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One of the curious customs to arise out of the Collapse was the practice of pyramiding robotic
brain cases, in the same manner that certain ancient Asiatic barbarians raised pyramids of human
heads that later turned to skulls, to commemorate a battle. While the brain-case customis not
universal, there is enough evidence fromtravelers' talesto show that it is practiced by many
sedentary tribes. Nomadic peoples, as well, may have collections of brain cases, but these are not
pyramided except on ceremonial occasions. Ordinarily they are stored in sacred chests which,
when the band is on the march, are given positions of honor, carried in wagons at the head of the
column.

Generally, it has been believed that this fascination with robotic brain cases may
commemorate man’ s triumph over the machines But there is no undeniable evidence that thisis
so. It is possible that the symmetry of the cases may have an esthetic appeal quite apart from any
other real or imagined significance. Or it may be that their preservation isan unconscious
reaction to a symbolic permanence~ for of all things created by technological man, they are the
most durable, being constructed of a magic metal that defies both time and weather.

From Wilson’sHigtory of the End of Civilization



Thomas Cushing hoed potatoes dl the afternoon, in the smal patch on the bench above theriver,
between theriver and thewall. The patch was doing well. If some unforeseen disease did not fasten oniit,
if it were not raided on some dark night by one of the tribes acrosstheriver, if no other evil fell uponit,
come harvest timeit would yield up many bushels. He had worked hard to produce that find harvest. He
had crept on hands and knees between the rows, knocking potato beetles off the vineswith asmall stick
he held in one hand and catching them asthey fell in the bark container he held in the other hand.
Catching them so they would not crawl from where they fell into the vines again, to feast upon the leaves.
Crawling up and down the rows on his hands and knees, with his muscles screaming at the punishment,
with a pitiless sun hammering at him so that he seemed to cregp in a miasmatic fog composed of dead
and hested air mixed finely with the dust that his crawling raised. At intervas, when the bark container
was nearly full of the squirming, confused and deprived bugs, he' d go down to the riverbank, first
marking the spot where he had ceased his labor, with the stick planted in the soil; then, squatting on the
bank, he' d reach far out to empty the container into the flowing stream, shaking it vigoroudly to didodge
the last of the beetles, launching them upon ajourney that few of them would survive, and carrying those
few that would survive far from his potato patch.

In hismind, at times, he had talked to them. | wish you no harm, he' d told them; | do this not out of
malice but to protect mysdf and others of my kind, removing you so you' |l not eat the food onwhich |
and others count. Apologizing to them, explaining to them to take away their wrath as ancient, prehistoric
hunters had apologized and explained ritualy to the bears they had daughtered for afeas.

In bed, before he went to deep, he' d think on them again, seeing them once again, a striped golden
scum caught in the swirl of water and carried rapidly away to afate they could not understand, not
knowing why or how they’ d come to such afate, powerlessto prevent it, with no means of escaping it.

And having dumped them in the river, back to crawling between the rows once more to gather other
bugsto consgn to the selfsame fate.

Then, later in the summer, when days went by with no rain fdling, with the sun striking down out of the
cloudless blue bowl of the sky, carrying buckets of water from the river on ayoke dung acrosshis
shouldersto supply thethirsty plantsthe moisture that they lacked; day after day trudging from theriver's
edge up the sharp dope to the bench, lugging water for his crop, then going back again to get two more
pails of water, on an endless treadmill so the plants would grow and thrive and there would be potatoes
stored againgt the winter. Existence, he had thought, survival so hard and dearly bought—a continud fight
to assure survival. Not like those ancient days Wilson had written about so long ago, reaching back with
fumbling fingersto try to create the past that had come to an end centuries before he had put quill to
paper, forced to exercise aniggling economy of paper—writing on both sides of each sheet, leaving no
margins on ether sde of the page, with no whiteness | eft at either top or bottom. And awaysthat small
and niggardly, that painfully small, script, so that he could cram in dl the words seething in hisbrain.
Agonizing over the concern that he mentioned time and time again—that the history he wrote was based
more on myth and legend than on fact, a situation that could not be avoided since so little fact remained.
Y et, convinced it was paramount thet the history be written before whet little fact remained completely
disappeared, before the myth and legend had become more distorted than they aready were. Agonizing,
aswadll, over hismeasurement of myth and legend, sweeting over his evauation of them; asking himsdif,
timeand time again, “What should | put in? What should | leave out?’ For he did not put in al of it; some
he had |eft out. The myth about the Place of Going to the Stars he had |ft ouit.

But enough of Wilson, Cushing told himself; he must get back to hishoeing and hisweeding. Weeds
and bugs were enemies. The lack of rain, an enemy. The too hot sun, an enemy. It was not only hewho
thought SO: there were others working patches of corn and potatoes that lay on other tiny benches, so
much like hisown, dl up and down the river, close enough to the walls to gain some protection against
the occasional raidersfrom acrosstheriver.

He had hoed al the afternoon and now, with the sun finaly gone behind the river bluffslooming to the
west, he crouched beside the river and stared across the water. Upstream, amile or so, stood the stone
piersof aruined bridge, with some of the bridge s superstructure still remaining, but nothing one could



useto crosstheriver. Still farther upstream, two great towers rose up, former living structures that the old
books called high rises. There had been, it gppeared, two such types of structures—ordinary high rises
and high risesfor the e derly—and he wondered briefly why there should have been such age distinction.
No such thing was true today. There was no distinction between the young and old. They lived together
and needed one another. The young provided strength and the old provided wisdom and they worked
together for the benefit of all.

This he had seen when hefirgt came to the university and had experienced himsalf when he had been
taken in under the sponsorship of Monty and Nancy Montrose, the sponsorship in time becoming more
than aforma sponsorship, for he had lived with them and had become, in effect, their son. The university
and, mogt of al, Monty and Nancy, had given him equaity and kindness. He had, inthe last five years,
become astruly apart of the university asif he had been born to it and had known what he came to
recognize as aunique kind of happinessthat, in his years of wandering, he had not known el sewhere.
Now, hunkering on the river’ s bank, he admitted to himsdlf that it had become a nagging happiness, a
happiness of guilt, chained here by the sense of affectionate loyaty to the aged couple who had taken him
in and made him a part of them. He had gained much from hisfive years here: the ability to read and
write; some acquaintance with the books that, rank on rank, lined the stacks of the library; a better
understanding of what the world was dl about, of what it once had been and what it was at the present
moment. Given, too, within the security of the walls, thetimeto think, to work out what he wanted of
himsdlf. But though he’ d worked at it, he still did not quite know what he wanted of or for himsdif.

He remembered, once again, that rainy day of early spring when he had sat at adesk inthelibrary
stacks. What he had been doing there he had now forgotten—yperhaps smply sitting there while he read
abook which presently he would replace upon the shelves. But he did recal with startling clarity how, in
an idle moment, he had pulled out the desk drawer and there had found the small pile of notes written on
flyleavesthat had been torn from books, written in asmall and crabbed hand, niggardly of space. He
recdled that he had sat there, frozen in surprise, for there was no mistaking that cramped and economic
writing. He had read the Wilson history time and time again, strangely fascinated by it, and therewas no
question in hismind, not the dightest question, that these were Wilson' s notes, |eft herein the desk
drawer to await discovery amillennium after they’ d been written.

With trembling hands he had taken them from the drawer and laid them reverently on the desk top.
Sowly heread through them in the waning light of the rainy afternoon and there wasin them much
materia that he recognized, materia that eventualy had found itsway into the history. But therewas a
page of notes—redly apage and a half—that had not been used, amyth so outrageous that Wilson must
findly have decided it should not be included, a myth of which Cushing had never heard and of which, he
found upon cautiousinquiry later, no one else had ever heard.

The notes told about a Place of Going to the Stars, located somewhere to the west, although there
was no further clueto itslocation—simply “inthewest.” It dl was horribly fuzzy and it sounded, in al
truth, more like myth than fact—too outrageous to be fact. But ever since that rainy afternoon, the very
Outrageousness of it had haunted Cushing and would not let him be.

Across the wide turbulence of theriver, the bluffs rose sheer above the water, topped by a heavy
growth of trees. The river made sucking sounds asit rushed along, ahurrying tide that stormed aong its
path and, beneath the sucking sounds, arumbling of power that swept dl initscourse. A powerful thing,
theriver, and somehow conscious and jedlous of its power, reaching out and taking dl that it could
reach—a piece of driftwood, aleaf, abevy of potato bugs, or ahuman being, if one could be caught up.
Looking at it, Cushing shivered at itsthreet, athough he was not one who should have fdlt itsthreat. He
was as much at homein or on the river as hewould be in the woods. Thisfeding of threat, he knew, was
brought on only by a present weakness, born of vague indecision and not knowing.

Wilson, he thought—if it had not been for that page and a half of Wilson's notes, he' d be feding none
of this. Or would he? Wasiit only Wilson’ s note, or wasiit the urge to escape these walls, back to the
untrammeled freedom of the woods?

Hewas, hetold himsdaf somewhat angrily, obsessed with Wilson. Ever since the day he had first read
the history, the man had lodged himself insde hismind and was never far awvay.



How had it been with Wilson, he wondered, on that day of amost athousand years ago, when hefirst
had sat down to begin the history, haunted by what he knew would be itsinadequacy? Had the leaves
outside the window whispered in the wind? Had the candle guttered (for in hismind the writing dways
took place in candldight)? Had there been an owl outside, hooting in derision at the task the man had set
himsdf to do?

How had it been with Wilson, that night in the distant past?

| must writeit clearly, Hiram Wilson told himsdlf, so that in the yearsto come al who wish may read
it. I must composeit clearly and | must inscribeit nestly, and most importantly, | must writeit small, snce
| am short of paper.

| wish, he thought, that | had moreto go on, that | had more actud fact, that the myth content were
less, but | must console mysdlf in the thought that historiansin the past have dso relied on myth,
recognizing that athough myth maybe romanticized and woefully short of fact, it mugt, by definition, have
some foundation in lost happenings.

The candl€ sflameflared in the gust of wind that came through the window. In atree outside, atiny
fluffed-out screech owl made a chilling sound.

Wilson dipped the quill inink and wrote, close to the top of the page, for he must conserve the paper:

An Account of Those Disturbances Which Brought About an End to the First Human
Civilization (always in the hope there will be a second, for what we have now is no civilization,
but an anarchy)

Written by Hiram Wilson at the Univer sity of Minnesota on the Banks of River Mississippi,
This Account

Being Started the First Day of October, 2952

Helaid the quill aside and read what he had written. Dissatisfied, he added another line:

Composed of Facts Gathered From Still Existing Books Dating From Earlier Days, From
Hearsay Evidence

Passed on by Word of Mouth From the Times of Trouble and From Ancient Myths and
Folklore Assiduously

Examined for Those Kernels of Truth That They May Contain

There, he thought, that at least is honest. It will put the reader on his guard that there may he errors,
but giving him assurance that | have labored for the truth asbest | can.

He picked up the quill again and wrote:

Thereisno question that at one time, perhaps five hundred years ago, Earth was possessed of an
intricate and sophisticated technologica civilization. Of this, nothing operationa remains. The machines
and the technology were destroyed, perhapsin afew months time. And not only that, but, at least a this
university, and we suppose otherwhere aswdll, al or most of the literary mention of the technology aso
was destroyed. Here, certainly, al the technological texts are gone and in many instances dlusionsto
technology contained in other books, not technologica in nature, have been edited by the ripping out of
pages. What remains of the printed word concerning technology and scienceis only generd in nature and
may relate to atechnology that at the time of the destruction was considered so outdated there seemed
no threat in alowing it to survive. From these remaining alusionswe get some hint of what the Situation
might have been, but not enough information to perceive the full scope of the old technology nor its
impact upon the culture. Old maps of the campus show that at one time there were severd buildings that
were devoted to the teaching of technology and engineering. These buildings now are missing. Thereisa
legend that the stones of which the buildings were constructed were used to build the defensve wall that
now ringsin the cam-

The completeness of the destruction and the apparently methodica manner in which it was carried out
indicate an unreasoning rage and afine-honed fanaticism. Seeking for cause, thefirdt reactionisto
conclude that it came about through an anger born of a hatred of what technology had brought



about—the depletion of non-renewable resources, pollution of the environment, the loss of jobs resulting
in massve unemployment. But this sort of reasoning, onceit isexamined, seemsfar too smplitic. On
further thought, it would seem that the basic grievance that triggered the destruction must havelainin the
socid, economic and political systems technology had fostered.

A technologica society, to be utilized to itsfullest, would cal for bigness.....bignessin the corporate
structure, in government, in finance and in the service aress. Bigness, so long asit is manageable offers
many advantages, but at a certain point in its growth it becomes unmanageable. At about the time bigness
reachesthat critical Sze whereit tends to become unmanagesble, it aso develops the capability to run on
its own momentum and, in consequence, gets even farther out of control. Running out of control, failures
and errorswould cregp into its operation and there would be little possibility of correction. Uncorrected,
thefailures and errors would be perpetuated and would feed upon themsalves to achieve greater failures
and even greater errors. Thiswould happen not only in the machines themselves, but aswell in top-heavy
governmenta and financid structures. Human managers might redlize what was happening, but would be
powerlessin theface of it. The machines by thistimewould be running wild and taking aong with them
the complicated socid and economic structures that they had made not only possible, but necessary.
Long beforethe fina crash, when the systemsfailed, there would have been arising tide of anger inthe
land. When the crash finally came, the anger would have flashed out into an orgy of destruction, agtriking
back to utterly wipe out the systems and the technology that had failed, so that they never could be used
again, so they would never have the chanceto fail again. When thisanger finished itswork not only the
machines were destroyed, but the very concept of technology. That the work of destruction may have
been somewhat misdirected there is no question, but it must be considered that the destruction must have
been carried out by fanatics. One characteristic of the fanatic isthat he must have atarget against which
to direct hisrage. Technology, or at least the outward evidences of it, would be not only highly visible,
but safe aswell. A machine perforce must it and takeit. It has no way of hitting back.

That the old texts and records relating to technology were destroyed a ong with the machines, but only
those books or the parts of those books which touched upon technology, would indicate that the sole
target was technology—that the destroyers had no objection to books or learning as such. It might even
be argued that they may have had a high respect for books, for even in the heat of their anger they did no
damage to those which did not touch upon technology.

It makes one shudder to think of the terrible and persistent anger that must have built up to a point
which madeit possibleto bring al thisabout. The misery and chaos that must have resulted from this
deliberate wrecking of away of life mankind had so laborioudly built up through centuries of effortis
impossible to imagine. Thousands must have died in the violence that accompanied the wrecking, and
other thousands later of lessviolent forms of degth. All that mankind had counted on and relied upon was
uprooted. Anarchy replaced law and order. Communications were so thoroughly wiped out that one
township scarcely knew what was happening in the next. The complex distribution system cameto a halt
and there was famine and tarvation. Energy systems and networks were destroyed and the world went
down to darkness. Medical facilities were crippled. Epidemics swept the land. We can only imagine that
which happened, for there is no record |eft. At thislate date, our darkest imagery must fail to dredge up
the totality of the horror. From where we stand today, what happened would appear the result of
madness rather than of smple anger, but, even so, we must redize that there must have been—must have
been—seseming reason for the madness.

When the Stuation stabilized—if we can imagine anything like stabilization following such a
catastrophe—we can only speculate on what an observer would have found. We have afew cluesfrom
present circumstances. We can see the broad Outline, but that isall. In some areas, groups of farmers
formed communes, holding their crop-producing acreages and their livestock by force of arms againgt
hungry roving mobs. The cities became junglesin which pillaging combinations fought one another for the
privilege of looting. Perhaps then, as now, loca warlords attempted to found ruling houses, fighting with
other warlords and, as now, going down one by one. In such aworld—and thisistrue today aswell as
then—it was not possible for any man or band of men to achieve a power base that would serve for the
building of an dl-incdlusive government.



The closest thing insofar as we are aware of in this areato the achievement of any sort of continuing
and enduring socid order isthisuniversity. Exactly how this center of relative order came about on these
few acresis not known. That, once having established such order, we have endured may be explained by
the fact that we are entirdly defensive, at no time having sought to extend our domain or impaose our will,
willing to leave everyone e se doneif they return the favor.

