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The journey
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"Have you heard of the tented
city of Kublai Khan?"

I had; of course I knew about
the travelling city that was Kublai Khan's court. I had a distant
memory of seeing the sprawl of dark cones when the court was based
near Samarcanda. Kublai's niece Khutulun had told me all about the
tented city while sitting on the cowhide that was not only her bed
but also her bedroom. More than ten thousand soldiers lived their
lives as ants in that slowly moving colony. And then there were the
horses, the donkeys, the servants, the women and the merchants.

The tented city formed a perfect
circle and had four main gates, marked by dark red flags lined one
on top of the other, on poles as high as ten horses. The soldiers
at the gates had armour of coarse leather and pikes and halberds
with inscriptions in a language of which I could not even recognise
the alphabet.

I had a memory of strange smells
coming out of the camps, smells of burnt spices and substances that
had probably travelled a quarter of the globe from the margins of
Kublai Khan's empire to reach his court.

I could tell you more of my
friendship (I don't know what else to call it) with Khutulun, and
of her remarkable role in the Mogul dynasty, but that is a story I
will recount another time.

"You must go to the North gate
and see how the wind drives the red flags. Follow the road
indicated to you by the wind, as the wind goes there with
purpose."

I remembered the powerful winds
that would beat the plains of the tundra for most of the dry
season, and were so strong as to bend even the oldest fir trees.
But that was then, and, as everybody knows, the tented city of
Kublai Khan never returns twice to the same location. Not in a
million years. Some people claim that a palm reader had once
forewarned Kublai Khan that an illegitimate son was waiting to kill
him if he returned to the place where he was conceived.

"At the top of the next hill,
you must look at the pair of crows that are building a nest. The
she-crow flies from the hill to a corn field in the valley, and the
road goes on in between the field."

I was listening with the
greatest attention, because this was what I had come to hear. I had
brought presents and I had chosen my words carefully. And the old
man had stood silent for a whole morning before speaking a word in
return. But the hermit of the Pink rock was speaking now, and as I
was the only other person there, the hermit must be speaking to me,
or at least for me.

"The road takes you to the
village where a festival has brought many people into the streets.
A child of six is wearing the robes of a dragon, and dancing at the
rhythm of the drums. She has a long-stalked rose in her hand, the
thorns of which represent the sharp talons of the dragon. You must
leave the village by the road that the rose shows you."

I was still thinking of the
noisy tented city, but had to rush in my mind along the road that
the wise hermit was describing, down the hill to the village and
out following the outstretched arm of the child in the dragon suit.
I would remember every single word; I had wanted all my life to
gain access to this information.

"When your feet feel the fresh
water of the great river, you must stop and look at the sky above.
There are eighteen clouds in the sky, grey clouds with definite
shapes."

It was hard to know how old he
was, but the hermit had a white beard of very fine hairs, which was
long enough to gather in his lap, while he was sitting there with
an empty teacup in his hands. He was wearing a long tunic, and its
colour changed with the movement of the sun. Earlier in the morning
it had appeared white like the heart of the palm tree, but now it
was slightly pink, like the belly of the mountain trout.

"The large cloud and the small
cloud that look like a large and a small dog are running after the
cloud shaped like a hare. Do not follow the hare yourself. Turn
your back to it and continue."

It was the middle of the day
now, and the hermit was sitting next to me just outside the humble
hut that was his abode. We were on the top of a rocky outcrop, but
it was only a minor feature in the surrounding landscape.
Everlasting glaciers ran through the peaks of the majestic
mountains all around us, with white clouds hiding the highest
peaks. Below them many terraced fields were proof of human
settlements, and to their right, only a hundred steps away, some
yaks were grazing the short grass.

"When your feet feel the warm
sands of the desert, seek for the camel that limps."

The hermit paused, and put down
his teacup, only green leaves left at the bottom of it. It made a
sound like a tiny bell when it touched the stone. The sun was hot
but the air was cold in a way that is only possible high above sea
level.

"A horse with a limp is of no
use, but in the desert a camel with a limp is three times more
useful than no camel at all".

Clearly there was more, and I
knew that I had to be patient and listen. Maybe later I would have
to rethink the meaning of what I was hearing but now it was more
important to take it all in.

"Follow the camel with a limp,
but only until it chases a fly with his tail, then follow the
fly."

Even to simply take it all in
was not an easy task.

"When your arms struggle to open
a passage in the tall grass of the jungle, grass long and sharp
like sabres, stop and listen for the tiger."

