ter with the Alpha is
affecting all units.” He |ooked at the tractor and backed away yet another
st ep.

“I, nyself, am . . confused.”

Joshua 4228’ s eyes di med and brightened, and his words were harsh. “You are
afraid.” He drew hinself up fromthe nud, but he was not yet quite ready to
| eave. “Why did | not see this?” he said, placing one hand gently on the
tractor’s head. “Why do | only now begin to understand? We speak of our
roles,

Mal achi 017, of our necessary parts in rebuilding this world. W speak of
gardens as if they were the beginning and ending of all things desirable. W
speak of beauty.” He turned to the other Metallic. “But we have al so nade a
thing that suddenly seenms very ugly, and that is Metallic society. W have
made

a race of masters and sl aves.”

Wul d you have all Metallics be First-Orders?” Ml -achi 017 asked.

“Why not ?” Joshua 4228 answer ed.

They resuned their journey toward the city again. Overhead, |ightning shot
suddenly across the sky in jag-ged bolts that lit the | andscape. The bl ack
gl ass

of the city reflected the dazzling reds and oranges: the spires and rooftops
seened to glow, and the facades shi m nered.

Mal achi 017 stopped in md-stride to watch. “It al-nbst looks as if the city



were on fire,” he said.
Joshua 4228 continued on. “Perhaps it is,” he whis-pered. “Perhaps it is.”

| am Ezekiel 808, and | have been on-line for six thousand, three hundred,
and

thirty-two years, seven nonths, and sixteen days. Many of you present in this
court chanber or listening fromother corners of the world have never seen ne

before. I do not come to the city often, and when I do, | come in private,
al one, and leave quietly. | spend ny tine far to the east beyond the hills
and

mountai ns at the Prinme Cbservatory.

A few of you have been there. A few of you have put your eyes to the great

tel escope and viewed the wonders of our nei ghboring worlds, our neighboring
stars. A few of you may have been moved as | was noved, inspired as | was
inspired each tinme | gazed upon those stars, those eyes of the universe which
seened al ways to be | ooki ng back

To observe and record—that has always been ny first inperative. This is noble
work. This is necessary work. Metallic society is nore than well -planned

gar dens

and gl eam ng gl ass buil di ngs. W have noved beyond the reconstruction of this

world into a period of discovery, inquiry, exploration. | have found
unceasi ng

pleasure . . . yes, | adnmit it. . .pleasure. . .in devoting ny exis-tence to
t he

study, not just of this world, but of worlds beyond.

| do not mal function when | say this: Humanity did not err when they built
their

m ghty arks and fled the destruction of this world. The acconplishnent is an
i n-di cator of their greatness. Does a tractor not flee a col-1lapsing cave?
Whi ch

of us would not dodge a falling tree? W cannot understand Humanity, although
the Al -pha says he can. But how can we condemm their actions?

But no matter. Humanity is not on trial. The Al pha is.

To observe and record. That was mny purpose, and the purpose for which the
Prime

hservatory was con-structed. But now | tell you. There was a dark purpose,
as

well. | did not knowit, recognize it, understand it before.

My programs try to freeze, lock up, as | attenpt to speak of it.

To observe and record. . .but also. . .to watch. . . and. . . warn!
Fourteen months ago, | ainmed the great tel escope toward a distant nebul a.
Thi s

was routine observation, and part of ny efforts to map unusual phenonena in
t he

sky. My assisting unit, Mchael 2713, and | took nmany photographs of the
region.

Not until the next day, however, when we processed the imges, did we

di scover

what the caneras had caught—a barely observable streak of l|ight, much closer
than the nebula itself that indicated an object noving at an extrene rate of
speed.

Each night for one nonth, M chael 2713 and | observed and phot ographed this
object. Then, on the thirty-second night of our observation, the object not
only

slowed its velocity, but it nodified its course.

M chael 2713 is a superlative Fourth-Order analyst. H s cal cul ati ons have
been

wi t hout error, and they supported my own concl usions. There was no doubt. W
were observing a craft, vessel, vehicle. And it was ap-proaching us.



On the thirty-third day, | journeyed to the city.