Many of the people who live beyond our walls may hate us, otherswill despise us as cowards who
cower behind our walls, but there are some, | am sure, to whom this university has become amystery
and perhaps amagic and it may befor this reason that for the last hundred years or more we have been
left done.

The temper of communities and their intellectua environment would dictate their reaction to aStuation
such asthe destruction of atechnological society. Most would react in anger, despair and fear, taking a
short-term view of the situation. A few, perhaps avery few, would be inclined to take the long-term
view. In auniverdty community the inclination would be to take along-range view, looking not so much
at the present moment but at the impact of the moment ten years from the present, or perhaps a century
into the future. A university or college community, under conditions that existed before the breakup came,
would have been aloosely knitted group~ athough perhaps more closely knitted than many of its
memberswould have been willing to admit. All would have been inclined to regard themselves as
rampant individuaists, but when it came down to the crunch, most would have been brought to the
redlization that underlying al the fancied individualism lay acommon way of thought. Instead of running
and hiding, aswould be the case with those who took the short-range view, a university community
would have soon redlized that the best course would be to stay where they were and attempt, in the
midst of chaos, to form asocia order based so far as possible upon the traditiona values that ingtitutions
of higher learning had held throughout the years. Small areas of security and sanity, they would have
reminded themselves, had perssted higtoricaly in other times of trouble. Most, when they thought of this,
would have thought of the monasteriesthat existed asidands of tranquility through the time of Europe’'s
Dak Ages. Naturdly, there would have been some who taked loftily of holding high the torch of learning
asnight fell upon the rest of mankind and there may even have been those who sincerely believed what
they were saying. But, by and large, the decision would have been generaly recognized asasmple
matter of survival—the selection of a pattern that held agood chance of survival.

Even here, there must have been aperiod of stress and confusion during those early years when the
destructive forces were leveling the scientific and technologica centers on the campus and editing books
inthelibrariesto diminate dl sgnificant mention of technology. It may have been that in the heated
enthusiasm of the destruction certain faculty members associated with the hated ingtitutions may have met
their deaths. The thought even occursthat certain members of the faculty may have played apart inthe
destruction. Reluctant as one may beto think so, it must be recognized that in that older faculty body,
intense and dedicated men and women built up storied animosities, based on conflicts of principlesand
beliefs, with these sometimes heightened by clashing persondlities.

Once the destruction was done, however, the university community, or what was left of it, must have
pulled together again, burying whatever old differences that might till exist, and set about the work of
establishing an enclave that stood gpart from the rest of the world, designed to preserve at least some
fraction of human sanity. Timeswould have been perilous for many years, asthe protective wdl built
above this smal segment of the campus must testify. The building of the wall would have been along and
arduous chore, but sufficiently effective leadership must have emerged to seethat it was done. The
university, during this period, probably was the target of many sporadic forays, dthough undoubtedly the
dedicated looting of the city acrossthe river and the other city to the east may have distracted some of
the pressure on the campus. The contents of the stores, the shops, the homes within the cities, probably
were far more attractive than anything the campus had to offer.

Since there are no communi cations with the world outsde the wall and al the newswe get are the
talestold by occasiond travelers, we cannot pretend to know what may be happening otherwhere than
here. Many events may be taking place of which we know nothing. But in the small areathat we do
know, or of which we have some fragmentary knowledge, the highest level of socia organization seems



to be the tribe or those farming communes, with one which we have set up rudimentary trade relations.
Immediately to the east and west of us, in what once were fair and pleasant cities, now largely goneto
ruin, are severa tribes grubbing a bare existence from the land and occasionally warring with one another
over imagined grievances or to gain some coveted territory (athough only Cod knowswhy coveted) or
amply for theillusonary glory that may be gained from combat. To the north isafarm commune or
perhaps a dozen families with which we have made trade accommodeations, their produce serving to
augment the vegetables we grow in gardens and our potato patches. For thisfood, we pay in
trinketry—beadwork, badly constructed jewdry, leether goods—which they, in their smple-mindedness,
are avid to obtain for their persona adornment. To such an extent have we falen—that a once-proud
university should manufacture and trade trinkets for its food.

At onetime, family groups may have held on to smal homesteads, hiding from the world. Many of
these homesteads no longer exist, either wiped out or their membersforced to join atribe for the
protection that it offered. And there are ways the nomads, the roving, far-wandering bands with their
cattle and their horses, at times sending out war partiesto pillage, athough there now islittle enough to
pillage. Such isthe state of the world as we are acquainted with it; such isour own State, and sorry asit
may be, in certain wayswe are far better off than many of the others.

To acertain small extent we have kept dive the flame of learning. Our children are taught to read and
write and cipher. Those who wish may gain additiond rudimentary learning and there are books to be
read, of course, tons of books, and from the reading of those, many in the community arefairly well
informed. Reading and writing are skillsthat few have today, even those basic skills being lost through the
lack of anyone to teach them. Occasiondly, there are afew who make their way to usto gain thelittle
education we can offer, but not many, for education apparently isnot highly regarded. Some of those
who come continue to stay on with us and thus some diversity is added to our gene poel, adiversity of
which we stand in need. It may be that some of those who come to us, professing awish for education,
may actualy come to seek the security of our walls, fleeing the rough justice of their fellows. Thiswe do
not mind; we take them in. So long asthey comein peace and keep the peace once they are here, they
arewelcome.

Anyonewith haf an eye, however, should be able to see that we have lost much of our effectiveness
asan educationd ingtitution. We can teach the smple things, but since the second generation of the
enclave s establishment, there has been none qudified to teach anything gpproaching a higher education.
We have no teachers of physicsor chemistry, of philosophy or psychology, of medicine or of many other
disciplines. Even if we had, there would belittle need. Who in this environment needs physicsor
chemistry? What isthe use of medicineif drugs are unobtainable, if there is no equipment for therapy of
surgery?

We have often idly speculated among oursalves whether there may be other colleges or universities
gill exigting in the same manner aswe exist. It would seem reasonable that there might be, but we' ve had
no word of them. In turn, we have not attempted to find out and have not seen fit to unduly advertise our
presence.

In booksthat | have read, there are contained many considered and logical prophesiesthat such a
catastrophe as came about would come to pass. But, in all cases, war was foreseen asthe cause of it.
Armed with incalculable engines of destruction, the mgjor powers of that olden day possessed the
capability to annihilate one another (and, in asmdler sense, theworld) in afew hours‘time. This,
however, did not come about. Thereis no evidence of the ravages of war and there are no legends that
tell of suchawar.

From dl indications that we have a this date, the collapse of civilization came about because of an
outrage on the part of what must have been a substantia portion of the Populace againgt the kind of
world that technology had created, athough the outrage, in many instances, may have been misdirected. .

Dwight Cleveland Montrose was alithe, lean man, his face a seasoned leather, the brownness of it set
off by the snow-white hair, the bristling grayness of the mustache, the heavy eyebrowsthat were
exclamation points above the bright eyes of washed-out blue. He sat straight upright in the chair, shoving



away the dinner plate he had polished clean. He wiped his mustache with a napkin and pushed hack from
thetable.

“How did the potatoes go today?’ he asked.

“I finished hoeing them,” said Cushing. “I think thisisthelast time. We can lay them by. Even aspdll
of drought shouldn’t hurt them too much now.”

“Youwork too hard,” said Nancy. “Y ou work harder than you should.”

Shewas abright little birdlike woman, shrunken by her years, awisp of awoman with sweetnessin
her face. Shelooked fondly at Cushing in the flare of candieight.

“I liketowork,” hetold her. “1 enjoy it. And alittle proud of

it, perhaps. Other people can do other things. | grow good potatoes.”

“And now,” said Monty, brusquely, brushing at his mustache, “1 suppose you will be leaving.”

“Leaving!”

“Tom,” he sad, “you' ve been with ushow long? Six years, am | right?’

“Fveyears,” said Cushing. “Five yearslast month.”

“Fiveyears,” said Monty. “Five years. That'slong enough to know you. As close aswe dl have
been, long enough to know you. And during the last few months, you’ ve been jumpy asacat. I’ ve never
asked you why. We, Nancy and |, never asked you why. On anything at all.”

“No, you never did,” said Cushing. “ There must have been timeswhen | wasatrid

“Never atrid,” said Monty. “No, sir, never that. We had a son, you know...

“Hewaswith usjust awhile,” said Nancy. “ Six years. That was dl. If he had lived, he' d be the same
age asyou are now.

“Mesades” sad Monty. “Meades, for the love of God. There was atime when men knew how to
dedl with meades, how to prevent them. There was atime when mead es were dmost never heard of.”

“Therewere sixteen others,” Nancy said, remembering. “ Seventeen, with John. All with meades. It
was aterrible Winter Theworst we' ve ever known.”

“l amsorry,” Cushing said.

“The sorrow isover now,” said Monty. “The surface sorrow, that is. Thereis a deeper sorrow that
will bewith usall our lives. We speak very seldom of it because we do not want you to think you are
sanding in his stead, that you are taking his Place, that we love you because of him.”

“Weloveyou,” said Nancy, speaking gently, “because you' re Thomas Cushing. No one but yourself.
We sorrow less, | think, because of you. Some of the old-time hurt is gone because of you. Tom, we
owe you more than the two of us can tell you.

“We owe you enough,” said Monty, “to talk as we do now—a strange kind of talk, indeed. It was
becoming intolerable, you know. Y ou not saying anything to us because you thought we' d not
understand, held to us because of amistaken loyaty. We knowing from the things you did and the way
you acted what you had in mind and yet compelled to hold our peace because we did not think we
should be the ones who brought what you were thinking out into the open. We had feared thet if we said
anything about it, you might think we wanted you to leave, and you know well enough that we never
would want that. But this foolishness has gone on long enough and now we think that we should tell you
that we hold enough affection for you to let you go if you fed you redly haveto, or if you only want to. If
you must leave us, we would not have you go with guilt, fegling you have run out on us. We ve watched
you the last few months, wanting to tell us, shying away from telling us. Nervous asacat. Itching to go
free”

“It'snot that,” said Cushing. “Not itching to go free”

“It' sthisPlace of Going to the Stars,” said Monty. “1 would suppose that’sit. If | were ayounger
man, | think that I’ d be going, too. Although, I’'m not surethat | could force mysdif to go. | think that
through the centuries we peoplein this university have become agoraphobes. All of us have stayed so
long, huddled on this campus, that none of us ever thinks of going anywhere.”

“Can | takethisto mean,” asked Cushing, “that you are trying to say you think there maybe something
to this business Wilson wrote down in his notes—that there could be a Place of Going to the Stars?’

“I do not know,” said Monty. “I would not even try to guess. Ever since you showed me the notes



and told me of your finding them | have been thinking on it. Not just wool-gathering, romantic thoughts
about how exciting it might beif there were such aplace, but trying to weigh the factors that would make
such astuation true or false, and | am forced to tell you that | think it might be possible. We do know
that men went out into the solar system. We know they went to the Moon and Mars. And in light of this,
we must ask ourselvesif they would have been satisfied with only Moon and Mars. | don't think they
would have been. Given the capability, they’ d have left the solar system. Given time, they would have
gained that capability. We have no hint of whether they did gain the capability because those last few
hundred years before the Collapse are hidden from us. It is those few hundred years that were excised
from the books. The people who brought about the Collapse wanted to erase al memory of those few
centuries and we have no way to know what might have happened during that long span of time. But
judging from the progress that men had made during those years that we do know about, that were |eft to
usto read, it seemsto me amogt certain that they would have gained degp-space capability.”

“We had s0 hoped that you would stay with us,” said Nancy. We had thought it might be only a
passing fancy, and that in time you would get over it. But now it is gpparent to usthat you will not get
over it. Monty and | talked it over, not once, but many times. We were convinced findly that for some
compelling reason you did wish to go.”

“Thereisonething that bothersme,” said Cushing. “Y ou areright, of course. I’ ve been trying to
screw up my courageto tell you. | cringed from it, but each timethat | decided not to go, there was
something in methat told me | had to go. Thething that bothers meisthat | don’t know why. | tell mysalf
it sthe Place of Going to the Stars and then | wonder if, deep down, it may be something dse. Isit, | ask
myself, thewolf blood still in me? For three years before | came knocking at the gate of the university, |
was awoods runner. | think | told you that.”

“Yes” said Monty. “Yes, you told usthat.”

“But nothing more,” said Cushing. “Y ou never asked. Neither of you ever asked. | wonder now why |
never told you.

“You need not tell usnow,” said Nancy, gently. “We have no need to know.”

“But now | haveaneedto tell you,” Cushing said. “The story isa short one. There were three of us.
my mother and my grandfather—my mother’ s father—and myself. My father, too, but I don’t remember
him. Maybejust alittle. A big man with black whiskers that tickled when he kissed me.”

He d not thought of it for years, not redlly thought of it, forcing himsalf not to think of it, but now, quite
suddenly, he saw it clear asday. A little coulee that ran back from the Mississppi, in that land of tangled
hillsthat lay aweek’ swalking to the south. A small sand-bottomed creek ran through the narrow
meadowlandsthat lay between the sharply doping bluffs, fed by alarge spring that gushed out of the
sandstone at the coulee’ s head, where the hills pinched in. Beside the spring was home—asmall house
gray with the oldness of itswood, a soft gray that blended in with the shadow of the hillsand trees so it
could not be seen, if one did not know that it was there, until one dmost sumbled oniit. A short distance
off stood two other small gray buildings as difficult to see as was the house—a dil apidated barn that
housed two crow bait horses, three cows and a bull, and the chicken house, which wasfalling down.
Below the house lay a garden and potato patch; and up asmall sde valey that angled out from the
coulee, asmall patch of corn.

Here he had lived for hisfirst sixteen years, and in dl that time, he remembered no more than adozen
people who had come visiting. They had no nearby neighbors and the place was off the path of the
wandering tribes that went up and down the river valey. The coulee mouth was only one of many mouths
of amilar coulees, and asmdll one at that, and it had no attraction for anyone who might be passing by. It
had been aquiet place, drowsing through the years, but colorful, with aflood of crab apple and wild
plum and cherry blossoms clothing it in softness every spring. Again in autumn the oaks and maples
flamed into raging fires of brilliant red and yellow. At timesthe hills were covered by hepaticas, violets,
trout lilies, sweet william, bloodroot, spring beauty and yellow lady’ s dipper. There had beenfishingin
the creek, and dso fishing in theriver if onewanted to go that far to fish. But mostly fishing in the creek,
where there might be caught, without too great an effort, the small, delicious brook trout. There had been
squirrels and rabhitsfor the pot and, if one could move silently enough and shoot an arrow well enough,



ruffed grouse and perhaps even quail, athough quail were small and quick and tiny targetsfor abow. But
Thomas Cushing, at times, had brought home quail. He had used abow and arrow from the time he had
been big enough to toddle, having been taught its use by his grandfather, who was amagter of it. In the
fal the coons had come down from the hillsto raid the corn patch, and though they took part of the crop,
they paid heavily for it, returning in their meat and hides far more than the vaue of the corn they took. For
there dways had been coon dogs at the cabin, sometimes only one or two, sometimes many of them; and
when the coons came down to raid, Tom and his grandfather had gone Out with the dogs that trailed the
coons and caught them or Cornered them or treed them. When they had been treed, Tom had climbed
the tree, with abow in one hand and two arrows in histeeth, going dowly, searching for the coon,
clinging to alimb somewhere above him and slhouetted againgt the night sky. It had been tricky climbing
and tricky shooting, propped against the trunk of the tree to shoot. Sometimes the coon would get away
and other timesit wouldn'’t.