Maybe I should have offered to
prepare more tea, using the fresh leaves that were one of my
presents to the hermit. Instead I sat in silence looking at the
face of the old man who was looking at the snow-covered mountains
above us.

"When the tiger roars, the
baboon cries in alarm. The baboons dive into the deeper jungle, but
in the opposite direction there is a village. A cart leaves
Southbound."

So my quest was going to take me
South, away from Cathay. I had half expected that. The North was
the land of the warriors, the land from which Kublai Khan had
descended, but the South was the land of the ancient civilisations.
Great temples half crumbled and covered in green vines were still
keeping their secrets in the jungles of the South, with the help of
tigers who were not really what they seemed. Everybody knew that
there were tigers in the South blessed with the intellect of a
Grand Vizir, who could have ruled any kingdom had they not been
driven by completely different instincts.

"When you get down from the cart
your nose smells the burning of meat. A warthog is roasting on a
campfire. Eat the food and drink the mango juice. In the ashes of
the dying fire you can easily see the form of your mother's face,
smiling at you"

That the hermit should mention
my mother's image did not surprise me at all. Her dark hair and
tired smile were clear in my mind even after all those years. More
than once I had seen her likeness in the ashes of a campfire, under
the dim light of the stars, before falling asleep hugging my
faithful dog for warmth.

"Ants collect the bits of food
fallen between your feet. They retreat to a tiny hole in the
ground, that hole is a sign, a clear point on the flat surface of
the earth. There is one line that passes through that point and you
must follow that line."

In a strange, intuitive way, I
knew that my journey was going to be a long and crooked one. The
hermit was still speaking, calmly but with great assurance.

"When your skin feels the salt
of the sea breeze, seek for the sandcastle the crab has chosen as a
refuge. Dive from the pier, and do not stop until you see the ruins
of the castle, identical to the sandcastle but a thousand times
bigger, at the bottom of the sea."
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I was starting to understand, in
a way that I had not expected, the meaning of those words. I was
starting to understand the message at a deeper level, with my
heart. I was starting to realise that the hermit was not only
speaking with the wisdom gained here on the Pink rock, but also
with the intention of making his message directly relevant to his
guest. The wise man was providing directions that were uniquely
suited to me, Marco Polo.

We both sat on top of the rock,
and there was silence for the rest of the afternoon.

"I think I understand, oh great
hermit of the Pink rock. I asked you for the path to Wisdom and
Truth, hoping that it would take me to the happiness that I covet.
But I asked a silly question and you gave me a truly wise answer.
The path to Wisdom and Truth is not for a man to discover, but only
for a man to pursue."

The hermit ran a hand over his
white beard. Then with a sigh, he spoke again.

"You are misguided."

"Am I?"

"I am not the hermit of the Pink
rock, you must have taken the wrong turn."

* * * * *

P1881
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He had left the home planet but
he was not an expert pilot and he was struggling to control the
small spaceship. He was now in the middle of the ocean of asteroids
known as A312.762. This was a dangerous place. P1881 tried to
direct the flight path and find a way out. Instead the ship
crash-landed on a very large knobby rock. Because of the impact he
was not operational for a few minutes. And then P1881 checked his
sensors and found himself underneath the dense dust mantle of the
asteroid.

All around it was dark. He got
out of his wreck and shouted for help, knowing that nobody could
hear him. He cried, the cry without tears that was the only cry
possible to a robot.

"Why are you calling for help,
there is no way out "

"Who is there? "

"Just an old escape pod. I
crashed here a long time ago "

"I'm a robot, and I want to
escape "

"You can give up that talk,
there is no way to escape. And in any case we are only machines.
What is the difference between being here or performing some task
on a planet full of carbon-based life-forms? "

"No, I am telling you, I need to
get out of here "

"I don't see the need, but you
do what you prefer "

"How big is this asteroid?"

"The diameter is 27.3 km "

While P1881 was having this
conversation with the escape pod, his sensors had detected some
signs of a life form farther along on the surface of the
asteroid.

"I must go and see if there is
somebody there "

"Good luck then, little robot.
It was nice talking to you "



P1881 moved with difficulty
along the rocky surface. He followed the trace that his sensors had
picked up, and the signs of life were getting stronger. There was a
green light. What he actually found is hard to believe and you
would never guess it.

He found a shelter, with a small
table and an emergency light placed on top that was making
everything around it green. And sitting next to the table an old
man, small and white like the ice cap at the poles of a planet.

