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Aug. 1, 2185: So we begin again. Actually, we began again fifty years ago, but did not know it then. There was hope, f
time, that there were more people left and that we could pick up where we had left off. We thought, somehow, that we co
hang onto what we had, once the shock was over and we could think more clearly and plan more cleverly. By the end of t
first year we should have known that it was impossible; by the end of five we should have been willing to admit it, but we
weren't. At first we refused to face the fact and once we had to face it we became stubborn with a senseless sort of faitt
old way of life could not be revived; there were too few of us and none with special knowledge and the old technology we
gone beyond all restoration. The technology had been too complex and too specialized and too regimented to be picked up
carried on without alarge work force equipped with appropriate skills and knowledge that were necessary not only to ope
the technology itself, but to produce the energy that went into it. We are now no more than scavengers feeding on the car
of the past and some day we'll be down to the bare bones of it and will be finally on our own. But over the years we have
recovering or rediscovering, whichever it may be, some of the older and more basic technology geared to asimpler way of
and these basic rudimentary skills should keep us from sinking into utter savagery.

Thereis no one who knows what really happened, which does not, of course, deter some of us from formulating theori
might explainit all. Thetrouble isthat all the theories boil down to simple guesses, in which al kinds of metaphysical
misconceptions play a part. There are no facts other than two very simple facts and the first of these is that fifty years ag
month the greater fraction of the human race either went somewhere or was taken somewhere. Out of more than eight bil
of us, which was certainly far too many of us, there are now, at most, afew hundred left. In this house in which | sit to wr
these words, there are sixty-seven humans, and only that many because on the night it happened we had invited some you
guests to help us celebrate the coining of age of our twin grandsons, John and Jason Whitney. Of the Leech Lake Indians
may be as many as three hundred, although we now see little of them, for they have taken up again, quite happily and to tr
great advantage, or so it would seem to me, their old tribal wanderings. At times rumors reach us of other little pockets of
humanity still surviving (the rumors chiefly brought by some loose-footed robot), but when we've gone to hunt for them, th
never there, nor is there anything to indicate they ever had been there. This, of course, proves nothing. It stands to reason
elsewhere on the Earth there must be others left, although we have no idea where. We hunt for them no longer, even whe
rumors come, for it seemsto usthat we no longer have any need of them. In the intervening years we have become conte
settling down into the routine of abucalic life.

The robots still are with us and we have no idea how many there may be. All the robots that were ever in existence mt
remain. They did not go or were not taken as was the human race. Over the years anumber of them have come to settl
with us, doing al the work and chores necessary for our comfortable existence, becoming, in al truth, apart of our
community. Some of them at times may |eave and go e sewhere for awhile and there are occasions when new ones floz
and stay, either for good or for varying periods. It might seem to someone unacquainted with the Stuation that in the rol
we had the |abor force we needed to keep at least asmall sector of the more vital parts of the old technology dive. It is
possible the robots could have been taught the necessary skills, but the rub hereis that we had no one who was equipp
teach them. Even if wed had, | have some well-founded doubt that it would have worked. The robots are not technol og
minded. They were not built to be. They were built to bolster human vanity and pride, to meet a strange longing that ses
be built into the human ego—the need to have other humans (or areasonable facsmile of other humans) to minister to ¢
wants and needs, human daves to be dominated, human beings over which aman or woman (or achild) can assert autt
thus building up afasefeding of superiority. They were built to serve as cooks, gardeners, butlers, maids, footmen (I h
never got quite Sraight in mind what afootman is)—servants of dl kinds. They were the flunkeys and the inferior
companions, the yea-sayers, the daves. In amanner of speaking, in their servicesto us, | supposethey ill are daves.
Although | doubt the robotsthink of it as davery; their values, while supplied by human agency, are not entirely human \
They serve us most willingly; thankful of achanceto serve, they pressthen” services upon us, gpparently glad to find ne
magtersto replacethe old. Thisisthe Stuation asit appliesto us; with the Indiansit is different. The robots do not fed

with the Indians and the Indians, in turn, regard them with an emotion that borders upon loathing. They are a part of the w



man's culture and are readily acceptable to us upon the basis of our one-time preoccupation with machines. To the Indians
are unclean, something that is repulsively foul and aien. They will have no part of them. Any robot stumbling into an India
camp is summarily hustled off. A few of the robots serve us. There must be many thousands more. Those that are not wit
we have fallen into the habit of calling wild robots, athough | doubt they, in any sense, are wild. Often, from our windows
while sitting on the patio, or while out walking, we see bands of wild robots hurrying along asif they had an urgent destina
were involved in some great purpose. We have never been able to determine where the destination or what might be the
purpose. There are certain stories of them that we hear at times, but nothing more than stories and with no evidence, and 1
worth repeating here.

| said there were two facts and then got lost in the telling of the first. Thisisthe second fact: Our lives are much longel
In some strange way which no one pretends to understand, the process of aging, if not halted, has been slowed. | have not
seemed to age at all, nor have any of the others, in these last fifty years. If there are afew more white hairs | cannot dete
them; if | walk alittle slower after fifty years| am not aware of it. | was sixty then and | still am sixty. The youngsters de
to maturity in the usual manner and the normal course of time, but once they reach maturity, the aging seems to stop. Our
grandsons, whose twenty-first birthday we observed fifty years ago, still are twenty-one. They are, to al physical appeara
the same age as their sons and their oldest grandsons and at times this becomes somewhat disconcerting to someone like
myself, who has lived his entire life with aging, and with the expectation of it. But disconcerting asit may be, | do not quibl
with it, for with the inhibition of aging has come, as well, unbelievable good health. That was something that had worried u
start with—with all the people gone, what would we do for doctors or hospital care if we should happen to fall ill? Luckily,
perhaps, the chronological years during which awoman remains capable of bearing children are about the same as they w
before the span of life was lengthened. The female reproductive system apparently exhausts its supply of potential egg cel
within some thirty years or so, asit did before.

There can be little doubt that the disappearance of the human race and the inhibiting of aging must somehow be conne
And while none of us can help but be grateful for this longer life and, perhaps aswell, for the lifting of the social pressure
came with the overpopulation of the planet, the more thoughtful of us sometimes worry about the implications which may |
behind it all. In the dark of night we lie unsleeping in our beds and think of it and although the shock has faded with the ye:
we are sometimes frightened.

So on this August morning near the end of the twenty-second century since the birth of Jesus, | begin thisrecord in wh
shall set down, in detail, my remembrance of what has happened. It is ajob that someone should do and, as the oldest mer
of this house, in my hundred and tenth chronological year, it seems only mete and proper that mine should be the hand to p
down the words. Without a record of this sort, inscribed while human memory serves with some faithfulness, what happer
the race would become, intime, amyth . . .
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He could not forget that last bear but, strangely, could not remember exactly what had happened. Trying to remember,
to be sure, had occupied his thoughts for the last few days and he was no nearer to an answer than he had ever been. The
beast, rearing up from a deep-cut stream bed, had caught him off his guard and there had been no chance to run, for the b
was far too close. The arrow had not killed it, he was sure of that, for there was little time to shoot and the shaft had been
placed. Y et the bear had died, lunging forward to skid almost to his feet. And in that fractured moment before the bear ha
something had happened and it was this something that had happened that he could not remember. It was, he was certain,
something he had done, but there was no clue to what it might have been. There had been times when the answer had we
almost to awareness and then been driven back, deep into hismind, asif it were something he was not supposed to know,
that he would be better off not knowing, something that hisinner, hidden mind would not let him know.

He dropped his pack beside him and leaned the bow against it. Staring out across the wide expanse of bluff-rimmed,
autumn-painted valley where the two great rivers met, he saw that it was exactly as he had been told it would be by the
buffalo-hunting band he'd met in the great high plains almost a moon before. He smiled to himself as he thought of them, fi
they had been pleasant people. They had asked him to stay and he very nearly had. There had been a girl who had laughex
him, the laughter deep inside her throat, and a young man who had laid his hand upon his arm with the touch of brotherhoo
in the end he could not stay.

The sun was coming up and the maples along the rim of the farther bluff, caught in itsrays, flamed with sudden red anc
And there, on the rocky headland that reared above the river's junction, stood the huge block of masonry that they had told
of, with its many chimneys pointing stubby fingers at the sky.

The young man lifted a pair of binoculars off his chest and set them to his eyes. Disturbed by the movement of the stra



bear claws of his necklace clicked together.

Jason Whitney came to the end of his morning walk and it had been, he told himself, the best walk he'd ever had—althc
he recalled that he always thought that each morning as he came up the dight slope toward the patio, with the smell of fryi
bacon and of morning eggs wafting from the kitchen, where Thatcher made them ready. But this morning had been good,
insisted to himself. It had been so fresh, with just anip of chill until the rising sun dispelled it, and the leaves, he thought—t
leaves were at their best. He had stood out on the point of rocks and had watched the rivers and they had been (perhaps t
complement the autumn colors through which they flowed) a deeper blue than usual. A flock of ducks had been flying acr
the bottom land, close above the treetops, and in one of the little ponds which dotted the flood plain a moose had stood
knee-deep, putting his head down into the water to feed upon the lilies, the water cascading off his mighty antlers when he
raised his head. Even from where he stood, Jason had imagined he could hear that sound of cascading water, although he
it was too far to hear.

The two dogs that had gone with him had hurried on ahead and now were waiting on the patio, not for him athough he
have liked to think so, but for their plates of food. Bowser, full of many years, had walked heavily and sedately beside him
they'd gone down across the land, while Rover, the foolish pup, had treed an early-foraging squirrel in the walnut grove an
flushed a covey of quail out of the corn shocks and pumpkins of an autumn field.

The door opened on the patio and Martha came out, carrying plates for the two dogs. She stooped and set them on the
stones, while the dogs waited, respectfully and politely, with their tails swinging slowly and their ears pricked forward.
Straightening, she came off the patio and down the slope to meet him. She gave him her morning kiss and linked her arm i1

"While you were on your walk," she said, "I had atalk with Nancy."

He knitted his brow, trying to remember. "Nancy?' he asked.

"Why, of course," she said. "Y ou know. She is Geoffrey's oldest child. It has been so long since | have talked with her.’

He knitted his brow, trying to remember. "Nancy?' he asked.

"Out Polarisway," said Martha. "They moved just recently. They're on the nicest planet . . ."

Evening Star, crouched in the lodge, put the finishing touches to the talismanic doll. She had worked hard on it to make
and this was the day she'd take it as an offering to the oak. It was agood day for it, she told herself—fair and soft and we
These were the kind of days that one must treasure, close against the heart, for the painted days were few. Soon would ¢
the dreary days, with the cold mist dlanting ghostily through the naked trees and after that the frigid sweep of northern win
and snow. Outside she heard the camp come to morning life—the ring of ax on wood, the clatter of the cooking pots, the
friend to friend, the happy barking of adog. Later in the day the work of clearing the old fields would take up again, grubbi
the brush, clearing away the stones heaved up by the frosts of other years, the raking and burning of the weeds, leaving th
ground bare and ready for the springtime plowing and the planting. Everyone would be busy (as she herself would be expe
to be) and it would be easy for her to leave the camp unnoticed and to get back again before anyone should remark her
absence.

She must let no one know, she reminded herself— not her father or mother and least of all Red Cloud, the first chieftai
the band and her own grandfather, many times removed. For it was not proper that awoman should have a guardian spirit
Except that to her it seemed entirely right. On that day seven years ago the signs of guardianship had been too plain to dot
The tree had spoken to her and she had spoken to the tree and it was as if afather and a daughter had bespoken one anot
was not, she thought, asif she had sought the relationship. It had been the last thing in her mind. But when atree speaks t
what is oneto do?

On this day, she wondered, would the tree speak to her again? After so long an absence, would this tree remember?

Hezekiah sat on the marble bench beneath the drooping branches of the ancient willow tree and pulled the coarse brow
robe close about his metal frame—and this was pretense and pride, he thought, and unworthy of him, for he did not need t
and he did not need the robe. A yellow leaf fluttered down from overhead and settled in hislap, aclear, almost transparen
yellow against the brownness of the robe. He moved to brush it off and then he let it stay. For who am |, he thought, to in
with or dispute even such asimple thing asthe falling of aledf.

He lifted his eyes from the leaf and over there, amile or so away, beyond the monastery walls, the great house of ston
stood solid on the rocky battlement that rose above the rivers—a mighty, sprawling house with its windows winking in the
morning sun, the chimney's pleading hands lifted up to God.

They are the ones who should be here instead of us, he thought, the people in that house, and then, almost as soon as h
thought of it, recalled that for many centuries there had been only two of them in residence, Jason Whitney and his good w
Martha. At times some of the others came back from the starsto visit their old home or the old family home (whichever it
be, for some of them had been born far among the stars). And what business did they have, Hezekiah asked, with atouch
bitterness, to be out among the stars? Their concern should not be with the stars and al that they might find to amuse
themselves out there; any human's one concern rightfully should be the condition of hisimmortal soul.

In the grove of music trees beyond the monastery walls the leaves were rustling gently, but as yet the trees were silent
Later in the day, sometime in the afternoon, they'd do some tuning up for the nightly concert. It would be, he thought, with



reluctance at the thought, a glorious thing to hear. At times he had imagined their music was that of some heavenly choair, |
was al, he knew, in hisimagination; at times the kind of music they produced was anything but churchly. It was thoughts|
this, hetold himself, and the action of sitting on a bench and the wearing of arobe that made himself and his companions|
to perform with faith the task they'd taken up. But a naked robot, he told himself, could not stand before the Lord; he mus
about him some of the habiliments of man if he were to take the place of man, who had so utterly forgotten.

The doubts and fears came flooding into him and he sat bowed against them. It would seem, he thought, one would bec
accustomed to them, for they'd been with him from the start (and with the others, too), but the sharpness of them had not c
and they still cut him to the core. Rather than diminishing with familiarity, they had grown sharper as the years went on, wi
answer found after centuries of poring over the meticulous commentaries and the extensive, searching writings of the hurr
theologians. Was al of this, he asked himself in anguish, no more than a monstrous blasphemy? Could entities that had no
minister to the Lord? Or might they, in their years of faith and work, have developed souls? He searched for a soul deep ir
himself (and it was not the first time he had searched) and could find no soul. Even if there were one, he wondered, how ¢
be recognized? What ingredients went into the formation of a soul? Could one, in fact, be fashioned or need one be born w
it—and if that should be the case, what genetic patterns were involved?

Were he and his fellow robots (his fellow monks?) usurping human rights? Were they, in sinful pride, aspiring to somett
reserved for the human race? Was it—had it ever been—uwithin their province to attempt to maintain a human and a Godl
institution that the humans had rejected and which even now God might not care about?
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After breakfast, in the hushed quiet of the library, Jason Whitney sat at his desk and opened one of the bound record b
which he had picked from along row of its fellows on the shelf behind him. He saw that it had been more than amonth s
had made an entry. Not, he thought, that there had been any real reason to make an entry then. Life ran so placidly that tt
were few ripplesto record. Perhapsit would be better to put the book back on the shelf with nothing written in it, although
seemed, somehow, an act of faith to write an occasional paragraph at not too long an interval from the last one written. In
last month nothing of any consequence had happened—no one had come back to visit, there had been nothing but routine
contacts from those out among the stars, there had been no word of the Indian bands, there had been no robots passing by
stopping, so there had been no news— although what the robots brought was rumor more often than it was news. Theref
been gossip, of course. Martha kept up arunning conversation with others of the clan and when they sat on the patio to he
nightly concert, she would fill him in on what had been said that day. But mostly it was woman talk and nothing to put dow

A narrow shaft of morning sun, slotted through the dlit where the heavy drapes at one of the tall windows failed to corr
together, fell across him, lighting up the gray hair and the square and solid shoulders. He was atall man, thin, but with a se
strength that offset the thinness. His face was rugged, creased with tiny lines. The mustache bristled and was matched by
craggy brows that sat above the deep-sunken eyes that held a steely ook in them. He sat in the chair, unmoving, looking &
room and wondering again at the quiet satisfaction that he always found within it, and at times more than satisfaction, as if
room, with its book-lined | oftiness and vastness, carried a special benediction. The thoughts of many men, he told himself,
resided in this space—all the great thinkers of the world held secure between the bindings of the volumes on the shelves,
selected and placed there long ago by his grandfather so that in the daysto come the essence of the human race, the herit
recorded thought, would always be at hand. He recalled that he had often held the conceit that the essential characters of
ancient writers, the ghostly presence of the men themselves, had in the passing years settled on this room and late at night
al else was quiet, he had often found himself conversing with these olden men, who emerged from the dust of the past int
shadow of the present.

Thetier of booksran al around the room, broken only by two doors and, on theriver side, three windows. When the fir
ended a balcony began, guarded by decorative metal railing, and on the balcony the second tier of books went all around t
room. Above one of the doors a clock was mounted on the wall and for more than five thousand years, he reminded himse
wonder, the clock had kept on ticking, beating off the seconds century on century. The clock said 9:15 and how near, he
wondered, was that to the correctness of the time as set up by men so many years ago. There was, he realized, no way th
might know, although it did not matter now. The world would be aswell off if there were no clock.

Muffled sounds made their way into the room— the mournful lowing of a distant cow, the nearby barking of a dog, the
insane cackling of a hen. The music trees still were silent—they'd not start tuning up until sometime in the afternoon. He
wondered if they'd try one of the new compositions tonight. There had, of late, been alot of them. If so, he hoped it would
be one of the experimental ones they had been trying lately. There were so many others they might play, so many of the o
favorite ones, but there was no sense to what they did. It seemed, he told himself, that it had been getting worsein the las



years since two of the older trees had shown some sign of dying. They had begun to lose some of their branches and eact
spring it seemed that their leaf output was smaller. There were young saplings to take their place, of course, and that migh
the trouble. He put up his hand and brushed a finger across his mustache, worriedly. He wished for the thousandth time th
knew something about the care of trees. He had looked through some of the books, of course, but there seemed nothing tt
that would be of any help. And even if there were, one could not be sure that the music trees would respond to the treatm
would atree of Earth.

At the sound of padding feet, he turned. The robot, Thatcher, was coming through the door.

"Yes, what isit, Thatcher?"

"It isMr. Horace Red Cloud, sir."

"But Horace is up north. In the wild rice country."

"It seems, sir, the band has moved. They are camped down by the river, in their old camping grounds. They plan to restor
old fields and put in a crop next spring."

"You had atalk with him?'

"Sir," said Thatcher, "heis an old acquaintance and, naturally, | passed afew words with him. He brought a bag of rice."

"I hope you thanked him, Thatcher."

"Oh, indeed | did, sir."

"Y ou should have brought him in."

"He said he had no desire to disturb you, sir, if you happened to be busy."

"I am never really busy. Surely you know that."

"Then," said Thatcher, "I'll ask himto stepin.”

Jason rose and walked around the desk, standing beside it, waiting for his friend. How long had it been, he wondered—four years,
five—it surely must be five. Hed gone down to the camp to bid his old friend good-bye and after the band had embarked, had stood fc
long time on the shingle of the shore, watching the long line of canoes move swiftly up the river, paddles flashing in the sunlight.

Red Cloud was the same age as Jason, but had a younger look. When he came into the room and across the carpeting, his stride ha
young man's spring. His hair was black, without atrace of gray; it was parted exactly down the center of his scalp and hung in two hez
braids across his shoulders to dangle on his chest. His face was weather-beaten but, except for atiny network of crow's feet at the cort
his eyes, had not awrinkle in it. He wore a buckskin shirt and leggings, with moccasins on his feet. The hand he held out to Jason was
and calloused with short, blunt fingers.

"It has been along time, Horace," Jason said. "'l am glad to see you."

"You arethe only one," said Red Cloud, "who still calls me Horace."

"All right, then," said Jason, "shall | call you Chief? Or Cloud? Or maybe Red?' Red Cloud grinned. "From you, Jason, Horace
sounds just fine. We were boys together. Surely you remember. And it brings back the times when we roamed the woods
together. We nicked our wrists and held the cuts together so that our blood would mingle. Or at least we thought that it wc
mingle. | rather doubt it did. But that is neither here nor there. The important thing was the symbolism."

"I remember," Jason said. "l can remember that first day, when your band came paddling down the river and saw the s
rising from one of our chimneys. All of you, the whole kit and caboodle of you, came swarming up the hill to see what it w
about and for the first time both your band and the people at this house learned that they were not alone, but there still wel
othersleft."

"We built big fires out on the lawn," said Red Cloud, "and we killed a beef or two and had a barbecue. We joined hands
ring and danced around the fires, whooping and hollering. Y our grandfather of blessed memory rolled out a keg of whiske:
we al got rather drunk."

"That was when you and | first met," said Jason. " Two young sprouts out to show the world—except there was no wor
show. We took to one another almost immediately. We went hunting and fishing together and we roamed the hills. And wi
chased the girls."

"We caught some of them, as| recall," said Red Cloud.

"They weren't hard to catch,” said Jason.

They stood, looking into one another's face, silently, then Jason said, "Let's sit down. There must be alot we need to tal
about."

Red Cloud sat down in a chair and Jason took another and spun it around so he could face his friend.

"How long hasit been?' he asked.

"Six years."

"You just arrived?'

"A week ago," said Red Cloud. "We I€ft the north after the wild rice harvest. We didn't travel fast. We stopped whenever we founc
good camping place and loafed around and hunted. Some of our young men took the horses down west of the river and will hold them
until thereisiceto cross. Later, when it gets colder, welll cross over and hunt for whiter meat. Buffalo and wild cattle. A runner camein
night and said there are alot of them on the prairies.”

Jason frowned. "A week, you say. Y ou shouldn't have waited so long. If you didn't have time yourself, you should have sent a runi
have come down to visit you."

"The time went fast. There was much to do. We are trying to get the corn ground into shape. The fields have grown up to brush an
weeds. We ran out of corn and got hungry for it. Tried to grow some up north, but the season was too short. Got it in late and the fros



caught it. Had some roasting ears, but that was all."

"We have corn,” said Jason. "A lot of it, ground and ready. I'll send some down to the camp before the day is over. What elsedo y
need—bacon, eggs, flour? We have some good wheat flour. More by far than we can use. Cloth, if you want it. The wool has been go
the looms busy."

"Jason, | didn't come begging . . ."

"I know you didn't. For years we've shared things back and forth. | hate to think of how much meat and fish and berries and other t
your folks packed up the hill for usin days gone by. Thatcher says you brought somerice. . ."

"All right," said Red Cloud. "Y ou'll not object to a supply of buffalo meat when we make the hunt?'

"Not at all," said Jason.

"Better yet, how about coming along on the hunt?'

"Thereisnothing I'd like better."

"Good! It will be like old times. We'll let the others do the work. Well sit around the fire, you and |, and talk and eat hu
meat."

"You liveagood life, Horace."

"I think we do. There were so many ways we could have gone. We could have settled down. We could have taken ov¢
some good housing and good fields and put in crops and collected us some livestock. We could have become good farmer:
we didn't. We took up the old ways. | guess we never were too far from them. In the heart of each of us, we'd dreamed c
them time and yet again. The pull was there. The call was there. Our ancestors had lived the life for thousands of years. \
had only afew hundred years of the white man's way and they had been far from good years. We never fitted in, we nevi
achanceto. It was arelief to shuck off all of it and go back to the flowers, the trees, the clouds, the seasons and the weat
the running water, the creatures of the woods and prairies—to make them a part of us again, more a part of us than they'c
been before. We learned something from the whites, that we can't deny—we'd have been stupid if we hadn't. And we ust
these white man's ways to make the old way of life an even better life. Sometimes | wonder if we made the right choice, 1
see an autumn leaf—one leaf alone, not alot of leaves—or hear the sound of alittle stream of water running in the woods
catch aforest scent, and then | know we were not wrong. We went back to the earth, linked ourselves with the hills and
streams, and that is the way it should be. That is the way we were meant to live. Not back to the old tribal concept, but be
away of life. We were awoodland tribe to start with, but now we are no longer woodland. Maybe we're ssimply Indian.
adopted the skin tepee of the Western plains tribes and, in large part, their way of dress and their use of horses. But we ke
birch bark canoe, the wild rice harvest and the maple sugar. It has been agood life. You and I, old friend, have caught the
of life—I in my tepee, you in this stone house. Y ou never went to the stars and you may be better off for never having go
suppose they find great things out there . . ."

"A few things," Jason said. "Many interesting things. Perhaps even some useful items. But we put few of them to any
We have seen them, observed them, even studied them, in some cases arrived at an understanding of what is going on. Bl
no longer are atechnological race. We lost technology when we lost the manpower and the knowledge and the machines |
down and there was no one to start them up again and no energy to run them. We don't mourn that lost technology, as| th
you know. At one time we might have, but not any longer. It would be a bother now. We have become competent observ
and we gain our satisfaction from our observations, achieving minor triumphs when we are able to reach some solid
understanding. Knowing is the goal, not the using. We aren't users. We have somehow risen above using. We can rest col
to seeresources lying idle; we might even think it shameful to try to use or harness them. And it's not only resources; it'si
and..."

"How much do you remember, Jason? How much, really, from the old days? Not how our tribe found your people, but ;
rest of it."

"I remember rather vividly," said Jason. "And so should you. Y ou were ayoung man, with me, when it happened. We\
both at the impressionable age. It should have made a great impact on us."

Red Cloud shook his head. "My memory is dim. There are too many other things. | can scarcely remember any other li
than the one we live today."

"My remembrance isin abook, or in many books," said Jason, gesturing at the shelf behind the desk. "It all iswritten dc
My grandfather began it, some fifty years after it happened, writing it down so we'd not forget, so it would not become ar
He wrote all that he could remember of what had happened and once that was finished, he made regular entries. When he
finally died, | took up the work. It al iswritten down, from the day it happened.”

"And when you die," asked Red Cloud, "who then will do the writing?"

"] do not know," said Jason.

"Jason, athing | have often wondered, but have never asked. May | ask it now?'

"Certainly. Anything at all”

"Why did you never go out to the stars?"

"Perhaps because | can't.”

"But you never tried. Y ou never really wanted to."

"The others went out one by one," said Jason, "until only Marthaand | were |eft. It seemed that someone should stay. |



seemed that we should not leave Earth entirely. Someone belonged here. An anchor man, perhaps, for the others who hao
To keep the home fires burning. Be here to welcome the others back when they wanted to come home. To keep aplace f
them.”

"They do come back, of course. And you are here to welcome them."

"Some of them," said Jason. "Not al. My brother, John, was one of the first to go. He has not been back. We've had nc
of him. | often wonder where heis. If heis till aive,”

"You imply aresponsibility to stay. But, Jason, that can't be the entire story."

"It's part of it, | think. At onetime more a part of it than it is now. John and | were the oldest. My sister, Janice, is your
We still see her occasionally and Marthatalks with her quite often. If John had stayed, Marthaand | might have gone, | s
maybe we didn't because we couldn't. | don't really believe that. The ability seemsto be inherent. Man probably had it for
time before he began to use it. For it to develop time was needed and the longer life gave us time. Perhaps it would have
developed even without the longer life if we'd not been so concerned, so fouled up, with our technology. Somewhere we n
have taken the wrong turning, accepted the wrong values and permitted our concern with technology to mask our real and
purpose. The concern with technology may have kept us from knowing what we had. These abilities of ours could not stru
up into our consciousness through the thick layers of machines and cost estimates and all the rest of it. And when we talk
abilities, it's not simply going to the stars. Y our people don't go to the stars. There may be no need of you to do so. You he
become, instead, a part of your environment, living within its texture and understanding it. It went that way for you ..."

"But if you could go, why don't you? Surely you could be away for alittle time. The robots .would take care of things.
keep the home fires burning, keep the welcome ready for those who wanted to return.”

Jason shook his head. "It istoo late now. | fall increasingly in love with this house and with these acres as the years go
feel apart of it. I'd be lost without the house and land—and Earth. | couldn't live without them. A man can't walk the sami
livein the same house, for almost five thousand years ..."

"I know," said Red Cloud. "The band, as its members increased, split up and scattered, becoming many bands. Some ar
the prairies, others eastward in the forests. | stick to thesetwo rivers. . ."

"I am guilty of bad manners," Jason said. "l should have asked first off. How is Mrs. Cloud?'

"Happy. With anew camp to boss, sheisin her glory"

"And your sons and grandsons many times removed?"

"Only afew of the grandsons still are with us," Red Cloud said. "The sons and other grandsons are with other bands. W
hear from them at times. Running Elk, my grandson thrice removed, was killed by a grizzly about a year ago. A runner cal
tell us. Otherwisethey all are well and happy."

"I grievefor you," said Jason. "Running Elk was a grandson to be proud of ."

Red Cloud bowed his head in thanks. "Mrs. Jason, | gather, isin good health."

Jason nodded. " She spends a lot of time talking with the others. She is most proficient at it. Much more so than | am.
Telepathy seems to be second nature to her. Each evening she has much newsto tell. There arealot of us now. | have n
how many. Marthawould know better than | do. She keepsit all in mind. All the relationships, who married whom and so
Some thousands of us, surely.”

"Y ou told me once before, many years ago, that some intelligences had been found in space, but none like us. In the ye
since we've been gone ..."

"You'reright," said Jason. "None like us. Some contacts. Some friendly, some not so friendly, some indifferent to us. Tl
most of them so alien to usthey set one'steeth on edge. And, of course, the wandering aien travelers that sometimes visit
Earth."

"And that isall? No cooperating ..."

"No, that isn't all," said Jason. "Something has arisen that is most disturbing. A whiff of something most disturbing. Like
smell on the wind. From somewhere out in the center . . ."

"The center of what, Jason?"

"The center of the galaxy. The core. An intelligence of some sort. We just sniffed the edge of it and that's enough . . ."

"Hogtile?"

"No, not hogtile. Cold. Intelligent, too intelligent. Cold and indifferent. Analytical. Oh, hell, | can't tell you. There's no wi
tell you. Asif an angleworm could sniff the intelligence of a human. More than that. More difference between it and usth
there is between man and angleworm.”