Agai n, ny prograns cascade, attenpt to freeze. Yet, |. . . nust. . .speak
This unit. . .I. . .conferred with. . .the Alpha. This unit. . . reveal ed
expl ained, told. . .of our discovery. This unit. . .l. . .presented

phot ogr aphs,
charts, evi-dence, calcul ations.
The Al pha requested. . . silence. The Al pha requested . . . that | continue.

.to observe

This unit. . . conplied.
This unit. . .I. . . observed the craft, vessel, vehicle . . .approach our
sol ar

system It passed within the orbit of the outernbst world. It continued to
sl ow,

to brake. . . . and Mchael 2713. . .photographed it as it passed the
ring-world. It had become easy to see—a gl eanming netal sphere, silver in
col or,

with skin simlar to our owmn. Past the red planet it cane.

W. . . this unit and Mchael 2713. . . could see it in the night sky without
the great tel escope. Any Metallic who | ooked up . . . and we do not | ook up
often enough . . . could see it. It instilled a sense of wonder, awe,
nys-tery

that mere programm ng cannot convey or explain. On several nights, we watched
it
with no ot her equip-nment than our own eyes.

Neverthel ess, ny eyes were at the telescope. . . three nights ago. . . when
t he

Al pha conmitted. . .his crine . . . when the Al pha s weapons. . . destroyed
t he

craft.

M chael 2713 ran. Never tiring, never short of breath, he ran for hours

t hr ough

the dark and the rain. It seldomrained in the desert, but he paid no
attention.

H s footing remained sure in the thin nud and danp sand. He raced the

[ i ght ni ng

and the wind. The flat desert nmade a per-fect track

H s programs cycled in an unendi ng cascade, but he did not |ock up, nor
freeze.

He ran, instead, directing all his energy into that single unthinking
activity,

fixing his gaze on the ground at his feet.

When the observatory could not be seen behind him or even the peaks of the
hills and nountains that stood between the observatory and the city, M chael
2713 fi-nally stopped. Because he had not tried to nmonitor hinself, he had no
i dea how fast he had run or how far he had gone. He | ooked around and saw
nothing famliar. He had never been so far east before.

He gl anced up at the sky, at the thick cloud cover. It was an automatic
action,

instilled in himby his long service to Ezekiel 808. But he had no wish to
see

the stars, no wish to be rem nded of his own role in a trag-edy.

Yet, he did | ook up, and he was rem nded.

M chael 2713 sank to his knees, not because he was weary, but because there
was

nothing else to do. He was only Fourth-Order. Wiy did he feel. . . what was
he

feel-ing? Guilt.



He | eaned forward and closed his fists in the wet sand. Sonme words of Ezeki el
808 canme to him a menory |oop that opened

unbi dden. Thi si st hest uf ft hat st ar sar emadeof , Ezekiel 808 had told himas he
hel d

up a handful of soil. Then the First-Order had put a finger on Mchael 2713's
chest . Youar et hest uf f t hat st ar sar emadeof

M chael 2713 was young, a new nodel, no nore than a single century in age. He
had not understood then the meani ng of Ezekiel 808 s words. He was not sure

t hat

he understood now. Yet the words resonated in his pro-gramm ng, and he knew
t hey

were inportant, that they were synmbols for something he could, with effort,
un- der st and.

He began to cry inside. He cried for the loss of the trust he no | onger had
in

the Al pha. He cried for the damage he had caused to the observatory. He cried
for Ezekiel 808, whom he had nearly attacked as he had attacked the consol e.
Most of all, he cried for the humans. They had cone hone again only to die in
a

confl agration not unlike the one they had fl ed.

Chaos overwhel med his prograns. Hs systens tried to | ock up, to shut down,
but

he resisted. He cried, and suddenly crying becanme an inperative. He had no
tears, and yet the enotions churned, boiled, demanded somne greater

expr essi on.

He threw back his head. His nmetal throat strained. Wthout thought or design
a

wrenching cry rose up fromdeep inside him It was no sound ever nade or
hear d

bef ore.

It was all pain.