It was his grandfather whom it now seemed he could remember best—aways an old man with
grizzled hair and beard, sharp nose, mean and squinting eyes—for he was amean man, but never mean
with Tom. Old and tough and mean, a man who knew the woods and hillsand river. A profane man who
swore bitterly at hisaching and arthritic joints, who cursed the fate of growing old, who brooked no
foolishness and no arrogance except his own foolishness and arrogance. A fanatic when it cameto tools
and wegpons and to domestic animas. Although a horse might be roundly cursed, it was never flogged,
never mistreated, well taken care of—for ahorse would be hard to replace. One might be bought, of
coursg, if one knew whereto go; or stolen, and stedling, as arule, was easier than buying, but either took
agreat ded of time and effort and there was a certain danger in elther of them. Weapons you must not
uselightly. Y ou shot no arrow usalesdy. Y ou shot at amark to improve your skill; the only other time
you shot was when you shot to kill. Y ou learned to use aknife the way it should be used and you took
care of knives, for knives were hard to obtain. The same thing with tools. When you were through with
plowing, you cleaned and polished and greased the plow and stored it in the barn loft, for a plow must be
guarded againgt rust—it must last through many generations. Harness for the horseswas oiled and
cobbled and kept in good repair. When you were finished with your hoeing, you washed and dried the
hoe before putting it away. When haying was done the scythe was cleaned, sharpened, and coated with
grease and hung back inits place. There could be no doppiness, no forgetting. It wasaway of life. To
make do with what you had, to take care of it, to guard againgt itsloss, to useit correctly, so that no
damage would be doneto

Hisfather Tom could recdl only vaguely. He had dways thought of him as having been log, for that
was the story he d been told when he was old enough to understand. It seemed, however, that no one
had actualy known what had happened to him. One spring morning, according to the story, he had set
out for the river with afish spear in hand and abag dung across his shoulder. It wastime for the carp to
gpawn, coming into the shoads of theriver valley’ sdoughs and lakesto lay and fertilize their eggs. Inthe
frenzy of the season they had no fear in them and were easy prey. Each year, asthat year, Tom’' sfather
had gone to the river when the carp were running, perhaps making severd trips, coming home each time
bowed down by the bulging sack full of carp dung across his shoulder, using the reversed spear asa
walking stick to help himsalf dong. Brought home, the carp were scaled and cleaned, cut into fillets and
smoked to provide food throughout agood part of the summer months.

But thistime he did not return. By late afternoon, Tom’s mother and the old grandfather set out to
search for him, Tom riding on his grandfather’ s shoulder. They came back late at night, having found
nothing. The next day the grandfather \vent out again and thistime found the spear, abandoned beside a
shallow lake in which the carp till rolled, and a short distance off, the sack, but nothing else. Therewas
no sign of Tom' sfather no indication of what bad happened to him. He bad vanished and there was no
trace of him and since that time there had been no word of him.

Lifewent on much asit had before, alittle harder now since there were fewer to grub aliving from the
land. However, they did not do too badly. There was dways food to eat and wood to burn and hidesto
tan for clothing and for footwear. One horse died—of old age, more than likely—and the old man went
away and was gone for ten days or more, then returned with two horses. He never said how he had got



them and no one ever asked. They knew he must have stolen them, for he had taken nothing with him
that would have served to buy them. They were young and strong and it was agood thing that he' d got
the two of them, for ashort time later, the other old horse died as well and two horses were needed to
plow the field and gardens, haul the wood and get in the hay. By thistime, Tom was old enough to
help—ten years or so—and one of the things he remembered vividly was helping his grandfather skin the
two dead horses. He had blubbered while he did it, trying to hide the blubbers from his grandfather and
later, alone, had wept bitterly, for he had loved those horses. But it would have been awaste not to take
their hides, and in their kind of life there was nothing ever wasted.

When Tom was fourteen, his mother sickened in ahard and terrible winter when snow lay deep and
blizzard after blizzard came hammering down across the hills. She had taken to her bed, gasping for
bregth, wheezing as she bregthed. The two of them had taken care of her, the mean, irascible old man
transformed into asoul of tenderness. They rubbed her throat with warm goose grease, kept in abottlein
acabinet for just such an emergency, and wrapped her throat in a cherished piece of flannd cloth to help
the goose grease do itswork. They put hot bricks at her feet to keep her warm and the grandfather
cooked asyrup of onions on the stove, keeping it at the back of the stove so it would stay warm, and fed
the syrup to her to dleviate the soreness of her throat. One night, tired with watching Tom had falen
adeep. He was wakened by the old man “Boy,” he'd said, your mother’ sgone.” And having said that,
the old man turned away so that Tom could not see histears.

Inthefirst gray of morning light they went Out and shoveled away the snow benesth an ancient oak
where Tom'’ smother had loved to sit, looking down the couleg, then built afire to thaw the ground so
they could dig agrave. In the spring, with much labor, they had hauled three huge boulders, one by one,
on astone boat, and had placed them on the grave—to mark it and to keep it safe against the wolves
that, now the frost was gone, might try to dig it up.

Life went on again, dthough it seemed to Tom that something had gone out of the old grandfather. He
gtill did amoderate amount of cussing, but some of the e oquent fire had gone out of it. He spent more
timein the rocking chair on the porch than he ever had before. Tom did most of the work now, the old
man dawdling about. The grandfather seemed to want to talk, asif talk might fill the emptinessthat had
falen on him. Hour after hour, he and Tom would talk, sitting on the porch, or when the nights grew chill
and winter came, Sitting in front of the blazing fire. It was the grandfather who did most of the talking,
dredging from hisamost eighty years of life tales of eventsthat had taken place many years before, not
al of them, perhaps, entirely true, but each incident more than likely based on an actua happening that
could have been interesting in itself without &l the extratrappings. The story about the time when he had
gonetraipsing to the west and had killed an arrow-wounded grizzly with aknife (astory that Tom, even
a histender years accepted with agrain of sdt); the story of a Classic horse-trading deal in which (as
change of pace) the old man got handsomely swindled; the story” about the monstrous catfish that it took
three hoursto land; the story about the time, on one of hisfabulous trips, he became entangled in a
short-lived war fought by two tribes for no reason whatsoever that could he adequately explained,
fighting most likely just for the hell of it; and the Story about auniversity (whatever auniversty might be)
far to the north, surrounded by awall and inhabited by a curious breed that was termed, with some
contempt ‘egghead,” athough the old man was quite content to admit that he had no ideawhat an
egghead was, hazarding a guess that those who used the term had no idea of its meaning either, hut were
samply using aterm of contempt that had come out of the dim and ancient past. Listening to his
grandfather through the long afternoons and evenings, the boy began to see adifferent man, ayounger
man, shining through the meanness of the older man. Seeing, perhaps, that the shifty-eyed meannesswas
little more than amask that he had put on as adefense against old age, which he gpparently considered
thefind great indignity that aman was forced to undergo.

But not for agreat deal longer. In the summer that Tom was sixteen became home at noon from
plowing corn to find the old man falen from hisrocking chair, orawling on the porch, no longer suffering
any indignity other than the indignity of degth, if desth can he thought of as an indignity. Tom dug the
grave and hurled him benegath the same oak tree where the mother had been buried, and hauled boulders,
gmaller bouldersthistime, for he wasthe only oneleft to handle them, to be piled upon the grave.



“You grew up fast,” said Monty’.

“Yes” sad Cushing, “I suppose| did.”

“And then you took to the woods.”

“Not right off,” said Cushing. “ There was the farm, you see, and the animas. | couldn’t run off and
leave the animas. They get s0 they depend on you. You don't just walk away and leave them. There was
thisfamily | had heard of, on aridge about ten miles away. It was hard scraiching there. A poor spring
they had to walk to for their water about amile away. The land stony and thin. A tough clay that was
hard to work. They stayed there because there were buildings to give them warmth and shelter, but there
wasn't much else. The house stood there on the ridge, swept by every wind that came dong. The crops
were poor and they were out where any wandering band could see them. So | went to see the family and
we made aded. They took over my farm and animals, with me getting half the increase from my
livestock, if there was any increase and if | ever came back to claim it. They moved down to the coulee
and | took off. | couldn’'t stay. There were too many memories there. | saw too many people and | heard
too many voices. | had to have something to do to keep busy. | could have stayed on the farm, of
course, and there d have been work to do, but not enough work and wondering why | did it and looking
at thetwo graves and thinking back. | don’t believe | reasoned it out at thetime. | just knew | had to
walk away, but before | went, | had to be sure there was someone to care for the animals. | Supposel
could just have turned them loose, but that wouldn't have been right. They would have wondered what
had happened. They get used to people and they sort of count on them. They arelost without them.

“Nor do | think | even tried to figure out what | would do Once | wasfree of the farm. | just took to
thewoods. | waswell trained for it. 17 knew the woods and river. | had grown up with them. It was a
wild, freelife, but at first | drove mysdlf. Anything to keep busy, to put the miles behind me. But findly |
eased off and drifted. | had no responsbility. | could go anywhere | wished, do anything | wished. Over
the course of thefirst year | fell in with two other runners, young twerps like mysdf. We made agood
team. We went far south and roamed around a bit, then we wandered back. We spent some time one
spring and summer adong the Ohio. That’s good country to be in. But astime went on, we drifted gpart. |
wanted to go north and the othersdidn’t. I’ d got to thinking about the story my grandfather told about
the univerdity and | was curious. From things I’ d picked up | knew it was a place where you could learn
to read and write and | thought those might be handy thingsto have. In one tribe down south—in
Alabama, maybe, | can’t be sure—I found an old man who could read. He read the Bible mostly and did
alot of preaching. | thought what afine thing that would be, not the Bible, you understand, nor the
preaching, but being ableto read.”

“It must have seemed agood life,” Monty said. “Y ou enjoyed it. It helped to wipe away the
memories. Buried them to some extent; softened them, perhaps.”

Cushing nodded. “I supposeit wasagood life. | till think back on it and recall how good it was,
remembering the good thingsonly. Not al of it was good.”

“And now perhaps you want to go again just to see how good it was. To find out if it was asgood as
you remembered it. And the Place of Going to the Stars, of course.

“The Place of Stars,” said Cushing, “ has haunted me ever since | found Wilson'snotes. | keep asking
myself, what if there should be such aplace and no one went to find it?’

“Y ou plan to beleaving, then?’

“Yes, | think | will. But I'll be back. | won't stay away forever. Only until I’ ve found the Place or
know it can’t be found.”

“You'll be going west. Have you ever goneinto the West?’

Cushing shook his head.

“It’ sdifferent from thewoods,” said Monty. “When you get out a hundred miles or SO, you cometo
open prairie. You' |l have to watch yourself. We have word, remember, that there is something stirring out
there. Some warlord pulling some of the tribes together and going on the prod. They'll be heading east, |
would imagine, although one can never know what goes onin anomad’shead.”

“I'll watch mysdf,” said Cushing.

The Team rolled along the boulevard, asthey did each morning. It wastheir time for cogitation, for the



absorption and classification of al that they had learned or sensed or otherwise acquired the day before.

The sky was clear, without a cloud in sight, and once the star got up it would be another scorcher.
Except for the birds that chirped discontentedly in the scraggly trees and the little rodents that went
skittering through the tunndlsin the grass, there was nothing e se adtir. Bank grass and lusty weeds grew
in the pavement cracks. Time-grimed statuary and no-longer-operative fountains lurked in the jungle of
unattended shrubbery. Beyond the statuary and the fountains the greet piles of the buildings went up
againg the ky.

“I have thought much upon the Stuation,” said #1, “and il | fail to comprehend thelogic of the
Ancient and Revered in pretending to be hopeful . By al the criteriathat we have developed in our
millenniaof study throughout the galaxy, the dominant race upon this planet islost beyond redemption.
The race has gone through basically the same process that we have witnessed el sewhere. They built their
civilization without redlizing the inherent flaw that brought them to destruction. And yet the A and R inssts
that what has happened is no more than atemporary setback. He tells us that there have been many
other setbacksin the history of the race and that in each case it has triumphed over them and emerged in
greater strength than it knew before. | sometimeswonder if histhinking could be twisted by the loyalty he
gl carriesin this precious race of his. Certainly one can understand hisingrained faith in these crestures,
but the evidence al would indicate the faith iswrongly placed. Either heis unconscioudy being
intdlectudly dishonest or isnaive beyond our estimation of him.”

#2, who had been gazing up into the sky, now floated a group of eyes down across the smooth ball of
his body and stared in some disbelief at his companion.

“l am surprised a you,” hesaid. “Y ou surdly must be jesting or are under greater strain that | had
thought you were. The A and R is neither naive nor dishonest. On the face of what we know, we must
accord him the honor of beieving in his sincerity. What ismorelikely isthat he has some knowledge that
he has chosen not to communicate to us, perhaps an unconscious knowledge that we havefailed, with al
our investigation and our probing, to uncover. We could have erred in our assessment of therace

“I think,” said #1, “that is quite unlikely. The Stuation fits aclassic pattern that we have found time and
timeagain. Thereare, | grant you, some disturbing factors here, but the pattern is unmistakable We know
beyond any question that the race upon this planet has arrived at the classic end of aclassic Situation. It
has goneinto itslast decline and will not recover.

“I would beinclined to agree with you,” said #2, “ except for certain doubts. | am inclined to believe
that there are hidden factors we have not recognized, or worse, factors that we have glimpsed and paid
no attention to, considering them to be only secondary.”

“We have found our answer, #1 said, stubbornly, *and we should long since have been gone from
here. Our timeiswasted. This history is but little different from the many other historiesthat we have
collected. What isit that worries you so much?’

“Therobots, for onething,” said #2. “Have we accorded them the full consideration they deserve, or
have we written them off too hastily? By writing them off too quickly, we may have missed the full
sgnificance of them and the impact they may have had—or still may have—upon the situation. For they
are, in fact, an extension of the race that created them. Perhaps a significant extension. They may not, as
we havetold ourselves, be playing out previoudy programmed and now meaninglessroles. We have
been unable to make any sense out of our interviews with them, but—"

“We have not, in acertain sense, actudly interviewed them,” #1 pointed out. “They have thrust
themsalves upon us, each oneintent on telling us meaningless stories that have no coherence in them.
Thereisno pattern in what they tell us. We don’t know what to believe or if we should believe any of it
at dl. All of it isgibberish. And we must redlize, aswell, that these robots can be no more than they
seem. They are machines and, at times, atrociously clumsy machines. As such, they are only an embodied
symptom of that decay which is characterigtic of al technologica societies. They areastupid lot and,
what ismore, arrogant. Of al possible combinations, stupidity and arroganceis the worst that can be
found. The basic badness of them isthat they feed on one another.”

“Y ou generalize too much,” protested #2. “Much of what you say may be quite correct, but there are
exceptions. The Ancient and Revered is neither arrogant nor stupid, and though somewhat more



sophisticated than the others, heis ill arobot.”

“l agree,” said #1, “that the A and R is neither arrogant nor 5t~pid. Heis, by every measure, a
polished and well-mannered gentleman, and yet, as| pointed out, hefails of making sense. Heisinvolved
infuzzy thinking, basing his viewpoints on adender reed of hope that is unsupported by any
evidence—that, in fact, fliesin the face of evidence. We are trained observers with along record of
performance. We have existed for amuch longer span of time than the A and B and during that existence
we have dways striven for gtrict objectivity—something that isaien to the A and B, with al histalk of
faith and hope.”

“I would judge,” said #2, “that it istime for usto cease this discusson. We havefdlen into crude
bickering, which will get us nowhere. It isamazing to me, and a source of sorrow, that after dl thetime
we have worked together we il are cgpable of faling into such adate. | takeit asawarning that in this
particular study there is something very wrong. It indicates that we still have failed to reach that Sate of
crystd perfection we attempt to put into our work and the reason for that, in this study, must be that there
are underlying truths we have failed to come to grips with and that in our subconsciousthey rissup to
plague us.

“I donot,” said #1, “agreewith you at al, but what you say about the futility of continuing this
discussionisvery solemn truth. So let us, for the moment, derive whatever enjoyment we may from our
morning rall.”

Cushing had crossed theriver, using a crudely constructed log raft to protect his bow and quiver and
to hep himin hisswimming. He had started opposite the wadll of the university and alowed the swift
current to carry him downstream as he kicked for the other shore, calculating in his mind that he would
reach it a about the point where a creek cut through the walls of the bluff. Thisway there' d be no bluffs
to climb, the vdley of the creek giving him easy access across the southern limits of the city. He d not
been in this part of the city before and he wondered what he' d find, dthough he wasfairly certain it
would not be agreat ded different from those fringe sections of the city he had seen—atangle of olden
houses faling in upon themsalves or dready fdlen, faint trallsleading in dl directions, the remnants of
ancient sireetswhere, even to thisday, the hard surface of the paving kept them free of heavy growth.