"It's got you scared?"

"Scared? | guess so. Upset. Apprehensive. Only comfort is that we probably are beneath their notice."

"Then why worry?"

"Not worrying too much. It isn't that. Just that a man feels uncertain knowing there is something like that in the galaxy \
him. Asif you stumbled across a pit of concentrated evil."

"Butitisnt evil."

"I don't think so. | don't know what it is. Neither does anyone else. We just caught awhiff . . ."



"Y ou haven't detected it? Y ou, yoursel f?"

"No. Some of the others. Two of the others out in the stars.”

"No need to worry, more than likely. Just stay out of the way. | wonder, though—could it have had something to do wit
People leaving? It seems unlikely, though. Y ou still have no idea, Jason, of why it happened, why all the People went away

"None at dl," said Jason.

"Y ou were speaking of the aliensthat cameto Earth . . ."

"Yes," said Jason. "It is strange how they come to Earth these days. Not many of them, of course. Not many that we k
about. Two or threein the last century, although | guess, when you come to think of it, with all the space there is and the
distances, that is quite alot. But they never seemed to come before. It's only happened since the People | ft. Although it i
possible they may have been coming in the old days and were never seen, or if seen, unrecognized for what they were. M
we didn't see them because we were unprepared to recognize them. Even if we'd seen them, we would have closed our €
them. We'd have felt uncomfortable in the presence of something that we couldn't understand and so, with one grand gest
we'd have wiped them all away. We would have said they can't be here, they aren't here, we never saw them, and that wi
be the end of it."

"That may have been it," said Red Cloud. "Or far fewer may have come. We were a turbulent planet, seething with
intelligence and at times arather terrifying kind of intelligence. On a smaller scale, maybe something like that intelligence ¢
yours in the center of the galaxy. Surely not the sort of place awandering alien would have chosen to sit down to seek ati
rest. For he would have had no rest. In those days there was no rest for anyone.”

"You areright, of course," said Jason. "We know it now. | don't suppose there was any way we could have known it tf
We got ahead. We progressed . . ."

"Y ou have talked, | think," said Red Cloud, "with some of the wandering aliens.”

"Two or three of them. Once | traveled five hundred miles to talk with one of them, but it was gone by thetime | got tf
A robot brought the news. I'm not as good as Martha with this business of galactic telepathy, but | can talk with aliens. Wi
some of them, that is. | seem to have the knack for it. Sometimes, though, thereis no way of talking. They have no basis f
recognizing sound waves as a means of communication and a human, on his part, may not even have the sense to recogni:
signals or the mental waves they use for communication. With others of them, even if the means of communication is ther
can't do any talking. There'sreally nothing to talk about. No common grounds for talking."

"This matter of wandering aliens,” said Red Cloud, "is partly why | came. I'd have come anyhow, of course, the first de
| could. But | wanted to tell you that we have an alien here. Up at the head of Cat Den Hollow. Little Wolf found him anc
running and | went to have alook."

So thiswasiit, thought Jason; he should have known. All this careful, polite talking on everything except the one thing tt
Red Cloud had really come to tell him, and finally it was out. It was the way they were; one should expect it of them. The
unhurried way, the tribal protocol, the dignity. To never be excited, to not come charging in, to be leisurely and deliberate &
make ground for decency.

"You tried to talk with him?* he asked.

"No," said Horace Red Cloud. "I can talk with flowers and flowing rivers and they can talk back to me, but an alien—I'
know how to start.”

"All right," said Jason, "I'll amble over and seewhat it hasin mind, if it has anything in mind. That is, if | can talk with it
there any indication of how it might have come?"

"It's ateleporter, | would guess. There was no sign of any kind of ship.”

"Usually they are," said Jason. "The same as us. A machine of any sort is a cumbersome contraption. Star-roving is not
new, of course, although at first we thought it was. We thought we had made such awonderful discovery when thefirst o
began to devel op and employ parapsychic powers. But it was not so wonderful; it was simply something that we'd been to
busy, as atechnological race, to take thetime to look at. And even if someone had thought about it and had tried to talk ab
he would have been ridiculed."

"None of us have star-roved," Red Cloud said. "I’m not sure any of us have any powers at all. We have been so occup
with the world we live in and the secrets that it holds that we may not have tapped the secret resources that we have, if tf
should be any. But now . . ."

"I think you have powers and are using them," Jason told him, "to the best of purposes. Y ou know your environment an
mesh more closely with it than men ever have before. This must take some sort of psychic instinct. It may not be as roma
star-roving, but it takes, perhaps, an even greater understanding.”

"I thank you for your kindness," Red Cloud said, "and there may be certain truth in what you say. | have a beautiful anc
foolish granddaughter-many-times-removed who has only turned her nineteenth year. Perhaps you remember her—the Ev
Star."

"Why, of course | do," Jason said, delighted. "When you were away from camp or busy and | came visiting, she would
me over. We went on nature hikes and she showed me birds and flowers and other woodland wonders, and she chattered



time, most ddlightfully.”

"She still chatters most delightfully, but | am somewhat concerned by her. | think, perhaps, she has some of the brand ¢
psychic power that your clan may hold . . ."

"Y ou mean star-roving?"'

Red Cloud crinkled up hisface. "I'm not sure. No, | don't think so. It may be something else. | sense a certain strangen
her. | suppose | am disturbed by it, although | have no right to be. She has a thirst for knowledge such as | have never see
any of my people. Not athirst to know her world, although that is there as well, but athirst to know outside her world. To
all that's ever happened, all that men have thought. She has read all the books that the band possesses and they are very f

Jason raised his arm and swept it in an arc to indicate the room. "There are books here," he said, "if she would come ar
read them. Down in the basement areas there are other rooms stacked to the ceilings with others of them. Sheisfreeto L
any that she wishes, but | am reluctant to let any leave this house. Once lost, a book would be irreplaceable.”

"I had come prepared to ask," said Red Cloud. "I was leading up to it. Thank you for offering,"

"It pleases me there is someone who might wish to read them. It is a privilege to share them with her, | assure you."

"I suppose,”" said Red Cloud, "we should have given thought to books, but it's alittle late now to do anything about it. Th
might still be books, of course, athough time, | would imagine, has destroyed most of them. Weather and the rodents woul
gotten at them. And our people hesitate to go looking for them. We have a great didlike for the ancient places. They are st
and musty and are filled with many ghosts—ghosts of the past that even now we do not like to think about. We have afev
books, of course, and treasure them as an ancient heritage. And we make it a point of honor with the past each child istal
read. But for most of them it is an unpleasant duty only. Until the Evening Star, there have been few who cared to read.”

"Would Evening Star," asked Jason, "be willing to come and live with us? For aslong as she might like. It would brighte
the house to have ayoungster in it and | would undertake to guide her in her reading.”

"I shall tell her," Red Cloud said. "She will be delighted. Y ou know, of course, she calls you Uncle Jason."

"No, | did not know," said Jason. "l am honored."

Silence fell upon the two men and they sat there for amoment in the hush of the library. Upon the wall the clock tickec
the seconds, loudly in the silence.

Red Cloud stirred. "Jason, you have kept track of time. Of the years, | mean. Y ou even have a clock. We have no cloc

and we've kept no count. We didn't bother to. We took each day asit came and lived it to the full. We live not with days, but seasol
And we have not counted seasons."

"Here and there," said Jason, "we may have missed a day or two, or added a day or two—I can't be sure of that. But we have kept
It's been five thousand years. I'm as old, physically, as my grandfather was when he first wrote in the books. After that he lived for alnr
three thousand years. If | follow the same schedule, I'll live afull eight thousand years. It does not seem possible, of course. It seemsa
indecent for aman to live eight thousand years."

"Some day," said Red Cloud, "we may know what brought about all this—where the People went to and why we live so long."

"Perhaps," said Jason, "although | have no hope. | have been thinking, Horace . . ."

"Yes?'

"I could round up a gang of rabots and send them down to clear those cornfields for you. They're just messing around, not doing r
of anything. | know how you feel about robots, of course. . ."

"No. Thank you very much. Welll accept the corn and flour and all the rest of it, but we can't accept the help of robots."

"What, actually, have you got against them? Don't you trust them? They won't hang around. They won't bother you. They'll just cl
fields, then leave."

"We feel uneasy with them," Red Cloud said. "They don't fit in with us. They're areminder of what happened to us when the white
came. When we broke, we broke completely. We kept only afew things. The simple metal tools, the plow, a better economic sense—wi
longer feast one day and starve the next as the Indians did in many instances before the white men came. We went back to the old woc
the old plainslife. We went on our own; we have to keep it that way."

"I think | understand.”

"I'm not entirely sure we trust them, either," Red Cloud said, "Not completely. Maybe the ones you have here, working in your fielc
you and doing other things, may be all right. But | have my reservations about some of the wild ones. | told you, didn't I, that thereis é
of them up theriver, a the site of someold city . . ."

"Yes, | remember that you did. Minneapolis and St. Paul. Y ou saw them many, many years ago. They were building something."

"They still are building it," said Red Cloud. "We stopped on the way downstream and had alook—a far-off look. There are more of
than ever and they still are building. One great building, although it doesn't 1ook like a building. The robots wouldn't be building a hou
would they?"

"I don't think so. Not for themselves. They laugh at weather. They're made of some sort of almost indestructible aloy. It doesn't rus
doesn't wear, it resists almost everything. Weather, temperature, rain ... none of them mean athing to them.”

"We didn't hang around too long," said Red Cloud. "We stayed a good ways off. We used glasses, but still couldn't see too much.
were scared, | guess. Uncomfortable. We got out of there once we had alook, | don't suppose thereis any real danger, but we took no
chances."



4

Evening Star walked through the morning and talked with the friends she met. Be careful, rabbit, nibbling at your clove
red fox has his den just across the hill. And why do you chatter, little bushy-tail, and stamp your feet at me: it is your frienc
iswalking past. Y ou took all the hickory nuts from the three big trees at the hollow's mouth before | could get to them and
them stored away. Y ou should be happy, for you're the most fortunate of squirrels. Y ou have adeep den in ahollow oak \
you'll be snug and happy when the winter comes and you have food hidden everywhere. Chickadee, you are out of place:
time, swinging on the thistle stalk. Y ou should not be here so soon. Y ou come only when there are snowflakesin the air. C
you steal amarch upon your fellows; you'll be lonesome here until the others come. Or are you like myself, cherishing the
few golden days before the chill moves down?

She walked through the sun of morning, with the colored pageant of the open woods burst into flame and gold about he
saw the burnished metal of the goldenrod, the sky-blue of the asters. She walked upon the grass that once had been lush &
green and now was turning tawny and was slippery beneath her moccasins. She knelt to brush her hand against the green
scarlet carpet of the lichen patches growing on an old, gray boulder and she sang within herself because she was a part of
it—yes, even of the lichens, even of the boulder.

She came to the top of the ridge that she was climbing and below her lay the denser forest that cloaked the river hills. /
hollow dipped down between the slopes rising on each side and she followed it. A spring flowed out of alimestone outcroy
she went on down the hollow, walking to the music of hidden, singing water flowing from the spring. Her memory winged
to that other day. It had been summer then, with the hills afroth of green and birds still singing in the trees. She clasped the
she carried close against her breast and again she heard the words the tree had spoken to her. It all was wrong, of course
no woman should make a compact with athing so strong and lordly as atree. A hirch, perhaps, or a poplar, or one of thel|
more feminine of trees—that, while it would be frowned upon still might be understandable. But the tree that had spoken t
had been an ancient white oak—a hunter's tree.

It stood just ahead of her, old and gnarled and strong, but despite al its girth and strength seeming to crouch against the
ground, asif it were athing embattled. Its |eaves were brown and had begun to wither, but it had not lost them yet. It till ¢
to itswarrior's cloak while some of the other trees nearby stood in nakedness.

She clambered down to reach it and, having reached it, found the rotted, flaking hollow that gouged into its massive trur
Standing on tiptoe, she saw that the secret hollow place still held and guarded the doll she'd placed there all those years
before—allittle corncob doll dressed in scraps of woolen cloth. It had weathered and been darkened by the rain that had s
into the hollow and soaked it time and time again, but it held its shape, it still clung against the tree.

Still standing on tiptoe, she placed the doll she carried into the hollow, settling it carefully beside the first doll. Then she stepped a

"Old Grandfather," she said, her eyeslooking at the ground as a matter of respect, "I went away, but | did not forget you. In thelor
nights and the bright noons | remembered you. Now | have come back again to tell you that | may go away again, athough in a differe
But I'll never leave completely, because | love this world too much. And | shall always reach out to you, knowing you will know when |
out my arms and | shall know that upon this land stands one | can believe and depend upon. | am truly grateful to you, Old Grandfathe
the strength you give me and for your understanding.”

She stopped and waited for an answer and there was no answer. The tree did not talk to her asit had that first lime.

"I do not know where I'll be going," shetold thetree, "or when I'll go or eveniif I'll go at all, but | cameto tell you. To share with you
feeling | can share with no one else."

She waited once again for the tree to answer and there were no words, but it seemed to her that the great oak stirred, asif arousing 1
deep, and she had the sense of great arms lifted and held above her head and there was something—benediction?— that came out fro
tree and settled over her.

She backed away slowly, step by step, her eyes still upon the ground, then she turned and fled, running wildly up the hill, filled wit
sense of something that had come forth from the tree and touched her.

She tripped on a surface root that looped out of the forest floor, caught herself against a huge fallen tree trunk, and sat down on it.
Looking back, she saw that the ancient oak was no longer in sight. There were too many intervening trees.

The woods were quiet. Nothing stirred in the underbrush and there were no birds. In the spring and summer this place
filled with birds, but now there was none. They either had gone south or were el sewhere, flocking up, ready for the move.
Down in theriver bottoms vast flocks of ducks quarreled and chortled in the sloughs and the reed patches were filled witk
flocks of blackbirds that went storming up into the sky like hurtling sleet. But here the gentler birds were gone and the wor
were quiet, a solemn quietness that held a touch of loneliness.

She had told the tree that she might be going el sewhere and she wondered if she had said what she really meant or if s
knew as much as she should know about this going elsewhere. It sometimes seemed that she might be going to another pl.
and it might not bethat at all. There wasin her afeeling of unease, of expectation, the prickling sensation that something r
momentous was about to happen, but she could not defineit. It was an unfamiliar thing, arather frightening thing to somec
who had lived al her lifein aworld she knew so ultimately. The world was full of friends—not only human friends, but me



other friends, the little scurriers of the woods and brush, the shy flowers hidden in their woodland nooks, the graceful trees
stood against the sky, the very wind and weather.

She patted the old decaying trunk asif it might be afriend as well and saw how the briars and high-growing forest plan
gathered all around it, rallying to its defense, hiding it in its hour of indignity and need.

She rose from the trunk and went on up the hill, going slowly now, no longer running. She had left the doll and the tree |
not spoken asit had before, but it had done something else, performed some other act and everything was well.

She reached the crest of the steep river slope and started down the reverse side, heading for the camp, and as she star
angle down the hill realized, suddenly, without actually seeing, that she was not alone. She turned swiftly and there he stoo
only in abreech clout, his bronzed body smooth and hard and shining in the sun, his pack beside him and the bow leaned &
the pack. A pair of binoculars hung from their strap about his neck, half hiding the necklace that he wore.

"Do | intrude upon your land?' he asked, politely.

"Theland isfree," she said

She was fascinated by the necklace. She kept staring at it.

He touched it with hisringer. "Vanity," he said.

* "You killed the great white bear," she said. "More than one, from all the claws there are.”

"Also," he said, "away to keep the count. One claw, one bear. A claw from each."

She drew in her breath. "Y our medicineis strong."

He slapped the bow. "My bow is strong. My arrows true and tipped with flint. Flint is better than anything except the fi
steel and where now do you find the finest steel.”

"Y ou came from the West," she said. She knew that the great white bears lived only in the West. One of her kinspeopl:
Running Elk, had been killed by one just a year or so ago.

He nodded. "Far from the West. From the place where there is big water. From the ocean,"

"How far isthat?"

"Far? | cannot tell. Many moons upon the road.”

"Y ou count by moons. Are you of my people?"

"No, | don't think so. Were it not for the sun, my skin iswhite. | met some of your people, hunting buffalo. They weret
first people other than my own | had ever seen. | had not known there were other people. There were only robots, runnin
wild."

She made amotion of disdain. "We have no traffic with the robots.”

"So | understand.”

"How much farther do you intend to go? To the east the prairie ends. It is only woods. Finally there is another ocean. |
seen the maps.”

He pointed at the house that stood on top of the great headland. "Maybe only that far. The people on the plains told me
big house of stone with people living init. I have seen many houses of stone, but with no one living in them. There are peo|
livinginit?'

"Two people.”

"Thatisal?'

"The others," she said, "have gone to the stars."

"They told me that, too," he said, "and | have wondered of it. | could not believe. Who would want to go to the stars?"

"They find other worlds and live on them."

"The stars are only bright lights shining in the sky."

"They are other suns,”" she said. "Have you read no books?"

He shook his head. "I saw one once. | wastold it was a book. It was said to me that it would speak to meif one knew
way. But the person who showed it to me had lost the way."

"Y ou cannot read?"

"Thisreading isthe way? The way abook will talk?'

"Yes, that'sit," she said. "There are little marks. Y ou read the marks."

"Have you got abook?"' he asked.

"A big box of books. | have read them al. But up there," she gestured at the house, "there are rooms filled with nothing
books. My grandfather-many-tulles-removed will ask today if | may read those books."

"Itisstrange," he said. "Y ou read the book. | kill the bear. | do not like the idea of a book. | was told the book would st
but in olden magic, better left lone.”

"That isnot true," she said. "Y ou are afunny kind of man."

"I came from far," he said, asif that might explain it. "Across high mountains, across great rivers, across places where
isonly sand and too much sun.”

"Why did you do it? Why did you come so far?"



"Something in me said go and find. It did not say what | should find. Only go and find. No other of my people have eve
tofind. | feel something driving me, asif | cannot stay. When the people on the plainstell me of this great high house of st
think perhapsthisiswhat | go to find."

"Y ou are going up there?"

"Yes, of course," hesaid.

"And if it iswhat you set out to find, you will stay awhile?'

"Perhaps. | do not know. The thing inside me that drives me on will tell me. | thought awhile ago perhaps | had found v
came to find without going to the house. The great oak changed. Y ou made the oak to change."

Sheflared in anger. "Y ou spied on me. Y ou sat there, spying.”

"I did not mean to spy," he said. "I was coming up the hill as you were coming down and | saw you at the tree. | hid so
wouldn't see me. | thought you would not want anyone to know. So | was quiet. | kept out of sight. | moved away, quietly.
you wouldn't know."

"Yet youtel me"

"Yes, | tell you. The oak was changed. It was a wondrous thing."

"How did you know the oak had changed?'

He wrinkled his brow. "I do not know. There was the bear as well. The bear that my arrow did not kill and yet it dropp
dead at my feet. | am puzzled by al this. | do not know these things."

"Tell me, how did the oak change?’

He shook hishead. "I only sensed it change.”

"Y ou should not have spied.”

"l am ashamed | did. I will not spesk of it."

"Thank you," she said, turning to go down the hill.

"Can | walk away with you?"

"I go thisway," she said. "Y ou go to the house."

"I'll seeyou again," he said.

She went on down the hill. When finally she looked back, he still was standing there. The bear-claw necklace glittered |
sun.

5

The alien was a can of worms. It huddled among the boulders, close up against the clump of birch that grew from one
the gorge, the trees bent and tilted to hang above the dry stream bed. L eaf-filtered sunlight shattered itself against the twis
alien and the substance of the alien's body refracted the rays so that it seemed to sit in apool of broken rainbows.

Jason Whitney, sitting on amossy bank, leaned back against a small ash tree, settling himself comfortably, letting himse
relax. Thefaint, delicate smell of dying autumn leavesfilled the glen.

It was a horror, he thought, and then tried to erase the horror from his mind. Some of them weren't bad; others of them
were. Thiswas the worst he had ever seen. If it would just be till, he thought, so a man could familiarize himself with it a
thus become at least partially accustomed to it. But it wouldn't be still, it kept moving that can of worms around, the mover
serving to emphasize its repul siveness.

He started to put out his mind cautioudly, reaching out to touch it, then, suddenly frightened, pulled back his mind and tu
securely inside himself.

He had to settle down before he tried to talk with thisthing. An old alien hand like himself, he thought, should be up to ¢
anything, but this one had him down.

He sat quietly, smelling the dying leaves in the secluded silence, not letting himself think of much of anything at all. The
the way you did it— you sneaked up on it somehow, pretending not to notice.

But the alien didn't wait. It reached out and touched him with amental probe that was firm and calm and warm, totally
the visual image of the thing.

—Welcome, it said, to this snug retreat. | trust | violate no convention in addressing myself to you and that | do not tre:
I know what you are. | have seen another of you. Y ou are a human creature.

—Yes, said Jason, | am human. And you are most welcome here. Y ou violate no convention, for we have few of ther
you do not trespass.

—You are one of the travelers, said the can of worms. Y ou rest on your planet now, but at times you travel far.

—Not I, said Jason. Some of the others have, but | stay at home.



—Thentruly | have arrived at my destination. Thisisthe planet of the traveler | communicated very far ago. | could ne
sure.

—Thisisthe planet Earth, said Jason.

—That isthe designation, said the creature, happily. | could not recall it. This other described it to me and | sought it fa
wide, having only ageneral idea of the direction that it lay. But | was sure when | arrived that it was the proper planet.

—Y ou mean you sought our Earth? Y ou aren't simply stopping off to rest?

—I cameto seek a soul.

—Y ou came to seek awhat?

—A soul, the creature said. This other one | communicated with said that humans once had souls and probably still did
them, although he could not be sure, professing much ignorance of the matter. He piqued my interest with what he told of
but could give me no adequate idea of what a soul might be. | say to myself, quite secretly, of course, so wonderful athing
worth the seeking of. So | began my search.

—It might interest you to know, said Jason, that many humans have sought their souls as assiduously as do you.

And, he wondered, by what strange combination of circumstances one of the clan might have come to talk with this cre
about the concept of the soul. Surely not alikely topic, he told himself, and one in which there might be certain dangers. B
more than likely it had not been serious talk, or certainly had not been meant to be, although this can of worms seemed to |
taken it seriously enough to send it on a search of no one could guess how many yearsto track it to its source.

—I sense a strangeness in your presence, the alien said. Can you tell meif you have a soul?

—No, | can't, said Jason.

—Surely if you had one, you'd be aware of it.

—Not necessarily, Jason told it.

—Y ou sound, the creature said, very much like that one of your kind | sat with an entire afternoon on a hilltop of my o
most lovely planet. We talked of many things, but the last half of our talk had much to do with souls. He didn't know if hel
one, either, and was not sure that other humans had, now or in the past, and he could not tell me what a soul was or how ¢
being, not having one, might go about the acquisition of a soul. He seemed to think he was acquainted with the advantages

possessing one, but | thought histalk on that point was somehow very hazy. It was, in many ways, a most unsatisfactory
explanation that he gave me, but | thought | could detect agerm of truth init. Surely, | thought, if | could win my way to hi
native planet there would be someone there who could supply the information that | seek.

—I am sorry, Jason said. Terribly sorry that you came so far and wasted so much time.

—There is nothing you can tell me? Thereis no one else?

—There might be, Jason told him, adding quickly, | can't be really sure.

He made adlip and knew it. He couldn't turn Hezekiah loose on a thing like this. Loopy as Hezekiah was, he would go
wild.

—But there must be others.

—There are only two of us.

—Y ou must be mistaken, said the alien. There were two others came. Neither one was you. They stood and looked at
and then they went away. They did not notice when | tried to communicate.

—They could not hear you, Jason said. They could not have answered. They use their minds for other things. They we
ones who told me. They knew | could talk with you.

—Then there only is one other who can communicate.

—That isall. Therest of us are gone, far among the stars. It was one of them who you talked with,

—This other one?

—I do not know, said Jason. She has never talked with people other than her own. She talks well with them, no matter
distant they may be.

—Then you are the only one. And you can tell me nothing.

—L ook, said Jason, it isan old idea. There was never any proof. There was only faith. | have a soul, onewould tell hims
believed it because he had been told by others. Told authoritatively. Without any question. He was told so often and he told himself
that there was no question in his mind that he had a soul. But there was never any evidence. There was never any proof.

—But honored sir, the alien pleaded, you will tell me, will you not, what a soul might be.

—1I can tell you, Jason said, what it is supposed to be. It isa part of you. Unseen and undetectable. Not of your body. Not even of
mind. It lives on, eternally, after you are dead. Or, at leadt, it is supposed to live on eternally and the condition in which it findsitself or
you are dead depends on what kind of creature you have been.

—Who judges what land of creature you have been?

—A deity, said Jason.

—And this deity?

—1I do not know, said Jason. | simply do not know.

—Y ou have been honest with me, then. | must thank you most heartily for your honesty. Y ou say much the same as the other one
with.



—There may be someone else, said Jason. If | can find him, | will talk with him.

—Butyousad. ..

—I know what | said. Thisis not another human. Another being that may be wiser than | am.

—I will talk with him?

—No, you cannot talk with him. Thereis no way you can talk with him. Y ou'll have to leave it to me.

—I trust you, said the can of worms.

—In the meantime, said Jason, will you be my guest? | have a dwelling place. There isroom for you. We would be glad to have you

—1I detect, the alien said, an uneasinessin you at the sight of me.

— would not lieto you, said Jason. There is an uneasinessin me. But | tell myself there may be as well an uneasiness
at the sight of me.

There was no use in lying, Jason knew. It did not take hiswordsto tell the creature the uneasiness he felt.

—Not at all in me, the creature said. | am tolerant. But it might be best if we stay apart. | shall wait here for you.

—Isthere anything you need? asked Jason. Anything you lack? Something that | could supply for nourishment or comf

—No, thank you. | am quite al right. | am sufficient to myself.

Jason rose and turned to leave.

—You have alovely planet, said the alien. Such arestful place. And so filled with the strangeness of its beauty.

—Yes, said Jason, we think so, too. A very lovely planet.

He clambered up the deep-cut path he had followed down into the gorge. The sun, he saw, had passed the zenith and v
danting toward the west. Great storm clouds boiled up far off and in alittle time, he knew, the sun would be hidden by the
The coming of the clouds, it seemed, had deepened the silence of the woods. He could hear the little raining sounds made
falling leaves as they came floating down to the forest floor. Somewhere, far to the left, a squirrel was cluttering, disturbec
more than likely, by some woodland fantasy that had crossed its fuzzy mind.

It had been a splendid day, he thought, a splendid day even if it rained—it still would be a splendid day in every way bu
and it was a shame that it should be marred by the problem that had been thrust upon his, shoulders.

To keep faith with the creature waiting in the glen, he should talk with Hezekiah, but if he talked with the self-styled
robot-abbot, there was no telling what might happen. Although maybe the use of self-styled as a characterization of therol
might be a bit unfair. Who was there anymore to say that, lacking humans who were interested, robots had no grounds to
assume the task of keeping alive the spark of mankind's ancient faith?

And what of that ancient faith, he wondered. Why had mankind turned away from it? It had still existed in some meast
that day when the human race had been taken el sawhere. There still were traces of it in the early writings that his grandfz
had made in the first of the record books. Perhaps it existed, in a dightly different context, among the Indians, although his
contact with them never had revealed it. Some, perhaps al, of the young men formed secret symbolic associations with ok
in the natural world, but it was questionable that this sort of behavior could be described as any sort of faith. It was someth
that was never talked about and so, naturally, he had only the most meager information on it.

The wrong people had been left behind, he thought. Given another segment of the population untouched by whatever &
had carried off the human race, and the ancient human faith might still be flourishing, perhaps stronger than it had ever bex
But among his people and the other people who had been in the big house above the rivers on that fateful night, the faith a
had been eroded, remaining as no more than a civilized convention to which they had conformed in alukewarm manner. T
had been atime, perhaps, when it had been meaningful. In the centuries after it had been conceived in al itsglory, it had &
allowed to fade, to become a shadow of its former force and strength.

It had been avictim of man's mismanagement, of his overwhelming concept of property and profit. It had been manifes
lordly buildings filled with pomp and glitter rather than being nourished in the human heart and mind. And now it cameto
this—that it was kept alive by beings that were not even human, machines that had been accorded a measure of seeming
humanness purely as a matter of man's technology and pride.

He gained the ridgetop and noticed, now that the woods fell away and his view was clear, that the storm clouds were pi
ever higher in the western sky and had engulfed the sun. The house lay ahead of him and he set out toward it at a somewl
more rapid rate than he was accustomed in his walking. He had opened the record book this morning and it was still lying
on his desk, but not written in. There had been nothing to write in it this morning, but now there would be much to write—
visit of Horace Red Cloud, the alien in the glen and its strange request, the wish of Evening Star to read the books and his
invitation for her to come and live with him and Martha. He would get in some writing before the hour for dinner and after
evening concert would sit down at his desk again and finish his account of the happenings of the day.

The music trees were tuning up and there was one young sapling that was doing badly. Out back a robot blacksmith wi
hammering noisily on metal— more than likely he was working on a plow. Thatcher, he recalled, had told him that all the
plowshares had been brought in for work against the coming of the spring and another planting season.

The door off the patio opened and Martha came out and down the path toward him. She was beautiful, he thought, wat
her—more beautiful, in many ways, than that long-gone day when they had been married. Their life together had been goc
man couldn't ask for better. A warm glow of thankfulness for the fullness of their life surged through him.