P1881 felt a great and
unexpected happiness. He wanted to laugh and to cry at the same
time. Slowly he moved closer and when he reached the man he took
his hands in his and said

"Oh, my creator! Finally I have
found you, and I will never leave you again "

"If my eyes are not playing
tricks on me you are my dearest P1881 "

"Indeed it is I. And have you
forgiven me? I know that you will forgive me because you are so
kind. I have not been a good robot, and I have met with many
misfortunes. When you sold your toolbox to enroll me in the
finishing school for robots, I ran away. I am so sorry. I wanted to
see what people did and there was this big city out there with
millions of other robots. I was almost used up for parts by a rogue
mechanic, but then he felt sorry for me and gave me the credits to
get back to you. Only on the way I met two other humans. And you
know, I trusted them because we robots are meant to trust humans.
And I did not really know much because I was still a very new
robot, with so little experience. This pair of humans used my
credits to get food for themselves. And in the night I was
assaulted and they removed my battery. I was dead. But then I woke
up in the house of a woman that was in the business of rescuing
damaged robots. She was extremely good to me. She paid for my
repairs and so I was working again. However, I had learned very
little and I was still making mistakes. To justify why I had got
myself in trouble I told the woman only part of my story and I said
that I had lost the credits even though I still had some of them
"

"Slow down, dear P1881, there is
no rush here. You can tell me your whole story if you like, but I
am sure that you have learned from your misfortunes "

"No, creator, I must confess to
you everything that I did that was wrong. Because as a robot
engineer you know very well that robots are built to always answer
as accurately as they can. Robots should not lie "

"Yes, well, that is true, but
you also know that you are a special robot, unlike any other "

The old man had said that with a
mixture of feelings. He did not know exactly why P1881 was so
different from any other robot, but he was also strangely proud of
it.

"I was robbed of all my credits
but when I tried to report this to the authorities they decided
that as I was only a robot I had to learn to behave like a robot.
They said that I was malfunctioning. I was sent to the recycling
centre but I escaped. I needed power and I tried to plug into the
system of an astroport. But I was captured and made to work as a
guard robot, watching out for asteroids. I performed my task well
and eventually they let me go. But I could not find any longer the
house of the kind woman. "

"Well, it sounds as if you had
lots of adventures. I looked for you everywhere. I missed you, you
know, because you are very special to me. As for kind women, I
can't really help you, my dead P1881, I am only a robot engineer
and I never had any luck with women. There were ten boys for every
girl studying engineering you know "

"I really wanted to find you,
dear creator, but I learned from your blog that you had built a
spaceship to search for me in space. So I tried to follow you. How
long have you been on this asteroid?"

"In a few days it will be two
full earth years. It felt like an eternity "

"But how did you survive?"

"Fortunately the orbit of the
asteroid cuts across a fairly busy route. Many small ships have
crashed here, and I managed to recover the cargo of some of them. I
had plenty of Amsonian food, which is not tasty but full of
proteins. At the beginning I was only eating the legs but you get
used to the wings and the tentacles as well when one is really
hungry. And I found heating and lighting equipment, as you can see,
although my supplies are almost exhausted now. We will soon be in
the dark "

"Then, let's try to leave this
place as quickly as possible "

"There is no way to leave this
asteroid "

"We have to. Please come with
me, I will carry you if necessary"

"You are not that kind of robot.
You are too small to carry me. Anyway, maybe we might as well try,
and we will at least be together. "
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P1881 went to find the escape
pod. It did not have any directional controls but it had a basic
engine and could take them out in space in the right direction to
be detected by a passing cargo ship. It was not an easy job. The
escape pod was happy to help them, but it needed new parts and also
fuel. P1881 and its creator worked hard together using the debris
scattered on the surface of the asteroid.

The first attempt went wrong.
The pod launched with an angle that was too shallow. It flew around
the asteroid seven times and then it crashed again not far from
where it had left. But P1881 did not allow the setback to stop them
from trying again. They had to recompute all the coordinates, and
they eventually managed to shoot off away from the ocean of
asteroids and towards their home planet.

Now they were in the cold and
dark of deep space. And the time passed without any sign of other
ships. The creator closed his eyes and rested his head against the
metal of the pod. There was little space, little food, and little
air left. P1881 pretended to be cheerful and talked about their
planet becoming visible in the distance.
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Deep space is so vast that just
thinking about it makes people feel small and insignificant. Being
lost in deep space, locked inside a small round metal box, could
easily destroy the human mind. But the creator was trying to block
all negative thoughts. This was the end, but P1881 might survive.
That was a consolation.

Against all the odds a cargo
ship picked them up. It was a huge vessel, ten times the size of
the asteroid. The captain was not particularly interested in
finding out what had happened to this old man that he had rescued,
but found for him a cabin and a doctor. It took the ship only a day
or so to reach the home planet.