Later on the moon would rise, but now blackness lay acrossthe land. Out on the river the choppiness
of the water had caught and shattered into tiny rainbows the faint glimmer of the stars, but here,
undernesth the trees that grew along the left bank of the creek at the point whereit joined theriver, the
reflected sarlight could no longer be seen.

He retrieved the quiver from the raft and dung it across his shoulder, shrugged into the shoulder
harness that supported his small backpack, picked up the bow, then nudged the raft with a cautious toe
out into the river. He crouched at the water’ s edge and watched until, in half adozen feet or so, the raft
was swallowed by the darkness and the river. The sweep of current from the inflowing creek would carry
it out into the center of the stream and there' d be nothing to show that someone had crossed the river
under the cover of night.

Oncethe raft had disappeared, he continued in his crouch, al sensesaert. Somewhere to the north a
dog was barking with determination, barking with asteady cadence—not excited, not even sensible, asif
it wereits duty to be barking. Something across the creek was rustling in the bushes, cautioudy but
purposefully. An anima, Cushing knew, not ahuman. More than likely acoon come down off the bluff to
fish for clams. Mosquitoes buzzed about his head, but he paid them no attention. Out in the potato patch,
day after day, he had become accustomed to mosquitoes and their venom. They were no more than a
nuisance, with their high-pitched, vicious Singing.

Satisfied that he had crossed unobserved, he rose and made hisway aong the shingle at theriver's
edge, reaching the creek and stepping into it. The water came no higher than his knees and he began
working hisway upstream, on guard againgt sudden drop-offs.

His eyes by now had become somewhat adapted to the dark and he could make out the blacker bulk
of trees, thefaint gleam of rapidly running water. He did not hurry. He felt hisway adong, making no
noise. Low-hanging branches caught at him and he ducked under them or held them to one side.

A mile or so from where he had entered the creek, he came to what he made out to be an old stone



bridge. Leaving the water, he climbed the incline to the bridge to reach the Street that at one time had
passed over it. Beneath his moccasins he could fed the broken hardness of the paving, covered now by
grass and weeds and hemmed in by briars. To the north the dog went on with its chugging and now, to
the south and west, other distant dogs had chimed in to answer. Off in the bushesto hisright, abird
twittered in alarm, startled by some birdish fear. Through the treetops to the east Cushing saw thefirst
flush of therisng moon.

He went north until he found an intersecting street and then turned to his left, traveling west. He
doubted that he could clear the city before morning light, but he wanted to be asfar along as he could
manage. Wl before dawn he would have to find a place to hole up during daylight hours.

He was surprised to find himsdlf, now that he was on hisway, filled with astrange exhilaration.
Freedom, he thought. Wasthat it, after al the years—the freedom—that exhilarated him? Wasthisthe
way, he wondered, that the ancient American long hunters had felt once they had shaken the dust of the
eagtern settlements of f their feet? Wasthisthe feding of the old-time mountain man, equaly mythica as
the long hunters, when he had headed for the beaver streams? Was thisthe fedling that had been
experienced by the astronauts when they had pointed the noses of their shipstoward the distant stars? I
they had, in fact, pointed at any starsat al.

Occasiondly, as he dipped dong, he caught glimpses, on either Sde, of dark bulkslooming among the
trees. Asthe moon moved higher in the sky, he saw that the bulks were what was left of houses. Some of
them till held the shape of houses and others were little more than piles of debris, not yet having settled
into mounds or fallen into basements. He was, he knew, moving through aresidential section and tried to
picturein hismind what it might have looked like a another time—atree-lined street with houses sitting,
new and shining, in the greenness of their lawns. And the people in them—over there adoctor, acrossthe
sreet alawyer, just down the street the owner of a hardware store. Children and dogs playing on the
lawn, amailman trudging on hisrounds, aground vehicle parked beside the curb. He shrugged, thinking
of it, wondering how nearly he was right, how much the picture he was building in hismind might be
romanticized. There had been pictures of such streetsin the old files of magazines he' d read, but were
these, he wondered, no more than highly sdlective pictures, unrepresentative of the genera scene.

The moonlight was stronger now and he could see that the street he moved aong wasfilled with
clumps of smal bushes and with patches of briars through which anarrow trail snaked adong, weaving
from sde to Sde to avoid the heavier growth that had intruded on the street. A deer path, he wondered,
or wasit one primarily used by men? If it were a man path, he should not be on it. Lie pondered that,
deciding to stay onit. On it he could cover afair amount of ground; off to one side of it, hisway impeded
by heavy growths of trees, falen timber, the old houses and, worse, the gaping basements where houses
had once stood, his progress would be dowed.

Something caught hisfoot and tripped him, throwing him off balance. As he went down, something
raked againg his cheek, and behind him he heard a heavy thud. Twisting around from where he had
landed in the briars, he saw the feathered shaft of an arrow protruding from atree to one side of the
twiging trail. A s, hetold himsdlf; for Christ’ s sake, aset, and he had blundered into it. A few inches
either way and he' d have had an arrow in his shoulder or histhroat. A trip acrossthe path to trigger a
bended bow, the arrow held in place by a peg. Cold fear and anger filled him. A set for what? For deer,
or man? What he should do, he thought, was wait here, hidden, until the owner of the set came at
morning light to see what he had bagged, then put an arrow in him to ensure he/ d never set such atrap
again. But he didn’t havethetimeto do it; by morning light he must befar from here.

He rose from the briars and moved off the street, plowing through rank growths of brush. Off the
street the going was dower. It was darker among the trees, the moonlight blocked by densefoliage, and,
as he had anticipated, there were obstacles.

A short time later he heard a sound that brought him to a halt, poised in mid-gtride, waiting to hear the
sound again. When it came, in the space of a heartbeat or two, he knew what it was: the soft mutter of a
drum. He waited and the sound came again, louder now and with the drumrollslonger. Thenit fell slent,
only to take up again, louder and more insstent, not Smply the tatooing ruffle of asingle drum but more
drums now, with the somber booming of abigger drum marking off the ruffles.



He puzzled over it. He had struck acrossthe city’ s southern edge, believing that by doing so he would
swing wide of any triba encampment. Although, so far asthat was concerned, he had been foolish to
think so. One could never tell where acamp might be. The tribes, while staying in the confines of the city,
moved around a great dedl. When the vicinity of one camping ground became too fouled for comfort, the
tribe would move down the street aways.

The drums were gaining strength and volume. They were, he cal culated, some distance ahead of him
and dightly to the north. Some big doings, hetold himsdf, grinning in the dark. A celebration of some
sort, perhaps a commemorative notice of sometribal anniversary. He started moving once again. The
thing for him to do was get out of here, to pay no attention to the drums and continue on hisway.

Ashe dogged adong, keeping off the clearer paths of the one-time streets, the noise of the drumming
grew. Therewasin it now ablood-curdling savagery that had not been evidenced at the start. Listening
toit, Cushing shivered, and yet, chilling asit was, it held a certain fascination. From timeto time,
interspersed between the drumbests, he could hear a shouting and the yapping of dogs. In another mile
or o he detected the flare of fires, dightly to the north and west, reflected off the sky.

He stopped to gauge the situation better. Whatever was going on was taking place just over the brow
of the hill that reared up to hisright—much closer than he first had judged it. Perhaps, he told himsdlf, he
should angleto the south, putting more distance between himsdlf and whatever might be going on. There
might be sentries out and there was no sense in taking the chance of bumping into them.

But he made no move. He stood there, with his back against atree, staring up the hill, listening to the
drumming and the shouting. Maybe he should know, he told himsdlf, what was happening just beyond the
hill. It would take no time at dl. He could sneak up the hill and have alook, then be on hisway again. No
onewould spot him, He' d keep a close outlook for sentries. The moon was out, of course, but here,
undernegath the heavy foliage of thetrees, itslight wastricky and uncertain at the be<t.

Almost before he knew it he had started up the hill, moving at a crouch, sometimes on hands and
knees, seeking the deeper shadows, watching for any movement, dithering up the dope, the low-hanging
branches diding noisdesdy off hisbuckskins.

Thereistrouble brewing, Monty had reminded him, trouble in the west. Some nomad band that had
suddenly been seized with the thirst for conquest, and probably moving east. Could it be, he wondered,
that the city tribes had spotted such amovement and were now in the process of whipping themselves
into awarlike frenzy?

Now that he was near the brow of the hill, his caution increased. He did aong from one deep shadow
to another, studying the ground ahead before he made any move. Beyond the hill the bedlam grew. The
drumsrolled and thundered and the yelling never ceased. The dogs kept up their excited barking.

Findly he reached the ridge top, and there, below him, in abowl-like valley, he saw thering of fires
and the dancing, yelling figures. In the center of the circle of fires scood agleaming pyramid that caught
and reflected the light of the legping flames.

A pyramid of skulls, he thought—a pyramid of polished human skulls—but even as he thought it, he
remembered something else and knew that he was wrong. He was looking at, he knew, not human skulls
but the skulls of long-dead robots, the shining, polished brain cases of robots whose bodies had goneto
rust centuries before.

Wilson had written of such pyramids, he recaled, and had speculated on the mysticism or the
symbolism that might be behind the collection and display of them.

He hunkered close againgt the ground and felt ashiver growing in him, ashiver that reached forward
acrossthe old, gone centuriesto fasten icy fingers on him. He paid little attention to the leaping, shouting
figures, his attention fastened on the pyramid. It had about it abarbaric aurathat left him cold and weak
and he began inching back, carefully down the hill, moving as cautioudy as he had before, but now driven
by agripping fear.

Nesar the foot of the hill he rose and headed south and west, still moving warily, but in ahurry now.
Behind him the drumming and the shouting faded until it was no more than amurmur in the distance. But
hedtill drove himsdf.

Thefirst paeness of dawn wasin the eastern sky when he found a place to hole up for the day. It was



what appeared to be an old estate, set above alake and situated on a piece of ground enclosed by a
gtill-standing metal fence. Glancing eastward acrossthe lake, he tried to pinpoint the spot where the tribe
had held its dance, but except for athin trickle of smoke, he could make out nothing, The house was a
stone and brick structure and so thoroughly masked by trees that he did not seeit until he had made his
way through abroken place in the fence and was almost upon it. Chimneys sprouted from both ends of it
and asagging portico, haf collgpsed, ran dong itsfront. Behind it stood severd small brick buildings, half
obscured by trees. Grass grew tall and here and there beds of perennias, some of them in bloom, had
persisted through the ages since the last people had occupied the house.

He scouted the arealin the early dawn. There was no evidence that anyone had visited the placein
recent days. There were no paths, no trails, broken through the grass. Centuries before, the place must
have been looted, and now there would be no reason for anyone to come back here.

He did not approach the house, contented to view it from the shelter of the trees. Satified that it was
deserted, he sought a place where he could hide himsdlf, finding it in athick cluster of lilac treesthat had
spread over acomparatively wide area. On hands and knees he wormed his way deep into the thicket
until he cameto a spot near the center where there was room enough to lie down.

Heroseto astting position, propping his back againgt athick tangle of lilac trunks. He was engulfed
in the greenery of the clump. It would be impossible for anyone passing by to know that he wasthere. He
unshipped the quiver and laid it, with the bow, alongside him, then dipped off the backpack and untied
the thongs that closed it. From it he took adab of jerked meat and with hisknife belt cut off apiece of it.
It was tough to chew and had little flavor, but it was good food for thetrail. It waslight of weight, would
not spail, and waslife sustaining— good solid beef, dried until there waslittle moisture eft. He sat and
munched it, fegling the tenson draining out of him, draining, it seemed, into the ground on which he s,
leaving him tired and relaxed. Here, he thought, was momentary peace and refuge againgt the day. The
worst was over now. He had crossed the city and was now in its western reaches.

He had faced the dangers of the city and had come through unscathed. Although, in thinking this, he
redized, he was deluding himsdlf. There had never been any actud danger, no threat directed at him. The
set trap had been an accident. The intended game, most likely, had been abear or deer and he had
smply blundered into it. It had posed a danger born of his own carelessness. In ahogtile, or even
unknown, land aman did not travel trails. He stayed well off them, a& worst paraleing them and keeping
eyesand earswell open. Three years of woods-running had taught him this and he should have
remembered it. He warned himsdlf that he must not forget again. The years at the university had lulled him
into afalse security, had changed hisway of thinking. If he was going to get through thisforay into the
west, he must revert to hisold way of caution.

Sneaking up to take alook at the dance or celebration or whatever it might have been had been a
piece of purefoolhardiness. He had told himsalf that he must see what was taking place, but inthishe
had only fooled himself; what he actudly had done had been to act impulsively, and one man traveling
aone must never act on impulse. And what had he found? Simply that for some unknown reason atribe,
or acombination of tribes, was holding some sort of festivity. That and the confirmation of what Wilson
had written about the pyramiding of robotic brain cases.

Thinking about the brain cases, an involuntary shudder of gpprehension ran through him. Even here, in
the early morning light, safely hidden in alilac clump, the memory of the brain cases could lill trigger a
strange residud and unreasoning fear. Why should this be so? he wondered. What about the brain cases
could arouse such an emation in aman?

A few birdswere singing their morning songs. The dight breeze that had blown in the night had died
with dawn and not aleaf was tirring. He finished with the jerky and put it back in the pack. He hitched
himsalf away from the cluster of tree trunks against which he had been leaning and stretched out to deep.

She waswaiting for him when he crawled out of thelilac thicket in the middle of the afternoon. She
gtood directly in front of the tunnel he had made to force hisway into the thicket, and the first indication
he had that anyone was there came when he saw two bare feet planted in the grass at the tunnel’ s end.
They weredirty feet, streaked with flaking mud, and the toenails were untrimmed and broken. He froze
at the sght of them and his eyestraveled up the tattered, tarnished, grease-stained robe that reached



down to her ankles. The robe ended and he saw her face—aface half hidden in atangled mop of
iron-gray hair. Beneath the mop of hair were apair of stedly eyes, now lighted with hidden laughter, the
crow’ s-feet at the corners of them crinkled in merriment. The mouth was athin dash and twisted, thelips
close-pressed, asif trying to hold in ashout of glee. He stared up at her foolishly, hisneck craned at a
painful angle.

Seeing that he! d seen her, she cackled a him and did ashuffling jig.

“Aye, laddie, now | haveyou,” she shouted. “| have you where | want you, crawling on your belly
and kissing my feet. | had you spotted al the day and I’ ve been waiting for you, being very careful not to
disturb your beauty rest. It isshameful, it is, and you with the mark upon you.

His eyes flashed to each side of her, sick with apprehension, shamed at being trapped by an odious
old hag who shouted gibberish a him. But she was a one, he saw; there was no one else about.

“Well, come onout,” shetold him. “ Stand up and let us have alook at the magnificence of you. It's
not often that Old Meg catches one like you.”

He tossed the bow and quiver and the packsack out beyond the tunnel’ s mouth and got to hisfedt,
confronting her.

“Now look at him,” she chortled. “Is he not a handsome specimen? Shining in his buckskinswith egg
upon hisface, account of being caught at hislittle tricks. And sure you thought no one was a-seeing you
when you came sneaking in a dawn. Although | am not claiming that | saw you; | just felt you, that was
al. Likel fed the rest of them when they come sneaking in. Although, truth to tell, you did better than the
rest. Y ou looked things over well before you went so cleverly to earth. But even then | knew the mark
uponN you.

“Shut up the clatter,” hetold her roughly. “What isthis mark you spesk of, and you say you felt me?
Do you mean you sensed me?’

“Oh, but he'saclever one” shesaid. “And so well spoken, too, with afinefeding for the proper
words. ‘ Sensed me,” he says, and | Suppose that is a better word. Until now | did not clap eyes upon
you, but | knew that you were there and | knew Where you went and kept track of you, deeping there,
al thelivelong day. Aye, you cannot fool the old girl, no matter what you do.”

“The mark?’ he asked. “What kind of mark? | haven't any marks.”

“Why, the mark of greatness, then. What other could it be, afine strapping lad like you, out on a great
adventure.”

Angrily, he reached down to pick up his knapsack, dung it on his shoulder.