"Jason," she cried, hurrying to meet him. "Jason, it is John! Y our brother, John, is home!"
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(Excerpt from journal entry of September 2, 2185) . . . | often wonder how it happened we were missed. If the People
taken away, which seems far more likely than that they simply went away, by what quirk of fortune or of fate were the pe
in this house missed by the agency which caused the taking? The monks and brothers in the monastery a mile down the rc
were taken. The people in the agricultural station, afair-sized village in itself, ahalf mile farther off, were taken. The grea
apartment complex five miles up the river, housing the workers who fished the rivers, was emptied. We alone were | eft.

| sometimes wonder if the socia and financial privilege which had been my family's ot for the last century or more may
have been operative—that we, somehow, were above being touched even by this supernatural agency, even as we remair
untouched (nay, were even benefited) by the misery and the restriction and the want which overpopulation visited upon the
people of the Earth. It seemsto be a social axiom that as misery and privation increase for the many, the few rise ever hig
luxury and comfort, feeding on the misery. Not aware, perhaps, that they feed upon the misery, not with any wish of feedil
it—but they do.

It is retrospective guilt, of course, which forces me to wonder thisand | know it can't be true, for there were many fam
other than our own which fattened on the misery and they were not spared. If spared is the word. We have no idea, of co
what the taking meant. It may have meant death, or it might, as well, have spelled transference to some other place, or to |
other places, and if that istrue, the transference may have been a blessing. For the Earth was not, in that day, the kind of |
the majority of the people would have elected to remain. The entire surface of the land, and a part of the sea as well, and
entire output of energy were utilized to maintain a bare existence for the hordes that peopled Earth. Bare existenceisno ic
phrase, for the people barely had enough to eat, barely room enough to live, barely fabric enough to cover their bodies for
sake of decency.

That my family, and other similar families, were allowed the privilege of retaining the relatively large amounts of living:
they had fashioned for themselves well before the population pinch became as bad as it eventually became, is only one exe
of the inequities that existed. That the Leech Lake Indian tribe, which also was missed by the supernatural agency, had be
living in arelatively large and uncrowded space can be explained in another way. The land into which they had been force
centuries before, was largely worthless land, although throughout the years the origina tract had been taken from them, bif
bit, by the relentless force of economic pressure and eventually all of it would have been taken and they would have been
shoved into the anonymity of the global ghetto. Although, truth to tell, their lives had been, in some ways, a ghetto from the

At the time of the disappearance, the building of this house and the acquisition of the estate which surroundsit would h
been impossible. For one thing, no such tract could have been found and even had it been available its price would have be
such that even the most affluent of the families would not have been able to afford it. Furthermore, there would not have t
the labor force or the materials available to construct the house, for the world economy was stretched to the breaking poin
maintain eight billion people.

My great-grandfather built this house amost a century and a half ago. Even then the land was hard to come by and he
only ableto obtain it because the monastery down the road had fallen on hard times and was forced to sell a part of its hol
to meet certain pressing obligations. In building the house, my great-grandfather ignored all modern trends and went back |
solidity and simplicity of the great country houses of some centuries before. He built it well and he often said that it would
forever and while this, of course, was an exaggeration, thereis no question that it still will stand at atime when many othe
buildings have crumbled into mounds.

In our present situation we are fortunate to have such a house, so solid and so large. It even now accommodates the
sixty-seven persons who are resident in it without any great inconvenience, although as our population grows we may have
look for other places where some of us can live. The habitations at the agricultural station now have fallen into disrepair, b
monastery buildings, much more stoutly built, are possibilities (and the four robots who now occupy them could make do w
lesser space), and the great apartment complex up the river is another lesser possibility. The apartment buildings stand in s
need of repair, having stood unoccupied all these fifty years, but our corps of robots, properly supervised, should be equal t
task.

Our livelihood is well taken care of, for we have simply taken over as much as we need of the great expanse of farmla
formerly worked by the agricultural station. The robots form awork force that is fully equal to the situation and as the
agricultural machines broke down beyond the possibility of repair, we have gone back to farming with horses for motive p
and to the simple plow, mower and reaper, which our robots have built by cannibalizing the more modern and sophisticatec
implements.

We are now on what | like to think of asamanoria basis—the manor providing all those things of which we have any



We have great flocks of sheep for wool and mutton, adairy herd for milk, beef cattle for meat, hogs for pork and ham anc
bacon, poultry for eggs and eating, bees and cane for honey and for sorghum, grains for flour and extensive gardensto fur
great array of vegetables. It isasimple existence and a quiet and most satisfactory one. There were times, to start with, w
we missed the old life—or at least some of the younger people missed it, but now | believe that all of us are convinced tha
way, the life that we have fashioned is a most satisfactory one.

| have one deep regret. | have wished many times that my son, Jonathan, and hislovely wife, Marie, the parents of our
grandchildren, might have lived to be here with us. The two of them, | know, would have enjoyed the life that we live now
boy Jonathan never wearied of tramping over the estate. He loved the trees and flowers, the few wild creatures that man:
to still exist in our little patch of woodland, the free and uncluttered feeling that a little open space could give. Now the wor
al of it I know, and | suppose the rest of it) is going back into wilderness. Trees are growing on the old farmlands. Grass ha:
into places where no grass had grown before. The wild flowers are corning back and spreading from the little, forgotten nooks where |
had hidden out, and the wildlife istaking over. Theriver valleys, now fairly heavily wooded, swarm with squirrel and coon and occasic
there are deer, probably drifting down out of the north. | know of five covey of quail that are doing well and the other day | ran into afl
grouse. Once again the migratory wildfowl! each spring and fall fly in great Vs across the sky. With man's heavy hand lifted off the Eart
little, humble creatures are coming back into an olden heritage. With certain modifications, the situation is analogous to the extinction
dinosaurs at the close of the Cretaceous. The one important modification, of course, is that all the dinosaurs became extinct and there ¢
few humans still surviving. | may, however, be coming to a conclusion concerning this modification somewhat early. Triceratops, it is
believed, may have been the last of the dinosaurs to disappear and it is entirely possible that small herds of Triceratops may have drag
out an existence spanning perhaps half a million years or more after the other dinosaurs had died before they, too, succumbed to the f:
that had brought extinction to the others. In this light, the fact that a few hundred humans, the ragged remnants of a once mighty race,
exist may be of dight significance. We may be the Triceratops of the human species.

When the dinosaurs and many of the other reptiles died out, the mammals, which had existed in unknown numbers for millions of y
swarmed into the vacuum left by the dying reptiles and proliferated to take their place. Isthis, then, another case of wiping out a certail
mammalian population to give the other vertebrates a second chance, to lift from them the doom of man? Or isthis facet of the sit
only incidental? Has mankind, or the most of mankind, been removed to make way for afurther evolutionary devel opment
if this should be the case, what and where is this new evolutionary creature?

What bothers one when he thinks of thisis the strange process of extinction. A changein climate, a shifting of geograp
disease, a scrambling of ecologica parameters, factorsthat limit the food supply—all of these are physicaly, biologically a
geologically understandable. The extinction, or the near extinction, of the human race is not. Slow, gradua extinction is one
instantaneous extinction is another. An instantaneous extinction postul ates the machination of an intelligence rather than a
natural process.

If the extinction were the result of the operation of another intelligence, one finds himself forced to ask not only where
what isthis other intelligence, but more importantly, what could have been its purpose?

Isall lifein the galaxy watched over by some great central intelligence that is alert to certain crimes that cannot be tole
Was the vanishing of the human race a punishment, an extermination, a death sentence passed because of what we'd don
planet Earth and to al the other creaturesthat had shared it with us? Or was it simply aremoval, a cleansing— an action
to ensure that a valuable planet would not be ruined utterly? Or, perhaps, in an even more far-reaching purpose, to give thy
planet a chance to replenish, over the next billion years or so, the natural resources of which it had been stripped—so that
coal fields might be laid down and new pools of oil created, so that ravaged soil could be rebuilt, new iron deposits comein
being?

Thereislittle purpose, | suppose, and less profit, to think of these things and to ask these questions. But man, being!
heis, having obtained his shortlived dominance of the planet by virtue of his question-asking, will not be denied such

Speculation. . .

7

Half the afternoon the thick cloud bank had piled up in the sky and Hezekiah, watching asit climbed, had told himself that it were &
there were aladder in the sky and the clouds had kept climbing it, growing taller and higher and more threatening and impressive as thi
climbed. Then, amost immediately, he had rebuked himself for thinking so—for there was no ladder, it was God's will that the clouds ce
climbing. He was puzzled and ashamed at these flights of fancy, at this romanticism, which he should have conquered long ago, but wt
the last few years (or so it seemed) had come welling more often to the surface. Or wasit, he wondered, that only in the last few years't
directed his attention the more to these flights of fancy, aghast that there could linger in him such foolish notions, so far afield from the
serious considerations to which he should be dedicated.

In the study the other brothers were bent above the books. They had sat thus for years, dedicated to the task of collating and conc
down to elemental truths all that the creature, man, had written, all that he had thought and reasoned and speculated in the spiritual se!



the four of them only he, Hezekiah, had not tied himself to the written or the printed word, and that had been according to the
agreement they had made, in that time long centuries past when they had planned their search of truth. Three of them stud
all that had been written— rewriting it, reassembling it, reassessing it, asif one man, and one man alone, had thought it al
written all of it as a single body, not many men who strove to understand, but one man who had truly understood. Three of
to do their work and the fourth who read their evaluations and assessments and, from this basis, try to puzzle out the mean
that had escaped the grasp of man. It had been a glorious idea, Hezekiah reassured himself; it had seemed so sound and it
was sound, but the way to truth was longer and more difficult than they had imagined and they still held no real inkling of t
truth. Faith was something else; through the years their faith had deepened and been strengthened by their work, but the
deepening of faith had not led the way to truth. Could it be possible, Hezekiah asked himself, that there was no room for b
the faith and truth, that they were mutually exclusive qualities that could not coexist? He shuddered as he thought of it, for
should be the case, they had spent their centuries of devotion to but little purpose, pursuing awill-o'-the-wisp. Must faith b
exactly that, the willingness and ahility to believe in the face of alack of evidence? If one could find the evidence, would tl
the faith be dead? If that were the situation, then which one did they want? Had it been, he wondered, that men had tried
they even now were trying and had realized that there was no such thing as truth, but only faith, and being unable to accey
faith without its evidence, had dropped the faith as well? There was nothing in the books to make one think this might be s
while they had thousands of books, they did not have them all. Was there somewhere in the world, moldering away, or per
already moldered, abook (or severa books) that would make it clear what man had really done, or had tried to do and fail

He had been pacing in the garden all the afternoon and this was not unusual, for he often walked there. Pacing helped |
think and, besides, he loved the garden for the beauty that was in it—the changing of the leaves and the flowering of the bl
in season, the miracle of life and death, the singing of the birds and the pattern of their flight, the haze of the river hills, anc
times, the orchestration of the music trees—although he was not sure he approved entirely of the music trees. But now he
to the door of the chapter house and as he reached it, the storm broke, great sheets of rain sweeping across the garden,
pounding on the roofs, filling the gutters, the walks almost instantly transformed into brimming creeks.

He opened the door and ducked inside, but stood within the entryway a moment, holding the door partly open to gaze ol
across the garden, swept by the torrents of rain that came down hissing against the grass and flowers. The ancient willow
that stood beside the bench strained in the direction of the wind, asif it were trying to tug free of the roots that anchored it

Somewhere something was banging and as he listened, he finally made out what it was. The great metal gate that stooc
the outer wall had been forced open by the wind and was banging back and forth against the field stone wall. If it were no
and fastened, it might beat itself to pieces.

Hezekiah stepped out of the door and closed it behind him. As he went down the brimming walk, the wind and water b
him, duicing off his body in streaming sheets. The walk turned the corner of the building and now he walked into the wind
was asif agreat hand had been placed against his metal chest and pushed to hold him back. His brown robe trailed behinc
snapping in the wind.

The gate was straight ahead, swinging through its hinged arc and slamming against the wall, the metal shuddering at ea
impact with the stone. It was not only the gate that caught his attention. Lying near the gate was a sprawled and huddled ¢
half on the walk, half lying on the grass. Even through the blur of rain he could make out that it was a man.

The figure lay upon its face and when he turned it over he saw the jagged cut that started at the temple and ran down |
the face, not bleeding, for the ram washed the blood away, but alivid streak of torn flesh.

He got his arms around the body and stood, lifting the man from where he lay, turning and moving back aong the path,
driving hisfeet hard against the ground to brake himself against the pressure of the wind which, if he had not fought again:
would have driven him at a headlong pace.

He reached the door of the chapter house and went in. With his heel, he kicked the door shut and went across the roor
bench against the wall and laid the man upon it. He saw that the man till breathed, his chest rising and falling. Hewas ay
man, or seemed a young man, naked except for a breech clout and a necklace of bear claws and a pair of binoculars hung
around his neck.

A stranger, Hezekiah thought, a human being who had come out of nowhere and who, by the grace of God, had sought
refuge in this place against the breaking storm, only to be caught and knocked unconscious by the wildly swinging gate on
had unlatched it.

Thiswasthefirst timein al the years the robots had occupied the monastery that a human had ever come to this houst
shelter and for aid. And that, he told himself, was mete, for historically such a place as this had stood for many centuries ¢
place of aid and refuge. He felt a shiver running through him, a shiver of excitement and of dedication. It was a charge the
must accept, a duty and an obligation that must be fulfilled. There must be blankets to keep the young man warm, hot fooc
fire, abed—and there was in this place no such things as blankets or hot food or fires. There had not been for many years
robots did not need them.

"Nicodemus," he shouted. "Nicodemus!"

His shouts boomed between the walls, as if olden echoes had been magically awakened, echoes that had waited for me



many years.

He heard their running feet and a door burst open and they came running through.

"We have aguest," said Hezekiah. "He is hurt and we must care for him. Run, one of you, to the House and find Thatc
Tell him we need food and blankets and away of making fire. Another one of you break up some of the furniture and lay |
the fireplace. All the wood we might find outdoors is wet. But try to choose the pieces that have the lesser value. Some ol
stools, perhaps, a broken table or a chair."

He heard them leave, heard the outer door bang as Nicodemus plunged out into the storm to go up to the House.

Hezekiah hunkered down beside the bench and kept his eyes upon the man. The breathing was regular and the face ha
some of its pallor, which had showed even through the tan. With no rain to wash it off, blood was oozing from the cut and
running down the face. Hezekiah gathered up one corner of his rain-soaked robe and gently wiped it off.

Inside himself he sensed a deep, abiding peace, a sense of accomplishment, a compassion for and a dedication to thisn
who lay upon the bench. Was this, he wondered, the true function of the people— or the robots—who might dwell within
house? Not the vain unraveling of truth, but the succor of one's fellow men? Although that was not entirely true, he knew-
the way he said it. For thiswas not afellow man lying on the bench, could not be afellow man; arobot was not fellow to
But if arobot stood in place of man, if he took the place of man, if he followed in man's ways and tried to carry on the tas
man had dropped, might he not, in some measure, be fellow to humanity?

And was aghast.

How could he think, even by the most clever argument, that arobot could be fellow to a man?

Vanity, he cried inside himself. An overweening vanity would be the death of him—the damnation of him, and was agh
again, for how could arobot think he was worthy even of damnation?

He was nothing and a nothing and a nothing. And yet he aped a man. He wore arobe, he sat when there was no need
either robe or sitting; he fled a storm and there was no need for such as he to flee the wet and rain. He read the books the
had written and sought an understanding that man had failed to find. He worshiped God—and that, he thought, might be th
greatest blasphemy of them all.

He hunkered on the floor, close beside the bench, the sorrow and the horror welling up in him.

38

He would not have known his brother, Jason told himself, if he'd met him unaware. The stature was there and the prou
hard bearing, but the face was hidden behind a dull and grizzled beard. There was something else as well—a coldnessin tl
eyes, atensenessin the face. Age had not mellowed John; it had tempered and toughened him and given him a sadness th
not been there before.

"John," he said and stopped just inside the doorway. "John, we have so often wondered . . ." and then stopped talking, S
at this stranger in the room.

"It'sal right, Jason,” said his brother. "Martha didn't know me, either. | have changed.”

"I would have," Marthasaid. "Given just alittletime, | would have. It'sthe beard.”

Jason went quickly across the room, grasped his brother's outstretched hand, put an arm around his shoulders and drew
close, holding him hard. "It's good to see you," he said. " So good to have you back. It has been so long."

They stepped away from one another and stood for a moment, silent, staring at one another, each trying to seein the ot
man the man they had seen at their last meeting. Finally, John said, "Y ou look well, Jason. | knew 1'd find you well. You a
were one to look after yourself. And you have Martha, who looks after you. Some of the others that | met told me you ha
stayed home."

"Someone had to," Jason told him. "It was not a hardship. We have made a good life. We've been happy here."

"| asked about you often,” Martha said. "I always asked about you. No one seemed to know."

"I've been far out," said John. "Out toward the center. There was something out there that | had to find. | went farther
toward the center than any of the others. There were others who told me what was out there, or rather what might be out
for they did not really know, and it seemed someone should go and see, and none of these others were about to go. Somec
had to go. Someone had to go just as someone had to stay at home."

"Let'ssit down,” said Jason. "There'salot you haveto tell us, so let's be comfortable while you're telling it. Thatcher wi
bring in something and we can sit and talk. Y ou are hungry, John?"

His brother shook his head.

"A drink, perhaps. All the old stuff's gone, but some of our robots are handy with moonshine of a sort. Properly aged ar
cared for, it is not too bad. We've tried to make wine, but this is not wine country. The soil's not right and the sun's not hot



enough. It always turns out poor."

"Later on," said John. "After | have told you. Then we can have adrink."

"Y ou went out to find the evil," Jason said. "That must be it. We know there's an evil out there. We got word of it quite
years ago. No one knew what it was—not even that it's really evil. All they knew was it had an evil smell.”

"Not an evil," John told him. " Something worse than evil. A great uncaring. An intellectual uncaring. An intelligence the
lost what we think of as humanity. Perhaps not lost it, for it may have never had it. But that's not all of it. | found the Peop

"The People!" Jason cried. "Y ou can't mean that. No one ever knew. No one had the least idea.. . ."

"Of course, no one ever knew. But | found them. They are on three planets, the planets close to one another, and they
doing very well, perhaps somewhat too well. They haven't changed. They are the same as they were five thousand years
They have followed to itslogical conclusion the course we all were following five thousand years ago and now they are cc
back to Earth. They are on their way to Earth."

A sudden wall of water slashed against the windows, driven by awind that went howling in the eaves, far overhead.

"I do believe," said Martha, "that the storm has broken. It may be a bad one."
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She sat and listened to the voices of the books— or, rather, perhaps, to the voices of the men who had written al the b
strange, grave voices far off in time, speaking from the depths of time, the distant mumble of many cultivated voices, withc
words, but with meaning and with thought instead of words, and she had never thought, she told herself, it could be anythin
this. The trees had words to speak and the flowers a meaning and the little people of the woods often talked to her and the
and the running streams had music and a magic that surpassed understanding. But this was because they were living
things—yes, even the river and the brook could be thought of as living things. Could it be that books were living, too?

She had never known there could be so many books, alarge room, floor to ceiling, lined with rows of books, and many
that number, she had been told by the funny little robot, Thatcher, stored away in basement rooms. But the strangest thing
was that she could think of arobot as being afunny sort of creature—almost asif he were aman. No great black horror t
stalked the evening skyline, no midnight wraith out of the place of dreams; if not aman at least a manlike being with agen
voice

Perhaps it had been something he had said: "Here you can trace and chart the path of man up from darkest night." Sayi
proudly, asif he were aman himself and alone, in terror and in hope, had trod that very path.

The voices of the books kept mumbling m the dimness of the room while rain ran down the windows—a compani onabl
muttering that must keep on forever, the ghostly conversations of long-dead writers whose works lined the study walls. W
all imagination, she asked herself, or did others hear them, too—did Uncle Jason sometimes hear them as he sat here by
himself? Although she knew, even as she wondered it, that this was something she could never ask. Or could it be heard &
one but herself, hearing it as she had heard the voice of Old Grandfather Oak on that long-gone summer day before the tri
had gone into the wild rice country, as she this very day had sensed the lifting of the arms and the benediction?

As she sat there, at a small desk in one corner of the room, with the book opened on the desk (not the big desk where |
Jason sat to write the chronicles), listening to the wind running in the eaves, watching the rain sluice down the windows frc
which Thatcher had drawn the drapes with the passing of the morning sun, she moved into another place, or seemed to mq
into another place, although the room remained. In this place were many people, or at least the shadows of many people, ¢
many other desks and far distant times and places, although the distance of the times and places seemed less than they shc
have been, asif the veils of time and space had grown very thin and were ready to dissolve, so that she sat, an observer tc
great event—the running together of all time and space so that the both of them became almost nonexistent, no longer cag
men and events into separate cells, but running them al together, asif everything had happened all at once and in the self-
area, with the past crowding close upon the future within the confines of atiny point of existence that, for convenience, mi
called the present. Frightened at what was happening, she nevertheless glimpsed for aterrible, sublime moment all the ca
and effects, al the direction and the purpose, all the agony and glory that had driven men to write all the billions of wordst
stood stacked within the room. Glimpsed it al without understanding, with no time or capacity for an understanding,
understanding only that what had happened in the minds of men to drive them to create al the mumbled, scribbled, burning
words had not been so much the work of many individual minds as the impact of a pattern of existence upon the minds of
mankind.

The spell (if it were no more than a spell) was broken almost immediately, with Thatcher coming through the door and
padding across the room toward her, carrying atray which he put down upon the desk.

"Thisisdightly delayed, miss," he apologized. "Just as | was about to bring it Nicodemus from the monastery came rust



to say that hot soup and blankets and many other things were needed for the comfort of an injured pilgrim."

A glass of milk, ajar of wild gooseberry jam, slices of buttered bread and a slab of honey cake rested on the tray. "It is
elaborate," said Thatcher. "It is not as splendid as a guest of this house has reason to expect, but taking care of the monas
needs, | did not have the timeto do full justicetoit.”

"It is more than adequate,” said Evening Star. "1 had not expected such a kindness. Busy as you were, you should not h
bothered.”

"Miss," said Thatcher, "through the centuries it has been my pleasure and responsibility to operate this household accorc
certain standards that have not varied through all the days of my stewardship. | am only sorry that the procedure should, f
first time, have been upset on your first day here.”

"Never mind," shetold him. "Y ou said a pilgrim. Do pilgrims often come to the monastery? | have never heard of them.

"Thisone," Thatcher said, "isthe first there ever was. And | am not sure that he is a pilgrim, although that is what Nico
called him. A mere wanderer, no doubt, although that is memorablein itself, for never before has there been a human war
A young man, amost naked, as Nicodemus tellsit, with a bear-claw necklace encircling his throat."

She sat stiff and straight, remembering the man who had stood that morning on the bluff top with her.

"Ishe badly hurt?' she asked.

"I do not think so," Thatcher told her. "He sought refuge in the monastery from the storm. When he opened the gate, th
wind caught it and it struck him. Heisvery much alive."

"Heisagood man," said Evening Star, "and a very simple man. He cannot even read. He thinks the stars are no more
points of light shining in the sky. But he can sense atree .. ."

And stopped, confused, for she must not talk about the tree. She must learn to guard her tongue.

"Miss, you know this human?"

"No. | mean | do not know him. | saw him for amoment and talked with him this morning. He said he was coming her
was seeking something and thought he might find it here."

"All humans seek for something,” Thatcher said. "We robots are quite different. We are content to serve.”
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"To begin with," said John Whitney, "I simply wandered. It was wonderful to all of us, of course, but | think, somehow,
wonderful of al to me. The ideathat man could be afree agent in the universe, that he could go wherever he might wish,
bit of magic that was utterly beyond al comprehension, and that he could do this by himself, with no machinery, with no
instruments, with nothing but his body and his mind, through a power that he held within himself and which no human had
known before, was simply unbelievable, and | found myself exercising the power to prove to myself again and yet again th
could be really done, that it was a solid and ever-present ability that could be called upon at will and that it was never logt,
that it belonged to one by right of his humanity and not by some special dispensation that could be withdrawn at a moment
notice. You never tried it, Jason, neither you nor Martha?'

Jason shook his head. "We found something else. Not as exhilarating, perhaps, but with a deep satisfaction of its own. /
of land and afeeling of continuity, a sense of heritage, even of being a substantial part of that heritage, an earthbound cert:

"I think | can understand that," said John. "It's something that | never had and | suspect it was the lack of it that drove
and on once the sheer exuberance of traveling from one star to another had worn somewhat thin. Although | still can becc
excited over anew placethat | find—for there are never any of them that are exactly like another. The one amazing thing
me, the thing that continues to amaze me, is the great range of dissimilarities that can exist, even on those planets where tt
basic characteristics of their geology and history are very much the same.”

"But why did you wait so long, John? All these years without coming home. Without letting us know. Y ou said you had
others and that they told you we were till on Earth, that we had never left."

"I had thought of it," said John. "Many times | thought of it, of coming back to see you. But I'd have come back
empty-handed, with not athing to show for al the years of wanderlust. Not possessions, of course, for we know now they
count. But nothing really learned, no great new understanding. A fistful of stories of where I'd been and what 1'd seen, but
would have been the size of it. The prodigal coming homeand | ..."

"But it wouldn't have been that way. Y our welcome always waited you. We've waited for years and asked of you."

"What | don't understand,” said Martha, "is why there was no word of you. Y ou said you had met othersand | talk al tl
time with our people out there and there never was a word about you, never any news. Y ou just dropped out of sight.”

"I was far out, Martha. Much farther than most of the others ever got. | ran hard and fast. Don't ask me why. | someti
asked myself and there was never any answer. Never any real answer. The others that | met, only two or three of them g



by accident, had run as hard as 1. Like a bunch of kids, | suppose, who come to a new and wondrous place, and there is <
much to see they're afraid they'll not get to seeit al, so they run hard to seeiit all, telling themselves that once they've seen
they'll go back to the one place that is best, probably knowing that they never will, for that one best place is aways, in ther
minds, just alittle way ahead and they become obsessed with the ideathat if they don't keep going they will never find it. |
what | was doing and | knew it made no sense and it was some comfort to me when | met those other few who were the
asl."

"But there was purpose in your running," Jason said. "Even if you didn't know it at the time, the purpose till was there.
you found the People. If you hadn't gone so far, | don't suppose you'd ever have found them."

"That istrue," said John, "but | had no sense of purpose. | simply stumbled on them. | had no word of them, no inkling t!
were there. | wasn't hunting them. | had sensed the Principle and | was hunting it."

"The Principle?’

"I don't know how | can tell you, Jason. There aren't words to tell you. Thereis no way | can express exactly what it i
although | am certain | have afairly good idea. Perhaps no man can ever know exactly what it is. Y ou remember that yoL
there was an evil toward the center. That evil isthe Principle. The people | met far out had sensed it, too, and somehow 1
have sent back word. But evil is not right; it is not really evil. Sensed, scented, become aware of from far off, it hasthe s
evil because it is so different, so unhuman, so uncaring. By human standards blind and reasonless, and seeming blind and
reasonless because there is about it not one single emotion, one single motive or purpose, one single thought process that ¢
equated with the human mind. A spider is blood brother and intellectual equal to us as compared to it. It sitsthere and it kr
It knows all thereisto know. And its knowing is transglated in such nonhuman terms that we could never even scratch the
surface of the simplest of those terms. It sits there and knows and translates what it knows and that tranglation of its know
isso coldly correct that one shrinks away from it, for there is nothing that can be so right, without the dightest possibility o
error. I've said it is unhuman and perhapsit is this ability to be so utterly right, so absolutely correct, that makes it so unhur
For proud as we may be of our intellect and understanding, there is no one of us who can say with any honesty or any cer
that he is correct on any point of information or interpretation.”

"But you said that you found the People and they're coming back to Earth,” said Martha. "Can't you tell us more about 1
and when they're coming back . . ."

"My dear," said Jason, softly, "I think there's more that John wants to tell us, that he has to tell us before he talks about
People,"

John rose from the chair in which he had been sitting, walked to the ram-smeared window and looked out, then came b
face the two sitting on the davenport. "Jason isright,” he said. "Thereis more | have to tell. I've wanted for so long to tell i
someone, to share it all with someone. | may be wrong. |'ve thought about it for so long that | may have become confused
like to have you two hear me out and tell me what you think."

He sat down on the chair again. "I'll try to present it as objectively as| can," he said. "Y ou realize that | never saw this
this Principle. | may not have even gotten close to it. But close enough to know that it is there and to sense alittle, perhap:
much as any man may sense, the sort of thing it is. Not understanding it, of course, not even trying to understand it, for you
know you are too small and weak for understanding. That was the thing that hurt the most, perhaps—realizing how small :
weak you were, and not only you yourself, but all humanity. Something that reduced the human race to microbe status, pe
to less than microbe status. Y ou know instinctively that you, as one human being, are beneath its notice, although there is
evidence, or | think there may be evidence, that it could and did take notice of humanity.

"I got as closeto it as my mind could bear. | cowered beforeit. | don't know what else | did. Thereisapart of al of th
tends to go foggy in the mind. Perhaps | got too close. But | had to know, you see. | had to be sureand | am sure. It isou
and it watches and it knows and if need be it can act, although | am inclined to think it would not be quick toact . . ."

"Act—how?" asked Jason.

"I don't know," John told him. "Y ou have to understand thisis all impression. Intellectual impression. Nothing visual. No
that | saw or heard. It's the fact that it's all intellectual impression that makes it so hard to describe. How do you describe
reactions of the human mind? How do you blueprint the emotional impact of those reactions?”

"We had the report,” Jason said to Martha. "Y ou picked it up from someone. Do you remember who it was, who it migl
have been who was out as far as John, or ailmost as far as John . . ."

"They wouldn't have had to be out asfar as| was," said John. "They could have picked up the sense of it agood deal f
off. | deliberately tried to get in closetoit.”

"I don't remember who it was," said Martha. "Two or three people told me of it, It was, I'm sure, al very second-hand.
Maybe tenth- or twelfth-hand. Word that had been passed on from one person to another, from many persons to many ott
persons. Simply that there was something evil out near the center of the galaxy. That someone had been out there and had run in
But no hint that anyone had investigated. Afraid to investigate, perhaps.”

"That would beright," said John. "I was very much afraid.”

"You call it aPrinciple," said Jason. "That isafunny thing to call it. Why the Principle?’