After a while, Mchael 2713 rose to his feet again. He considered sw tching
on

the radio circuit in his head and listening to the trial. But there was no
purpose or logic in that. The outconme was irrelevant to him He stood apart
from

Metallic society now The Al pha was false. If he returned to the city, even
to

t he observatory, he knew that he would find many nore things that were false,
many nore assunptions that could no | onger be trusted.

He turned his back to the city, set his gaze on the cast, and wal ked.

After a time, the rain ended. It never lasted long in the desert. Overhead,

t he

cl ouds began to di m nish, and the nobon shone through

M chael stopped on the rim of what seened to be a crater. The noonli ght
intensified as the clouds scattered. Its glowlit the desert with a mlky
shimering that spilled down into that deep caul dron, showi ng hima sight.
Agai n, he threw back his head, but this tinme it was not a cry of pain that
cane

fromhim It was a how of rage.

On the crater floor, rising tall and straight above the rimitself |ike
needl es

st abbi ng the sky stood ninety-eight gleamng missiles. Among them on the

fl oor

of the crater, he spied two black and enpty | aunchi ng pads.

M chael 2713 swiftly calculated how long it would take himto dismantle them
all. Then he descended into the pit.

I am Joshua 4228, and | amthe Al pha s engineer. | nade many of you. If | did



not make you, | hel ped to nake you. O | designed you, or you contain

el enents

of nmy designs. | amthe Second, endowed with Iife by ny Cre-ator and

f ashi oned

in his imge.

You have heard the words of Ezekiel 808. His state-ment was sinple,
accusatory.

You have heard the words of the Al pha. He has ad-mitted his guilt.

Now. . . thiswunit. . . wll admt his.

The Al pha did not act alone. He told me of Ezekiel 808 s discovery, reveal ed
hi s

timetabl e, explained his in-tention. | opposed none of it. | exposed none of
it.

You have heard nmany facts. But even facts nmay be open to interpretation. That
is

not a concept many of you will understand. It is no |less true.

The Al pha has al ways believed that Humanity woul d soneday return to reclaim
this

world. | have believed it, too. | have read their books, their literature,
studi ed their documents, records, filnms. | know that as a species they were
cour ageous, inventive, resourceful. | know that they were al so aggressive,

deceitful, untrustworthy.

The Al pha renenbers that Humanity fled this world because the sun had becone
unstable. Their scientists predicted a solar flare. . .a prom nence.

woul d

brush or even engulf this world.

| do not claimto know nore than the Alpha. But | amFirst-Order, and | may
guestion, analyze, exam ne. \Wat science could predict such an event with
such

ac-curacy? Wien | ook up in the sky now, the sun appears stable. Wen
Ezeki el

808 turns his tel escopes on the sun, he finds no evidence of instability I
know

this because | have asked him | have studied thousands of his own records
and

phot ogr aphs.

You have only to go to the library to see a different kind of record, an

ol der

record, a record of wars. . . con-flict. . . treachery. You may then

guesti on,

anal yze, as | have done. You may ask what | have asked.

Was it a solar flare that destroyed this world? O was it a weapon, sonething
uni magi nable. Was it sone test perhaps that went wong? O was there

del i berate

de-struction orchestrated by a race gone nmad?

| do not know the answer. But | nust ask the ques-tion

I must ask why the Al pha was built to withstand the cataclysm Wis it so that
he

could transmt images and readi ngs? Then why did Humanity shut down its |ink
wi th himbefore the event transpired?

Why did the Al pha's programred inperative shift fronobserveandrecord to a
different inperative:restoreandpreserve . Was it some effect of the

radi ation,

as he has specul ated? But he has also said that his prograns were well
shi el ded.

I must ask, then. WAs this second inperative a corruption of the first? O
was

it inmplanted fromthe beginning by his creators and designed to ac-tivate at
a

practical tine?



The Al pha has said that he becane |onely. Could that, too, have been enbedded
in

his so carefully shielded progranmm ng? | nust ask. Was ny creation. . . your
creation. . .the Alpha' s original idea? O did Hu-manity plan fromthe noment
of

his design that he should eventually nake nore of us, that we. . .Robots!
woul d then rebuild. . . restore and preserve!. . . their world so that it
becane

fit for themonce nore?