“If you' ve made dl the fun you want of me” he said, “I’ll be on my way.

Shelaid ahand upon hisarm. “Not so fast, my bucko. It is Meg, the hilltop witch, that you are talking
with. There arewaysthat | can hep you, if | haveamindto, and | think | haveamindto, for you'rea
charming lad and one with agood heart in him. | sense that you need help and | hope you’ re not too
proud to ask it. Although among the young there' s dways a certain arrogance of pride. My powers may
be smdl and there are timesthey are so smdl | wonder if intruth | redly am awitch, athough many
people seem to think so and that’ s as good as being one. And sincethey think | am, | set high feeson my
work, for if | set asmal fee, they’ d think me a puny witch. But for you, my lad, there' |l benofeeat dl,
for you are poorer than a church mouse and could not pay in any case.

“That' skind of you,” said Cushing. “Especidly snce | made no solicitation of your help.”

“Now ligten to the pride and arrogance of him,” said Meg. “He asks himsdf what an old bag like
mysalf could ever do for him. Not an old bag, sonny, but one that’ s middle-aged. Not as good as | once
was, but not exactly feeble, either. If you should want no more than atumblein the hay, | ill could
acquit mysdlf. And there’ s something to be said for ayoung oneto learn the art from someonewho is
older and experienced. But that, | see, isnot what you had in mind.”

“Not exactly,” Cushing said.

“Wdll, then, perhaps you' d like something better than trail fare to stuff your gut. The kettle’son and
you’ d be doing Meg afavor to Sit at table with her. If you are bound to go, it might help the journey to
gart with abdly that isfull. And | till read that greatnessin you. | would like to know more about the
grestness.



“Ther€ sno greatnessin me,” he protested. “I’ m nothing hut awoods runner.

“I ill think it'sgreatness,” Megtold him. “Or apush to greatness. | know it. | sensed it immediately
thismorning. Something in your skull. A grest excitement welling in you.

“Look,” he said, desperately, “I’m awoods runner, that isal. And now, if you don’'t mind.”

Shetightened her grip upon hisarm. “Now, you can’'t go running off. Ever sncel sensed you. .

“I don't understand,” he said, * about this sensing of me. Y ou mean you smelled me out. Read my
mind, perhaps. People don't read minds. But, wait, perhaps they can. There was something that |
reag—"

“Laddie, you can read?’

“Yes, of coursel can.”

“Then it must be the university you are from. For there be precious few outside its wallswho can scan
aline. What happened, my poor precious? Did they throw you out?’

“No,” hesad, tightly, “they did not throw me out.”

“Then, sonny, there must be moreto it than lever dreamed. Although | should have known. There was
the great excitement in you. University people do not go plunging out into the world unlessthere are great
events at stake. They huddle in their safety and are scared of shadows

“I wasawoods runner,” he said, “before | went to the university. | spent five yearsthere and now |
run thewoods again. | tired of potato hoeing.”

“And now,” she said, “the bravado of him! He swaps the hoe for a bow and marches toward the west
to defy the oncoming horde. Or isthisthing you seek so great that you can ignore the sweep of
conquerors?’

“Thething | seek,” he said, “ may be no more than alegend, empty’ talk whispered down the years.
But what isthis you say about the coming of ahorde?’

“Y ou would not know, of course. Acrosstheriver, in the university’, you squat behind your walls,
mumbling of the past, and take no notice of what is going on outside.”

“Back inthe universty,” he said, “we knew that there wastalk of conquest, perhaps afoot aready.”

“Morethan afoot,” she said. “ Sweeping toward us and growing as it moves. Pointed at this city.
Otherwise, why the drumming of last night?’

“The thought crossed my mind,” he said. “I could not be sure, of course.”

“I’ve been on the watch for them,” said Meg. “Knowing that at the first Sgn of them | must be on my’
way. For if they should find Old Meg, they’ d hang her in atreeto die. Or burn her. Or vist other great
indignity and pain upon thisfeeble body. They have no love of witches, and my’ name, despite my feeble
powers, is not unknown to them.”

“There are the people of the city,” Cushing said. “They’ ve been your customers. Through the years
you' ve served them well. Y ou need only’ go to them. They’ll offer you protection.

She spat upon the ground. “ The innocence of you,” she said, isterrible to behold. They’d dip aknife
between my ribs. They have no love of me. They’ hate me. When their fears become too gredt, or their
greed too great, or something else too great for them to bear, they come to me, yammering for help. But
they come only when there' s nowhere seto go, for they seem to think there' s something dirty about
dedling with awitch. They fear me and because of thisfear; they hate me. They’ bate me even when
they’ cometo mefor help.”

“In that case, you should have been gonelong since.”

“There was something told me | should stay,” she said. “Even when | knew that | should go. Even
when | knew | wasafool not going, | fill stayed on, asif | might be waiting for something. | wondered
why and now | know. Perhaps my’ powers are greater than | dreamed. | waited for achampion and
now | have one”

“The hell you have” hesaid.

Shethrust out her chin, “I am going with you. | don't care what you say, | am going with you.

“I’'mgoingwest,” hesad, “and you're not going with me.”

“We'll first moveto the south,” she said. “1 know the way to go. I’ll show you the way to go. South to
the river and then up theriver. Therewe |l be safe. The horde will stick to higher ground. Theriver valley



ishard traveling and they’ |l not go neer it.

“I'll betravding fagt,” hesad, “moving in the night.”

“Meg has spdlls” she said. “ She has powers that can be used. She can sense the minds of others.”

He shook his head.

“I have ahorse” shetold him. “No great noble steed, but a gentle animal and intelligent that can carry
what we need.”

| carry what | need upon my hack.”

“I have againgt the trip aham, adab of bacon, flour, sdt. blankets a spyglass.”

“What do you mean, ‘ spyglass 7’

“A double-barrded spyglass”

“Binoculars, you mean.

“From long ago,” she said. “Paid as afee by aman who was very much afraid and came to seek my
hdp.”
“Binocularswould be handy,” Cushing said.

“There, you see. | would not hold you up. | am spry of foot and Andy isafey horse. He can dip
along so softly heisnever noticed. And you, noble seeker of alegend, would not leave a hel plesswoman

He snorted. “Helpless,” he said.

“So, laddie, you must see that we could be of aid to one another. Y ou with your prowess and Old
Meg with her powers— “No,” he said.

“Let usgo downto thehouse,” shesad. “Therewe |l find amodicum of buckwhest flour to make
some cakes, ajug of sorghum, perhaps adice of ham. While we egt, you can tell me about thisthing you
seek and we will lay our plans.”

“I'll eat your cakes,” he said, “but it will gain you nothing. Y ou are not going with me.”

They sat out with thefirgt light of the risng moon. Cushing took the lead, pondering how it had come
about that he had agreed to let Meg come dong. He had kept on saying no and she had kept on saying
yes and here they were, the two of them together. Could it have been witchery? he asked himsdlf. If that
should be the case—it might be, after all—it could be dl right to have her with him. If she could perform
witchery on othersaswell as she had on him, perhapsit wasdl right.

Although, it was cumbersome, he told himsalf. One man could dip through the woods with no thought
for anyone but himself, could keep alow profile, could travel as he willed. Thiswas not possible with two
people and ahorse. Especidly with the horse. He should have said, he knew, “It'sall right for you to
come along, but the horse must stay behind.” Face to face with Andy, he’ d not been ableto say it. He
could no more have abandoned Andy than al those years ago he could have abandoned the animals
when heleft the coulee.

Meg had said that Andy was afey horse and Cushing did not know about that, but when onelaid
eyes upon him, it could be seen that he was aloving and atrusting horse. A humble horse, aswell, with
no illusons about being anoble charger. A patient animal that relied on human kindness and
consideration. He was a bag of bones, but despite that, there was about him a certain air of competency.

Cushing headed southwesterly, striking for the Minnesota River valey, asMeg had said they should.
The Minnesotawas asmdl, meandering stream that wriggled like asnake between low bluffsto join the
Missssippi a alittle distance south of where, the night before, he had crossed the larger river. Thevaley
was heavily wooded and would afford good cover, athough following its windings would add many miles
to the westward journey.

He wondered, thinking of it, where they might be going. Somewherein the West; that wasdl he
knew. That was al Wilson had known. But how far west and in what part of the West? On the nearby
high plains, or in the foothills of the Rockies, or even in the great southwestern deserts? Blind, hetold
himsalf, so blind a seeking that when one thought of it, it seemed an errant madness. Meg, when he had
told her of the Place, thought that she could recall once hearing such alegend, but she could not
remember when she' d heard it or whom she'd heard it from. But she had not scoffed at it; she wastoo
glad of achanceto fleethe city to engage in any scoffing. Somewhere aong the way, perhaps, they’ d be



ableto pick up further word of it. Asthey went west there might he someone they’ d encounter who had
further word of it. That is, if there were any word at dl; if, in fact, there were aPlace of Going to the
Stars.

And if there were such aplace, once they got there, what would be the profit or sgnificance? Even if
they found the place and found evidence that man at one time had flown to the stars, what would this
knowledge change? Would the nomads stop their raiding and their pillaging? Would the city tribes
establish the nucleus of adecent government? Would men come trooping into the university to creste a
renaissance that would lift mankind out of the betial abyssinto which it had been plunged?

None of these things, he knew, would happen. There d be left only the satisfaction of knowing thet at
onetime, more than athousand years before, men had | eft the solar system and gone into the cosmos.
There might be pridein that, of course, hut pride aone was poor coin in the sort of place the world had
now become.

And yet, hetold himsdlf, there could he no turning hack. he' d set out upon a quest, perhaps
impulsively, guided by emoation rather than by reason, and profitless asit might be, he must somehow
keep thefaith. Even if the faith be foolish, it somehow must be kept. He tried to reason why this should
he and he found no answer.

By now the moon had risen well into the eastern sky. The city was behind them and they were deep
into the suburbs. Off to the right a one-time water tower sagged out of the perpendicular; in afew more
yearsit would come crashing down.

Cushing hdted and waited for the othersto come up. Andy humped his muzzle in agentle greeting
agang his chest, blowing softly through his nogtrils. Cushing rubbed the furred head gently, pulling at the
eas

“Helikesyou,” said Meg, “and it’ s not everyone he likes. He 15 adiscerning horse. But there’ sno
reason why he shouldn’t like you, for he, aswell as|, reads the mark upon you.

“Let’ sforget thisbusiness,” Cushing said, “of amark upon

~  For | haven't any’ mark. ‘“What do you know of this country? Should we keep on aswere
going, or should we move toward the south?’

“Tothe south,” she said. “ The quicker we get into the valley, the safer we will be.”

“Thishorde you were telling me about—how far off arethey?’

“A day or two, mayhaps. City scouts aweek ago sighted them a hundred milesto the west, pulling
their forces together and about to move. It ismost likely they’ [l move at an easy pace, for in their minds
there can seem no hurry. The city liestherefor their easy picking and they would have no way of
knowing that they had been spotted.”

“Andthey’ Il be coming straight in from the wet?’

“Laddie boy, | do not know, but that iswhat | think.”

“Sowedo havealittletime?’

“Themarginisclose enough,” shewarned him. “ Thereisno sensein the cutting of it finer. We can
bregthe the easier once wereach thevalley.”

Cushing moved off again and the two fell in behind him.

The land was empty. An occasiond rabbit popped out of cover and went legping in the moonlight. At
times, adisturbed bird would twitter deepily. Once, from down in theriver valey, they heard the whicker
of acoon.

Behind Cushing, Andy snorted suddenly. Cushing came to a stop. The horse had heard or seen
something and it would be wise to heed hiswarning.

Meg came up softly. “What isit, laddie boy?’ she asked. “Andy sensed something. Do you see
anything?”

“Don’'t move,” he said. “Get down, close against the ground. Keep quiet. Don’'t move.”

There seemed to be nothing. Mounds that once had been houses. Thickets of shrubs. Thelong lines of
old boulevard trees.

Behind him, Andy made no further sound.

Directly ahead of them, planted in the center of what once had been a street, a boulder squatted. Not



too big aboulder, reaching perhaps as high asaman’swaist. Funny that there should be aboulder in the
middle of astret.

Meg, crouching close against the ground, reached out to touch hisleg. She whispered a him. “There
issomeone out there. | can sense them. Faint, far off.”

“How far?’

“I don’t know. Far and weak.”

“Where?’

“Straight ahead of us.

They waited. Andy stamped afoot and then was quiet.

“It'sfrightening,” said Meg. “ Cold shivers. Not like us”

“Us?’

“Humans. Not like humans.”

In the river valley the coon whickered once again. Cushing' s eyes ached as he concentrated on seeing
the dightest mation, the faintest Sign.

Meg whispered, “It’ sthe boulder.”

“Someone hiding behind it,” Cushing said.

“No one hiding. It sthe boulder. Different.”

They waited.

“Funny placefor that rock to be,” said Cushing. “In the middle of the street. Who would have moved
it there? Why would they have moved it there?’

“Therock’sdive,” said Meg. “It could have moved itsdlf.”

“Rocksdon’'t move,” he said. “ Someone has to move them.”

She said nothing.

“Stay here,” hesad.

He dropped the bow, pulled the hatchet from his belt, then ran swiftly forward. He stopped just short
of the boulder. Nothing happened. He ran forward again, swung around the boulder. There was nothing
behind it. He put out a hand and touched it. It was warm, warmer than it should have been. The sun had
been down for hours and by now the rock should have lost dl the solar radiation that it had picked up
during the day, but it was till faintly warm. Warm and smooth, dippery to the touch. Asif someone had
polished it.

Andy shuffled forward, Meg waking with him.

“It swarm,” said Cushing.

“It'sdive” sad Meg. “Write that one down, my bucko. It'saliving sone. Or it’s not a stone, but
something that looks like one.

“I don'tlikeit,” said Cushing. “It smdlls of witchery.”

“No witchery,” said Meg. “ Something e se entirely. Something very dreadful. Something that should
never be. Not like aman, not like anything at al. Frozen memories. That iswhat | sense. Frozen
memories, so old that they are frozen. But thereis no telling what they are. An uncaring, maybe. A cold
uncaring.”

Cushing looked around. All was peaceful. The trees were etched againgt the sky in the whiteness of
the moonlight. The sky was soft and there were many stars. He tried to fight down the terror that he felt
rignginhim, likeabitter gal Cushing in histhroat.

“Y ou ever hear of anything like this before?” he asked.

“No, never, laddie. Never in my life.”

“Let’sget out of here,” hesad.

A great wind sweeping acrossthe valley at sometime earlier in the year had cut anarrow swath
through the trees that grew between theriver’ s bank and the bluff top. Great monarchs of the forest lay in
agiant hedge, twisted and uprooted. Shriveled, drying leaves still clung to many of the branches.

“WE |l be safe here” said Cushing. “ Anyone coming from the west, even if they wanted to come
down to the river, would have to swing around these trees.”

By’ holding branches to one side so he could get through, they cleared the way for Andy to work his



way through the tangle into asmall clear areawhere there would be room for him to lie down and enough
grassfor himto makeamed.

Cushing pointed to aden formed by the uprooting of ahuge black oak, the rooted stump canted at an
angle, overhanging the cavity gouged out of the earth by its uprooting.

“Inthere,” he sad, “wewon’t be seen if anyone comes nosing around.”

Meg said, “I'll cook breakfast for you, laddie. What do you want? Hot bread and bacon, maybe?’

“Not yet,” he said. “Not now. We have to be careful with afire. Nothing but the driest wood, so
there' [l be no smoke, and not too big afire. I'll take care of it after | get back. Don't try it yoursdif. |
want to be sure about the fire. Someone gets awhiff of smoke and they’ Il start looking.”

“After you get back. Where you be going, sonny?’

“Up on the bluff,” he said. “1 want to have alook. Seeif there’ s anyone about.”

“Take the spyglasswith you, then.”

Atop the bluff, helooked across astretch of rolling prairie, with only occasiona clumps of trees. Far
to the north was what once had been agroup of farm buildings, stlanding in asmall grove. Of the buildings
there was little left. Through the glasses he could make out what once had been abarn, apparently a
sturdily built structure. Part of the roof had collapsed, but otherwiseit still sood. Beyond it was adight
mound that probably marked the site of another, less substantia building. Part of a pole fence il existed,
raggedly running nowhere.