"It waswhat | thought when | was closeto it," said John. "It didn't tell me. It didn't communicate at all. It probably was not even aw



me, didn't know that | existed. Onetiny little microbe creepingup onit .. ."

"But Principle? It was athing, a creature, an entity. That is a strange designation to hang on a creature or an entity. There must ha
areason."

"I'm not sure, Jason, that it is a creature or an entity. It is simply something. A mass of intelligence, perhaps. And what form would
of intelligence take? What would it look like? Could you even see it? Would it be a cloud, awisp of gas, trillions of tiny motes dancing
light of the center's suns. And the reason for calling it the Principle? | can't really tell you. Thereisno logic toit, no single reason | can
finger on. Simply that | felt it was the basic principle of the universe, the director of the universe, the brain center of the universe, thett
that holds the universe together and makes it operate—the force that makes the electrons spin about the nucleus, that makes the galax
rotate about their centers, that holds everything in place.”

"Could you pinpoint its location?* Jason asked. John shook his head. "No way that | could. No such thing as triangulation. The fe
the Principle was everywhere, it seemed; it came from everywhere. It closed in around you. It muffled and engulfed you; therewasno
of direction. And in any case, it would be difficult, for there are so many suns and so many planets. Jammed close together. Suns fracti
light-years apart. Old, the most of them. Most Of the planets dead. Some of them with the wreckage and ruin of what at onet
must have been great civilizations, but now dl of them aregone. . ."

"Perhapsit was one of these civilizations. . ."

"Perhaps," said John. "1 thought so at first. That one of the ancient civilizations had managed to survive and that its
intelligence evolved into the Principle. But since then I've come to doubt it. For more time would have been needed, I'nr
convinced, than the lifetime of agaaxy could afford. | can't beginto tell you, | don't know how to tell you, the sheer for
thisinteligence, or the adlienness of it. Not just the difference of it. Throughout al space you find scattered intelligencest
are different and these differences make them dien. But not dien intheway the Principleisdien. And thisterrible dienr
hintsat an origin not of the galaxy, of atime before the gdaxy, of aplace and time so different from the galaxy that it wc
be inconceivable. Y ou are acquainted, | suppose, with the theory of the steady-state?"

"Yes, of course,” said Jason. "The universe had no beginning and will never have an end, that it isin agtate of contint
creation, new matter being formed, new galaxies coming into being even asthe old ones die. But the cosmologists, befc
disappearance of the People, had fairly well established that the theory was untenable.”

"l know they did," said John. "But there was till one hope—you could cdl it hope, for there were certain people wt
philosophical reasons, clung stubbornly to the steady-state concept. It was so beautiful, so superb and awe-inspiring, tr
they would not let it go. And they said, suppose that the universeisfar bigger than it seemsto be, that what we seeisor
local segment, onetiny local bubble on the skin of this greater universe and thisloca bubble is going through a phase th
makes it appear not to be steady-tate, but an evolving universe.”

"And you think that they were right?"

"I think they could be right. Steady-state would give the Principle the time that it needed to come into being. Before it came into bel
universe may have been chaotic. The Principle may be the engineering force that put it all to right.”

"You believeall this?'

"Yes, | do bdlieveit. I've had time to think of it and | put it al together and | did the job so well that I'm convinced of it. Not ashred
proof. Not a point of information. But it's fastened in my mind and | can't shake it free. | try to tell myself that the Principle, or certain fe
of the Principle, may have put it in my mind, might have planted it. | try to tell thisto myself because it's the only way that | can explain
And yet | know | must be wrong, for | am sure the Principle was entirely unaware of me. There was never any sign it was aware of me."

"You got closetoit, you say."

"Asclose as| dared to get. | was frightened all the way. | went to a point where | had to break and run.”

"Somewhere along the way you found the People. So there was purpose after all. Y ou never would have found them if you'd not gc
chasing after thisthing you call the Principle.”

"Jason," Martha said, "you don't sound too impressed. What's the matter with you? Here your brother has come back and . . ."

"I am sorry," Jason said. "I would suppose | do not grasp it yet. It istoo big to grasp. Maybe I'm deeply horrified and calling it 'this
is simply a defense mechanism to hold it away from me."

"I found the same reaction in myself," John told Martha. "That is, to begin with. | soon got over it. And, yes, I'd have never found
Peopleif I'd not tracked down the Principle. It was blind luck | found them. | had started back, you see, and was planet hopping, but gc
adifferent tack than the one I'd followed going in. Y ou have to be extremely careful, as| suppose you know, in choosing the
planets that you use. Y ou can sense them and pick out the ones that seem the best and there are alot of guidelines that se
you fairly well, but there always is a chance that a planet might have some characteristics that you have not detected or I
something that you took for granted and that simply isn't there, so you have to have an aternative or two, so that if anythin
goes sour with the planet you have chosen you can shift most hurriedly to another one. | had alternatives and | hit a planet
if not deadly, was uncomfortable, so | switched quickly to another one and that's where | found the People, It was still fairl
close to the Principle and | wondered how they stood it, how they could live so closeto it and entirely disregard it, or prete
disregard it. | thought perhaps they had become accustomed to it, although it did not seem the sort of thing one could very
readily become accustomed to. It was only after atime that | realized they were unaware of it. They had not developed
parapsychic abilities, as we have, and they were entirely deaf to it. They had no idea such athing was there.

"I was fortunate. | materialized in an open field— materialized is not the word, of course; there is no word for it. It'sin:



that a man can do athing and still have no word for what he does. Do you happen to know, Jason, if anyone has actually f
out what actually happens when we go star-traveling?”

"No, | don't,” said Jason. "I would think not. Martha might know better than | do. She keeps up arunning conversation \
the stars. She hears all the news."

"There have been those who've tried," said Martha. "They have gotten nowhere. That was earlier. | don't think anyone
bothered for along, long time. They just accept it now. No one wonders anymare about how or why it works."

"Perhapsit'sjust aswell," said John. "But, the situation being asit is, | could have muffed it. | could have arrived at apl
that teemed with people and someone might have seen me appearing out of nothing or 1, seeing humans in numbers for the
time in centuries, or somehow recognizing them as the people who had been taken, might have rushed into their arms, elat
having finally found them, although | was not looking for them. It was the last thing in my mind.

"But | arrived in an open field and at some distance | saw other humans, or what | thought were humans—farmers wor
with big powered agricultural implements. And when | saw the implements, | knew that if they should be humans, they'd r
humans of our kind, for we've had nothing to do with powered machines of any sort for millennia. The thought crossed my
that if the creatures undeniably were humans, they might be the ones who were taken from the Earth and my knees went
wobbly at the thought of it and | was filled with agreat elation. Although | told mysdlf that would be most unlikely and the
other alternative was that 1'd found another race of humanoid creatures and that was unlikely, too, for in al the galaxy no
has ever found another human race. Or have they? I've been gone so long my information is much out of date."

"No one has," said Martha. "Many other creatures, but no humanoids.”

"There was, too, the fact that they had machines. And | told myself that made the possibility even of less likelihood. Fol
we've found new technological races and of those the technology so weird that in many cases it was impossible for usto ¢
the principle or the purpose of it. To find another humanoid race with machine technology seemed to me absurd. The only
answer could be that here were the People. Realizing this, | became somewhat cautious. We might be of the same blood,
there was five thousand years between us and | reminded myself that five thousand years might have made them as alien
anything we've found in space. And we've learned, if nothing else, that first contact with aliens must be managed adroitly.

"I will not try to tell you now all the things that happened. Later on, perhaps. But | rather think | managed very well.
Although | guess, it was mostly luck. When | went up to the farmers | was mistaken for a wandering scholar from anothe
the three planets the human race inhabits—not quite right in the head and concerned with things no normal man would thir
worth consideration. Once | caught the drift of it, | went along with them. It covered up alot of slips| made. My dlips see
no more than eccentricities to them, | think it may have been my clothing and my language that made them think | was a
wanderer. Luckily, they spoke a sort of English, but changed considerably from the language that we speak. | would imagi
that back on the old Earth of five thousand years ago our language, as we speak it now, would not be readily understood.
and changing circumstance and sloppiness in speech brings about many changes in the spoken word. Under the guise of tt
mistake, | was able to get around enough to find out what was going on, to learn what sort of society had developed and s
of their long-range planning."

"And," said Jason, "it turned out not so pretty."

John gave him a gtartled glance. "How would you know that?"

"Y ou said they still had a machine technology. | think that might be the key. | would guess they continued, once they gc
themselves sorted out, in about the same way they were going before they were snatched off Earth. And if that isthe cas
picture would not be a pretty one."

"You areright," said John. "It took them, apparently, not too long to get themselves, as you say, sorted out. Within afev
years after finding themselves, in atwinkling, on another planet, or on other planets, rather, in an unguessed part of space,
got their bearings and became organized and went on pretty much the way they had |eft off. They had to start from scratc
course, but they had the technological knowledge and they had brand-new planets with untouched raw materials and they
very quickly on their way. And what was more, they have the same life expectancy, the same long life that we have. A |o
them died in those first few years while they struggled to get themselves adjusted, but there still were alot of them left, an
among those were people with all the skills that were needed to devel op a new technology. Can you imagine what might h
if askilled, trained engineer or awell-grounded, imaginative scientist lived for many centuries? The society did not |ose nex
skills by death, as had been the case before. Geniuses did not die, but continued being geniuses. Engineers did not build ant
for afew years only and then die or retire, but kept on building and planning. A man with atheory was given as many cen
as he needed to develop it to its full potentiality and retained the youth that was needed to continue with it. Thereisagrea
drawback to this, of course. The presence of men of great age and vast experience and in positions of importance would t
have an inhibiting influence upon younger men and would make for a conservatism that would be blind to new ideasand ir
end would stall all progressif it had not been recognized and compensated for. The People had the sense to recognize it ar
build some compensatory features into the social structure.”

"Were you ableto arrive at any idea of their time table? How swiftly did they get started again and

how they may have progressed?”



"Roughly. Nothing definite, of course. But say a hundred years to get themselves established as a viable society, perha
three hundred to rebuild an approximation of the kind of technologica setup they had here on Earth. And from there they &
on the basis of what they had, with the advantage of being able to drop alot of ancient millstones they carried around their
necks. They build from scratch and to start with there was no need to struggle with the obsol escence they were burdened
on Earth. Well before athousand years had passed the groups living on the three different planets—all within lessthan a
light-year of one another—knew about the others and in avery little time spaceships had been devel oped and built and the
human race was together once again. The physical contact and the commerce this made possible gave the technology an
shot in the arm, for during those thousand years or so they had been apart each had devel oped their technology alittle
differently, had gone probing in different directions. And also they had the resources of three planets rather than of one an
must have been a distinct advantage. What happened was the melding of three separate cultures into a sort of supercultur
still had the advantage of having common roots."

"They never developed parapsychic powers? No sign of them at all?"

John shook his head. "They are as blind to them as they had been before. It's not only time that's needed to devel op the
now each of them, all of them, have as much time as we have. It must be that what is needed is a different outlook, aliftir
the pressures that a particular brand of technology imposes not only on arace, but on each human being."

"And this brand of technology?"

"To you and me," said John, "it would be brutal. Knowing nothing else, seeing in it the goals they have striven for, it mu:
seem wonderful to them. Satisfactory, if not wonderful. For them it represents freedom, the freedom of being lifted above
beyond the environment they have struggled to subdue and bend to their purposes; to usit would be stifling."

"But they must think back," said Martha. "Their transfer from Earth must be recent enough that it is remembered. Ther
must be records. They must have wondered all these years what happened to them and where the Earth may be."

"Records, yes," said John. "Myth-haunted, for it was some time, many years, before anyone got around to putting anythi
paper and by that time the incident had grown misty and no two men, most likely, could ever quite agree on what exactly
happened. But they did think about it. It was forever in their minds. They tried to explain it and there are some marvelous
theories and once again there is no agreement on one particular theory. The fuzziness of it all may seem difficult for usto
understand, for you have your records, Jason, the ones Grandfather started. | suppose you keep them up.”

"Sporadically," said Jason. "Often there is not much to write about.”

"Our records," said John, "were written with clear deliberation, with a sense of calmness. We had no upheaval; we wel
simply left behind. But with the others there was upheaval. It is hard to imagine how it might have been. To be one seconc
familiar Earth, the next dumped on a planet that was, of course, much the same as Earth, but in many ways entirely differ
To be dumped there without food, with no possessions, without shelter. To become pioneers at a moment's notice, under ti
most adverse circumstances. They were frightened and confused and, worst of all, entirely mystified. There is a great nee
man to explain what happens to him or how athing has happened and they had no way to arrive at any explanation. It wa
magic had been performed—a very vicious and unfeeling magic. The wonder isthat any of them survived at al. Many of
didn't. And to this day they don't know why or how it happened. But | think | know the why of it, the reason. Maybe not tl
method, but the reason."”

"Y ou mean the Principle?’

"The idea may be no more than fantasy," said John. "'l may have arrived at it because there seemed no other explanatic
the People had parapsychic abilities and knew what | know, that the Principle exists, | have no doubt they would arrive at
same ideaas | have. Which wouldn't mean that we were correct. | have said that | don't think the Principle was aware of
I'm not sure it could become aware of any single human being—it would be akin to a human being becoming aware of a s
microbe. Although it may have the power to focus down to very fine perception; it may have no limitations whatever. But
case it would be more likely to pay attention to humans in a mass, to any sort of creature in amass, being attracted, perhay
the social structure and the intellectual trend brought about by such amass of beings rather than by the mere massiveness
To attract its attention, | would presume that any situation would have to be unique and from what we ourselves have four
far inthe galaxy, | would assume that the humanity of five millenniaago, in the full flower of itstechnological developmen
its materialistic point of view, must have seemed unique. The Principle may have studied us for atime and puzzled over us
maybe a bit apprehensive over the possihility that, given time, we could upset the orderliness and precision of the
universe—which would have been something it would not have been willing to tolerate. So | think it did with us exactly wr
men of that day would have done if they'd found a new strain of virusthat might just possibly be dangerous. Such avirusv
have been placed in culture tubes and run through many tests, trying to determine what it might do under varying conditior
Principle reached out and grabbed humanity and dumped it on three planets and then settled back to watch, wondering, pe
if there'd be divergence or if the strain ran true. By thistime it must know that the strain runs true. The cultures on the thr
planets varied, certainly, but even in their variance all three were technological and materialistic, and once they became av
of one another they had no trouble pooling their characteristics to become a superculture, still materialistic, still technologic

"I don't know why," said Jason, "but when you talk about the People | have the feeling that you are describing a monstr



alien race rather than humanity. Without knowing any of the details, they sound frightening."

"They are to me," said John. "Not perhaps because of any single facet of their culture, for some of these facets can be
pleasant, but because of a sense of the irresistible arrogance implicit in it. Not the power so much, although the power istt
but the naked arrogance of a species that sees everything as property to be manipulated and used.”

"And yet," said Martha, "they are our people. The rest of us have wondered about them for so long, have worried over
wondering what could have happened to them, fearful of what had happened to them. We should be happy that we found
happy that they have done so well."

"I suppose we should," said Jason, "but somehow | can't. If they'd stay where they are, I'd feel differently about it, | im,
But John said they're coming back to Earth. We can't et them come. Can you imagine what it might be like? What they'd
Earth and us?'

"We might have to leave," said Martha

"We can't do that," said Jason. "Earth is part of us. And not only you and I, but the others, too. Earth isthe tie, the anchor. It hold:
together— all of us, even those who have never been on Earth."

"Why did they have to locate Earth?* asked Martha. "How could they, lost among the stars, have located Earth?"

"I don't know," said John. "But they are clever. Far too clever, more than likely. Their astronomy, all their sciences, exceed anythin
man of Earth had even dared to dream. Somehow they managed to sift among the stars until they found, and identified, the old ancestr
And they have the shipsto get here. They've gone to many other, nearby suns, exploring and exploiting."

"It may take them awhile to get here," Jason said. "WEe'll have some time to figure out what should be done.”

John shook his head. "Not with the kind of ships they have, traveling many times the speed of light. The survey ship had been aye
itsway when | found out about it. It could be here almost any time."

11

(Excerpt from journal entry of April 19, 6135) . . . Today we planted the trees that Robert brought back from one of the starsfar out t
the Rim, We planted them most carefully on the little knoll halfway between the House and the monastery. The robots planted them, of
course, but we were there to provide unneeded supervision, making, in effect, a quiet ceremony of it. There was Martha and myself ant
Robert and while we were about it, Andrew and Margaret and their children happened to drop in and Thatcher sent them out to us and
made quite a party of it.

| wonder, sitting here tonight, how the trees will thrive. It is not the first time we have tried to introduce an alien plant to the soil of |
There were, for example, the pocketful of cereal grains that Justin carried with him from out Polaris way and the tubersthat Celia gather
another of the Rim systems. Either one of them would have provided another welcome food plant to add to those we have, but in each
we lost them, although the grain dragged out through several seasons, producing less and less, until in the final year we planted the lit
we had and it failed to germinate. Thereis, | suspect, lacking in our soil some vital factor, perhaps the absence of certain minerals,
perhaps the absence of an alien bacteria or little microscopic animal life forms that may be necessary to the growth of alie
plants.

We shall lavish great care on the trees, of course, and shall watch them closely, for if we can keep them aive and thrivi
will be awondrous thing. Robert calls them music trees and says that on their native planet there are great groves of therr
that in the evening hours they play their concerts, although why they should play a concert is very hard to tell, for there live
upon this planet no other form of life with an intellectual capacity to appreciate good music. Perhaps they play it for thems
or perhaps for one another, with one grove listening in deep appreciation while its neighbor grove takes over for the evenir

| would suspect that there might be other reasons for the playing that Robert has not caught, being content to sit and lis
and not disposed to inquire too deeply into the reason for the music. But when | try to think of those other possible reasons
there is not a single one that occurs to me. We are too limited, of course, in our experience and history, to attempt to undel
the purposes of the other life formsthat live within the galaxy.

Robert was able to bring to Earth only ahalf dozen of the trees, little saplings three feet high or so, which he had dug
carefully, using his clothing to ball the roots, so that he arrived on Earth quite naked. My clothes are somewhat large for hi
being the kind of man heis, always ready to laugh, even at himself, he does not seem to mind. The robots are now engage
making him awardrobe and helll leave Earth much better equipped, garmentwise, than he had been when he stripped hims
ball the trees.

We have no reasonabl e expectations, of course, that the trees will survive, but the hope they will is good to think upon.
Thinking back, it isso long since | have heard music, of any sort, that it is difficult to remember what it might be like. Neitt
Martha nor myself has any musical ability. Only a couple of the others of the origina group had a musical sense and they
long gone from Earth. Y ears ago, seized with agreat idea, | read enough about music to understand some of the basics of
playing and made an attempt to have the robots construct instruments, which did not turn out too well, and then to play thel
which turned out even worse. Apparently the robots, or at least the ones on this farm, have no more musical ability than I.
days of our youth most of the music was electronically recorded and since the Disappearance there has been no way in w



can be reproduced. As a matter of fact, my grandfather, realizing this, when he collected books and art, made no effort to
collect any tapes, although | believe that in one of the basement vaults there is a respectabl e collection of musical scores, t
gentleman hoping, perhaps, that in the years to come there might be those with some musical aptitude who would find use
them ...
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He knew of music and was entranced by it, sometimes imagining that he heard it in the wind blowing through the trees,
the silvery tinkling of swift water running over stones, but never in his life had he heard music such as this.

There had been Old Jose, he remembered, hunkered of an evening at the doorway of his hut, tucking the fiddle underne
his chin and drawing the bow across the strings to make happiness or sadness or sometimes neither, but just aflow of
sweetness. "Although | can no longer do it well," he'd say. "My fingers no longer dance upon the strings with the nimblene
they should and my arm has grown too heavy to draw the bow with the lightness it should have. Like the wings of a butter
across the strings —that's the way of it." But to the boy, crouching in the sand, still warm from the sun, it had been wonde
On the high hill behind the hut a coyote would point its nose into the sky and how!l accompaniment, voicing the loneliness of
and sea and beach, asif he and the old man with the fiddle and the crouching lad were al the life still Ieft in this lonesome
with the stubs and mounds of ancient shapes showing in the dust of twilight.

There had been, much later, the buffalo on the plains with their drums and rattles and the deer bone whistles, thumping out the
to which he and the others danced in the flickering campfire light, dancing with a high exhilaration that he sensed had its roots far back
time.

But this was neither fiddle nor deer bone whistle, nor the thump of drum; this was music that filled the world and thundered at the <
that caught one up and carried him, that drowned him, that made one forgetful of his body, welding his very being into the pattern that
music wrought.

One part of his brain was not caught, was not drowned, but held out against the magic of the sound in puzzled wonderment, saying
and over to itself: It isthe trees that make the music. The little clump of trees standing on the knoll, ghostly in the evening, so clean an
after the sweep of rain, white like birch, but larger than most birch. Trees with drum and fiddle and deer bone whistle and much more th
that, putting it all together until the very heavens talked.

He became aware that someone had moved up the garden and now stood beside him, but he did not turn to see who it might be, for
was something wrong out on the knoll. Despite all the beauty and power there was something there that was not exactly right, somethi
that, if it could be fixed, would make the music perfect.

Hezekiah reached out and gently adjusted the bandage on the young man's cheek.

"Areyou feeling al right now?" he asked. "Are you feeling better?'

"It is beautiful," said the young man, "but there is something wrong."

"There is nothing wrong," said Hezekiah. "We bandaged you and kept you warm and fed you and now you are al right."

"Not me. The trees."

"They are playing well," said Hezekiah. "They seldom have played better. And it is one of their old pieces, not one of th
experimental. . ."

"Thereisasicknessin them."

"Some of thetrees are old and dying," Hezekiah said. "They do not perform perfectly, perhaps, not asthey did in their
younger days, but they still do well. And there are some young saplings that have not caught the knack."

"Why does no one help them?"

"There is no way to help them. Or if thereis, no one knows of it. All things grow old and die, you from oldness, | from |
They are not trees of Earth. They were brought here many centuries ago by one of those who travel to the stars.”

And there, the young man thought, was the talk again of traveling to the stars. The buffalo hunters had told him there v
men and women who travel ed to the stars and again this morning the girl he had talked with had mentioned it again. Of the
the girl might know; for she could talk with trees. Had she, he wondered, ever talked with the ghostly trees standing on the
knoll?

She could talk with trees and he could kill the bears and suddenly the moment was with him once again when that last |
had reared up from the gully and had been far too close. But now, for some strange reason, it was not the bear at all, but t
trees upon the knoll and in that instant the same thing happened as had happened with the bear, that same sense of going ¢
and meeting. And the meeting of what? The bear? The trees?

Then it was all gone and he was back inside himself again and the wrongness of the trees was gone and everything we
right. The music filled the world and thundered at the sky.

Hezekiah said, "Y ou must be wrong about the trees. There can be no sickness in them. It seems to me, right now, they
well as| ever can remember."
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Jason woke in the night and could not go to sleep again. It was not his body that defied sleep, he knew; it was his mind,
filled with speculation, half numbed with apprehension, that it refused to rest.

Finally he got up and began to dress.

From her bed, Martha asked, "What is the matter, Jason?"'

"Can't deep,” hetold her. "1 am going for awalk.”

"Take your cape," she said. "The night wind might be chill. And try not to worry. It will work out al right."

Going down the stairs, he knew that she was wrong and knew she must be wrong; she spoke the way she did in an atte
to cheer him. It would not work out all right. When the People returned to Earth, life would be changed, it would never be
same again.

As he came out on the patio, old Bowser came wobbling around the corner of the kitchen. There was no sign of the yo
dog that usually accompanied him on hiswalks, or of any of the others. They were either asleep somewhere or out explori
acoon or maybe nosing out the mice from among the corn shocks. The night was quiet and slightly chilly and had at once
frosty and amelancholy feel about it. A thin moon hung in the west, above the darkness of the wooded bluff across the
Mississippi. Thefaint, sharp tang of dying leaves hungin the air.

Jason went down the path that |ed to the point of rocks above the meeting of the rivers. The old dog fell in behind him.
crescent moon shed but little light, although, Jason told himself, he scarcely needed light. He had walked this path so many
he could find it in the dark.

The earth was quiet, he thought, not only here, but everywhere. Quiet and resting after the turbulent centuries when m:
down its trees, ripped out its minerals, plowed its prairies, built upon broad expanses of it and fished its waters. After this s
rest, would it al begin again? The ship heading for the Earth from the human planets was only an exploratory probe, to finc
Earth again, to make sure the astronomers were right in their calculations, to survey it and take back the word. And after 1
Jason wondered, what would happen? Would the humans rest with having satisfied an intellectual curiosity, or would they
reassert their ancient ownership—although he doubted very much that at any time man could have been said to have truly
owned the Earth. Rather, they had taken it, wresting it from the other creatures that had as much right of ownership as the
without the intelligence or the ingenuity or power to assert their rights. Man had been the pushy, arrogant interloper rather
the owner. He had taken over by the force of mind, which could be as detestable as the force of muscle, making hisown 1
setting his own goals, establishing his own valuesin utter disregard of al other living things.

A shadow lifted out of a grove of oaks and sailed down into a deep ravine, to be swallowed by the shadow and the sile
which it was a part. An owl, Jason told himself. There were alot of them, but no one but a night-roamer ever had a chanc
see them, for they hid themselves by day. Something ran rustling through the leaves and Bowser cocked an ear at it and
snuffled, but either knew too much or wastoo old and stiff to attempt a chase. A weasel more than likely, or possibly a mi
although this was a bit too far from water for amink. Too big for amouse, too silent for arabbit or an otter.

A man got to know his neighbors, Jason told himself, when he no longer hunted them. In the old days he hunted them, ¢
had many of the others once the wildlife had been given the chance to grow back to numbers that made hunting reasonabl
Sport, they called it, but that had been nothing more than a softer name for the bloodlust that man had carried with him fro
prehistoric days, when hunting had been a business of keeping life intact—man blood brother to the other carnivores. And
he thought, the greatest carnivore of all. Now there was no need for such as he to prey upon his brothers of the woodland
the marsh. Meat was supplied by the herds and flocks, although even so he supposed that even this equated to a modified
carnivorous mode of life. Even if one wanted to hunt he would have had to revert to the bow and arrow and the lance. Th
still rested in their cases and were meticuloudly cleaned and oiled by robotic hands, but the supply of powder long had beer
exhausted and no way, without much study and laborious effort, that it could be resupplied.

The path bent up the hill to the little field where the corn stood in scattered shocks, the pumpkins still upon the ground. |
another day or two the robots would haul in the pumpkins for storage, but the com probably would be l€eft in the shocks unt
the other work of autumn had been done. It could be brought in later or, more likely, shucked in the field even after snow |
upon the ground.

In the dim moonlight, the shocks reminded Jason of an Indian encampment and the sight made him wonder if the robot:
taken down to Horace Red Cloud's camp the flour and corn meal, the bacon and all the other supplies that he had ordered
taken. The chances were they had. The robots were most meticulous in all matters and he fell to wondering, as he had me
times before, exactly what they got out of such an arrangement as caring for him and Martha, the house and farm. Or, for
matter, what any robot got out of anything at all ... Hezekiah and the others in the monastery, the robots at their mysteriou



building project up the river. Thiswonderment, he realized, grew out of the old profit motive which had been the obsession
the mainstay of the ancient human race. Y ou didn't do a thing unless there was some material return. Which, of course, w
wrong, but the old habit, the old way of thinking, sometimes still intruded and he felt a touch of shame that it should still int

If the humans should repossess the Earth, the old profit motive and the subsidiary philosophies that depended on it woul
reestablished, and the Earth, except for whatever benefits it might have gained from its five thousand years of rest from tf
human plague, would be no better off than it had been before. There was just a bare possibility, he knew, that there would
move to repossess it. They would know, of course, that the bulk of its resources had been depleted, but even that consider:
might not be taken into account. There might be (he could not be sure and John had said nothing about it) ayearning in me
them to return to the ancestral planet. Five thousand years should be along enough span of time to make the planets on wi|
they now resided seem like home, but one could not be certain. At the very best, Earth would be subjected, more than likel
streams of tourists and of pilgrims coming back to pay sentimental homage to mankind's parent planet.

He passed the cornfield and went along a narrow ridge to the point of rocks that hung above the meeting of therivers.
waning moon made the converging streams shining silver roads cutting through the dark woodlands of the valley. He sat d
on the boulder where he always sat, wrapping his heavy cape around him against the chill night wind. Sitting in the silence
hushed loneliness, he was surprised to find himself untouched by the loneliness. For this was home, he thought, and no mar
could be lonely who stayed close within his home.

That was why, of course, he viewed with such horror the arrival of the People. He could not abide theinvasion of hish
of the land that he had made his territory as truly as other animals marked out their territorial rights—not by virtue, howew:
any human right, not through any sense of ownership, but by the quiet procedure of simply living here. Not taking over, not
contending with hislittle wildlife neighbors the right to use and walk the land, but by simply staying on in very simple peace

It could not be allowed, he told himself. They could not be allowed to come back and spoil the Earth again. They could
for asecond time, contaminate it with their machines. He must find away to stop them, and even as he thought that he mi
find away, he knew there was no way. One old and selfish man could not stand against all humanity; perhaps he had no ri
stand against humanity. They had their three planets only, and the Earth would make a fourth, while the other small segme
humanity, those not taken in the net that had swept the others off the Earth, had all the galaxy, al the universe, perhaps, if
time ever came when they wished to spread throughout the universe.

Except that he'd not gone out into the galaxy, neither he nor Martha. This was their home, not just these few acres, but
entire Earth. And there was, as well, the others—the L eech Lake Indians. What of them? What would happen to them an
way of lifeif the others should come back? Another reservation? Another penning up?

Back on the ridge a stone was dislodged by something and went rolling down the slope. Jason sprang swiftly to his feet.

"Who's out there?' he demanded.

It might be abear. It might be adeer. It was neither.