How many tools did we find buried in deep vaults? How nuch equi prent ? How
many

books and records did they thenmsel ves preserve underground out of reach of

t he

fl anes?

I must ask: why?

You nust ask: why?

The Al pha has stated that he al ways believed Humanity would return. And they
cane.

| take no pleasure, pride, satisfaction in admtting that | have engi neered
nor e

than Metallics. | amalso the naker of the weapon that destroyed the human
vessel . Five thousand years ago, in preparation for this nonent, with these
guesti ons unanswered and unanswerable, | went far into the desert with a crew
and constructed. . . destruction, cataclysm arnageddon. | put the trigger in
t he Al pha’s hand.

| felt nothing when three days ago he pulled that trigger. Yet, in the

intervening time, | have continued to question. | cannot stop questioning. It.
.is. . .a. . . haunting. . .experience. | am . . disturbed. And I find

. no

answers. Was it right? Was it wong? Were is the answer?

. . .thisunit. . .1 may have found it. . .tonight, in the grasslands, in

t he

rain. It came in the voice of. . .a small tractor

W are the Keepers of Earth. But now. . .l ask.

Are we fit to keep it?

Mal achi 017 stood alone in the court chanber. Al the other First-Orders had
filed out save for the Al pha and Joshua 4228. They had retired together to a
private inner roomfrom which they showed no sign of energing.

How ol d and weat hered t he Al pha had | ooked. There was hardly any gleamto his
metal skin

The walls of the court chanmber were staid and fea-turel ess. The thick black
glass tinted the world beyond. It was a different world, Mlachi 017
realized,

than he had ever known before. It was an uncertain world with an uncertain
future.

Chil dren had rebel |l ed against their parents.

A peopl e had outgrown their.

Creator. . .
their. . . CGod.
In the streets there still was chaos as Metallics reacted to the news. But

i nteresting things were happen-ing. He thought of the tractor, and w shed for
a

face that could smile. It had exceeded its programming in a star-tling
nmanner .

O hers had nentioned similar reactions in other Metallics.

Could it be, he wondered, that out of adversity and uncertainty cane. . .not



just fear and turmoil. . .but growth?

When he was sure that Joshua 4228 would not rejoin him he turned slowy and
left the chamber. Stormclouds still dimed the sky, but there were signs

t hat

t he norning sun woul d soon break through

Ezeki el 808 stood unmoving just outside the entrance on the edge of a small
garden. The light in his eyes was dim

“I have heard it said,” Malachi 017 said softly, “that Humans sl ept through

t he

ni ght. Have you ever wi shed that we could sl eep, Ezekiel 808? Have you ever
wi shed that we coul d drean®?”

Ezeki el 808 turned his face toward the sky. “lI have dreaned,” he answered. “I
am

dream ng now.’

“You nust teach me this art sonetine,” Ml achi 017 said. He assuned a
position

simlar to that of Ezekiel 808 and turned his face likewi se to the sky. “Muy
I

ask about the folder you have rolled in your hand? You have clung to it al

t hrough the night.”

Ezeki el 808 faced Mal achi 017 for a |l ong nmonent, then said. “Walk with ne
through this garden,” he said. “My transport will be just alittle while.”

Si de by side, they passed anong the ordered rows of colorful flowers and beds
of

herbs. The rain had fresh-ened the bl oons, and the petals shone. A pleasing
scent sweetened the air. Ml achi 017 especially appreciated such beauty, for
he

was a gardener.

When they reached the center of the garden, Ezekiel unrolled the folder. “Are
you afraid of change, Ml achi 0177?"

Mal achi 017 emitted a hiss of static that might al-npst have passed for

| aughter. “Does it matter if | am afrai d?” he asked. *Change happens. That is
the I esson of the night.”

The light in Ezekiel 808 s eyes brightened. “Then | will tell you what |
coul d

not tell the others. I will show you what |I did not show them” He opened the
fol der and held up the photographs, each with their dark star fields, each
with

a long streak of light.

“Anot her ship is conming.”