Squatting in aclump of brush that would serve to break up hisoutline if anyone should be watching,
he patiently and methodicaly glassed the prairie, taking histime, working from the west to the eat.

A smdll herd of deer were feeding on the eastern side of asmall knoll. He caught abadger Sitting at its
burrow’ s mouth. A red fox sat on astone that jutted from alow hillsde, watching the countryside for any
game that might be picked up easily.

Cushing kept on watching. There must be no doppiness, he told himself; he needed to be sure there
was nothing but the animals. He started in the west again and moved dowly eastward. The deer were ill
there, but the badger had disappeared. More than likely it had popped into its den. The fox was gone, as
wall.

To one sde he caught a sense of motion. Swiveling the glasses smoothly, he caught the motion in the
fidd. It wasfar off, but seemed to be moving fast. Asit came nearer, he saw what it was: abody of
horsemen. Hetried to count them, but they were il too far avay. They were not, he saw, coming
directly toward him, but angling to the southeast. He watched in fascination. Finaly he could count them.
Either nineteen or twenty; he could not be absolutely sure. They were dressed in furs and leathers, and
carried shields and spears. Their little, short-coupled horses moved at asteady |ope.

So Meg had been right. The horde was on the move. The band out of the prairie were perhaps no
more than out flankers for the main force, which probably wasto the north.

He watched until they had moved out of sight, then searched the prairie again for other possible
bands. None showed up, and satified, findly, he replaced the glasses in the case and moved off the hill
and down the bluff. There might be other small bands, he knew, but there was no point in waiting for
them. Meg was probably right: they’ d stay out on the prairie, headed for the city and away from the river
valey.

Hafway down the bluff side avoice spoke to him from the tangle of falen trees.

“Friend,” it said. Not aloud voice, but clearly spoken, pitched to reach hisear.

At the sound, he froze his stride, glanced swiftly abouit.

“Friend,” the voice spoke again, “could you find it in your heart to succor amost unfortunate?’

A trick? Cushing wondered. He reached swiftly over his shoulder for an arrow from the quiver.
“Thereisno need to fear,” the voice spoke again. “Even had | the wish, lam in no position to bring
you any harm. lam hard pinned beneath atree and | would be grateful for any help that you could render

me

Cushing hesitated. “Where are you?’ he asked.

“Toyour right,” the voice said. “ At the edge of thefdlen trees. | can see you from wherel lie. Should
you hunker down, you undoubtedly could glimpse me.”



Cushing put the arrow aside and hunkered down, squinting into the maze of fallen branches. A face
gtared out at him and at the Sght of it he sucked in his breath in astonishment. Such aface he had never
seen before. A skull-like face, fashioned of hard planesthat shonein the sunlight that filtered through the
branches.

“Who areyou?’ he asked.

“I am Rollo, the robot.”

“Rollo? A robot? Y ou can't be arobot. There are no longer any robots.”

“Thereisl,” said Rollo. “I would not be surprised if | werethe last of them.”

“But if you're arobot, what are you doing here?’

“I told you, remember? | am pinned beneath atree. A smdl tree, luckily, but till impossible to escape
fromit. My legis caught, and free I’ vetried to pull it, but that’ simpossible. | havetried to dig the soil to
release my leg by which I'm trapped, but that isimpossible as well. Beneath the leg liesaledge or rock;
uponit liesthetree. | cannot squirm around to lift the tree. I’ ve tried everything and thereis nothing | can
do.”

Cushing bent over and ducked beneath the overhanging branches. Squirming forward, he reached the
fallen robot and squatted on hisheelsto look at the Situation.

There had been imaginative drawings of robots, he recaled, in some of the magazines he' d found in
the library—raobots that had been drawn before there were any actua robots. The drawings had
represented greet, ungainly metal men who undoubtedly would have done alot of clanking when they
walked. Rollo was nothing like them. He was a dender creature, dmost spindly. His shoulders were
broad and heavy and his head atop the shoulders seemed a bit too large, somewhat out of proportion,
but the rest of him tapered down to anarrow waist, with adight broadening of the hips to accommodate
the sockets of the legs. Thelegs were trim and neat; looking a them, Cushing thought of thetrim legs of a
deer. One of the legs, he saw, was pinned benesth a heavy branch that had split off the mighty maple
when it had struck the ground. The branch was somewhat more than afoot in diameter.

Rollo saw Cushing looking at the branch. “I could have lifted it enough to pull my leg out,” he said,
“but therewas no way | could twist around to get agood grip on it.”

“Let’'sseewhat | cando,” said Cushing.

He moved forward on hands and knees, got his hands beneath the branch. He hefted it gingerly, found
he could bardy moveit.

“Maybel canliftit enough,” hesaid. “I'll let you know when I’'m ready to lift. Then you try to pull the
legout.”

Cushing crept closer, settling hisknees solidly under him, bent and got both arms around the branch.

“Now,’ ~ he said. Straining, he heaved up, felt the branch move dightly, heaved again.

“I’'mout,” said Rallo. “You didn’'t haveto move it much.” Carefully, Cushing did hisarmsfree, let the
branch drop back into place.

Rollo was crawling around on the ground. He retrieved aleather bag from where it lay beneath apile
of leaves, scrabbled around some more and came up with an iron-tipped Spear .

“I couldn’t reach them before,” he said. “When the branch fell on me, they flew out of my hands.”

“Youdl right? asked Cushing.

“Sure, I'mal right,” the robot said. He sat up, hoisted the formerly trapped foot into hislap and
examined it.

“Not even dented,” he said. “The meta’ stough.”

“Would you mind telling me how you got into thismess?’

“Not at al,” said Rallo. “1 waswalking dong when astorm came up. | wasn't worried much. A little
rain won't hurt me. Then the tornado hit. | heard it coming and | tried to run. | guesswhat | did was run
right into it. There were trees crashing al around me. The wind started to lift me, then set me down again.
When | came down, | fdll, sort of sprawled out. That’'swhen | was pinned. The limb broke off and
caught me. Then it was dl over. The storm passed on, but | couldn’t move. | thought at first it wasjust a
small inconvenience. | was confident | could work free. But, as you see, there was no way of working
free”



“How long ago did dl this happen?’

“1 cantdl you that exactly. | kept count. Eighty-seven days. The thing | was worried about wasrugt. |
had some bear ail in my bag

“Bear 0il 7’

“Sure, bear ail. First you kill abear, then build afire and render out hisfat. Any fat will do, but bear
oil isthe best. Where else would you get oil except from animals? Once we used a petro-product, but
there’ snot been any of that for centuries. Anima fat isn’t good, but it servesits purpose. Y ou haveto
take care of abody such asmine. Y ou can allow no rust to get astart. The metd’ sfairly good, but even
0, rust can get agtart. The eighty-seven days were no great problem, but if you hadn’t comeaong, I'd
have beenin trouble. | had it figured out that in time the wood would rot and then | could work free. But
that might have taken severa years. | don’t know how many.

“It was alittle boresome, too. The samethingsto look at dl thetime. Nothing to talk with. | had this
Shivering Snake that hung around for years. Never doing anything, of course, of no use whatever, but
aways skittering around and sneaking up on you and then sort of backing off, asif it were playing games
with you, or whatnot. But when | got pinned underneath that tree, Old Shivering disappeared and |
haven't seenit since. If it d stuck around, it would have been some sort of company, something at least to
watch, and | could talk to it. It never answered back, of course, but | talked to it alot. It was something
one could talk to. But once | got pinned underneath that tree, it lit out, and | haven’t seen it since.

“Would you mind telling me,” said Cushing, “just what isa Shivering Snake?’

“I don't know,” said Rallo. “It wasthe only one |l ever saw. | never heard of anyone ever seeing one
before. Never even heard any talk of one. It wasredly not much of anything at dl. Just ashimmer. It
didn’'t walk or run, just shivered intheair, sparkling dl thetime. In the sunlight you couldn’t seeit sparkle
very well, but in the dark it was spectacular. Not any kind of shape. No shape at all, | guess, or anything
at dl. Just ablob of sparkling, dancing intheair.

“Y ou have no ideawhat it was or where it came from? Or why it hung out with you?’

“Attimes| thought it was afriend of mine,” said Rallo, “and | wasglad of that, for | tell you, migter,
aspossibly thelast robot, I'm not exactly up to my hipsin friends. Most people, if they saw me, would
think of me as no more than an opportunity to collect another brain case. Y ou don’t happen to have any
designson my brain case, do you?’

“Noneat dl,” said Cushing.

“That isgood,” said Rallo, “becauseif you had, I’ d have to warn you that if forced to, | would kill you
to protect myself. Robots, in case you didn’'t know, were inhibited againgt killing anything at al, against
any kind of violence. It wasimplanted in us. That’swhy there aren’t any robotsleft. They dlowed
themsalvesto be run down and killed without the lifting of a hand to protect themsalves. Either that or
they hid out and caught the rust. Even when they could get hold of some lubricant to keep away therust,
the supply didn’t last forever, and when it was gone, they could get no more. So they rusted and that was
the end of them, except for the brain case, which could not rust. And after many years, someone came
along and found the brain case and collected it.

“Wdll, after my small supply of lubricant ran out, | took counsdl with mysdlf and | told mysdif this
dlliness of arobot being so disgustingly nonviolent might have been dl right under the old order, but
under this new order that had come dong, it made no sense at dl. | figured there was oil to be got from
animd fat if 1 could only bring myself to kill. Faced with extinction, | decided | would bregk the inhibition
and would kill for fat, and | worked it out that a bear was the thing to kill, for ordinarily, bear are loaded
with fat. But it was no easy thing to do, | tell you. | rigged me up aspear and practiced with it until |
knew how to handleit, then set out to kill abear. Asyou might guess, | failed. | just couldn’tdoit. I'd
get dl set and then I’d go dll soft insgde. Maybe | never would have worked up my courage on my own.
By thistime | was considerably discouraged. There were afew rust spots beginning to show up and |
knew that was the beginning of the end. | had about given up when one day, out somewherein the
mountains, abig grizzly caught sght of me. | don’t know what was the matter with him. Hewas
short-tempered and there must have been something that had happened to shorten up histemper. | ye
often wondered what it was. Maybe he had atoothache, or athorn in hisfoot. | will never know. Maybe



the sight of me reminded him of something that he didn’t like. But anyhow, first thing that | know, here he
isbarrding down upon me, with his shoulders humping and his mouth wide open, roaring, and those big
clawsreaching out. | supposethat if I'd had the time, | would have turned and run. But | didn’t have the
timeand | didn't have the space to run. But the way it was, when he was amost on top of me, the fright
that | had felt suddenly turned to anger. Maybe desperation more than anger, redly’, and | thought, in
that instant before he closed on me, you son of ahitch, maybe you can mangle and disable me, hut in
doing it, I’'m going to mangle and disable you. And | remember this distinctly, the onething | do
remember well out of al of it—just before he reached me, with thisnew anger in me, | brought up my
spear and jumped a him even as helunged at me. After this, thereisnot much that | do remember. It
was dl ahaze and ablur. When my mind came clear again, | was standing on my feet, covered with
blood, with abloody knifein hand, and the hear stretched out on the ground, with my’ spear buried in his
throdt.

“That did it. That sngpped theinhibition. Killing once, | could kill again. | rendered thefat of thisold
grizzly and | found a sandy creek. For day’s | camped beside the creek, using sand to scrape off the few
rust spotsthat had developed on me and keeping myself well greased. Ever since |’ ve kept well greased.
| never run Out of grease. There are alot of bear.

“But | have been running on so that | haven't asked you who you are. That is, if you want to tell me,
A lot of people would just as soon not tell you who they are. But you come dong and rescue me and |
don’'t know who you are. | don’t know who to thank

“I’m Tom Cushing. And there need not be any’ thanks. Let’ s get out of here. | haveacamp just a
step away. Have you got dl

your things?’

“Just the bag and spear. That wasdl | had. | had aknifeand it’ s till in the sheath.”

“Now that you arefree,” said Cushing. “what plans do you

have?’

“Why, no plansat dl,” said Rollo. “I never have aplan. | smply wander. | have wandered with no
purpose for more yearsthan | can count. At onetime it troubled me—thislack of purpose. But it does
no longer. Although | supposethat if | were offered a purpose, | would gratefully accept it. Doesit
happen, friend, that you may have a purpose you would share with me? For | do owe you something.”

“Y ou owe me nothing,” Cushing said, “hut | do have a purpose. We can talk about it.”

The Treesringed the great butte, having watched through the night as they had watched through
centuries, through cold and hest, wet and dry, noon and midnight, cloud and sun. Now the sun came up
over the eastern horizon and asitswarmth and light fell on them, they greeted it with dl the holy ecstasy
and thankfulness they had felt when it first had fallen on them, as new-planted saplings put out to serve
the purpose they had served through the years, their sengitivity and emotion undimmed by time.

They took the warmth and light and sucked it in and used it. They knew the movement of the dawn
breeze and rgjoiced in it, fluttering their leavesin responseto it. They adjusted themselvesto take and use
the heat, monitored the limited amount of water that their roots could reach, conservingit, taking up in
their roots only what they needed, for thiswas dry land and water must be used most wisely. And they
watched; they continued watching. They noted dl that happened. They knew the fox that skulked back
to its den with the coming of dawn; the owl that flew back home, haf blinded by the morning light (it had
stayed out too long) to the small grove of cottonwoods that lined the tiny stream where water flowed
begrudgingly aong arocky course; the mice that, having escaped the fox and owl, ran squedling in their
grassy burrows; the lumbering grizzly that humped across the desiccated plain, the greet lord of the land
that brooked no interference from anything aive, including those strange, two-legged, upright crestures
the Trees glimpsed occasiondly; the distant herd of wild cattle that grazed on scanty pasturage, ready to
gdlop inacdculated frenzy should the lumbering bear head in their direction; the greet bird of prey that
saled high the air, viewing the vast territory that was its own, hungry now, but confident that before the
day was out it would find the dead or dying that would give it mest.

The Trees knew the structure of the snowflake, the chemistry of the raindrop, the molecular pattern of



thewind. They redized the fellowship of grasses, of other trees and bushes, the springtime brilliance of
the prairie flowersthat bloomed briefly in their season; had friendship for the birds that nested in thelr
branches, were aware of ant and bee and butterfly.

They gloried in the sun and knew al that went on around them and talked with one another, not so
much amatter of relaying information (although they could do that if need be) as amatter of
acknowledging one ancther’ s presence, of making themselves known, of saying al was well—atime of
comradely contact to know that al waswell.

Above them, on the butte, the ancient buildings stood high againgt the skyline, againgt the paleness of
the blue that held no single cloud, a sky burnished by the rising sun and scrubbed clean by the summer

The smdl fire burned with no smoke. Meg knelt beside it to cook the pan of bread. Off to one side,
Rollo sat absorbed in theritua of greasing himsdlf, pouring ill-smelling bear oil out of abottle fashioned
from agourd. Andy stamped and swished histail to keep away the flieswhile paying serious attention to
the spotty clumps of grass that were scattered here and there. A short distance away the unseen river
gurgled and chuckled as it surged between its banks. The sun was halfway up the eastern sky and the
day would get warmer later on, but here, in their hiding place beneath the falen trees, the temperature
was dtill pleasant.

“You say, laddie,” said Meg, “that the band you sighted numbered only twenty?’

“Theregbouts,” said Cushing. “1 could not be sure. No more than that, | think.”

“A scout party, more than likely. Sent out, no doubt, to probe the city. To spot the locations of the
tribes. May’ hapswe should stay here for awhile. Thisisasnug retreat and not easily found.”

Cushing shook hishead. “No, we'll push on, come night. If tile horde is moving east and we are going
west, we should soon be free of them.”

Sheinclined her head toward the robot. “ And what of him?” she asked.

“If he wishes, he can go with us. I’ ve not talked with him about it.”