"It's Hezekiah, sir," avoice said. "l saw you leave the house and | followed you."

"Comeonin," said Jason. "Why did you follow me?"

"To give you thanks," the robot said. "My very heartfelt thanks."

He came lumbering out of the darkness.

"Sit down," said Jason. "That boulder over there. It is comfortable.”

"I have no need of comfort. | have no need to sit."

"And yet you do," said Jason. "l see you often sitting on the bench beneath the willow tree."

"It isan affectation only," Hezekiah said. "An aping of my betters and a quite unworthy act. | feel great shame of it."

"Continue in your shame," said Jason, "if you enjoy it, but please humor me. | have aneed of comfort and a need to sit and shall fe
uncomfortableif you continue standing."

"If you insst," said Hezekiah.

"Indeed | do," said Jason, "and now what is thisimaginary kindness for which you wish to thank me?"

"It concerns the pilgrim.”

"Yes, | know. Thatcher told me of him."

"I am fairly certain," the robot said, "that he is not a pilgrim. Nicodemus, | know, told Thatcher that he was. Nicodemus got carried :
Itis so easy, Sir, to get carried away when you want something very much.”

"I can understand," said Jason.

"It would have been so wonderful if he had been a pilgrim. It would have meant that the word had spread of the labor i
which we are engaged. Not arobot pilgrim, you understand, but a human pilgrim ..."

Jason sat quietly. The wind fluttered the robe that the robot wore. Hezekiah picked at it, trying to wrap it more closely
himsdlf.

"Pride," he said. "That's the thing to fight. Like sitting down when there is no need to sit. Wearing arobe when thereis
of none. Pacing up and down the garden, thinking, when one could think aswell if one were standing still."

Jason sat unmoving, keeping his mouth tight shut when he wanted to scream questions; What about this pilgrim? Who i:
Where did he come from? What has he been doing al these years? But remembering with a sour amusement that up until
moments ago the worry and the fret of the human race returning had blanketed out any real concern about the stranger at
monastery.



"Thething | want to say isthis," said Hezekiah. "1 know how long the humans at the House hunted for other humansin
world. | recall al the rumors that were brought and how, rumor by rumor, you were disappointed. Now a human does sho
and you'd have been quite within your rights to have come hurrying down to claim him. And yet you did not do it. Y ou stay
away. You let us have our human. Y ou gave us our hour of glory."

"We figured that it was your show," said Jason. "We talked about it and decided to stay away. We can talk with this m
later. Thereislittle likelihood that he will run off. He must have traveled far to get here.”

"Our hour of glory," Hezekiah said, "and an empty hour, for we know now we did ho more than delude ourselves. |
sometimes wonder if our whole life may not be delusion.”

"You'll not get me," said Jason, "to wallow on the ground with you in your game of martyr. Y ou've sat down there for years, | k
and eaten out your hearts, wondering if you were doing right, if you might be engaged in blasphemy, if you should not be stricken des
your presumption. Well, the answer is that you've not been stricken dead . ."

"Y ou mean that you approve. That you, ahuman. . ."

"No," said Jason. "Not approve, or disapprove. What basis do | have to judge?”

"But onceupon atime. . ."

"Yes, | know. Once upon atime man made images out of sticks and clay and worshiped them. Once upon a time he thought the sun
God. How many times must man be mistaken before he learns the truth?"

"I see your point," said Hezekiah. "Do you think we may ever know the truth?"

"How much do you want to know the truth?"

"We seek it," said Hezekiah, "with al our energies. That's the purposein us, isit not?'

"I don't know," said Jason. "l wish very much | did."

He thought how ridiculous it was, sitting on this windy ridge in the dead of night, talking about the possibility of truth—of any trut
all—with afanatic robot. He could tell Hezekiah about the Principle that John had found. He could tell him about the alien who had con
seek asoul. And what good would it do if he told him either?

"I tell you my troubles," Hezekiah said. "Y ou have troubles of your own. Y ou walk the night thinking of your trouble.”

Jason grunted uncommittally. He might have suspected. The robots knew what was going on, sometimes, it seemed, before you kne
yourself. They walked quietly when they wished and heard and, once heard, the news sprang from one to the other of them like an elec
impulse. Thatcher would have heard the talk at dinner and later on the patio while they listened to the concert, with the even
clean and beautiful after the passing of the rain (and, come to think of it, there had been something very funny happened &
concert). But it was not only Thatcher. Thatcher, perhaps, less than al the rest of them. They always were around. They
listened and they pried and later they talked it over interminably among themselves. There was nothing wrong in it, of cou
There was nothing that one had any wish to hide. But their obsession with every little detail of the human world sometime
disconcerting.

"I," said Hezekiah, "share your great concern.”

"How isthat?" Jason asked, surprised.

"I understand how you must feel," the robot told him. "Perhaps not al the others, out among the Stars. But you and Mis
Martha, certainly thetwo of you' . . ."

"Not only us," said Jason. "How about the tribes? The lives of their ancestors were dislocated once. Must it happen age
They have made anew life for themselves. Must they give it up? And how about your people? Would you be happier if th
were more humans? At times | think you would."

"Some of us, perhaps," said Hezekiah. "Our function isto serve and there are so few to serve. If only thetribes. . ."

"But you know they won't. They'll have none of you."

"I was about to say," said Hezekiah, "that there is a certain segment of us who might not look kindly upon their coming
I do not know too much about them, but they are engaged upon a project...”

"Y ou mean the installation up the river?’

The robot nodded. "Y ou might talk with them. Y ou might find some help.”

"Y ou think that they would help us, would be willing to?'

"Thereistalk," said Hezekiah, "of marvelous new ideas, of very cunning work. Thereis none of it | can understand."”

Jason sat hunched upon his boulder. He shivered and drew the cape close about his shoulders. The night suddenly seemed darker
lonely and perhaps alittle frightening.

"Thank you," he said. "I'll see about it."

In the morning he'd go down to the river landing and talk with Horace Red Cloud. Horace might know what could be done.
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(Excerpt from journal of Sept. 18, 2185) . . . Sometime after we had started our ambitious expeditions to get together a comprehensive
library and to acquire at least a sampling of the arts, four robots came to see me. | did not recognize them—after al, there are few
distinguishing marks by which arobot can be recognized. They may have been working about the farm for years or they may just then



wandered in. | am somewhat surprised, now that | write of it, that | did not question them more closely, but my best memory now is tha
not ask them about their origins, either then or since. It may have been that | was so astonished—and in a sense, upset —by what the
to ask that | was delinquent in my investigation of them.

They told me that their names were Hezekiah, Nicodemus, Jonathon and Ebenezer, and that if | had no objection they would like to
occupy the monastery buildings down the road and devote their entire time to a study of Christianity. They seemed to have gotten the
that man had stopped far short of the point he should have reached in his study of religion and that they, as objective students, might
the matter much beyond man's short-range venture into it | could detect about them no sign of religious fervor, although | greatly fear
continue at it (they have been at it, at the time of thiswriting, amost thirty years) they will not be able to maintain an objec
attitude and may develop unthinking religious fanaticism. I am not even now convinced (perhaps now less convinced than
then) that | was right in raising no objectionsto their project. It may not have been right or wise to turn a group of robots I«
upon so sensitive a subject. | suppose fanatics have their proper nichein al societies, but the thought of fanatic robots (far
on any subject, and religion somehow seems to breed fanatics) does not particularly enchant me. The entire business sugg
situation that can be redlly frightening. With the most of mankind gone and all the robots left, the robots in time may move:
the vacuum thus created. They were made to serve us and they cannot, by the very nature of them, be idle. One wonders
lacking men to serve, in time they will not somehow contrive to serve themselves. If that should be the case, what sort of
motives might they have and what kind of purpose? Surely not human and for that, | would suppose, one might be duly gre
But it iswith what | tell myself is pardonable apprehension that one must view the rise of anew philosophy and a setting c
values by creatures that were created in their final form little more than a century ago, having no evolutionary period in wt
they could develop by the same slow process as man and the other creatures of the Earth (not forgetting that man, even w
long history, may have developed far too fast). It may be that they will take time to evolve, not consciously, of course, but
because they will need the time to form, for themselves, alogical operating base. But the time will be short, | fear, and be
of thisthe possibility of serious flaws exists. Evolution supplies the time for testing and rejecting and because of this, has a
of straightening out the kinksin away of life. For the robots there can be little in the way of evolution and thus many of the ki
will be carried over into their final thinking.

But | get beyond my story. To get back to the four who came to see me. If they were to carry on the work that they proposed, they
they must have a large body of religious writings and they wondered if they could go along with us on our book-hunting expeditions,
willing to help us with the labor in return for our hauling back the books selected for their studies. The offer of labor was much beside
point, for we had al the robots that we needed for the actual work. But for some reason which | now do not understand (and may not |
understood at the time) T agreed. Perhaps the agreement came because the thing they proposed to do seemed more ridiculous than it
now. | may even have chuckled at it then, although after further deliberations | have no chucklesfor it.

The collection of our library proved a much harder task than | had anticipated. It was an easy matter, on the face of it, to sit down a
writealist, saying that we need Shakespeare, Proust, Plato, Aristotle, Virgil, Gibbon, Locke, Euripides, Aristophanes, Tolstoy, Pascal,
Chaucer, Montaigne, Hemingway, Wolfe, Steinbeck, Faulkner and all the others that would go on any list; that we needed texts on
mathematics, engineering, chemistry, astronomy, biology, philosophy, psychology and many other branches of the arts and sciences,
the possible exception of medicine, which no longer seems necessary to those of us on Earth (although one can't be entirely sure of th
how can one be sure he has not missed something that at sometime in the future will be, not sadly missed, for not knowing of it, it will
missed, but which will not be there for use when there could be need of it. And how does one, obversely, know that much of what he ¢
select may not, in time to come, be unworthy of the space it takes?

Over the years, of course, there may be opportunity to supply any deficit, to obtain what might have been overlooked. |
the years go on, it will be more difficult to do. Even when we collected the books we bad great difficulties. The trucks we
required continual tinkering to keep them running and in many cases the roads had deteriorated, through flood and frost an
other circumstances, to a point where they were often hard to travel. At some places, we were forced to make detours. T
trucks, of course, are no longer usable; after atime even the most determined tinkering could not keep them running. The
I would presume, are now much farther gone to ruin, although they still possibly could be used by wagons. | can foresee a
(although we tried our best to guard against such an eventuality) when men, seeking a particular book or books, of which t
might have found some reference, will be forced to strike out afoot or by pack train through the wildernessin hopes of finc
still existent library or some other depository where there still may exist the books we may have forgotten to place upon oL

By that time, perhaps, the books no longer will exist. Even housed under the best circumstances in the long deserted cit
the weather will get at them, and the rodents and the worms, and if nothing else, sheer time will take the tall.

Wefinaly located and transported here all the books that we had listed. With the art objects we sought to salvage we
encountered greater problems, principally because with them space was a greater consideration than it is with books. We!
painfully select and choose with the greatest care. How many Rembrandts, for example, could we allow ourselves, knowir
each extra Rembrandt would rob us of a Courbet or a Renoir? Because of the very lack of space, both in transportation ar
storage, we were forced to choose the smaller canvas rather than the larger. The same criterion applied to all other categc
of the arts.

There are times when | could weep, thinking of all the great endeavors and accomplishments of mankind we were forc
leave to be forever lost . . .
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Horace Red Cloud squatted by the fire for along time after the two white men had left. He had watched them leave, g
up the hollow that ran back into the hills, until atwisting of the hollow had hidden them from view, and after they were gor
stayed by the fire, unmoving. The morning was far gone, but as yet the camp lay in shadow, the sun not having risen enouc
the sky to clear the towering bluffs that blocked its light. The camp was quiet, quieter than usual—the others knew someth
was afoot, but they would not intrude upon him, there beside the fire; they would not ask, but wait for him to tell them. The
women went about their work as usual, but with less commotion, without a banging of the pans and yelling back and forth.
small-fry huddled, quiet in groups, whispering to one another, bursting with excitement. The others were not in camp—per
working in the cornfields, although some of them would be fishing or out prowling. One could not expect a man, especiadly
young man, to spend an entire day at drudgery. Even the dogs were quiet.

The fire had burned to a gray ash, with some blackened sticks showing at its edges and a hint of heat lying in its heart, \
only the smallest of smoke rising from the ash and the ends of the blackened sticks. Slowly he put out his hands, holding th
the smoke, scrubbing them together, washing them with smoke. He did it absentmindedly and was somewhat amused whe
saw what he was doing. A cultural reflex action, he wondered, still keeping his hands where they were, still washing them
smoke. Thus his far ancestors had washed their hands in smoke as a purification rite, one of the many senseless little gest
they went through when they stood upon the brink of magic, symbolically purifying themselves so they could deal in magic
how much had he and the others lost when they had turned their backs on magic? Belief, of course, and there might be so
valuein belief, although there was, aswell, delusion and did a man want to pay for the value of belief in the coinage of del
Although we've lost very little, he told himself, and have gained a great deal more—an understanding of ourselves as afac
ecology. We have learned to live with trees and water, with earth and sky and wind, with weather, and the wild things, as
were brothers to us. Using them as we need them, not abusing our need and use of them, respecting them, living with then
being one with them. Not using them as the white man did, not owning them, not ignoring them, with no contempt of them.

He got up slowly from the fire and went down the path toward the river. Where the path ended at the water's edge ca
were drawn up on the gravel beach and a yellowed willow tree, its branches drooping, dipped the gold of its leavesinto the
flowing stream. Upon the water were other floating leaves, the red and brown of oak, the scarlet of the maple, the yellow
elm—the tributes of other trees farther up the stream, their offerings to the river that had supplied the water that they nee
through the hot, dry days of summer. The river talked to him, not to him aone, he knew, but to the trees, the hills, the sky,
friendly mumbling gossip that ran down across the land.

He stooped and cupped his hands together, plunged them in the river and then lifted them. His hands were full, but the
ran between his fingers and escaped, leaving alittle puddle of it where the edges of his palms were pressed together. He
opened the hands and let the water go, back into the river. That was the way it should be, he told himself. The water and t
and earth ran away when you tried to grasp them. They would not be caught and held. They were not something one coul
but something one could live with. It had been so long ago in the first beginning, and then there had been men who had trie
own them, to hold them, to influence and coerce them, and after that there had been a new beginning and was that new
beginning to come to an end again?

| shall call al the tribes together, he had told Jason, sitting at the fire. It is near the time to make the winter meat, but thi
more important than the winter meat. It had, perhaps, been silly for him to say athing like that, for he should have known-
did know—that a throng a thousand times as large as al the tribes would not prevail against the whitesif they wanted to ¢
back. Strength was not enough, determination would be futile, love of homeland and devotion to it stood as nothing against
who could cross between the stars on ships. They took one path, he thought, and we took ancther, from the very first and
was not the wrong path (indeed, it was the right one), but it made us weak against their rapacity, as everything was weak
against their rapacity.

These had been good years since they had gone away. There had been time to find the old paths once again. Once age
wind blew free and the water ran untrammeled down the land. Once more the prairie grass grew thick and sweet and the

was aforest once again and the sky was black in spring and fall with wildfowl.

He did not like the idea of visiting the robot installation, he recoiled against the robot, Hezekiah, riding in a canoe, sharing even
temporarily this ancient way of life, but Jason was quite right—it was the only thing to do, it was the only chance they had.

He turned back up the path, toward the camp. They all were waiting and now he'd call them all together. The men would be picked t

paddle canoes. Some of the young men would have to secure fresh meat and fish for the journey. The women must get together food
robes. There was much to do; they'd set out in the morning.
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Evening Star was sitting on the patio when the young man with the binoculars and the bear-claw necklace showed up,
coming up the path from the monastery.

He stopped in front of her. "Y ou are here to read the books," he said. "That is the correct word, isit not? To read?"

He wore awhite bandage on his cheek. "Y ou have the word," she said. "Won't you please sit down. How are you feeli

"Very well," he said. "The robots took good care of me."

"Well, then, sit down," she said. "Or are you going somewhere?"

"I have nowhereto go," he said. "l may go no farther." He sat down in achair beside her and laid the bow upon the
flagstones. "I had wanted to ask you about the trees that make the music. Y ou know about the trees. Y esterday you spok
the ancient oak ..."

"You told me," she said, somewhat angrily, "that you'd never mention that again. Y ou spied upon me and you promised.

"I am sorry, but | must,” he told her. "I have never met a person who could talk with trees. | have never heard before atre
could make music."

"What have the two to do with one another?"

"There was something wrong with the trees last night. | thought perhaps you noticed. | think | did something to them."

"Y ou must be joking. Who could do anything with the trees? And there was nothing wrong with them. They played beautifully.”

"There was asickness in them, or in some of them. They played not as well as they could play. And | did something with the bears
well. Especially that last bear. Maybe with all of them."

"Y ou told me that you killed them. And took one claw from each to put into the necklace. A way of keeping count, you said. And, i
ask me, away of bragging, too."

She thought he might get angry, but he only looked alittle puzzled. "I had thought al thetime," he said, "that it was the bow. That |
them because | could shoot the bow so well and the arrows were so finely fashioned. What if it were not the bow at all, or the arrows ol
shooting of them, but something else entirely?*

"What difference does it make? Y ou killed them, didn't you?"

"Yes, of coursel killed them, but. . ."

"My nameis Evening Star," she said, "and you've never told me yours."

"I am David Hunt."

"And so, David Hunt, tell me about yourself."

"Thereis not much to tell."

"But there must be something. Y ou have people and a home. Y ou surely came from somewhere."

"A home. Yes, | suppose so. Although we moved around alot. We were aways fleeing and the people leaving . . ."

"Fleeing? What was there to flee from?"

"The Dark Walker. | see you do not know of it. Y ou have not heard of it?" She shook her head.

"A shape," he said. "Like aman and yet not like aman. Two-legged. Maybe that is the only way it islike aman. Neve
in daytime. Always seen at night. Always on aridgetop, black against the sky. It was first seen on the night everyone was
taken— that is, everyone but us, and | suppose, to say it right, everyone but us and the people here and those out on the pl
am thefirst of our people to know there are other people.”

"Y ou seem to think there is only one Dark Walker. Are you sure of that? Are you sure therereally is a Dark Walker, ¢
you just imagine it? My people at one time imagined so many things that we now know were never true. Has it ever hurt ¢
your people?”’

He frowned, trying to think. "No, not that | know of. It hurt no one; it isonly seen. It is horrible to see. We watch for it
time and when we see it, we flee to somewhere €l se.”

"Y ou never tried to track it down?'

"No," he said.

"I thought perhaps that was what you were doing now. Trying to track it down and kill it. A great bowman such asyou
can kill the bears . .."

"Y ou make fun of me," he said, but without a show of anger,

"Perhaps," she said. "Y ou are so proud of the killing of the bears. No one of my people have killed so many bears."

"I doubt," he said, "that the Walker could be killed with arrows. Maybe it can not be killed at all."

"There may be no Walker," said the girl. "Have you ever thought of that? Surely, if there were, we would have seen or
of it. My people range far west to the mountains and there'd have been some word of it. And so far as that goes, how isit
dl these years there has been no word of your people? For centuries the people in this house hunted other people, running
all sorts of rumors.”

"So did my people, | amtold, in the early years. | have only heard of it, of course. Things that people talked about. | ha
myself, only twenty summers."

"We are the same age," said Evening Star. "l am just nineteen."

"There are few young people among us," said David Hunt. "There are not many of us, all of ustogether, and we move
around so much . . ."



"It puzzles me," she said, "that there are only afew of you. If you are like the rest of us, you live for along, long time a
there is no sickness. From one small tribe, my people number many thousands. From a few people in this house there are
thousands in the stars. There should be thousands of you. Y ou should be strong and many . . ."

"We could be many," he said, "but we go away."

"I thought you told me.. . ."

"Not to the stars, like these others. But across the water. There is a madness that sends many of us across the water.
build rafts and they set out across the water, toward the setting sun. It has been done for many years. | don't know why. |
have been told.”

"Perhaps fleeing from the Walker."

"I don't think so," he said. "I don't think those who go know why they are going or even that they're going until the mad
seizesthem.”

"Lemmings," said Evening Star.

"What are lemmings?’

"Small animals. Rodents. | read about them once."

"What have lemmingsto do with us?'

"] am not sure," she said.

"I ran away," he said. "Myself and Old Jose. We both feared the bigness of the water. We did not want to go if the fev
remaining people went. If we ran away, we said, the madness might not touch us. Jose saw the Walker, twice, after we had ru
away, and we ran again, from the Walker, very far and fast."

"When Jose saw the Walker, didyou . . ."

"No. I've never seen it."

"Do you think the other people went? Out across the water, after you and Jose left?'

"I do not know," he said. "Jose died. He was an old, old man. He remembered when the Peopl e disappeared. He was an old man eve
There came aday when hislife ran out. | think that he was glad. It is not always good to live too long. When you live too long you toc
arealone”

"But he had you with him."

"Y es, but there were too many years between us. We got along all right and we talked alot, but he missed the people like himself. H
would play the fiddle and | would listen and the coyotes would sit up on the hills and sing with the fiddle. Have you ever heard a coyc
sing?"'

g'I‘ve heard them bark and howl," she said. "I never heard one sing."

"They sang every night when Old Jose would play. He'd play only in the evening. There were alot of coyotes and | think they cam
listen and to sing along. There were times when there'd be a dozen of them, sitting on the hilltops, singing. Jose said he couldn't play a
as he should. His fingers were no longer limber and his arm was heavy with the bow. | felt the death that was in him, death sitting on th
hilltop and listening with the wolves. When he died | dug a deep hole and buried him, with the fiddle beside him, for it was no useto m
thought he'd like it that way. Then | worked for days, carrying rocks, asbig as | could pack, to pile upon the grave against the wolves.
time | did this| was not lonesome, for somehow it seemed that | was still with Jose. Working for him was like being with him. But once!
finished, | was lonely."

"Y ou could have gone back to find your people.”

"I thought of it," he said, "but T had no idea where they were and | still was afraid of the madness that might send me ¢
with them upon the water. | had afeeling that the madness would not strike meif | were alone. It is—what would you cal
it?—agroup madness. And, besides, there was something inside of me that kept telling me to go toward therising sun. | h
wondered many times what it was that made me go. There seemed no reason that | should. It was asif | were hunting fo
something, although | did not know what it is | am supposed to hunt. | found your people out on the plains and | wanted to
with them. They would have let me stay. But | couldn't. The call of the rising sun still wasin me and | had to leave them.
told me of this great stone house and | wondered if that was what | had set out to find. There were many houses of stone
found along the way, but | was afraid of them. My people never lived in houses. We were afraid of them. They made nois
the night and they were so empty and we thought that there were ghosts in them, maybe the ghosts of the people who hac
taken when everyone disappeared.”

"You're here now," said the girl. "I hope you stay awhile. You'll find nothing to the east. It is only empty forest. A few
people live there, but even so, it al is empty forest. And this house is not like the houses that you saw. It is not empty; itis
in. It has the feel of people."

"The robotswould let me stay with them," he said. "They are kindly folks."

"But," she said, "they aren't human. Y ou'll want to be with humans. Uncle Jason and Aunt Martha, | am sure, would be
to have you. Or, if you'd rather, there always would be a place for you in my people's camp.”

"Uncle Jason and Aunt Martha live in this house?'

"Yes, but they really aren't aunt and uncleto me. | call them that, but only to myself. They do not know | call them that. Uncle
and my grandfather-many-times-removed have been lifelong friends. They were young men at the Disappearance.”

"I may haveto go on," he said. "The call of the rising sun may not have left me yet. But I'd be glad of alittletimeto rest. | cameto
about your talking with the trees. Y ou have not told me of it. Do you talk with all the trees, or just a certain tree?’



"Y ou may not understand,” she said. "We live close to the trees, the streams, the flowers, the animals and birds. We are one with tt
Any one of us can talk with them."

"And you the best of all."

"I would not know. Among ourselves we do not discussit. | can speak only for myself. | can go for awalk, into the woods or along
stream, and | am never lonely or aone, for | meet so many friends and | always talk with them."

"And they talk back to you."

"Sometimes they do," she said.

"Y ou talk with the trees and the others go out to the stars.”

"You still don't believe about the stars.”

"I am beginning to," he said; "Although it is hard to believe it. | asked the robots about it and they explained it to me, although | dc
think | understood entirely. They said that of all the people once in this house, only two remain. The rest are out among the stars. The)
that at times they come back from the stars for avisit. Is that so?'

"Yes, itis. Thereisone of them now back from the stars. Uncle Jason's brother. He brought disturbing word. He and Uncle Jason w
down to the camp this morning to talk with my many-times-grand-father about the word he brought.”

She was running on too much, she thought. Perhaps Uncle Jason would not like her telling this to a perfect stranger, a man who ha

stumbled out of nowhere. It had just slipped out, asif he were afriend. And she did not really know him. She had met him only yesterc
after he had spied on her and again this morning when he'd come up the road from the monastery. But it was, she thought, asif she'd k
him for years. He was just aboy. What was it he had said about the many years that lay between himself and his old friend? Maybe th
it. There were no yearsto lie between the two of them.

"Y ou think," he asked, "that your aunt and uncle would not mind my staying here? Y ou could ask your aunt, perhaps."

"Not now," said Evening Star. "She is talking with the stars. She has been talking al the morning. But we can ask her later—or my
when hereturns from camp.”
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Hefelt old and lonely. It wasthe first timein years that he had felt lonely and the first time ever that he'd had a sense of being old.

"I debated telling you," said Martha. "Perhaps | should not have told you, Jason, but you had to know. They were all polite and
understanding . . ."

"And abit amused," he said.

"I don't think quite that," she told him. "But alittle baffled asto why you should be so upset. Earth can't mean as much to them, of
asit meansto you and me. Some of them have never been here. To them Earth isonly an old and beautiful story. And all of them point
that the others may have no intention of coming back and staying; it might smply be an exploratory trip to satisfy their curiosity."

"Thepoint is," said Jason, "that they don't really care. They have the stars; they don't need Earth. Asyou say, it's just a story to th
had thought of calling a conference—some of the old and trusted friends, some of the younger ones to whom we've been the closest.”

"It still might be agood idea," Martha said. "They would come, I'm sure. All of them would come, | think, if we really needed them. |
do alot of good. There are so many things that they have learned. We don't know of all the things they've learned."

"I wouldn't count too much on what they've learned," said John. "Collectively, they have learned a great deal. Since they've gone t
stars the sum total of the knowledge they have gained probably is as great or greater than all that man had learned on Earth before the
Disappearance. But this knowledge is superficial. They have learned the surface facts, that a certain thing is possible or that certain ac
will bring about a prescribed effect, but they've gained no rea understanding for they have not sought the why and wherefore of it. Al
because of this, while they know many strange and unguessed things, the knowledge does them little good, for they cannot useit. An
of it, aswell, is defiant of any human understanding. Much of it is so alien to the human concept of the universe that it can't be unders
until a man has mastered aien viewpoints and intellectual processesand ..."

"Y ou need not go on," said Jason, bitterly. "I know how impossibleitis."

"I've not wanted to point this out,” said John, "because | know you will not like it. But, if worse comes to worst, you and Martha ce
to the stars.”

"John, you know | can't do that," said Jason. "And | don't think Martha could. Earth isin our bones. We've lived with it too long. |
much a part of us."

"I've often wondered what it would be like," said Martha. "I've talked to so many people and they've told me so much of it. But if it
to going, | don't think | could go."

"You see," said Jason, "we're just two old selfish people.”

And that's the truth of it, he told himself. It's a selfish thing to hang onto Earth, to claim it, al of it, for one's own. When one cameri

downtoit, the People had aright to return to Earth if that should be their wish. They'd not |eft Earth of their own free will; they had be
abducted from it; they had been taken from it. If they could find their way back to it, there was no legal and no moral stricture barring tt
return. The worst thing about it all, he realized, would be their insistence on sharing with those till 1eft on Earth al that they had learn
gained, al their technological advances, al their bright new concepts, all their shimmering knowledge, determined to give free-handedl
the benighted people |eft on Earth al the advantages of the continuing human heritage. And what of the tribes, who wanted none of tf
And the robots, too? Although maybe the robots would welcome their return. He knew little of the robots or how they might feel abou
acircumstance.

In aday or two he'd know how the robots felt about it. Tomorrow morning he and John and Hezekiah would set out up the river witl



Cloud and his men.
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(Excerpt from journal of Oct. 9, 3935) ... | have hesitated to accept the business of going to the stars. | knew it was be
done; | knew it was possible; | saw them go and, after atime, return. And | talked with them about it; all of us have talkec
it a great length and, being human, have sought to determine the mechanism that makes it possible and even at times, althe
less often now, have debated the desirability of this trait we discovered. And the use of that word, trait, is most revealing, 1
lends emphasis to the fact that we know nothing whatever about how we do it or how it might have come about.

| say there has been some hesitancy on my part to accept going to the stars and that is, | know, a somewhat confusing
statement and | am not sure at all that | can makeit clear. |, of course, have accepted it intellectually and even emotionally
that | have been as excited about this seeming impossibility as have any of the others. But the acceptance is not total. It is
were shown some impossible animal or plant (impossible for any number of good and logical reasons). Seeing it, | would b
forced to admit that it did, indeed, exist. But turning and walking away from it, I'd find myself doubting the evidence of my
and telling myself that | had not actually seenit, in consequence of which I’d have to go back and see it once again. And\
turned away from it the second time, and the third and fourth and fifth, I'd still find myself doubtful of what | had seen anc
to turn back to reassure myself. Perhaps there is something more aswell. Try as| may, | cannot make up my mind that tr
beneficial, or even a proper, thing for any human being to do. A built-in caution, perhaps, or aresistance to anything too
revolutionary (an attitude not uncommon in one of my biologica age) niggles at me continually, whispering warnings of
catastrophe as aresult of this new ability. The conservatism in me will not accept that so great a thing can be conferred yj
the human race without the exaction of some sort of heavy payment. Feeling so, | suppose that unconsciously | have gone
the assumption that until | unreservedly admit that it is so, it cannot be so and that until it actually becomes so, the paymen
be deferred.