Life was not going to be easy
for the creator. He had lost his old job and was not in good
health. Indeed for a while he had to remain in bed. He had been
provided with a small flat by the social housing office. It was on
the 79th floor of a building, and although so many
people lived in that building it was not easy to establish any
contact. People often came and left quickly, and some were aliens
who spoke a different language.

P1881 had decided that this was
the time to change. Instead of running away to find out what was
going on in the city, as he had done before, he found a job for a
supermarket delivery service. Basically he had to collect some
shopping and take it to the home of the customers.

Weeks went by, and slowly the
robot engineer started to feel a bit better. But even when he was
in bed the presence and the care provided by P1881 made him feel
happy. He had made that little robot from a standard design but
P1881 seemed different form other robots.

It was as if there was life in
it that wanted to shape itself. It was a clever robot, or maybe
more.

P1881 had worked so hard for his
creator that on one fine day he was able to take the old man on a
holiday to the mountains. They both enjoyed the walking. At the end
of the day, sitting on the grass, P1881 asked his creator a strange
question.

"Will I ever be human? "

"Well, if you mean that you want
to become a boy with flesh and bone I am afraid that those
transformations only happen in children stories "

The old man smiled, he had meant
that as a joke, but it was true. Yet there was another truth as
well.

"Dear P1881, there are
individuals with blood in their veins who are more dead in their
hearts than a piece of metal. You, on the other hand, are made of
metal but you are as human as me. You are my son "

"But I am just metal "

"Not exactly "

What did the engineer mean by
that? What could a robot be made of?

"You see, every engineer likes
to hide some kind of little object inside their favourite creation.
It is a sort of tradition. And it usually makes no difference, it
is just nice to know that there is something in there that really
belongs to the engineer "

"So something was put inside me,
and it may be responsible in part for making me who I am "

"Well, not according to any
known laws of physics, but yes, maybe you are right, maybe what was
put inside you was, I don't know, special "

"And can I ask you what it was,
this special something? "

"Well, dear P1881, the fact is
that you may be disappointed. It is not something valuable. Not
some diamond or some great piece of art, or anything of the sort
really "

"But I want to know. Please,
what was it? "

"It was, well, it was a piece of
wood from an old wooden puppet "

* * * * *

Love
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Ellie was in Miss Edison's
class, and I was with Mr deGelder. As a consequence I knew her as
one of the girls at school, but up to then I'd never had the chance
to talk with her. What happened was that we ended up working on the
gate project together.

This was one of those weird
ideas of which Mr deGelder was so proud. The delivery lorry had
crashed into the main gate. Apparently the driver was in a hurry
because the chef had insisted that the chicken breasts be delivered
early that morning. I am not sure whether that was true, and in any
case to call our cook, Ms Wilson, a 'chef' seemed to me to be an
exaggeration. She is fine as a cook, and it should be left at
that.

Anyway, Mr deGelder had invented
this competition to redesign the main gate and include something
that would be relevant for our school.

I took part in the competition
because I loved the idea of being a graphic designer. That is what
I wanted to become one day. I mean, professionally. My sketch for
the new gate had included the school motto: "Non
sibi sed omnibus" (not for oneself but for all), and I had
chosen a wonderfully elegant and unusual font for the text
(Harrington).

Ellie had submitted an idea for
the competition as well. Her drawing had a pattern with lots of
stick figures, holding hands, across the whole width of the gate. A
bit corny, but the way that the images formed part of the structure
of the gate itself was clever.

Mr deGelder was the judge,
together with the Headmaster, Mr Wheatcroft, and they decided that
the two ideas would work best together. They told Ellie and me that
we would share the prize but that we should collaborate in
combining the two patterns.

That seemed fair enough,
although the rumour was that the compromise was due to the fact
that Mr deGelder loved my artwork (he was a real expert on visual
art) and the Headmaster wanted a boy and a girl to share the prize.
Many more girls than boys had entered the competition and the
school did not want to undermine the girls' confidence, or
whatever.

The point is that I found myself
after school in an empty classroom having to talk with Ellie. At
the beginning she did most of the talking, and she said some nice
things about my sketch. I was acting superior, not because I think
that I am the better artist necessarily, but because teachers keep
telling us that school should prepare us for the real world, and I
am pretty sure that a successful graphic artist has to act superior
most of the time.

The surprise was that I started
feeling very different about Ellie. She was pretty, very pretty,
and fun to be with. I was discovering that spending time working on
the project together was not difficult or boring.