“| sense about thisenterprise,” said Rallo, “aseeming urgency and purpose. Even not knowing what it
is, | would bewilling for the chance to associate mysdlf withiit. | pride mysdlf that | might be of some
small service. Not needing deep mysdlf, | could keep awatch while others dept. Being sharp of eyeand
swift of movement, | could do some scouting. | am well acquainted with the wilds, since | have been
forced to live in them, well beyond the haunts of men. | would consume no supplies, sncel live on solar
energy done. Give meafew days sunshineand | have energy stored against amonth or more. And | am
agood companion, for | never tire of talk.”

“That isright,” said Cushing. “He has not stopped talking since the minute | found him.”

“Reduced, a many times, I’ ve been,” said Rallo, “to talking to mysdf. Which isnot bad if thereisno
one dseto tak with. Taking with onesdf, it' s possible to find many areas of precise agreement, and one
need never talk on subjects that are not agreeable.

“The best year | ever spent was long ago when, in the depths of the Rockies, | chanced upon an old
mountain man who stood in need of help. He was an ancient personage who had falen victim to astrange
disease of stiffening muscles and aching joints, and had it not been for my coming accidentally upon him,
he would not have lasted out the winter, since when the told came he would not have been capable of
hunting meat or bringing in the wood that was needed to keep his cabin warm. | stayed with him and
brought in game and wood, and since he was as starved for talk as | was, we talked away the winter, he
telling of great eventsin which he had participated or to which he had been awitness, and in many of
them there may have been something less than truth, although | never questioned them, for so far as| was
concerned, talk, not truth, was paramount. And | spinning talesfor him, but little ornamented, of the
day’s|"d spent since the Time of Trouble. Early the next summer, when the painin himwaslessand he
was able to make hisway about, he set off for what he caled a*“rendezvous,” asummer place of meeting
for others such as he. He asked meto go with him, but | declined, for truth to tell, | no longer have any
love of man. Excepting the present company, which seemswell intentioned, | have had nothing except
troublein those few times| have blundered into men.

“Y ou can remember tile Time of Trouble, then?’ said Cushing. “Y ou have lived through it dl, and your
memory’sclear?’



“Oh, clear enough,” said Rallo. “I recal the things that happened, but it would be bootless for you to
ask methe meaning of it, for | had no understanding of it then, and despite much thinking on it, have no
understanding of it now. Y ou see, | was acommon yard robot, arunner of errands and a performer of
chores. | had no training except in smple tasks, although | understand there were many of my kind who
did have some specid training, who were skilled technicians and many other things. My memories mostly
are unpleasant, dthough in recent centuries| have learned to live with existing Situations, taking each day
asit comes and not ranting againgt conditions asthey are. | was not designed to be alonely mechanism
hut that iswhat | have been forced to become. | have, through bitter circumstances, become ableto live
for and of mysdlf, athough | am never redly happy of it. That iswhy | have so willingly suggested that |
associate mysdf with your enterprise”

“Not even knowing,” Meg asked, “what the enterprise might be?’

“Even s0,” said Rallo, “if it so happenslater onthat | do not like the look or smdll of it, | can Smply
walk avay.

“It'sno evil enterprise,” said Cushing. “It'sasmple search. We arelooking for a Place of Going to
the Stars”

Rob nodded sagely. “I have heard of it. Not extensively. Nothing that is grestly known, but of which
one hears occasionally, many years apart. It is Stuated, asbest | can determine, on amesaor abutte
somewherein the West. The mesa or the butte isringed in by an extensve growth of Treesthat legend
says keep watch upon the place and will alow no one to enter. And there are other devices, itissaid,
that guard it, although of those devices| have no true and certain knowledge.”

“Thenthereis such aplace?’

Rollo spread his hands. “Who knows. There are many tales of strange places, strange things, Strange
people. The old man | spent the winter with mentioned it—I think only once. But he told many stories
and not al of them were truth. He said the place was called Thunder Butte.”

“Thunder Butte,” said Cushing. “Would you know where Thunder Butte might be?’

Rollo shook his head. “ Somewherein the Great Plains country. That isdl | know. Somewhere
beyond the great Missouri.”

Excerpt from Wilson' sHigtory:

One of the strange evolutions which seemsto have followed the Collgpse and which has developed in
the centuries sinceisthe rise of special human faculties and abilities. There are many stories of certain
personalities who possess these abilities, some of them surpassing dl belief athough asto the truth of
them, thereis noneto say.

Onthe shelves at thisuniversity isan extengve literature on the possibilities of the paranormad and, in
fact, some case histories that would gppear to indicate the realization of such possbilities. Itisonly fair to
point out, however, that agreat part of thisliterature istheoretica and in some instances controversid.
On aclose examination of the pre-Collapse literature (which isal we have, of course), it would appear
reasonable to conclude that there are enough convincing instances reported of the psychic or the
paranormal to lend some substance to abelief that some of the theories may be correct. Since the
Collapse, dthough there has been no documentation upon which ajudgment can be founded, it appears
that a greater concentration of paranormal and psychic phenomena has been observed than was the case
before. One must redize, certainly, that none of these reports can be subjected to the kind of critical
examination and survey aswas possible in the past. For thisreason, that none of them isweeded out,
they may appear to be more frequent than they really are. Each instance, onceit isreported, becomesa
story to be told in wondering amazement and with no great concern asto whether it be true or not. But
even taking al thisinto account, the impression still holdsthat thistype of phenomenon is, indeed,
increasing.

There are those at this university, with whom I’ ve talked, who fed that thisincrease may be due, in
part a leadt, to the lifting and the shattering of the physicaly scientific and technologica mold which prior
to the Collapse encased dl humanity. If aman (or awoman), these colleagues of mine point out, istold
often enough that something isimpossible, or worse, isfoolishness, then thereisalessening of the
willingnessto believeinit, or to subscribeto it. This might mean that those pre-Collapse people who had



abent toward the psychic or the paranorma may have squel ched their own abilities or (much to the same
point) any dedicated bdief in their abilities (for who would fly in the face of impossbility or engagein
foolish practices?), with the result that any progressin the field was thwarted. The end result would be
that an entire field of human endeavors and abilities may have been sdetracked, if not eiminated, in the
face of the technologicaly minded dictum that they were either foolish or impossble.

Today no such dictum remains. Technologica thinking was at |east discredited, if not entirely wiped
out, with the destruction of the machines and the socid systemsthey had built. Which, after acentury or
two, left the human race free to carry out that foolishness which before had been frowned upon, if not,
indeed, proscribed, by atechnologica mentality. It may be, too, that the present Situation created a
climate and environment in which non-technologicd thinking and gpproaches to human problemshave a
chanceto thrive. One wonders, thinking of it, what the world might have been if the science that man had
subscribed to had not been dmost exclusively aphysical and abiological scienceand if, in such acase,
technology had not come about. The best Situation, of course, would have been if al sciences and the
ideas deriving from them had been dlowed equdity, so that all could work together and interact. The
way it turned out, however, was that the arrogance of one way of thought served to strangle al other
ways of thought. . .

They traveled up the river, moving in daylight now since there were two of them to watch the
prairie—either Cushing or Rollo scouting the bluff tops, on lookout for war parties or for other dangers.
Inthefirst few daysthey spotted severa bands; none of these were interested in the river valley, but
were moving eastward. Watching them, Cushing felt apang of worry about the university, but told himsdlf
it was unlikely it would be attacked. Even if it were, itshigh wall would hold off any attacker except one
that would be more persistent than a nomad band.

The Minnesota River, up which they moved, was amore placid stream than the Mississippi. It
meandered through itswooded valley as alazy man might walk, not exactly loitering, but in no hurry
ether. By and large it was anarrow stream, athough at timesit spread out through low-lying marshes
and they were forced to make their way around.

To begin with, Cushing fretted at tile dow time they’ were making. Alone he could have covered
twice the ground in haf the time, but as the days went on and no more war bands appeared, the urgency
fel away. After al, heredlized, there was no time limit imposed upon the journey.

Having shed hisfretfulness, he settled down to enjoying thetrip. During the years a the university, he
somehow had forgotten the exhilaration of the free life that he now followed once again: the early, foggy
chill of mornings; the climb of the sun up the eastern sky; the sound of wind among the leaves; the
V-shaped wake traced by a swimming muskrat; the sudden beauty of a hidden patch of flowers; the
hooting of the owls once dusk settled on the river; the whicker of raccoons; the howling of the bluff top
wolves. They lived high on the hog: fish from theriver, squirrd and dumplings, plump fried rabbit, an
occasiond partridge or duck.

“Thisis better eating, laddie boy,” said Meg, “than chewing on that chunk of jerky you carry in your
knapsack.”

He growled at her. “ There may come atime,” he said, “when we' Il be glad to have the jerky.”

For thiswasthe trip’ s easy part, he knew, thefat time. When they had to leave theriver valley and
strike west across the plains, they would face hard going.

After afew days Rollo’s Shivering Snake came back again and danced around him. It was an elusive
and ridiculousthing, atiny pinch of sardust shimmering in the sunlight, shining with astrange light of its
own in the darkness of the night.

“Once | thought it was afriend of mine” said Rollo. “A srange thing, you might say, to look upon a
little shimmer of light asafriend, but to one who has been done and friendless over many centuries, even
such an unsubstantia thing as a sparkle in the sunshine can seem to be afriend. | cameto find, however,
that it was afair-wesather friend. When | was pinned beneath the tree, it deserted me and did not come
back till now. During al those days, | could have used it; had it been there, | could have told myself that |
was not alone. Don't ask mewhat it is, for | have noidea. | have spent many hours puzzling out some
sort of rationdization so | could put an explanation to it. But | never found one. And don’t ask mewhen



it first attached itself to me, for the time runs back so far that | would be tempted to say it was dways
with me. Although that would not beright, for | can recall the time when it was not with me.

The robot talked incessantly. He ran on and on, asif all the years of londliness had dammed up a
flood of words that must now come ot.

“I can recdl what you term the Time of Trouble,” hetold them, Stting around the meager campfire
(meager and well hidden, so it would not show too greet dight), “but | can throw no great understanding
onit, for I wasin no position to know what the situation might have been. | wasayard robot at a great
house that stood high on ahill above amighty river, dthough it was not thisriver you call the Mississippi,
but another river somewherein the East. I’'m not sure | ever knew the river s name nor the name of those
who owned the house, for there were things ayard robot would not have been required to know, so
would not have been told. But after atime, perhaps sometime after it all started, dthough | can't be sure,
the word came to me and other robots that people were smashing machines. Thiswe could not
understand. After al, we did know that everyone placed great reliance on machines. | recal that we
talked about it and speculated on it and we found no answers. | don't think we expected any answers.
By thistime the people who lived in the house had fled; why they fled or where they might have gonewe
had no way of knowing. No one, you must understand, ever told us anything. We were told what to do
and that was all we ever needed to know. We continued to do our familiar and accustomed tasks,
athough now there was no oneto tell uswhat to do, and whether we did our tasks or not did not really
metter.

“Then one day—I recall thiswell, for it came as a shock to me—one of the robotstold usthat after
some thought upon the matter he had come to the conclusion that we were machines aswell, that if the
wrecking of machines continued, we, in our turn, also would be wrecked. The wreckers, he said, had not
turned to us as yet because we were of lessimportance than the other machines that were being
wrecked. But our timewould come, he said, when they got through with the others. This, asyou can
imagine, caused great congternation among us and no small amount of argument. There were those
among uswho could immediately perceive that we were, indeed, machines, while therewerefully as
many others who were convinced that we were not. | remember that | listened to the argumentsfor a
time, taking no great part in them, but, finaly taking private counsdl with mysdlf, cameto the conclusion
that we were machines, or at least could be classified as machines. And coming to this conclusion, |
wasted no timein lamentation but fell to thinking, If this should be the case, what course could | taketo
protect mysdlf? Findly it seemed clear to me that the best course would be to find a place where the
wreckerswould not think to look for me. | did not urge this course upon my fellows—for who was Ito
tell them what to do?—and | think | realized that one robot, acting on his own, might have a better
chance of escaping the wrath that might come upon usif he were not with the other robots, since aband
of usmight attract attention while asingle robot had a better chance of escaping al detection.

“Sol left asquietly as| could and hid in many places, for there was no one safe place to hide. Finally,
| gained confirmation from other fugitive robots | met that the wreckers, having smashed the more
important machines, were hunting down the robots. And not, mind you, because we posed any great
threat to them, but because we were machines and the idea seemed to be to wipe out al machines, no
matter how inggnificant. What made it even worse was that they did not hunt us down in the same pirit,
in the rage and fanaticism, that had driven them to destroy the other machines, but were hunting usasa
sport, as they might hunt afox or coon. If this had not been so, we could have stood the hunting better,
for then wewould at least have been accorded the dignity of posing athreat to them. But there was no
dignity in being hunted as adog might run down arabbit. To add further indignity, | learned that when we
were run down and disabled, our brain cases were seized astrophies of the hunt. This, | think, wasthe
final thing that hegped up the bitterness and fear that cameto infuse us dl. Theterrible thing about it was
that al we could do was run or hide, for we were inhibited against any kind of violence. We could not
protect ourselves, we could only run. In my own casg, | broke that inhibition, much later and more
through accident than otherwise. If that half-mad grizzly had not attacked me, I’ d till be saddled by the
inhibition. Which isnot quiteright, either, for if he’ d not attacked me to break the inhibition, | never
would have been able to obtain the grease | use to protect mysalf from rust and would be, by now, a



rusted hulk with my brain case waiting for someone to find and take home as a souvenir.

“Not exactly asasouvenir,” said Cushing. “ Thereismoreto it than that. Attached to the brain cases
of your felowsisamystic symbolism that is not understood. A thousand years ago aman & the
university wrote ahistory of the Time of Trouble and, in the course of hiswriting, speculated upon the
ritud of the brain-case collections and their symbolism, but without reaching aconclusion. Until | read his
history, | had not heard of the custom. | spent three years of woods-running, mainly in the South, and |
had never heard of it. Perhapsit was because | made it my businessto stay away from people. That'sa
good rule for alone woods runner to follow. | walked around the tribes. Except by accident, | stayed
away from everyone.

Rollo reached for hisbag and dug around iniit. “1 carry here,” he said, “the brain case of an unknown
comrade. | have carried it for years. Asamatter of sentiment, perhaps; perhaps as aloyalty; perhaps as
adefender and caretaker of the dead; | do not know. | found it many years ago in an old deserted
settlement, aformer town. | saw it gleaming in the sun, not all of it, just apart of it that was exposed. It
lay in abed of rust that once had been arobotic head and skull. Digging further, | found the outline of the
body, gone to rust, no more than a discoloration in the soil. That iswhat happened to the most of us,
perhaps all of us, except myself, who escaped the human hunters. Once we no longer had any kind of oil
to protect our bodies, the rust would set in and over the years would gradually spread, like a disease
over which we had no control, biting ever more deeply into us until the day came when it disabled usand
we could no longer move. We would lie where we had falen, crippled by the rust, and asthe years went
by, the rust would burrow ever deeper. Finally, we would be a heap of rugt, a pattern of rust that showed
the outlines of the body. The leaves would drift over the outline, and forest mold or prairie mold, formed
either by rotting leaves or rotting grasses, would cover us and hide us. The wind would sprinkle other
dust over us and plantswould grow in us or on top of us, more luxuriantly than e sewhere, feeding on the
iron that once had been our bodies. But the brain case, built of someindestructible meta which today we
cannot put anameto, would remain. So | took thisbrain case and put it iii my sack, to cheat the human
who might come dong and find it. Better for meto have it and to guard it, than for some human—"

“Y ou hate humans?’ Meg asked.

“No, I never hated them. Feared them, yes; | feared them. | kept out of their way. But there have
been some | have not feared. The old hunter that | spent dmost ayear with. And the two of you. You
saved mefrom thetree.

He handed over the brain case. “Here,” he said, “have alook at it. Have you ever seen one?’

“No, | never have,” said Meg.

She s, turning it over and over, with thefirdight glinting redly onit. Findly she handed it hack and
Rollo put it in the sack.

The next morning, when Rollo had gone out to scout, she spoke to Cushing.

“That brain case, laddie. The onethe robot let melook at. It'salive. | could senseit. | could fed the
aliveness of it through my fingertips. It was cold, but dive and sharp and dark—so dark, so aone, and
yet, in some ways, not aone. No expectations and yet not without hope. Asif the coldness and the
darknesswere away of life. And dive. | know it wasdive.”