All of this, of course, is egocentric and, more than that, plain foolish and | have felt at times, although everyone has bee
great pains not to make it so appear, that | have made a great fool of myself. For the trips to the stars have been going on
some years now and by this time almost everyone has gone for at least one short trip. | have not gone, of course; my dout
reservations no doubt would act as a psychological block to my going, which is something that isidle to speculate upon, for
don't intend to try. My grandson Jason and his excellent Martha are among the few who have not gone and my prejudice |
me very glad of this. | seem to see in Jason some of the same love of the ancestral acresthat | have myself and | am incli
believe that thislove will keep him forever from the stars which, mistaken though | may be, | account no tragedy. His brot
John, however, was among the first to go and he has not come back. | have spent many hours of worry over him.

Itisridiculous, of course, for meto persist in thisillogical attitude. Whatever | may say or think, man finally has severec
quite naturally and as a matter of course, his dependence on the Earth. And that may be the core of how | feel about it—:¢
uneasiness that Man should, after long millennia, finally end his dependence on the Earth.

The house is filled with mementos from the stars. Amanda just this morning brought the beautiful bouquet of most strar
flowers that sits upon my desk, plucked on aplanet of which | now quite forget the name—although the name is not impor
for it isnot really its name (if it ever had aname) but a name by which two human beings, Amanda and her boyfriend, Ge
have designated it. It is out toward a bright star of which | now also forget the name—not a planet of that particular star, «
course, but of asmaller neighbor, so much fainter that even if we had alarge telescope we could not pick up itslight. All e
the house are strange objects— branches with dried berries, colorful rocks and pebbles, chunks of exotic wood, fantastic
artifacts picked from sites where intelligent creatures once had lived and built and fabricated the cultural debris that we nc
bring back. We have no photographs and that's a pity, for while we have the cameras, still in working condition, we have n
to load them with. Some day someone may develop away of making film again and welll have photographs. Strangely, | &
only one who has considered photographs; none of the others have any interest in them.

At first there was a fear that someone, returning from the stars, would coalesce, or otherwise come back together in th
natural form, at the exact location of some solid object or, perhaps, another person, which in the last instance, would be
extremely messy. | don't think there was ever any real need for apprehension, for as | understand it, the returning traveler, bef
aimsfor his next point of materialization, peeps or scans or otherwise becomes aware of the situation and condition of the location hei
aiming at. | must admit that | am very bad at writing this, for despite being associated with it for a number of years, | do not understand
is going on, which may be due to the fact that the ability which the others have developed has bypassed me entirely.

Anyhow—and thisiswhat | have been leading up to—the large ballroom on the third floor has been set aside as the areain which
returning travelers materialize, with the area barred to all others and arule set up that the entire room be kept clear of any object. Some
younger people called the room the Depot, harking back to those virtually prehistoric days when buses and trains arrived and departec

depots, and the name has stuck. There was at first agreat deal of hilarity over the name, for to some of the young folks it seemed very
humorous. | must admit that | see no particular humor in it, although | can see no real harm in whatever they may call it.



| have pondered the development of the entire business and, despite some of the theories advanced by others who have actually tr
(and therefore assume they know more of it than 1), | believe that what we may have here is anormal evolutionary process—at least, tf
what | would like to think it is. Man rose from alowly primate to intelligence, became atoolmaker, a hunter, afarmer, acontroller of his
environment—he had progressed steadily through the years and the progress most admittedly has not always been for the good, eithe
himself or others. But the point is that he has progressed and this going to the stars may be only another evolutionary point that mark
further logical progression.. . .
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Jason couldn't go to sleep. He couldn't quit thinking about the Principle. What had started him to thinking on it he did not know, ar
an exercise that might shake him loose from it, he tried to backtrack in his mind to the point where he had first begun his speculations,
areawas fogged and he could not get to the beginning of it and the wondering went on.

He should get to sleep, he told himself. Thatcher would wake him early in the morning and with John he'd set off down the path to |
Red Cloud's camp. He looked forward to traveling up the river, for it would be interesting—it had been along time since he had gone fe
home—but no matter how interesting it might be, it would be a hard day for him and he needed dleep.

Hetried counting sheep and tried adding a column of imaginary figures, but the sheep refused to jump and the figures faded off int
nothingness from which he'd summoned them and he was |eft with the worry and the wonder of the Principle.

If the universe were steady-state, if it had no beginning and would not have an end, if it had always existed and would continue to ¢
at what point in this foreverness had the Principle come into being—or was it, aswell as the universe, aforeverness? And if the univer
were evolutionary, starting at a certain time and place and destined to come to an end at a certain time and place, had the Principle beel
and waiting, a strangeness out of nothingness, or had it evolved only at alater time and from what had it evolved? And why this galax
wondered—why had the Principle chosen to reside within this galaxy, when there were billions of other galaxies that could have been |
home? Had it come into being in this galaxy and stayed here, and if that should be the case, what unique characteristics did this galaxy
to trigger its appearance? Or was it amuch larger thing than anyone might imagine, was the manifestation of it in this galaxy only an o
of amuch greater central unity?

It was all absurd, of course. There was no way in which he could find an answer; no means by which he could arrive at even alogic
suspicion of what had really happened. He didn't have the data; no one had the data. The only one that would know would be the Prin
itself. The whole procedure of his thinking, Jason knew, was an imbecilic exercise; there was no compelling reason for him to seek an a
And yet his mind bored on and on and he could not stop it, hanging with desperation to an impossibility to which it never should have
attention.

He turned over restlessly and tried to burrow his head deeper into the pillow.

"Jason," said Martha, out of the darkness, "are you asleep?"

He mumbled to her. "Almost," he said. "Almost."
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He was polished and he shone in the morning light; he said his name was Stanley and he was glad that they had come. He recogniz
three of them— Hezekiah, Jason and Red Cloud, in that order—and he said that word and rumor of them had made its way into the Proj
Introduced to John, he professed unusual pleasure at meeting a man from among the stars. He was suave and genteel and he glittered
he walked and he said it was neighborly of them to pay avisit, even after all the years, and that he was desolated he could offer neithe
nor drink, since robots made no use of either.

Apparently awatch had been kept on them from the time of the flotillas first appearance, coming up the river, for he had been waiti
them on the blufftop when they came climbing up the path, with the beached canoes and the men who had paddled them waiting on th
shore below the bluff.

Above the blufftop towered the structure, whatever it might be—a huge and curving thinness that flared out, with a greater diamet
the top than at that point where it emerged from the ground, black with the shine of many metallic highlights that caught the morning s
huge and curving thinness that went up into the sky, more like a fantastic monument or a dreaming scul pture than it was like a structur
looking at it, it seemed to make no sense. Set in acircle, it did not quite complete the circle, but stood with aV-section of emptiness ga
onesideof it.

From where they stood, at some distance beyond the flaring structure, lay the mounds of the ancient city, with here and there broke
walls and the metallic skeletons of buildings till rising above the uneven ground, looking for all the world like the canted arms or the
stiffened hands of corpses buried hurriedly and too shallowly for decency.

Acrosstheriver stood another mounded area, but here the disintegration of the buildings seemed somewhat |ess advanced, for at ¢
intervals great piles of masonry still emerged.

Stanley saw Jason looking at the structures. "The old university," he said. "We have been at great pains to preserve some sel ectex
buildings.”

"Y ou make use of them?"



"Of the contents of them. Certain instruments and libraries. Old workshops and laboratories. And what was missing in them we hav
transported, through the years, from other learning centers. Although,” he said with atouch of sadness, "there's not much left el sewhe
anymore."

y"You used the knowledge to build this," said John, indicating the flaring structure with an upward sweep of hisarm.

"Wedid," the robot Stanley said. "Y ou came to hear of it?"

"That, in part,” said Jason. "There is something more, however."

"We have aplace," said Stanley, "where you can be far more comfortable than standing on this windswept prairie. If you will follow

Following him, they went along a beaten path until they came to aramp that led down into the space enclosed by the flaring structt
they walked down the ramp, they saw that less than half the structure stood above the ground, that its smooth sides went plunging dc
into a great hole that had been excavated to accommodate it. The ramp wound steeply downward, curving in a great sweep around the
smooth wall of the flaring thing.

"We went down to bedrock to anchor it," said Stanley. "Down to the solid limestone.”

"And you call it the Project?' Red Cloud asked. It was the first time he had spoken. Jason had seen him stiffen in something closet
outrage when the glittering robot had come out to meet them and had momentarily held his breath, afraid of what his old friend might fe
compelled to say. But he had said nothing and Jason had felt for him a surge of affection and admiration. Over the years that Red Clou
been coming to the house, there had devel oped between him and Thatcher something that resembled affectionate respect, but Thatche
the only robot the old chief would give a second glance. And now here was this striding, competent, self-assured dandy of arobot
performing as their host. Jason could imagine how the gorge must have risen in the old man's throat at the sight of him.

"That iswhat we call it, sir," said Stanley. "We called it that to start with and it got to be a habit and we never changed the name. W
isall right, of course. It isthe only project that we have."

"And the purpose of it? It must have a purpose?' The way that Red Cloud said it, it was quite apparent he rather doubted that it he

"Once we get to the place of comfort," the robot said, "I shall tell you all you wish. We have no secrets here."

They met other robots, going up the ramp, but they spoke no greeting and they did not stop. And here, thought Jason, as he went
down the ramp, was the explanation of all those hurrying, purposeful bands of so-called "wild robots" they had seen through all the
centuries—purposeful, dedicated bands setting off in al directions, and returning from all directions, to get the needed mat:
for the building of this place.

They finally reached the bottom of the ramp and here the circle of the structure was much smaller than at the top and ¢
the space at the bottom of the pit was what appeared to be an open-sided house, aroof set on stout columns, housing table
desks and chairs, along with filing cabinets and some rather strange machines. It was, Jason decided, a combination opera
center and construction shack.

"Gentlemen,” said Stanley, "if you please will find aplaceto sit, | shall listen to your questions and endeavor to tell you e
wish. | have associates | can summon . . ."

"One of you is enough,” said Red Cloud harshly.

"I think," said Jason, hurrying to cover Red Cloud's words, "well not need to bother any of the others. | take it you can
answer for the others.”

"I havetold you," the robot said, "that we have no secrets. And we're al of asingle mind, or very nearly so. | can call t
othersif thereisany need. It is not necessary to tell you, | suppose, that | recognized all of you except the gentleman who
from the stars. Y our reputations have preceded you. The chief we know and have admired, although we are aware of the
animosity that he and his people hold toward us. We can understand the basis of that attitude, although we do regret it, anc
have made a point, sir,” he said to Red Cloud, "not to intrude ourselves upon you."

"Y our tongue,” said Red Cloud, "is smoother than it should be, but | grant you have kept out of our way."

"Mr. Jason," said the robot, "we have regarded as a good, great friend and we've been most proud of Hezekiah and the
that he has done."

"If you felt that way," asked Jason, "why did you never cometo visit us?"'

"We had thought, somehow, that it might not be proper. Y ou may be able to understand alittle how we must have felt \
suddenly there was no longer men to serve, when the very purpose of our existence was, in amoment, taken from us."

"But others cometo us," said Jason. "We are knee-deep in robots, for which we are quite thankful. They have taken sp!
care of us."

"That istrue," said Stanley, "but you had all you needed. Perhaps far more than you needed. We had no wish to embar
you."

"Then | would takeiit," said John, "that you would be glad to hear the People may be coming back."

"The People!" croaked the robot, shaken from the calm of his self-assurance. "The People coming back?"

"They have only been away," said John, "on other planets. They have relocated Earth and a survey ship ison itsway. |
be arriving very soon."

Stanley struggled with himself. They could see him struggle. When he finally spoke, he was himself again. "Y ou are su
this?' he asked.

"Very sure," said John.

"You ask if wewould be glad," said Stanley. "I do not think we would."

"Butyousad..."



"That was in the beginning. That was five thousand years ago. In that length of time, there must be changes. You call
machines and | suppose we are. But in five thousand years even a machine can change. Not mechanically, of course. But
made us machines with brains and brains can change. Viewpoints can shift. New values can be arrived at and accepted. ¢
we worked for men; it was our purpose and our life. Given a choice, we would not have changed the situation. We gained
satisfaction from our servitude; we were built to gain satisfaction from alife of servitude. Loyalty was the love we gave t
human race and we take no credit for it, for the loyalty was built into ,us."

"But now," said Hezekiah, "you work for yourself."

"Y ou can understand that, Hezekiah. Y ou and your companions now work for yourselves."

"No," said Hezekiah. "We till work for Man."

The robot Stanley paid no attention to what Hezekiah said. "We were confused at first,” he said, "and lost. Not we, of ¢
but each of us, each one separately. For we had never been one people; there had been no we; just each of us alone, doin
what was expected of him, doing what he'd been fabricated for, and happy in the doing of it. We had no life of our own ar
think that is what confused us so much when the People went away. For here suddenly, not we, but each of us alone, four
he did have alife of his own, that he could live without his human master, and that he still was capable of functioning had 1
been anything to do. Many of us stayed on for atime, in some cases avery long time, in the old households, performing th
tasks we were supposed to do—as if our people had only gone off on atrip and would soon be coming back. Although evi
stupidest of us, | think, knew this was not the case, for not only our own people, but everyone, had gone and that was mos
peculiar, for never before had everyone gone away at once. | think that the most of us grasped immediately what had hap
but we kept on pretending that it wasn't so, that in time the people would all come home again and, true to our conditioning
training, we continued in the tasks that now were no tasks at al, but simply senseless motions. In time we gave up the pre
not all of usat once, of course, but afew of us at first and others alittle later and others after them. We took to wandering
hunting for new masters, for tasks that were not senseless. We found no humans, but we did find ourselves, we found one another. \
talked with one another; we laid our little, short-range, meaningless plans by consultation with others of our kind. First we sought for t
and finally, when we knew there were no humans who would take us in—for your people, Mr. Jason, had all the robots that you neede
your people, Chief Red Cloud, would have none of us, and there was a small band out West, on the coast, who were frightened of
everything, even of uswho tried to help them . . ."

Red Cloud said to Jason, "That would be the tribe from which your wanderer came. What was it he said they were afraid of ? The D¢
Walker, wasn't it?"

"They were field workers to begin with," Jason said. "He didn't tell me this, perhaps he doesn't know, but from what he told meit is
plain. Agricultural people who worked continually in the fields, following the plantings, the tending and the harvest. Ground down in
poverty, living hand to mouth, tied so close to the soil they became the very soil. They had no robots, of course. They may only have
glimpsed robots from a distance, if at all. Even having seen them, they may not have fully understood exactly what they were. The robi
were far better off than they. They would have been frightened of arobot."

"They fled from us," said Stanley. "Not from me. | wasn't there. But from others of our people. We tried to make them understand. \
tried to explain to them. But still they fled from us. We finally no longer followed them. We had no wish to frighten them."

"What do you think they saw?" asked Red Cloud. "This Dark Walker of theirs. . ."

"Perhaps nothing," Jason said. "They would have had, | suspect, along background of folklore. They would have been a supers
people. To people such as they, superstition would have been an entertainment and perhapsahope.. . ."

"But they might have seen something," insisted Red Cloud. "On that night when it happened, there might have been
something on the Earth. There may have been netters who swept up the People. In times past my people had their stories
things that walked the Earth and we, in our new sophistication, are too ready to discount them. But when you live as close
bosom of the Earth as we do you come to realize that some of the old stories may have some shreds of truth in them. We
for example, that aliens on occasion now do visit Earth and in time past, before the white man came with hisfury and hisr
when this continent was quieter and |ess boisterous than it became, who can say they did not visit then?"

Jason nodded. "Old friend," he said, "you may well beright."

"We cameto atime," said the robot Stanley, "when we knew there were no humans we could serve and we stood with
hands and there was nothing we could do. But through the centuries the idea grew, slowly at first and then with greater i
that if we could not work for humans, we could work for ourselves. But what can arobot do for himself or for other robot
Build acivilization? A civilization would be meaningless for us. Build afortune? What would we get afortune from and w
need would we have of it? We had no profit motive, we did not thirst for status. Education we might have been capable of
even have enjoyed, but it was a dead end, for except for a questionabl e self-satisfaction it might have given us, we had no
for it. Humans used education for their self-improvement, to earn a better living, to contribute to society, to assure themsel
more enjoyment of the arts. They called it self-improvement and that was aworthy goal for any human, but how could a r
improve himself? And to what purpose and what end? The answer seemed to be that we could not improve ourselves. No
could make himself appreciably better than he already was. He had limitations built into him by his makers. His capabilitie
predetermined by the materials and the programming that went into him. Considering the tasks he was designed to do, he
well enough. There was no need for a better robot. But there seemed no doubt that a better robot could be built. Once yot
thought of it, it became apparent that there was no limit to arobot. There was no place you had to stop and say, thisisthe



robot we can make. No matter how well arobot was designed, a better one was always possible. What would happen, we
asked ourselves, if an open-ended robot should be built, one that was never redly finished . . ."

"Areyou trying to tell us," Jason asked, "that what you have here is your open-ended robot?"

"Mr. Jason," Stanley said, "that is, indeed, what | have tried to say."

"But what do you intend?"

"We do not know," said Stanley.

"Y ou don't know? Y ou are the oneswho are building . . ."

"Not any longer," Stanley said. "It has taken over now. It tells us what to do."

"What useisit?' asked Red Cloud. "It is anchored here. It can't move. It can't do anything."

"It has apurpose,” said the robot, stubbornly. "It must have a purpose . .."

"Now, just a minute there," said Jason. "Y ou say it tells you what to do. Y ou mean that it has taken over the building of
That it tells you how to build it?"

Stanley nodded. "It started twenty years or more ago. We have talked withit..."

"Taked with it. How?"

"By printout. Wetalk back and forth, like the old computers.”

"What you really have built is a big computer.”

"No. Not acomputer. A robot. Another one of us, except it is so big it has no mohility."

"We are talking to no point at all," said Red Cloud. "A robot is nothing more than awalking computer.”

"There are points of difference,” said Jason, gently. "That, Horace, is what you have refused to see all these years. Yol
thought of arobot asamachine and itisnot. It isabiological concept expressed mechanically . . ."

"You are quibbling," Red Cloud said.

"I don't think we'll gain anything,” said John, "even by the most good-natured argument. We didn't come here, actualy, t
what might be building, We came to see how the robots would react to the People, perhaps, many of them, millions of ther
coming back to Earth."

"I can tell you, without any question, how the most of us would react to it," said Stanley. "We would view it with some
apprehension. For they would take us back into their service or, perhaps worse than that, would have no need of us. Some
perhaps quite a number of us, would welcome being taken back into their service, for through all the years we have felt th
of someone needing us. Some of us would welcome the old servitude, for to usit was never really servitude. But | think, a
that the majority of us now feel we have started on aroad along which we can work out for ourselves something approact
the destiny of mankind—not that precise kind of destiny, of course, for it would not fit us and we would not want it. For th
reason we would not want the humans to come back. They would interfere. They could not help the interference; it is
intellectually impossible for them not to interfere in any affairs that touch them, even most remotely. But that is not adecis
we can make for ourselves alone. The decision isthe province of the Project . . ."

"Y ou mean the monster you have built," said Hezekiah.

Stanley, who had been standing al the time, dowly lowered himself into achair. He swiveled his head around to stare at Hezekiah. '
do not approve?' he asked. "Y ou do not understand? Of all these people, | would have thought you would."

"Y ou have committed sacrilege," said Hezekiah, sternly. "Y ou have erected an abomination. Y ou have chosen to elevate yourself a

your creators. | have spent many lonely, terrible hours, wondering if | and my associates may not be committing sacrilege, devoting ou
and utmost effort to a study and atask that should be mankind's study and its task, but at least we still are working for the good of mar

"Please," said Jason. "L et us not debate that now. How can any of ustell if we're right or wrong in any of our actions? Stanley say:
isup to the Project to decide. . ."

"The Project will know," said Stanley. "It has far more background knowledge than any one of us. We have traveled widely throug
years to obtain materia that has been fed into its memory cores. We have given it al the knowledge it has been our fortune to lay our |
upon. It knows history, science, philosophy, the arts. And now it is adding to this knowledge on its own. It is talking with something v
in space."

John jerked upright. "How far in space?' he asked.

"We are not sure,” said Stanley. "Something, we believe, in the center of the galaxy."
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He felt the crying need of the creature in the glen, the lack of something that it sought and the damnation of that lack. |
stopped so quickly that Evening Star, walking close behind, bumped into him.

"What isit?" she whispered.

He stood rigid, fedling the lack and need, and he did not answer. The wash of feeling from the glen came pouring over |



and into him—the hopel essness, the doubt, the longing and the need. The trees stood straight and silent in the breathless
afternoon and for a moment everything in the forest—the birds, the little animals, the insects—fell into a silence. Nothing
stirring, nothing making any noise, asif al of nature held its breath to listen to the creature in the glen.

"What'swrong?' asked Evening Star.

"There is something suffering," he said. "Can't you feel the suffering? It's just there ahead of us."

"You can't feel suffering," she said.

He moved ahead slowly and the silence held and there the creature was—aterrible can of worms crouched against th
of boulders that lay beneath the arching birch. But he did not see- the can of worms, he only heard the cry of need and
something turned over in his mind and for amoment he held the need within his mental grip.

Evening Star recoiled and came up against the tough bark of an oak that stood beside the path. The can of worms kept
changing, exactly as a can of worms would change, all the worms crawling over one another in the seething ferment of so
namel ess, senseless urge. And out of that seething mass came a cry of gladness and relief—a cry of gladness and relief t
had no sound at all, and a cry that somehow was intertwined with a sense of compassion and of power that had nothing to
with the can of worms. And over al of thiswas spread, like a mantle of hope and understanding, what the great white oak
said, or tried to say, or failed to say, and within her mind the universe opened up like aflower awakened by the rising sun.
an instant she sensed and knew (not saw or heard or understood, for it al was beyond simple sight or understanding) the
universe to its very core and out to its farthest edges—the mechanism of it and the purpose of its existence and the place:
was held init by everything that held the touch of life.

Only for aninstant, afractional second of realizing, of knowing, and then unknowing, then she was back again within h
an incomplete, insignificant life form that crouched against the tree, feeling the rough bark of the massive oak against her
shoulders and her back, with David Hunt standing in the path beside her and in the glen a squirming can of worms that see
to shine with a holy light, so bright and glittering that it was beautiful as no can of worms could ever be, and crying over ar
over inside her brain, with ameaning in the cry she could not comprehend.

"David," she cried, "what have we done? What happened?”

For there had been a great happening, she knew, or perhaps great happenings and she was confused, athough in the col
there was something that was at once a happiness and wonder. She crouched against the tree and the universe seemed to lean down &
her and she felt hands fastening upon her and lifting her and she wasin David's arms, clinging to him as she had never clung to anyor
before, glad that he was there in what she sensed must be the great moment of her life, secure within the strength of his lean, hard bod

"You andl," hewas saying. "You and | together. Between thetwo of us. . ."
His voice faltered and she knew that he was frightened and she put her arms about him and held him with ail the comfort that she h:
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They waited on the riverbank, with the canoes drawn up on the rocky beach. Some of the canoe-men were squatted al
tiny driftwood fire, broiling fish that they had caught, others were sitting about and talking, one of them lay fast asleep upo
river pebbles—which seemed to Jason, watching the sleeper, to be amost unsatisfactory bed.

The river was smaller here, much smaller than it was at the old camp from which they had started out. It wasin a hurr
here, its waters, sparkling in the sun of late afternoon, running between high bluffs that rose on either side, the stream dlidit
down an imperceptible chute.

Behind them rose the great flared structure of the Project, a black thin scroll of metal that seemed at once massive fror
very size and yet so fragile that one wondered it did not flutter in the breeze.

"Did the same thought cross your mind," John asked Jason, "as occurred to me?"

"Y ou mean whatever it might be the Project was talking with?"

"That'sit," said John. "Do you think that it is possible? Could a superrobot, or avastly sophisticated computer, or whate
that thing is up there, get in contact with the Principle?”

"It may only belistening to it, be aware of it, perhaps extracting some information fromit. It may not actually be talking with it."

"It does not have to be the Principle,” said John. "It could be another race or other races. We have found a few of them and of thes
are very few with whom we can communicate because we have no common ground for understanding. But a biol ogi cal-mechanical
contraption, such asthat up there, might make ground for understanding. It may have amind, if what it has can be called amind, that is
flexible than ours. There is no question that it is the equal of mankind in its background for understanding. For hundreds of yearsthe
have pumped into its memory cores as much of human knowledge as they have been able to lay their hands upon. It probably is the be
educated entity that has ever existed on the Earth. It has the equivalent of several hundred university or college educations. The sheer
impact of the knowledge—all of which it would keep intact, not being subject to the forgetfulness of human beings—might have giver
broader outlook than any man has yet achieved.”

"Whatever it istalking with," said Jason, "it is one up on us. There are very few intelligences out there with which we have been ak



set up any kind of communication, let alone a meaningful communication. And the communication this superrobot has set up, | gather,
very meaningful .”

"Perhaps meaningful for two reasons,”" said John. "First, it might be able to decipher the symbols of the language ..."

"The function of agood computer,” Jason pointed out.

"And, secondly, agood computer might have, not only a better and a different understanding, but awider understanding. It might
wider spectrum of understanding than is possible in a human. Our failure to achieve communication is due, in many instances, to our ir
to comprehend away of thought and a schedule of values different from our own."

"Itistaking along time," said Red Cloud. "Do you think that monstrosity up there is having trouble making up its mind? Although
inclined to think it makes no difference what it says. | am doubtful it could be of help."

"It is not amonstrosity, sir," said Hezekiah. "It isalogica construction for such as | to make, athough | must hasten to say that su
would never makeit. Logical though it may be, it is an abomination built of sinful pride. But even so, | am certain that if it so decides, it
of help. For, logically built, it would deal inlogic . . ."

"We'll soon know," said Jason, "for Stanley is coming down the path."

They got to their feet and waited for the glittering robot. He came down off the path and across the beach to stand in front of them.
looked from one to another of them. "For you," hefinaly said, "the newsis bad."

"Y ou won't help us, then," said Jason.

"I am truly sorry," the robot said. "My personal inclination would be to cooperate with you in any way we could. But we built the F
as another one of us, as a greater one of us—perhaps | should say," nodding to Horace Red Cloud, "as the chief of usand in consequ
must go along with the Project's judgment. For what is the sense of creating a chief if you do not trust and follow him?"

"But on what basis was the judgment made?' Jason asked. "That you do not trust us, perhaps. Or that the problem,
your opinion, is somewheat less a problem than we had stated it?

Stanley shook his head. "Neither of those," he said.

"You realize, of course, that if the People come they can take you over. And the Project, too."

Hezekiah said, "Surely you owe these gentlemen the courtesy .. ."

"Y ou keep out of this," said Stanley, speaking sharply.

"I will not keep out of it," said Hezekiah, his words rasping with an uncharacteristic anger. "These are the creatures the
made us. They are our creators. Any loyalty that we have we owe to them. Even your Project owes them loyalty, for you
not only the intelligence that the humans gave you to conceive and build the Project, but you salvaged from their world the
materialsto build it, the knowledge to feed into it."

"We no longer look for loyalty," said Jason. "Perhaps we never should have. | sometimes think we owe you an apology
ever having built you. We certainly gave you no world for which you have occasion to be thankful. But now, asit turns ou
we're dl in thistogether. If the People come back to occupy the planet, al of uswill suffer.”

"What do you want?" asked Stanley.

"Y our help, of course. But since you can't give usthat, | think we have the right to ask why you are refusing help.”

"It will be no comfort to you."

"Who said anything of comfort? It's not comfort we are looking for."

"All right," said Stanley, "Sinceyou insst. But | cannot tell you."

He reached into the pouch suspended from his waist, took out afolded piece of paper, unfolded it and smoothed it out.

"This," he said, "isthe answer that the Project gave us."

He handed the piece of paper to Jason. There were three printed lines upon it. They read: The situation outlined is
immaterial to us. We could help humanity, but there is no reason that we should. Humanity is a transient factor an:
none of our concern.
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Uncle Jason had said that, as a beginning, she should read history—starting with the general histories. This, he said, wo
provide a basis for an understanding of all the rest of it.

Now, sitting at the desk in the library, with the night wind muttering in the eaves and the thick candle burned aimost to i
socket, Evening Star wondered wearily at the need of understanding. Understanding would not take the lines of worry fror
Uncle Jason's face. It would not ensure, if the People came, that the forests and the buffalo plains would remain, unchang
province of her people. And it would not tell her what had happened to David Hunt.

The last consideration, she admitted to herself, was for her, personally, the most important one of all. He had held and |
her on that day they'd found the creature in the glen and they'd walked back to the house together hand in hand. And that
been the last she had seen of him, the last that anyone had seen of him. She had walked the woods, hoping she would find
or some trace of where he might have gone, and she remembered with a rush of shame that she had gone down the road



monastery to inquire if he'd been there. The robots had not cared; they had been courteous, but scarcely pleasant, and she
walked back to the house feeling, in a sense, degraded, as if she had shown her naked body to those uncaring men of met:

Had he run from her, she wondered. Or had she read more into what had happened that day in the glen than had actual
been there? Both of them, she realized, had been shaken by the events that had transpired in the glen and their flooding en
may have found an outlet in one another that was, viewed in a sober moment, entirely without meaning. She didn't think, s
herself, that had been the case. She had thought about it since and the answer seemed to be that the events had no more t
triggered something that she had known and felt, but had not entirely realized—that she loved this wanderer from the wes
had he, she wondered, asked the same question of himself and found another answer?

Had he run away? Or was there something that he still must seek—after all the months and miles of seeking, washe s
still? Was he convinced that what he hunted—perhaps not really knowing what he hunted—did not He in this house or in
herself, and had he moved on toward the east in his endless quest?