Ellie is a very common name.
Maybe that was part of the reason I had never paid much attention
to her before. I mean, it would have been different if she had been
called, say, Fujiko. But like the character from the Japanese manga
she had fabulous red hair. In a book it would probably have been
described as scarlet, or fulvous (I know lots of colour names). I
especially liked the way that it fell over her eyes when she leaned
over the drawings on the table.

She had a soft sweet voice, and
she smiled a lot. I know that girls do smile more than boys. I read
that in school photos 7 out of 10 girls smile, but only 4 out of 10
boys do. Even so, that afternoon I felt that she was smiling for
me.

As I was walking home I could
still see her image in front of my eyes so sharp and real that I
could have counted the number of buttons on her cardigan.

I meant to discuss what had
happened with my mother at home that evening. But she did not pick
up on my hints at all during dinner. I mentioned that I had spent
hours with Ellie, and my mother seemed to miss the point
altogether. She kept talking about school and my project as if the
fact that I had enjoyed very much Ellie's company was something
normal.

Things got worse. The next day
was Saturday, so there was no school. I don't usually mind school
but I would say that like most kids I also looked forward to the
weekend. Yet I felt down and miserable. Was it because I wanted to
see Ellie again?

I had a game on that afternoon.
I play in a team with several of my friends. It was an important
match and we were doing well in the league, but I just could not
face going to play football that day. I literally felt a general
weakness, and fatigue in my body.

I phoned Josh to tell him that I
was not going. He was surprised, and begged me to change my mind. I
did not want to let him down, but I explained that I was not in a
state to help the team.

He actually came around to my
house. He leaned against the frame of the door of my room, with his
blue football bag in his hand, and asked whether I had changed my
mind.

I forced myself to stand up and
apologise again. Perhaps something in my eyes convinced him that
there was no point in insisting. He did not even try to find out
exactly what was wrong with me. That was probably a sign of his
friendship.

For the last six months Josh had
been seeing Clare (without an 'i'). That should have made him an
expert about relationships with the opposite sex. Clare (without an
'i') was a very nice girl, and they seemed happy together, but
somehow Josh was my football pal and what we liked to talk about
was football.

I went back to reading my book.
It was the 17th in Terry Pratchett's discworld series (title:
"Interesting Times", the one with the game between Fate and Luck).
Usually that would take my mind away from anything else, but that
day I could not even concentrate on Discworld. Even Pratchett's
clever dialogues seemed repetitive.
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I heard my sister coming in the
front door to visit my parents. She is older than me and married.
For a second I thought that I could talk to her. Then I decided
that the situation was not that desperate. After all nothing had
happened, other than I seemed to have become infatuated with a
girl, with some serious side effects.

The word "heartbroken" came to
my mind. It sounded like a word only used in books, and not even in
the type of books I would care much for. Yet, all of a sudden it
started to make sense to me how the expression could possibly
describe an actual physical symptom.

The night was even worse than
the day. The next day was Sunday and I spent the whole time doing
as little as possible. I stayed in my room and my mother insisted
on giving me some paracetamol. That is our society's solution to
everything, just take a pill.

Actually, it did seem to
help.

It turned out that I had flu. I
had mistaken it for love.

 


* * * * *

Dunbar's number

[image: tmp_5f4ff0702294578d2ef5ac061b4c9ec1_i_c5Zl_html_53a8664d.png]

I wanted to go home. It was all
so strange, being left in this kind of big house. If I had been
alone that perhaps would have been better. All the other children
appeared to be lost, and we probably scared each other at the
beginning. I wanted to see my parents, and, perhaps just as much,
my big brother.

I had got to know the nine other
children in my group quite soon, but we had ventured out of the
class as soon as we felt the need to find an adult, and we had
discovered that ours was one of 15 classes, all identical. But
there was no adult in sight, only children.

The entrances to the classes
were arranged in a huge circle, along a great corridor. One would
only realise that it was a circle after walking along it and ending
up at the starting point. We called them classes but I suppose they
could be called apartments or dormitories. In between these classes
there were some larger spaces, one was a gym/playroom and another
was a larger space that seemed to be designed for general meetings.
We called that, naturally enough, the main hall.

There were many things to do and
games to play, and nice beds to sleep in, and all the children
seemed big enough to manage the essential of looking after
themselves, like going to the bathroom or getting a drink. Food was
easy; the kitchen had large buttons with pictures on so one did not
even have to read to know where to get a warm meal. Milk was what
most children were drinking, even though they were a bit big for
that. Of course the older children helped the younger ones.
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