She pushed the book away from her and sat in the quietness of the shadowed library, with all itstiers of books, with the
candle guttering asit burned toward its end. Winter soon would come, she thought, and he would be cold. There were blar
she could have given him, there were robes that would have kept him warm. But he bad not told her he was going and the
was no way she could know.

Once again she lived over in her mind that day when they had found the creature. It all had been most confusing and g
found that it still wasimpossibleto put it all together, saying that, first, this happened, then another event took place, and af
that, another. It was all jumbled up together, asif everything had happened all at once with no chinks of time between ther
she knew it had not been that way, that there had been a progression of events, although they had happened rather fast an
not been orderly. The oddest thing of all was that she had trouble separating what David had done and what she had done
she wondered, once again, if, while they may not have done it all together, whether one of them alone could have made an
happen, but that, rather, it took the two of them to do what each had done.

And what had she done, she wondered. What had happened to her? Trying to recall it, she could discover only fragmer
it and she was sure that when it had happened there had been no fragmentation and that the fragments she could recall w
more than broken pieces of the whole. The world had opened out and so had the universe, or what she since had thought r
have been the universe, lying al spread out before her, with every nook revealed, with all the knowledge, al the reasons
there—a universe in which time and space had been ruled out because time and space were only put there, in the first pla
make it impossible for anyone to grasp the universe. Seen for a moment, half-sensed, a flash of insight that had been gone
before there had been time for it to register on her brain, sensed and known for an instant only and then gone so quickly th
had |eft impression only, no certain memory and no solid knowledge, but impressions only, like aface seen in alightning fle
and then the darkness closing in.

Was this—could this—be the redlization of what she had tried to tell Grandfather Oak, knowing that there was somethi
happening inside her, that change was about to come, but not knowing what it was and telling him instead that she might g
away again, athough in adifferent sense than she had gone to the wild rice country? If that were the case, she thought, if
wereit, if thismight be a new ability, like going to the stars, and not simply something that she had imagined, she'd never t
go anywhere again, for she was already there, she was any place that she might want to be.

It was the first time she had thought of it as an ability and she found herself confused and frightened, not so much at th
implications of the thought as that she had thought of it at all, that she, even subconscioudy, could have alowed herself to
of it. She sat stiff and straight, holding herself tense, and in the shadowed room flickering with the light of the dying candle
seemed to hear again the muttering and stirring of all those ghosts that huddled there among their works, the one last place
to them on Earth.
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(Excerpt from journal of Nov. 29, 5036) ... In the last few centuries | have experienced some physical deterioration an
there are days (like today) when | feel the weight of years upon me. | have atiredness that cannot be accounted for by us
exertion, for | never have exerted myself too greatly and late years almost not at all. My step has been reduced to shufflin
my hand, once firm, has lost some coordination, so that the writing in this journal has become shaky scrawling and there ar
times, aswell, when | write aword | do not mean to write—aword very close to the one | meant to write, but not the one
intended. There are other times when | cannot think of the word | want and must sit here sifting back through memory for
saddened rather than irritated that | cannot think of it. | misspell aword at times, which is something | never used to do. |
become, | think, like an old dog sleeping in the sun, with the significant difference that the old dog expects nothing of itself.

Alison, my wife, passed away five hundred years ago and while | cannot recall a great deal now, | remember that her (



was a peaceful dying and | would presume that mine may be the same. Living as a human being now lives, death comes t
and not by the ravages of disease and this, more than the long life, | think, isthe real blessing that has been conferred upor
There are times when | wonder just how much a boon the longer life—the fabulously longer life—has been to humankind.
Although such thoughts, | tell myself, are the crotchety views of an aging being, and in consequence to be given little cred

One thing | do recall, and ever since that day it has haunted me. When Alison died many people came, from far among
stars, and we had a service for her, in the house, and at the graveside. There being no person of religious calling, my granc
Jason read from the Bible and said the words that custom decreed should be said and it all was very solemn and, in many
most satisfactory. The humans stood at the graveside, a great crowd of us, and at alittle distance the robots stood, not tha
had indicated in any way that they should stand apart, but of their own choosing and according to the ancient custom.

After it all was over, we went back to the house and after atime | retired into the library and sat there alone, no one
intruding on me, for they understood my need to be alone. After atime there was a knock upon the door and when | calle
for whoever it wasto enter, in came Hezekiah of the monastery. He had come to tell me that he and his companions had 1
been at the funeral (afact that | had failed to notice) because at the time those of the monastery had held a memorial serv
for her. Having told me this, he presented me with a copy of the service they had held. It was lettered on the sheets most |
and beautifully, with colorful illustrative initials and decorations around the margins of the pages—the same careful, meticu
kind of manuscript as had been turned out in the scriptoriums of the Middle Ages. Frankly, | did not know how to respond.
was impudent of him, of course, and from my viewpoint not in the best of taste. But there was no question that what he ar
companions had done had been with no thought of impudence nor impropriety, but from their own light, an act of utmost cf
So | thanked him and | fear | was somewhat curt in the thanks and | am certain he noted the curtness. At thetime | did n
record the incident in the journal and never spoke of it to anyone. | doubt that anyone, in fact, was aware that the robot ha
come calling on me. Over the years | have been most responsible in the writing of everything that happens. At first | start
journal so that the truth of what had happened to the human race would be placed upon the record and thus serve as a det
against the rise of myth and legend. | think that at the time | had no other reason and did not plan to continue with the jourt
but by thetime | had it all written down | had so acquired the habit of writing that | continued with it, putting down upon th
pages all daily events, however small, asthey took place—oftentimes writing down my thoughts as well as the events. Wt
did not record at the time what took place between myself and Hezekiah has been along, long puzzle to me. Surely it did r
carry so great a significance, did not constitute so great a breach of etiquette, that it must be hidden. At first | put it out of
mind and when | happened to think of it, put it out of my mind again, but of late it has been with me overmuch.

In the last few years | have been able to ask myself many questions concerning the incident, for now the edge of the
encounter has dulled and | can think of it objectively. The thought has occurred to me that we might have considered askir
Hezekiah to officiate at the funeral, he rather than Jason reading the burial service and the words of comfort, although, shy
from this even now, | know it would have been impossible then. And yet the fact remains that robot, rather than man, has
not only Christianity, but the very idea of religion aive. This may not be entirely true, | realize, for Red Cloud's people
undoubtedly do have abody of beliefs and a pattern of attitude that should be called religion, athough as | understand it, it
formalized, but is highly personal—which probably makes for a better practice and more common sense than the empty
formalizations that other religions had become. But the point, it seemsto me, is that we should either have held to our religi
have abandoned it entirely. What we did was | et it die because we no longer cared and had grown very weary of pretendil
believe. This does not apply to the last few thousand years alone. Even before the Disappearance our faith had been allow
dieand in this sense | use the word faith in a most restrictive sense, equating it with organized religion.

I have thought much on this the last number of years, sitting on the patio and watching the seasons pass. In the process
have become a student of the sky and know al the clouds there are and have firmly fixed in mind the various hues of blue
the sky can show—the washed-out, almost invisible blue of a hot, summer noon; the soft robin's egg, sometimes almost gr
blue of alate springtime evening, the darker, almost violet blue of fall. | have become a connoisseur of the coloring that the
leaves take on in autumn and | know all the voices and the moods of the woods and river valley. | have, in ameasure, ents
into communion with nature, and in this wise have followed in the footsteps of Red Cloud and his people, although | am su
their understanding and their emations are more fine-tuned than mine are. | have seen, however, the roll of seasons, the bi
and death of leaves, the glitter of the stars on more nights than | can number and from all this as from nothing else | have
a sense of a purpose and an orderliness which it does not seem to me can have stemmed from accident alone.

It seemsto me, thinking of it, that there must be some universal plan which set in motion the orbiting of the electrons about the nuc
and the slower, more majestic orbit of the galaxies about one another to the very edge of space. Thereisaplan, it seemsto me, that ree
out from the electron to the rim of the universe and what this plan may be or how it came about is beyond my feeble intellect. But if we

looking for something on which to pin our faith—and, indeed, our hope—the plan might well beit. I think we have thought too small a
have been too afraid . . .
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The concert came to a crashing close and the music trees stood silent in the autumn moonlight, Down in the river valley owls were
chuckling back and forth to one another and a faint breeze sent a rustle through the leaves. Jason stirred in his chair, glancing over his
shoulder at the great antenna that had been installed upon the roof, then settled back again.

Martha rose from her chair. "I am going in," she said. "Are you coming, Jason?'

"I think I'll stay here for awhile," he said. "We don't get too many nightslike this, thislate in the year. It's a shame to missit. Do yo
happen to know where John is? He didn't come out tonight.”

"John is getting restless with the waiting,” Martha said. "One of these days he will be off to the stars again. He has found, | imagin
is home no longer. He has been gone too long.”

Jason grumbled at her. "No place is home to John. He hasn't got ahome. He doesn't want a home. He simply wants to wander. He's |
the rest of them. None of them, no single one of them, cares what happens to the Earth."

"They al are most sympathetic. All of those | talked with. If they could do anything, they said. . ."

"Knowing," Jason said, "there is nothing they can do."

"I suppose so. Don't take it so hard, Jason. Y ou may be worrying about something that will never come about."

"It'snot us I'm worried over," hetold her. "It is Red Cloud's people and the robots. Y es, even the robots. They've made a new start
sorts. They should have their chance. There should be no interference,”

"But they refused to help.”

"They installed the radio and the beam," he said. "But no real help."

"No real help," he agreed. "l can't understand the robots. | never have been able to."

"Our own robots. . ."

"Our own robots are different,” Jason said. "They are a part of us. They're doing what they were intended for. They have not chan
but the others have. Hezekiah, for example. . ."

"They had to change," said Martha. "They had no choice. They couldn't hunker down and wait."

"I suppose you're right," said Jason. "'l am going in now. Don't stay out too long. It will be getting cold soon . . ."

"Whereis Evening Star? She didn't come out, either. Just the two of ustonight."

"Evening Star isworrying. About that funny boy. | don't know what she seesin him,"

" She has no idea what happened to him? Where he may have gone?"

"If she had, she'd not be worrying. | imagine that she thinks he ran away from her."

"Y ou talked with her?"

"Not about the boy."

"He was a strange one," Jason said. "Well, I'm going in. You'll be coming soon?"

He sat and listened to her footsteps going across the patio, heard the door shut behind her.

Strange about the boy, he thought, strange that he should disappear. The aien in the glen had disappeared as well. He'd gone dow
seeit and talk with it again and there had been no sign of it, no matter tow he'd hunted. Had it grown tired of waiting and gone away, h
wondered. Or could there be some connection between its disappearance and that of David Hunt? It seemed impossible that there sho
David Hunt had not known about the creature in the glen. There was this story that the lad had told of the Dark Walker and it had beer
apparent he was afraid of it and, although he did not say so, he might have crossed the continent to get away from it, to shake it from
footsteps. He might be fleeing it still—from a thing that more than likely did not exist. But that was not strange, Jason told himself. He'
be the first to flee from a nonexistent thing.

Could it be, he wondered, that his own fear was based upon a nonexistent premise? Might it be that a reconnaissance ship carrying
representatives of the People posed no actual threat to Earth? And even should it carry the seeds of change for Earth, who was he to ¢
that it was athreat? But that must be wrong, he thought; it could be nothing but a threat. No threat, of course, to those people who ha
out to the stars, for they had cut their ties with Earth, they no longer cared for Earth and whatever might happen on the Earth would he
impact upon them. Learning this had been something of a shock, he admitted to himself. For all the years he had fostered the idea that
been the anchor man of Earth, that he had held in trust the home base of humanity. Now it seemed that this had been a self-sustained i
he had nourished carefully to bolster a sense of his own importance. So far as the people of this house might be concerned, there were
he and Martha who could be harmed if the People should decide to recol onize the Earth.

And no matter how he might rebel against the thought of it, to the two of them it would not matter too much. So far as
Martha were concerned, the People could be held at arm's length—certainly they could not interfere with this house and t
few acresif it were amply apparent that they were not welcome. The very thought of them being here upon the planet wo
gall upon histongue, but it was selfishness, an utter arrogance and selfishness.

What did matter, he told himself, were the Indians, the descendants of the old aborigines who at one time had called thi
continent their home—and the robots as well as the Indians. Neither of them had asked for the kind of culture and civilizat
that had been forced upon them; the robots had not even asked for life. Enough injustice had been visited upon each of the
the past; it was more than decency could bear that they be made the victims of anew injustice. They had to have their ch
And if the People came they would have no chance.

What was this fatal disease that his own race carried? Fatal not to itself, but to all othersthat came in contact with it,
although in the end, perhaps, fatal even to itself. It had al begun, he told himself, when the first man had scratched the gro
and planted seed and must, therefore, secure to himself the ground in which to plant the seed. It had started with the conc
ownership—ownership of land, ownership of natural resources, ownership of labor. And perhaps from the concept of sect
aswell, the erecting of fences against the adversities of life, the protection of one's station in life and the ambition to imprc



that station and, obtaining that improvement, to fortify it so well against one's neighbors that they could never wrest it fron
Thinking of it, he felt certain that the idea of security must, in itsfirst instance, have risen from the concept of ownership.
two sprang from the same roots, realy were the same. The man who owned was safe.

The Indians owned not one foot of ground, would spurn such ownership, for ownership would have meant they were tied to what
owned. And the robots, he wondered—did they in some manner which he had not noticed, have some idea of ownership? He doubted
much. Their society must be even more a communistic one than the society of Red Cloud's people. It was only his own people who hel
ownership, and that was the sickness in them. But it was from this sickness, built upon the basis of this sickness, that a most complica
social structure had been built up through the ages.

The social structure, swept away by the Disappearance, might be reestablished now on Earth, and what could be done about it? W
could he, Jason Whitney, do to prevent it being reestablished? There was no answer, none that he could find.

The robots were a puzzle. Stanley had said that he and his fellows were deeply concerned and yet when the Project had decided ag
offering help they had accepted the decision without question. Although they had been helpful in a most important way. They had suj
and installed the directional beam and the radio and batteries that operated them. Without such a setup it would have been impossible
contact the People when they arrived. Without the directional beam it would have been highly probable that they could arrive and leav
without ever knowing there were people on the planet. They would land, perhaps at several places, make their surveys and then return
their new home planets to report that Earth was uninhabited. And it was important, Jason told himself—terribly important—that he ha
chance to talk with them. What he could do by talking he had no idea, but at least he must have this chance to talk with those men on
ship that must, by now, be coming near to Earth. With the homing beam reaching out in space they would know there still were peopl
and would have means to seek them out.

Jason sat huddled in his chair. He felt lonely and forsaken; once again he wondered if he could be mistaken in all of thi:
brushed the thought away. Mistaken for himself, perhaps, even mistaken for the robots, but certainly not mistaken for Red
and his people—and perhaps not for himself or the robots, either.

Hetried deliberately to wipe his mind clear of the whole affair. Perhapsif he could wipe it clean and keep it clean for &
while, he could think the clearer when the time came to think again. He sat as easily as he could, not thinking, willing the
tenseness in him to soften and relax. He saw the moon glinting off the roofs of the monastery buildings and making slim w
ghosts of the music trees. The last few nights, he thought, the trees had done much better, as good or even better than in t
days of long ago. Their improvement had come about, he recalled, in the middle of the concert on the evening of the day h
brother John had come home from the stars. He had noticed it then and had wondered over it for alittle time, but there ha
too much to do, too much to worry over, to think of it for long. On the night of the day John came home, he thought, but th
of the homecommg could not have athing to do with it. John's coming home could have made no difference to the music t

A foot crunched on the paving stones and Jason swung around in his chair. Thatcher was hurrying toward him.

"Mr. Jason, sir," the robot said, "there is someone calling on the radio. | told him to wait and | would put you on."

Jason rose from the chair. He was aware of aweakness in his knees, agonenessin hisbelly. Thiswasit, he thought, tt

was it at last. He wasn't ready for it. He would never, he realized, have been ready for it.

"Thank you, Thatcher," he said. "Thereis something I'd like you to do for me."

"Anything at all, sir." Thatcher was excited. Jason looked at him curiously—he had never thought he'd see Thatcher ex

"Would you please send one of the robots down to Red Cloud's camp. Tell him what has happened. Tell him that | neec
Ask himif helll come."

"Immediately,” said Thatcher. "I'll make the trip myself."

"That isfine," said Jason. "I had hoped you would. Horace knows you. He might resent any other robot yelling him awe

Thatcher turned and started off.

"Just amoment,” Jason said. "There is something further. Would you ask Red Cloud to send someone up the river and
Stanley down. We should have him here. And Hezekiah, too. One of the other robots can rout out Hezekiah."
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He had killed that last bear when it had been so close that there had been no time to get off a decent shot. He had kille
the others, too—one bear for each of the claws in the necklace that hung about his throat. Some of the others, perhaps al
them, had been killed by the arrows he had fired—stout, true, well-fletched arrows driven by a powerful bow. But now he
not be sure, not absolutely sure, about the arrows.

Although it was not only killing. It was healing, too.

He had killed the bears, but he had healed the trees. He had thought so at the time and now he was sure he had. He he
sensed something wrong with them and he had made it right, although he had never really known what had been wrong wi
them.

The alien came hobbling through the moonlit trees and squatted close to him. It made the worms go round and round ar



tumble all about. It had been following him for days and he was weary of it.

"Get out of here," heyelled. "Go away," he shouted.

It paid no attention. It stayed there, redistributing the worms. He had been tempted at times to do to it whatever it was
had done to the bears. But he told himself that it would not be right to do it to the alien. The alien was no real threat, or at
he didn't think it was; it was just a nuisance.

The aien squirmed closer.

"I gave you what you wanted," shouted David Hunt at it. "I fixed up what was wrong with you. | took away the ache. |
leave me aone.”

The alien backed away.

David crouched at the foot of the mighty maple and tried to think it out—although, actually, there was not too much to t
about. The record seemed quite clear: He had cured the trees, he had cured this strange creature which continually came
sneaking up on him, he had cured the bird of its broken wing and an old black bear of an aching tooth and he had purged &
of asters of adeadly thing that sucked the life from them (and was not quite easy ' in his mind on that one, for in helping tt
astersit appeared that he had killed some other form of life—alowly life perhaps, but it still waslife). Asif agreat compa
came rolling out of him to make all things well and whole and yet, quite strangely, he felt no great compassion. Rather, he
uneasiness when he sensed an unwell or aching thing and somehow he must make it right again. Right, perhaps, so he'd nc
bothered with it. Was he to go through life, he wondered, sensing al the wrongness with the world? He had been all right L
that night he had listened to the trees—until he had sensed the wrongness in them, he had been oblivious to wrongness, ha
been aware of wrongness and quite carefree because he did not know of it. Something in the music, he wondered. Sometl
the robot that had stood beside him? And what did it mean, he wondered—that he must go stumbling through life aware of

every little trouble, every little ill, and could get no rest or peace until he bad fixed them all?

Out of the corner of his eye, David Hunt saw the alien creeping closer. He waved his hands at it in a pantomime of pus
away.

"Get out of here!" he yelled.
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Jason picked up the microphone and thumbed the switch. And what did one say, he wondered. Was there a convention of radio
conversation? If so, he didn't know it.

Hesaid, "Thisis Jason Whitney of the planet Earth. Are you still out there?”

He waited and after a pause the voice came: "Jason who? Please identify."

"Jason Whitney."

"Whitney. Are you a human? Or another robot?’

"I am human," Jason said.

"Areyou qualified to talk with us?"

"I am the only one who can. I'm the only human here."

"Theonly..."

"There are other humans. Not many. Only afew of us. At the moment the others are not here."

The voice was puzzled, but it said, "Y es, we understand. We were told there were few humans. A few humans only and some robot

Jason sucked in his breath, cutting off the questions that came unbidden to his tongue. How would you know? Who told you there
humans? Certainly not John. And if any of the others out in space had found the People, they would come posting back to Earth to |
the news as quickly as they could, just as John had done. No one would have found the People and talked with them casue
and then gone on without getting word to Earth.

Should he let them know, he wondered, that their coming had been anticipated? Like how come it took so long, we had
expected you much sooner. That would set them back on their heels exactly as they had set him back on his. But he thrott
the desire. He could tell them nothing now. It might be to Earth's advantage if they did not know.

"We had not expected,” said the voice, "to find a directional beam or aradio. Once we found the beam, of course. . ."

"QOur robots," Jason said, "use radios to talk back and forth."

"But thebeam . . ."

"I see no reason why you and | should argue,” Jason told them smaoothly. "Especialy since | have no ideawho you are.’

"But thebeam . . ."

"Just on the bare chance," said Jason, "that someone might want to visit us. It takes little effort to keep it operational. N
please identify yourself. Tell me who you are."

"We once lived on Earth," the voice said. "We were taken from it long ago. Now we are coming back."

"Then," said Jason, calmly, "you must be the People. We had wondered, all these years, what could have happened to y



"The People?'

"That iswhat we called you—if you are the ones who disappeared from Earth.”

"We are the ones.”

"Well, welcome back," said Jason.

He smiled quietly to himself. Asif they'd just stepped across the road to visit friends and were late in getting back. It cc
not be the way they had expected it. What they had expected, more than likely, was a sort of gibbering joy that they had found their
back to Earth and that after all the years the poor creatures who had been left behind were united once again with others of their race.

"We had expected we would have to hunt for you," the voice said. "We had feared, in fact, that we would not find you."

Jason chuckled. "Y ou have been spared that fear. Are you coming in to visit us? | don't quite see how you can. We have no landin
field."

"We need no field. We'll send down a boat, with two men. The boat can land anywhere. Just keep the beam going. The boat will rid
down."

"There's a cornfield near the house," said Jason. "Y ou'll recognize it by the corn shocks. Y ou can manage there?"

"Very nicey."

"When can we be expecting you?"

"By morning light."

"Inthat case," said Jason, "well kill the fatted calf."

Alarm sounded in the voice. "You'll do what?' It asked.

"Never mind," said Jason. "Just a saying. We'll be seeing you."
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The oak log finally burned through and broke into two pieces, collapsing, sending up a shower of sparks that funneled up the chim
Thewind growled in the flue and from far off came the whining of the eaves. They sat by the fire and waited, the three of them—Marth
John and Jason.

"It worriesme," said Jason. "How did they come to know? How could they have learned there was anybody here? It must have bes
natural for them to have assumed the entire race was taken. By rights, they should have thought they were coming to a planet with no
inhabitants. They would have known, at least assumed, that the robots had been left behind and that they would have guessed the ro
would persist. They might logically have imagined they'd find arobot civilization, but they couldn't know . . ."

"Don't worry about it," said John. "Well get the answer soon enough. The important thing is that you handled it just right. Y ou l€ff
guessing. They must be mighty puzzled people. Y our reactions were not typical to the situation and you've got them worried. They do
know what to think. They're up there psyching you right now."

"No matter what," said Martha, "you shouldn't take on so. Thisis no life and death affair."

"Tomeitis," said Jason. "And it isto Red Cloud. We can't let them rain everything."

"Maybe they won't," said Martha.

"Another planet for them to take over," Jason said. "Do you think they'd miss a chance like that?"

"But a planet,” suggested John, "with its resources stripped. They know the planet has been stripped; they stripped it."

"Minerals, of course," said Jason. "The minerals are gone and most of the fossil fuels. Although they probably could salvage alot
minerals from the ruins—it's not all gone back to rust. And the cities would be quarries for building stone. Since the Disappearance the
forests have grown up again. The forests today can't be much inferior to what they were when the Europeans took over the continent.
same would be true of the rest of the world. Back to primordial woodlands. Billions of board feet of lumber. The land has renewed itself
fertile once again, as it was before man first scratched the earth to plant acrop. The seaisfull of fish."

"We can bargain with them," Martha said. "We can talk with them."

"We have nothing to bargain with," said Jason, bitterly. "We can appeal to their better nature, but | have no hope in that."

* Footsteps came clumping down the hall, Jason leaped to his feet.

"It's only Hezekiah," Martha said. "Thatcher sent him word."

Hezekiah came into the room. "There was no one," he said, "to announce my coming. | hope | do no wrong."

"Of course you haven't,” Martha said. "Thank you for coming. Won't you please sit down."

"| do not need to sit," said Hezekiah, primly. "Damn it, Hezekiah," Jason said, "stop practicing your humility on us. In thi
house you're like any of the rest of us."

"I thank you, Mr. Jason," Hezekiah said. He sat down on asofa. "1 must admit that | have become partial to this human
of sitting. In my case thereis no earthly reason for it, but | enjoy it, athough | suspect my enjoyment of it is something of
am told you have received word from the coming People. Aside from my realization of the problem posed by their immine
arrival, | am considerably intrigued at the opportunity to get from them some account of the development of their belief in
matter of religion. It would be acomfort . . ."

"Y ou will find no comfort," John told him. ™Y ou can hope for nothing from them. | saw no evidence of any religious beli
while | was on their planet.”

"No evidence at al, sir?'



"Noneat al," said John. "No churches, no places of worship, no inclination to worship. No ministers or preachers or pri
And don't act so startled. Certainly it would be possible for a society to exist, quite comfortably, without any kind of faith. |
fact, even before the Disappearance, we amost did. And in case you are wondering, there is no evidence that the lack of -
had anything to do with the Disappearance.”

"I don't care too much about what they believe or don't believe," said Jason. "Let's not get off the track. How could the
People have known there was anybody here? John, you didn't, by any chance. . ."

"No," said John. "l am sure | didn't. | did my best not to give any inkling that | came from Earth. I'm almost positive | s
nothing. . ."

"How, then? No other of our people have been there. If they had been, they would have told us. It wouldn't be somethil
that anyone would ignore. All these years we have wondered what happened to the People. It is a question that never has been too
from our thoughts."

"Have you considered that the People may have heard it from some other intelligence? We've been at no pains, as we traveled in tt
galaxy, to hide where we are from or how wetravel . . ."

"Then you think they could know, aswell, about our star-traveling?'

"It is possible,"said John. "Remember, the People are star rovers, too. They have their ships. They may have visited many planets. |
they have made star trips. In the course of their traveling, they could have contacted some intelligences, probably among them some o
same we have contacted.”

"Our contacts have not been too satisfactory."

"Nor, perhaps, have theirs. But if they developed any contact at all with the intelligences we have met, one of the first things they v
learn would be that others like them had visited the planet and by an entirely different means than they used in getting there. These Pe
are not stupid, Jason. They could put two and two together."

"But you heard none of this. Nothing to hint at it. All the time you spent on their planet, you heard nothing at all.”

John shook his head. "Only that they finally had rel ocated Earth and some months since had sent out a survey ship to visit it. You
realize, however, that | was in no position to reach into their governmental or scientific circles. All | heard was what the common peopl
or could read in their publications.”

"You think if the government knew about it they might have kept their knowledge secret?”

"They could have. | don't know what the reason for secrecy could have been, but it's possible.”

Soft feet came down the hall toward the room in which they sat.

"That's Red Cloud," said Jason. He rose and met his old friend as he came into the room.

"I'm sorry to rout you out, Horace," he said, "but they'll be here this morning."

"I would not," said Horace Red Cloud, "have missed this wake for all the world."

"Wake?'

"Certainly. The custom of old barbarians from across the sea. No Indian foolishness."

"Y ou mean sitting with the dead.”

"And thistime," said Horace, "the dead are a planet and a people. My planet and my people.”

"They may have changed," said Martha. "They've had thousands of years to acquire some different viewpoints, a new morality, to
alittle. It might be a different culture.”

Red Cloud shook his head. "John, from what he told us, doesn't seem to think so. He spent some time with them and it's the same o
culture, alittle smarter, maybe, alittle dicker in its operations. These kind never change. A machine does something to a man. It brutali.
him. It serves as a buffer between himself and his environment and he is the worst for it. It arouses an opportunistic instinct and make:
possible a greed that makes a man inhuman.”

"I'm frightened," Jason said, "if that's what you want to hear me say."

"| sent a canoe up the river," said Red Cloud, "to carry word to Stanley—I think that is his name. Although why we bother with hin
not understand."

"We'real in thistogether. He has aright to be here if he wantsto come."

"Remember what that contraption said? We are atransient factor . . ."

"I suppose we are," said Jason. "The trilobites were atransient factor. So were the dinosaurs. | suppose the robots have the rig

think—even good reason to believe—they'll outlive us al.”
"If they do," said Red Cloud, "it will serve them right."
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They arrived at dawn, their little craft landing softly in the cornfield. In coming to alanding, it knocked down and scatte
corn shock and smashed three pumpkins. The little band of four humans and one robot waited at the edge of the field. The
were other robots about, Jason knew, but well hidden, peering out in awe at this machine that came down from the sky. W
the hatch opened, two men stepped out. They weretall and heavy, dressed in plain gray pants and jackets, small capson tl
heads.

Jason strode down to the field toward them. They came to meet him.



"Y ou are Jason Whitney," said one of them. "The one who talked with us last night."

"Yes, | am," said Jason. "Welcome back to Earth."

"I am Reynolds," said one of them, holding out his hand. "My companion is Harrison."

Jason shook hands with the two of them.

"We are not armed," said Harrison, "but we have protection,” It was amost asif the speech was ritual.

"You haveno need of protection here," said Jason. "We are highly civilized. Thereis not an ounce of violencein all
combined.”

"One never knows," said Harrison. "After all, we have been apart for some thousands of years, time enough for change. Not an alie
encounter, of course, but with some aspects that are not too far from it. You tried last night, Mr. Whitney, to throw usin confusion."

"I do not understand," said Jason.

"Y our words are calculated to make us believe you had no notice of our coming. | don't know how you could have had, but it was
apparent that you knew. Y ou studiously showed no surprise and if you had not known, you would have been surprised. Y ou attempte
make it seem our arrival was of little conseguence.”

"Should it be of consequence?" asked Jason.

"We can offer much to you."

"We are satisfied,” said Jason, "with the little that we have."

"There was the beam," said Harrison. "Y ou would not have had a beam out if you had not believed there was someone out there. T
very little traffic in this part of the galaxy."

"Y ou gentlemen," said Jason, "seem to be sure enough of your deductions to allow for rudeness."

"We do not mean to be rude," Reynolds said. "We do think there should be understanding. Y ou attempted to mislead us and it mic
clear the way for further talk if welet you know that we realize the situation."

"You are our guests,” said Jason. "'l don't intend to bicker with you. If you believe what you say, there is no possible way in which
could persuade you otherwise, and, indeed, no point in doing so."

"We were somewhat surprised,” said Harrison, casually conversational, "to learn, alittle time ago, there were humans still on Earth.
had realized, of course, that there must be robots, for whatever it was that swept us away did not sweep the robots.

But we had thought, of course, that there'd be no humans. We thought they got us all.”

"They?" asked Jason. "Then you know who did it."

"Not at all," said Harrison. "In saying they, | may be guilty of personalizing some force that was not personal at all. We
hoped you might have some idea. We know you've traveled far. Much farther than we have."

So they knew, thought Jason, bleakly, about star-traveling. It had been too much to hope they wouldn't.

"Not I," he said. "I have never left the Earth. | have stayed at home."

"But others have."

"Yes," said Jason. "Many others."

"And they talk? Telepathy?"

"Yes, of course," said Jason. There was no use denying it. They had learned the entire story. Maybe not heard it, not b
told it. Perhaps only bits and pieces. And they'd put it all together. A handful of tiny facts and they would have the story. /
ability, he wondered—a better psychology, a sense of hunch, prognostication?

"We should have gotten together sooner,” said Harrison.

"I don't understand," said Jason. "Why, man," said Harrison, "you have got it made. So have we. The two of us togethe

"Please," said Jason. "The others are waiting for us. We can't stand here, talking. After you have met them, there will |
breakfast. Thatcher is cooking up some pancakes."
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(Excerpt from journal of Aug. 23, 5152) . . . When aman gets old (and now | am getting old) it seems he climbs amou
to leave everyone behind, although | would suspect, if he but stopped to think of it, he'd realize he was the one who was le
behind. In my circumstance the situation is not really applicable, for | and all the rest of us were left behind 3,000 years ag
in anormal human community such as existed before the Disappearance, the old were left behind. Their old friends died o
moved away or smply went away, moving so quietly and so softly, like leaves dried to paper thinness blowing in the wind,
they were not missed until sometime after they were gone and the old man (or the old leaf), looking for them, would find w
some astonishment and sadness that they were not anywhere, nor had they been for along time in the past. He (the old m
might ask someone where they had gone or what had happened to them, and getting no answer, would not ask again. For 1
do not really mind; in a strange way they become sufficient to themselves. They need so very little and they care so very |
They climb the mountain no one else can see and as they climb the old, once-vaued things they've carried all their lives tel
drop away and as they climb the higher the knapsack that they carry becomes emptier, but perhaps no lessin weight than
ever been, and the few thingsthat are left in it, they find, with some amusement, are those few indispensable belongings w



they've gathered in along lifetime of effort and of seeking. They wonder greatly, if they think of it at all, how it was left tc
to winnow out the chaff they've carried all the years, thinking that it was valuable when it was only chaff. When they reac
mountain top, they find they can see farther than they've ever seen before and with greater clarity and, if by thistime they
past al caring, may bemoan that they must approach the end of their lives before they can see with this marvelous clarity,
does little for them now, but might, in earlier years, have been of incalculable value.

Sitting here, | think of this and know there is not as much fantasy in such a notion as someone of more youthful yearsn
believe. It seemsto me that even now | can see farther and with greater clarity, although perhaps neither so far nor so cle
may be the case closer to the end. For, asyet, | cannot discern what | am looking for—the path and promise for the mank
that | know.

At the time of the Disappearance we took a different path than the one that Man had followed through the ages. Wev
forced, in fact, to take another path. We no longer could continue as we had before. The old world came crashing down al
us and there was little left. We thought, at first, that we were lost and indeed we were, if lostness means the losing of a cu
wed built up so laborioudly through the years. And yet, in time, | think we came to know that the losing of it was not entire
bad— perhaps not bad at all, but good. For the loss had been the loss of many things we were better off without. Rather ti
losing, we gained a chance for a second start.

T must confessthat | am still somewhat confused by what we did with this second start, or rather what the second start did to us. F
certainly what we did came about through no conscious effort. It happened to us. Not to me, of course, but to the others. | was, | susp
too old, too molded in that older, earlier life, for it to happen. | stood aside, not particularly because | wanted to, but because there was
choice.

The important aspect of the whole situation, it seemsto me, is that this business of traveling to the stars and talking back and fortk
the galaxy (Martha, at this moment, has spent a good part of the afternoon gossiping across light years) is no more than a bare beginni
may be that star-traveling and tel epathy are the easy part of what has happened to us. They may be only the first easy steps, as hamm
out a stone fist ax was the first and easy step toward the great technology that was later hammered out.

What comes next, | ask myself, and | do not know. There seems to be no logical progression to this sort of thing and the reason the
isno logic isthat we are too new at it to have an understanding of what may be involved. The flint worker of prehistoric days had no i
why a stone would cleave in the fashion that he wished when he struck a blow in a certain place upon its face. He knew how, but not w
and he didn't spend much time, | would suppose, in figuring out the why. But as the cleaving of the flint came clear to men of later day
mechanism of the parapsychic ability some millenniafrom now will come as clear to the men then living. ,

Asit stands at the moment, | can only speculate. Speculation is afootless endeavor, | am well aware, but | cannot refrain from it. St
on my mountain top, | strain my eyesto look into the future.

Will there come atime, perhaps, when arace of godlike men can manipulate the very fabric of the universe? Will they be ableto res
the atoms, bending their structures and their energies to the will of mind alone? Will they be able to save a star tottering close to the ni
stage from its natural evolutionary course and enable it to continue as a normal, stable star? Will they be able, by the power of mind al
engineer a planet, converting it from a useless mass of matter to an abode for life? Will they be able to alter the genetics of alife form, |
power of mind alone, refashioning it into a more significant and more satisfactory life form? Perhaps more importantly, will they be able
the minds of universal intelligences from the chains and shackles that they carry from the olden days of their evolutionary cycle so the
intelligences become reasonable and compassionate intelligences?

It is good to dream and there could be the hope, of course, that this all might come about, man finally emerging as afactor in introdi
even agreat orderlinessinto the universe. But | cannot see the path to reach thistime. | can see the beginning and can dream the hope
end, but the in-between escapes me. Before such a situation can obtain there must be certain progress made. It is the shape of this pro
cannot determine. We must, of course, not only know, but understand the universe before we can manipulate it and we must arrive at t
ability for that manipulation by aroad for which there isno map. All must necessarily come by slow degree; we shall travel that unmap
road foot by weary foot. We must grow into this new ability of ours to make things happen without the aid of silly mechanical contrive
and the growth will not be rapid.

In my far view from the mountain of my age, | seem to see an end to it, a point beyond which we cannot or, perhaps, would not wid
Beyond which we might not dare to go. But | do not think there will be an end to it any more than there was an end to technology, ur
day something took a hand and put an end to it here on the planet of its origin. Let alone, man himself would not have ende
Man must always take that extra or that final step, finding once he hastaken it it isnot afinal step. Today | can imagine o
far into the future, not having the data to extend my imagery beyond a certain point. But by the time man reaches that poir
where my imagination fails, he will have the data to push the point far into the future. There will be no place to stop.

If man persists, therell be no stopping him. The question, it seemsto me, is not whether he will persist, but whether he
theright to. | shudder when | envision man, the prehistoric monster, continuing into a time and world where he has no pla
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"I do not know," Harrison said to Jason, "how | can talk reason to you. All we want isto send asmall group of peoplet
they can learn the parapsychic abilities, in return for which . . ."



"I have already told you," Jason said, "that we cannot teach you the ahilities. It's apparent you refuse to believe what | |
told you."

"I think," said Harrison, "that you are bluffing. So, al right, you're bluffing. What more do you want? Tell me what you

"Y ou have nothing that we want," said Jason. "That's something else you won't believe. Let me spell it out to you once
Y ou either are parapsychic or you aren't. Y ou are technological or you aren't. Y ou can't be both of them. They are mutual
exclusive because so long as you remain technological, you can't be parapsychic and once you're parapsychic you have nc
for technology. We do not want any of you here under the pretense of learning what we know or can do, even if you think
want what we know or can do. A few of you, you say, and it would be afew at first, then more of you, and after that still
and once you understand there was no chance of going parapsychic, why, then, you'd settlein. It's the pattern of technology—
grab and hold, then grab and hold some more. . ."

"But if we were sincere," protested Reynolds. "If we really meant it. And, of course, we do. We are being honest with you."

"I have told you it can't be done," said Jason. "If you want to be parapsychic, you don't have to come to Earth. Let those people w
want to be parapsychic strip themselves of everything they have, let them live thus stripped for two thousand years. At the end of tha
it might happen to them, although I'll not guarantee it. We didn't know of it until it happened to us. It was easier for us than it would be
you. Thered be a difference in the attitude of people who set out deliberately to acquire the abilities and that difference in attitude mig|
make it impossible.”

"What you are talking about,” said John, "is a combination of your way of life with ours. Y ou see a great advantage to both of usif
could be done. If some of your people could only find the way, you'd figure that you had it made. But it wouldn't work. If some of your
people could become parapsychic, they'd stand alien from you; they'd take the same attitude toward you that we are taking now."

Harrison looked around the table slowly and deliberately, at each one sitting there. "Y our arrogance is appalling,” he said.

"We are not arrogant,”" said Martha. "We are so far from arrogant. . ."

"But you are," said Harrison. "Y ou assume that you are better now than you were before. How better | don't know, but better. You
technology in contempt. Y ou view it with disdain, and perhaps alarm, forgetting that if it had not been for technology we'd al be squat
acave."

"Perhaps not," said Jason. "If we'd not cluttered Up our lives with machines. . ."

"But you don't know that."

"No, of course | don't," said Jason.

"So we should forget our squabbling,” said Harrison. "Why can't we. . "

"We've made our position clear," said Jason. "Y ou must believe us when we say we can't teach you parapsychics. It's not somethil
can be taught. You must find it inside yoursalf. And you must believe us when we say we want nothing of technology. We people of t
house have no need of it. The Indians dare not touch it, for it would ruin the kind of life they've fashioned. They live with nature, not
They take what nature gives; they do not rip their living out of nature. | can't speak for the robots, but | would suspect they have a
technology of their own."

"There's one of them here," said Reynolds. "Y ou need not speak for them."

"The onewhois here," said Jason, "is more man than robot. He is doing mankind's work, has picked up something that we found tc
bulky or too inconvenient or not worthwhile to carry.”

"We seek the truth," said Hezekiah. "We work for faith."

"Thismay al betrue," Reynolds said to Jason, ignoring Hezekiah, "but there still remains your opposition to our resettling the Eart
colonizing it. There probably would not be many who would want to come, but you don't want even afew of us. Y ou do not own the E
Y ou cannot own it."

"Except for an emotiona revulsion at seeing another technological threat to Earth," said Jason, "1 don't suppose that Martha and nr
could raise logical objection, and of this house, we are the only two who matter. The others are among the stars. When Marthaand | a
this house will stand empty and | know now there would be few, if any, who would really care. Earth has gone back to its primitive heri
and | would hate to see it stripped and gutted again. We did that to it once and once should be enough. Earth should not stand In dou
jeopardy. To me the matter is emotional, but there are others, many others, to whom it really matters. The Indians owned this continent
and the whites took it from them. We slaughtered them and robbed them and pushed them into reservations and those who escaped tt
reservations we forced to live in ghettos. Now they have made anew life, based on the old—Dbetter than their old life because they lear
from us—but till their life, not ours. Neither should they stand in double jeopardy. They should be left alone.”

"If we agreed," said Harrison, "to leave this continent alone, to only settle on the others.. . ."

"In the old days," said Jason, "we made treaties with the Indians. So long as the rivers flow, so long as the winds shall blow, we sal
treaties would be kept. They were never kept. And neither would your so-called agreements. A few hundred years perhaps, more likely
than that. No longer. Even from the first you would interfere. Y ou'd want to set up trade. Y ou would break your old agreements and the
make new agreements and each time the Indian would get less and less. It would be the same old story asit was before. A technologic:
civilization is never satisfied. It is based on profit and progress, its own brand of progress. It must expand or die. Y ou might make prorr
and be sincere in the making of them; you might intend to keep them, but you wouldn't and you couldn't.”

"We would fight you," Red Cloud said. "We would not want to fight, but we'd have to. We would lose, we know that even now. Bl
still would fight—once a plow was put into the ground, once atree was felled, once awheel had turned . . ."

"You'reinsane!" shouted Harrison. "You are al insane. Y ou talk of fighting us! Y ou? With spears and arrows!"

"I told you," said Horace Red Cloud, "that we know we'd lose.”

"And you close the planet to us," said Harrison, grimly, turning to Jason. "It's not your planet to close. It isours aswell |
yours."

"The planet is not closed,” said Jason. "We have no legal, perhaps not even amoral right to stand upon. But | ask you, i



name of common decency, to stay away from us, to keep your hands off us. Y ou have other planets, there are still others:
can take..."

"But thisis our planet,” Reynolds said. "It's been waiting al these years. Y ou, a handful of people, can't keep the rest o
human race from taking what is theirs. We were taken from it; we did not desert it. All these years we have thought of it
home."

"Y ou can't possibly expect usto believe that," said Jason. "Not the story of expatriates coming back, gratefully, to the o
familiar shore. Let metell you what | think."

"Yes, please do," said Reynolds.

"I think," said Jason, "that you may have known for years the location of the Earth, but you had no interest in it. Y ou kn
that it had little of value l€eft, that it offered nothing but the room to live. And then, somehow, you heard a rumor about peoj
on Earth and how they could travel to the stars without any help at all—going anywhere they wished in the flicker of an
eyelash—and how they talked telepathically across great distances. Perhaps not atrue picture in the first rumor, but there
other rumors and the story built up and up. And you thought if only you could add this sort of ability to your technology you
progress the faster, that you'd increase your profits, that you'd have more power. And it wasn't until then that you thought
coming back to Earth."

"I fail to see the point of what you say," said Harrison. "The fact iswe are here."

"The point isthis," said Jason. "Don't use your threat to take over Earth in the belief that we are bluffing and will finally give in anc
you what you want to keep you from colonizing Earth."

"And if we gtill decide to colonize?"

"Then you'll colonize. There's no way we can Stop you. Red Cloud's people will be swept away. The robotic dream may end. Two ¢
that might have come to something will be cut off and you'll have a worthless planet on your hands."

"Not worthless," Reynolds said. "Y ou should give us credit for the progress we have made. With what we have now Earth would I
economic value as an outpost, as a base, as an agricultural planet. It would be worth our while."

The candles guttered in awind that came out of nowhere and a silence fell—a silence, Jason thought, because all had been said the
could be said and there was no use of saying further. This was the end of it, he knew. There was no compassion in these two men acr¢
table; an understanding, perhaps, of what might be at stake, but a cold, hard understanding that they'd weigh to their own advantage.
been sent to do ajob, these two here and the others up there in the ship orbiting the Earth—they had been sent to do ajob and they n
todoit. It did not matter to them what might come about because they did the job—it had never mattered, neither now nor in the years
before. Societies had been smashed, cultures erased, human lives and hopes used up, all decency ignored. All was sacrificed to progre
And what, he wondered, might progress be? How did one define it? Was it merely naked power, or was there moreto it than that?

Somewhere a door banged and a rush of chill autumn air came with the banging of the door. Feet came down the hall and through t
doorway came arobot that glittered as he walked.

Jason came swiftly to hisfeet. "Stanley," he said, "I'm glad that you could come, although | am afraid too late."

Stanley gestured at the two across the table.

"Are these the ones?' he asked.

"They are, indeed,” said Jason. "'l would like to have you meet . . ."

The robot brushed aside the introduction.

"Gentlemen," he said to them, "I have a message for you."
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He came down the ridge that ran above theriver, striding in the crisp, moonlit autumn night, and came to the edge of a cornfield wh
shocks stood like ghostly wigwams. Behind him the mewling creature humped along, hurrying to keep pace with him, tagging at his he
From somewhere across the field a coon made lonesome whickering.

David Hunt was coming back to the great house that stood above the rivers; now he could come back because he knew the answer
least the beginning of an answer. Evening Star would be waiting for him—at least, he hoped she would. He should, he realized, have tc
of his going and the reason for it, but he'd not been able, for some reason he did not understand, to find the words and would have be
embarrassed to spesk even if he had known what to say.

He dtill carried the bow and the quiver of arrows was slung across his shoulder, although now he knew he carried them from habit;
longer needed them. He wondered, as he strode along, how long he may have carried them beyond the time of need.

Above the trees he could see the topmost stories and the chimney-studded roof of the great house, a blur of darkness against the
nighttime sky, and as he rounded a small tongue of timber that jutted out into the field, he saw the gleaming, metallic object tl
squatted there.

The sight of it brought him to ahalt and he half crouched, asif the gleaming object might be an unknown danger, athou
even as he crouched, he knew what it was—a machine that brought men from the stars. Evening Star had told him of the
posed to the Earth by such a ship that even then was heading toward the planet. And here it was; in the short time he'd be
gone, it had arrived. But even so he felt a shiver of fear reach out and touch him and, touched by the fear, it seemed that |



could seethe indistinct outline of a shape that lurked behind the ship.

He moved backward a step and at the step, the shape moved out from behind the ship and it was strange that it should
been hidden by the ship, for it was larger than the ship. It was huge and, shadowy as it was, there was a brutality about it .
it lurched toward him he knew he had not outrun it, for all the miles he had covered. There was no outrunning it, he knew.
never should havetried.

The Dark Walker lurched another ponderous step and David turned to run, then spun back again to face the oncoming
shadow-thing. If he ran now, he knew, he'd keep running and he would never quit. He'd go through life poised and set to
run—as his people had run and run and run again.

Now, perhaps, there was no need to run.

It was closer now and he could see it better, although it bent forward, reaching for him, and the string came back, legs|
tree trunks, a massive torso, atiny head, clawed hands reaching out.

And in that moment it became, not the Dark Walker, but the grizzly bear rising from its bed and towering over him, too

to shoot, far too close to shoot. Without even thinking of it, his hand went back to grasp an arrow and the bow came up an
mind—or the thing inside his mind, the power inside his mind—went crashing out.

It did not drop as the grizzly had dropped. It faltered, bent forward, reaching for him, and the string came back, almost to the bowm:
ear, with the arrow steady. The Walker dropped away and the arrow whistled and struck against the gleaming ship with a clanging sou
The Walker was no longer there.

David Hunt lowered the bow and stood shaking. He slumped to his knees and huddled, muscles twitching, nerves as taut as bowst
The can of worms moved closer to him, pressed hard against him, grew atentacle and held him tight, broadcasting unheard comfort.
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"Who is this person?' Reynolds asked Jason.

"Hisnameis Stanley," Jason told him. "He is arobot from the Project. We told you of the Project, if yourecdll. . ."

"Oh, yes," said Harrison, "a superrobot being built by all hislittle brothers."

"I must protest your tone," said Hezekiah, sharply. "Thereis no reason for you to be supercilious. What this robot and his fellows
within the great tradition of your technology, to build bigger and better and with a greater imagination . . ."

"I beg your pardon," said Harrison. "But he camerushing in here.. . ."

"Hewasinvited," said Jason, coldly. "He had along way to come. He has only now arrived.”

"With a message?'

"It isfrom the Project,” Stanley said.

"What is this message?' Harrison demanded.

"First | must explainit," said Stanley. "The Project, for some years now, has been in communication with intelligence somewherein
central galaxy."

"Yes," said Reynolds. "We have been told of that."

"The message | carry," Stanley said, "is from that intelligence.”

"And it has to do with the situation here?' asked Reynolds. "I find that ridiculous.”

"It has to do with you," said Stanley.

"But how could it know? What would it know about the situation here? Certainly a great alien intelligence would not concern itself

"The message, directed to you and the rest of your party, isthis: Leave Earth alone. No interference is allowed. It also isa part of tt
experiment.”

"But | don't understand,” Harrison said, angrily. "What experiment? What isit talking about? It makes no sense at all. Certainly, we
the right to know."

Stanley took afolded paper from a pouch. He tossed it across the table to Reynolds. "There is a copy of the message, off the printe

Reynolds picked it up, glanced at it. "That iswhat it says. But | don't see the point. If you're trying another bluff . . ."

"It'sthe Principle," said Jason, speaking quietly. "That cinches it. We had wondered; now we know. The Project was talking with tt
Principle.”

"A Principle?' yelled Harrison. "What is all this? We know of no Principle. It means nothing to us."

John sighed. "I don't suppose it does. We should have told you, but there was so much to tell. If you'll just settle back, I'll tell you
the Principle."

"Another fairy story, no doubt," Harrison said, angrily. "A phony message and now afairy story. Y ou people must think that we ar
stupid.. . "

"It doesn't matter now," said Jason. "It doesn't matter what you think. It's out of our hands entirely and it is out of yours."

John had been correct in his assumption, Jason told himself, that the people of the Earth had been made an experiment, in the same
and, perhaps, in much the same manner as a human bacteriologist or virologist would have experimented with a colony of bacteria or o

And if that were true, he realized with something of a shock, the people in this house and the little band of Indians and the ott
little group of people on the West Coast had not been missed. Rather, they deliberately had been left as a part of the
experiment—as control s, perhaps.



John had said that by now the Principle would know that the strains of humanity ran true, but in the face of this new
revelation, they must know as well that while in the mass humanity ran true, fragmented portions of it underwent mutation
there were three human strains here—the people of this house and the Indians and the people on the coast. And of the thi
them, two had been successful in their mutation and the third had gone to seed. Although, wait a minute, he told himself, tt
conclusion is not true, for there was David Hunt. Thinking of him, he remembered how the music trees that evening of av
or two ago had suddenly regained their delicacy and poise and the incredible rumor he had heard from Thatcher this very
afternoon. How was it, he wondered, the robots picked up the rumors before anyone else might be aware of them?

And the robots. Not three divergent strains, but four. Which was one up on the Principle, Jason thought with glee. He'C
any kind of bet (and be sure of winning) the Principle had not taken the robots into consideration. Although the robots, con
think of it, were alittle frightening. What kind of contraption was this thing that could talk with the Principle and relay its
message? And why had the Principle chosen it as spokesman? Simply because it had been there and handy? Or was thert
affinity, an understanding, between the two of them that could not exist between the Principle and a human, or any other bi
form of life? He shivered at the thought of it.

"Y ou remember," he said to Stanley, "that first you told us you could be of no help to us."

"I remember that,” the robot said.

"But finally you were."

"I am very glad," said Stanley, "that we were able to help you in the end. Y ou and we, | think, have very much in common."
"I sincerely hope we do," said Jason, "and | thank you from my heart."
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She was sitting at the desk, with the books spread out, when he came into the room. For amoment, in the feeble candle
she could not be sure that it was he; then she saw it was. She came swiftly to her feet. "David!" she said.

He stood looking at her and she saw that he did not have the bow or the quiver of arrows. And something else as well-
necklace of bear claws no longer lay upon his chest. Silly, she thought, that she should notice things like that when all that |
mattered was that he was back.

"The necklace," she said, feeling silly when she said it, not wanting to say it, but saying it just the same.

"I threw it away," he said.

"But, David . . ."

"I met the Walker. | did not need the bow. The arrow did not strike him; it only struck the ship."

She did not answer.

"Y ou thought the Walker was only a shadow in my mind."

"Yes," shesaid. "A piece of folklore. An olden story . . ."

"Perhapsit was," he said. "I don't know. Perhaps a shadow of that great race of builders who once lived here. The peo
not like us. Not like you and I. The shadow that they cast upon the land, that even after they were gone still remained upol
land."

"A haunt," she said. "A ghost."

"But itisgone now," he said. "It no longer walks."

She stepped around the desk and he came quickly to meet her and had his arms about her and held her close against hi
is so strange about the two of us," he said. "l can make things well, | can cure the sick. Y ou can see everything thereis ar
make me see it, too; everything there is comes clear inside your mind."

She did not answer. He was too close, too real; he was back again. There was no room for answer.

But, within her mind, she told Grandfather Oak: It isanew beginning . . .

"I'll be leaving soon," said John. "I won't remain away so long thistime."

"I hate to see you go," said Jason. "Do come back as soon as you are able. We were boystogether . . ."

"We had good times," said John.

"There is something very special," Jason said, "about two men being brothers."

"There is nothing to worry over now," said John. "The Earth is safe. We can continue as we have. The Indians and the robots can
any road they wish. The idea of the Principle may not be accepted in its entirety by the People. They'll think about it for awhile, they'll |
over, they'll talk it over. They'll figure, as Harrison said, it probably is no more than afairy tale. They may make atry for Earth. | would t
it'samost certain that they will. If they do, they'll get slapped down and then they will believe."

Jason nodded. "That is true. But there's the business of the Project,”

"What about the Project?’

"Y ou mean you haven't thought of it?"

"You're talking riddles, Jason."



"No, I'm not," said Jason. "It's just that you haven't seen it. No one saw it. They figured all the Principle did was use th
Project for an errand boy."

"Well, wasn't that what it was—now, wait a second, you can't be thinking ..."

"But | am," said Jason. "Not an errand boy for the Principle, but a spokesman for the Principle. What have the two in
common? We wondered whether the Project might just be listening, but now we know it wasn't that. They were talking bz
and forth. The Project told the Principle what was going on and the Principle told it whatto do . . ."

"I think you may beright," said John, "but you must remember that we've met other intelligences and we've had dight
success. . ."

"Thething you don't realize," said Jason, "is that the Principle is not another aien, not just another intelligence you run ir
in space. It could have talked to us, | think, to any one of us, if it had wanted to."

John grunted. "That raises a question, Jason. Like speaks to like. Would you suppose the Principle could be—no, it can
that. It must be something else. The Principle is no machine. | can swear to that. | lived on the edge of it for days."

"That's not the point," said Jason. "The Principle would have nothing to do with a mere machine. Could it be, | wonder,
the Project is no longer a machine? How far do you have to push a machine before it becomes something other than mact
How much does a machine need to evolve before it becomes something el se—another form of life? Different than we are
would have to be different than we are, but alife form just assurely . . ."

"Y ou're letting your imagination run away with you," said John. "Even if you aren't, there's nothing we need fear. Ther:
are friends of ours. They have to be good friends—damn it, man, we made them."

"T don't think it'sal imagination," Jason said. "I think there is some basisfor it, some evidence of it. | find myself wondk
if the Principle, whatever it may be, has found a closer identification with the Project than it has with the human race. Anc
the kind of thing that sends a shiver up my spine.”

"Even if it should be so," said John, "and | can't agreeit is, it would make no difference to us. Except for you and Martt
we're out among the stars. In another few thousand years there'll be none of us who'll care particularly either about the
Principle or Earth. We're free agents, going where we want to go, doing what we want to do. And this business of star-roy
feel sure, isonly apart of it, abeginning of it. In the centuries to come the race will develop other capabilities. | don't knov
they'll be, but | know they will develop.”

"I may be short-sighted,” Jason admitted. "I live too closeto Earth. | never gained the perspective the others of you ha
the time the situation with the Project has devel oped to the point where it has any impact, Marthaand | will be long gone.
the Indians will stay here and what about the Indians? Of al of us, they may be the most important segment of the human

John chuckled. "The Indians will get dong all right. They've devel oped the most solid basis of any of us. They've made
compact with the planet They've become a part of it."

"I hope," said Jason, "you areright.”

They sat in silence, the fire flickering in the grate, the chimney making sighing noises. The wind plucked at the eaves ar
the stillness of the night the old house moaned with its weight of years.

Finally John said, "There's one thing | want to know and | want the truth. What about your alien?'

"It left," said Jason. "It went home. It stayed longer than it planned because it had to tell someone, had to thank someone. David w
man to thank, for David was the one who did it, but David never heard a single word it said. So it came to me and told me.’

"And you've told David? Y ou passed along the thanks?"

Jason shook his head. "No, not yet. If ever. He's not ready for it. It might frighten him. He might run off again. | told tv
people, you and Hezekiah."

John frowned. "Wasit smart to tell Hezekiah?'

"| debated it," said Jason, "then findly | did. It seemed—well, it seemed to be in his department. He's so weighed down
imaginary, self-accusatory worry, that | thought it might help him. Give him something solid to worry over for a change.”

"Thiswasn't really what | meant," said John, "when | asked the question. What worries meis this matter of a soul. Do
honestly think it possible this strange character out of the West could have given the alien a soul 7

"That's what the alien said.”

"Not the alien. Y ou. What do you think?"

"I sometimesthink," said Jason, "that the soul may be a state of mind."

Hezekiah tramped, troubled, up and down the garden of the monastery.

It was impossible, he told himself, that what Mr. Jason told him could be right. Mr. Jason must have misunderstood. He
wished the dlien still were here, so that he could talk with it, although Mr. Jason has said, even had it been here, he could r
with it. There was no way for him to talk with it.

The night was silent and the stars far off. A winter wind came stealing up an autumn hill. Hezekiah shivered at the tou
and was at once disgusted with himself and alittle frightened. He should not shiver in the wind, he could not feel the wind.
Could it be, he wondered, that he was turning human? Could he, in his humanness, really fed the wind? And he was even
frightened that he should think he might be human than he'd been frightened at shivering in the wind.

Pride, he thought—pride and vanity. Would he ever rid himself of his pride and vanity? And he might as well admit it—



would he berid of doubt?

And now, as he asked himself that question, he could no longer hide from the thing he had been hiding from, the thought he had tr
keep himsealf from facing by thinking about the alien and its soul.

The Principle!

"Nol!" he shouted at himself, in sudden terror. "No, it can't be so4 There can be nothing to it. It is sacrilege to even think of it."

In that area, he fiercely reminded himself, he could not be shaken.

God must be, forever, akindly old (human) gentleman with along, white, flowing beard.
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