Cushing drew in hisbregth sharply. “That means— “Y ou areright. If thisoneisdive, so aredl the
others of

them. All those that have been collected. All thosethat liein unsuspected places.”

“Without any external sensory perceptions,” said Cushing. “Cut off from al sight, all sound, contact
with any other life. A man would go crazy. .

“A man, yes. These things are not men, my bucko. They are acry from another time. Robots—we
speak the word, of course, but we do not know what they’ were, or are. Robot brain cases, we say, but
no one, No one except the two of us, suspectsthey’ are dill aive. Robots, we thought, were extinct. They
had an old-time legendary ring, like dragons. Then one day you came walking into camp with arobot
tagging you. Tell me, did you ask him to stay with us? Or did he ask to Stay?”’

“Neither one. He just stayed. Like he stayed ayear or so with the old hunter. But I’'m glad to have
him. Heisalot of help. | don't think you should tell him what you just now told me.



“Never,” said Meg. “No, he' d take it hard. It would haunt him. 1t's better if he thinks of them as
dead.”

“Maybe he knows.”

“I don't think s0,” she said.

She made a cupping motion with her hand, asif she till held the brain case.

“Laddie,” shesaid, “1 could weep for them. For al the poor logt things shut up inside the darkness.
But the thought occursto me they may not need my tears. They may have something ese.”

“Stability,” said Cushing. “Enduring acondition that would drive aman insane. Perhaps astrange
philosophy that discovers within themsalves some factor that makes it unnecessary to have externa
contact. Y ou made no effort to communicate, to reach out to them?’

“I could not have been so crud,” said Meg. 1 wanted to; the urge wasthere. To let it know it was not
aone, to giveit some sort of comfort. And then | realized how cruel that would have been. To giveit
hope when there is no hope. To disturb it after it had spent no one knows how long in learning to accept
the a oneness and the darkness.”

“I think you wereright,” said Cushing. “We could do nothing for it.”

“Twice, inasmdl span of time,” said Meg, “1 have touched two intelligences: the brain case and the
living rock, the boulder that we found. | told you that my powers are puny and the touching of those two
livesamost makes mewish | had no powersat dl. It might be better not to know. The thing within the
brain casefills me with sadness, and the rock, with fearfulness.”

She shuddered. “That rock, laddie. It was old—so old, so hard, so cynical. Although cynical isnot
the word. Uncaring. Maybe that’ stheword. A thing filled with repulsive memories so old they are
petrified. Asif they came from someplace € se. No memories such as could be produced upon the earth.
From somewhere outside. From a place of everlasting night, where no sun bas ever shone and thereisno
such thing as gladness”

They came upon only one person in their travel—alfilthy old man who lived in a cave he had dug out
of ahilladefacing theriver, the cave shored up with timbers, to provide anoisome den in which he could
deep or take shelter from the weether. Two lackadaisical hounds barked at the intruders, with asingular
lack of enthusiasm, until the old man shushed them. The dogs settled down beside him, resuming their
deep, their hides twitching to didodge the flies that settled on them. The man grinned, showing rotted
teeth.

“Worthless,” he said, nodding at the hounds. “Most worthless dawgs | ever had. Once they were
good cooners, but now they’ ve taken to treeing demons. Never knew there were so many demonsin
these parts. Of coursg, it’sthe demons’ fault; they pester them dawgs. But it makes a man mad to spend
the night out chasing coon, then find ademon up thetree. ‘ Tain't worth aman’ stimeto kill one of them.
Therean't nothing you can do with demons. They’ re so tough you can’t cook them enough to get a
tooth into them, and even if you could, the taste of them would turn your ssomach over.”

He continued, “Y ou folks know, don't you, there’ swar parties on the prowl. Mostly they stay out on
the prairie. No need of coming down here, because there’ swater to be found out there. Some big chief
has got a burr underneath histail and he’ s out to make some coup. Heading for the cities, more than
likely. He'sliketo get hisclock cleaned. Them city tribesare mean, | tell you. All sortsof dirty tricks. No
thing likefighting fair. Any way towin. And | s posethat’sdl right, athough it leaves abad tastein the
mouth. Them war parties have been going through right sprightly for the last week or 0. Thinning out a
little now. In another week or two, you' |l see them trailing back, rubbing out their tracks with their
dragging rumps.

He spat into the dust and said, “What' sthat you got there with you? | been studying it and it makes no
sort of sense. It looks plumb like one of those robots some people talk about from along time back. My
grandma, | remember, she had stories about robots. Stories about alot of things, clacking dl thetime,
awaystelling stories. But you know, even when | wasatad, | knew that they were only stories. There
never was alot of them thingsthat she talked about. There never was no robots. | asked her where she
heard them stories and she said her grandma had told them to her and that her grandma probably had
heard them from her grandma. It do best hell how old folks keep them stories going. Y ou' d think that in



timethey’d just die out. But not, I guess, when there are so many grandmeas clacking al thetime.”

He continued, “Would you folks be of amind to break bread with me? It' s almost that time now and
I"d be proud to have you. | have a sack of fish and a haunch of coon that till is pretty fresh

“No, thank you, gr,” said Cushing. “We rein something of ahurry. We must be getting on.”

Two days later, just before sunset, Cushing, traveling along the riverbank with Meg and Andy,
glanced up at the bluff and saw Roallo tearing down it. He was coming fast, his meta body flashing in the
light of the westering sun.

“There' ssomething up,” said Cushing. “ Thereis some sort of trouble.”

Helooked around. In the last few daysthe river had narrowed and the bluffs on either side of it had
grown less steep. A thin strip of trees till grew along the water’ s edge, but not the tall trees they had
found farther down the stream. In the center of theriver lay anidand, asmal one covered by athick mat
of willows,

“Meg,” hesaid, “take Andy. Gross over to theidand. Work as degp asyou can into the willows and
stay quiet. Keep Andy quiet. Don't let him make asound. Get hold of his nogtrils so he can’t whicker.”

“But, laddie boy—"

“Move, dammit. Don't stand there. Get over to that idand. It’slessthan ahundred yards of water.”

“But | can't swim,” shewailed.

“It' sshallow,” he snapped. “Y ou can walk it. It won't come up higher than your waist. Hang tight to
Andy; if you get into trouble, he'll take you across.

“BUt—"

“Move!” hesaid, shoving a her.

Rollo was off the bluff, running like awhirlwind for theriver. A flurry of dead leavesdanced in his
wake.

“A war party,” he shouted. “Close behind me, coming fast.”

“Did they seeyou?’

“I don't think s0.”

“Come on, then,” said Cushing. “hang tight to my belt. There’smud on the bottom. Try to keep your
feet.”

Meg and Andy, he saw, had amost reached the idand. He plunged into the water, felt the current
take hold and tug at him.

“I’'m hanging tight,” said Rollo. “Even should | go down, | could crawl acrosstheriver, underwater. |
would not drown. Bregth | do not need.”

Meg and Andy had reached theidand and disappeared into the willows. Cushing, halfway across,
glanced over his shoulder. There was no sign of anyone atop the bluff. A few more minutes, he thought.
That isdl | need.

They reached the idand and plunged up the shelving bank, crawled into the willows.

“Now stay quiet,” said Cushing. “Crawl over to Meg. Help her keep Andy quiet. There will be
horses. He may try to talk to them.”

Turning back, Cushing crept to the riverbank, staying low. Shielded by small sprays of the leafy
willows, helooked acrosstheriver. There was no sign of anyone. A black bear had come down to the
stream, just above the point where they had crossed, and stood there with asilly look upon hisface,
dipping first one paw, then the other, into the water, shaking each paw daintily as he took it out. The bluff
top was empty. A few crows beat up toward it from the thin strip of woods that ran aong the river,
cawing plantively.

Perhaps Rollo had been wrong, he told himsalf—not wrong about seeing the war band, but in
caculating where they might be heading. Perhaps they had veered off before they reached the bluff. But
even S0, evenif Rollo’s calculation had been wrong, with awar party in the vicinity, it had not been abad
ideato go to cover. They had been lucky to have the idand near, he thought. Unlike the valey farther
down theriver, there was not much cover here. Later, farther up the valley, there would be even less.
They were getting deep into the prairie country’ and the valley would get even narrower and there' d be
fewer trees. The time would come when they’ d have to leave even the scanty cover that the valey



offered and strike west acrossthe plain.

He glanced up and down the river and saw that the hear had left. Some small animdl, either mink or
muskrat, probably arat, had |eft the lower tip of theidand and was angling down acrossthe stream
toward the hank, swimming strongly.

When helooked hack at the bluff top, it was no longer empty. A small group of horsemen stood
againg the skyline, shouldered spears pointing at the sky. They sat motionless, a~5Sparently looking down
into thevaley. More cameriding up and digned themsdves with those dready there. Cushing held his
bresth. Wasit possible that |ooking down at the river from their evation, they could make out some sign
of those who hid in the willows? Watching them closdly, he could detect no sign that they could.

Findly, after long minutes, the horsemen began to come down the dope, the horses [urching over the
edge of the bluff and coming down the dope in giff-legged jumps. Most of the men, he saw, wore
buckskins, darkened by work and weather. Some wore fur caps with the tails of wolf or fox or coon
fluttering out behind. In some cases, smilar animd tails were fastened to the shoulders of their buckskins.
Otherswore only leather trousers, the upper torso either bare or draped with furred robes or jackets.
Most of them rode saddles, athough there were afew bareback. Most carried spears; al had quivers,
bristling with feathered arrows, at their hacks.

They rodein deadly silence, with no banter hack and forth. In an ugly mood, Cushing told himself,
remembering what the old man had said about how they’ d be coming back. And if that were the case, he
knew, it had been doubly wise to get under cover. In such amood, they’ d be looking for someone upon
whom they could vent their anger.

Behind the main band came asmall string of packhorses, carrying leather sacks and bails, afew of the
loads topped with carcasses of deer.

The party came down into the ~ dley, swung dightly upstream into agrove of cottonwoods. There
they stopped, dismounted, hobbled their horses and set about making camp. Now that they had stopped,
there was some talk, the sound of it carrying down the river—but only talk, no shouting back and forth.
Axes cameinto play, to cut wood for their fires, and the sound of chopping echoed between the
encroaching bluffs.

Cushing backed away from theriver’ s edge and made hisway to where the others waited. Andy was
lying down, nodding, his head hdf restingin Meg'slap.

“He'salamb,” said Meg. “I got himto liedown. It’'s safer that way, isn't it?’

Cushing nodded. “They’ re making camp just up theriver. Forty or fifty of them. They’ll be gone by
morning light. We Il haveto wait it out.”

“Y ou think they’ re dangerous, laddie?”’

“I couldn’'t say,” hetold her. “They’ re quieter than they should be. No laughing, no joking, no
shouting, no horseplay. They seemin an ugly mood. | think they took alicking at tile City. Scratch one
conqueror’sitch for conquest. In that kind of situation, I’ d just as soon not meet them.”

“Comenight,” said Rollo, “1 could crosstile river and creep close up to their fires, listen to what they
say. It would he nothing new for me. I’ ve done it many times before, crawling upon campfires, lying there
and ligtening, afraid to show mysdlf but so starved for conversation, for the sound of voices, that | took
the chance. Although therewasredlly little chance, for | can be silent when | want to he and my eyesare
asgood at night asthey arein daylight.”

“You'll stay right here,” said Cushing sharply. “There€'ll be no cregping up. By morning they’ Il be
gone, and we can trail them for awhile to see where they are going, then be on our way.

He dipped the knapsack off his shoulder and untied the thongs. He took out the chunk of jerky and,
cutting off apiece of it, handed it to Meg.

“Tonight,” hesaid, “thisisyour supper. Don't et me ever again hear you disparageit.”

Night came down acrossthe valey. In the darkness the river seemed to gurgle louder. Far off an owl
began to chuckle. On the bluff top a coyote sang his yapping song. A fish splashed nearby and through
the screening willows could be seen the flare of the campfire acrosstheriver. Cushing crept to theriver s
edge and stared across the water, at the camp. Dark figures moved about the fires and he caught the
amell of frying mest. Off in the darkness horses moved restlessy, ssamping and snorting. Cushing



squatted in the willows for an hour or more, aert to any danger. When he was satisfied there seemed to
be none, he made hisway back to where Meg and Rollo sat with Andy.

Cushing made amotion toward the horse. “Ishedl right?’ he asked.

“| talked to him,” said Meg. “| explained to him. Hewill give no trouble.”

“No spells?’ he asked, jokingly. “Y ou put no spell upon him?”

“Perhgpsadight one, only. It will never harm him.”

“We should get some deep,” he said. “How about it, Rollo? Can you watch the horse for us?’

Roallo reached out a hand and stroked Andy’ s neck. “lielikesme, he said. “Heis not frightened of
me”

“Why should he be frightened of you?’ asked Meg. “Heknowsyou are hisfriend.”

“Things at times are frightened of me,” the robot said. “I comein the general shape of men but | am
not aman. Go on and deep. | need no deep. | will stay and watch. If need be, | will waken you.

“Besureyoudo,” said Cushing. “If thereisanything at dl. | think itisal right. Everything isquiet.
They’ re sttling down over there, acrosstheriver.

Wrapped in the blanket, he stared up through the willows. There was no wind and the leaves hung
limply. Through them afew stars could be seen. The river murmured a him, talking itsway down across
the land. Hismind cast back across the days and he tried to number them, but the numbers ran together
and became abroad stream, like theriver, dipping down the land. It had been good, he thought—the
sun, the nights, the river and the land. There were no protective walls, no potato patches. Wasthisthe
way, he wondered, that aman was meant to live, in freedom and communion with the land, the water and
the westher? Somewhere in the past, had man taken the wrong turning that brought him to walls, to wars
and to potato patches? Somewhere down theriver the owl heard earlier in the evening (could it be the
same one?) chuckled, and far off acoyote sang in londiness, and above the willows the stars seemed to
leave ther sationsfar in gpace and come to lean above him.

He was wakened by ahand that was gently shaking him.

“Cushing,” someone was saying. “ Cushing, come avake. The camp acrosstheriver. Thereis
something going on.

He saw that it was Rollo, the gtarlight glinting on hismetal.

He half scrambled from the blanket. “What isit?’ he asked.

“There'salot of commotion. They are pulling out, | think. Dawn hours off and they are pulling out.”

Cushing scrambled out of the blanket. “ Okay, let us have alook.”

Squatted at the water’ s edge, he stared acrossthe river. Thefires, burned low, were red eyesin the
darkness. Hurrying figures moved darkly among them. The sound of stamping horses, the creak of saddle
leather, but there wasllittle talking.

“You'reright,” said Cushing. “ Something spooked them.”

“ An expedition from the City? Following them?’

“Maybe,” said Cushing. “I doubt it. If the city tribes beat them off, they’ d be quite satisfied to leave
them aone. But if these friends of ours acrosstheriver did take abesating, they’ d be jumpy. They would
run at shadows. They'rein ahurry to get back to their old home grounds, wherever that may be.”

Except for the muted noises of the camp and the murmur of theriver, theland lay in slence. Both
coyote and owl were quiet.

“Wewere lucky, sr,” said Rallo.

“Yes, wewere,” said Cushing. “If they had spotted us, we might have been hard pressed to get avay.

Horses were being led into the camp area and men were mounting. Someone cursed at his horse.
Then they were moving out. Hoofs padded against the ground, saddle leather creaked, words went back
and forth.

Cushing and Rollo sguatted, listening as the hoof beats receded and finally ceased.

“They’ll get out of the valley as soon asthey can,” said Cushing. “Out on the prairie they can make
better time.”

“What do we do now?’

“We gtay right here. A little later, just before dawn, Il cross and scout. As soon aswe know they’re



out on the prairie, we'll be on our way.

The stars were paling in the east when Cushing waded the stream. At the campsite the fires il
smoked and cooling embers blinked among the ashes. Slipping through the trees, he found the trail,
chewed by pounding hoofs, that the nomads had taken, angling up the bluff. He found the place where
they had emerged upon the prairie and used the glasses to examine the wide sweep of rolling ground. A
herd of wild cattle grazed in the middle distance. A bear wasflipping over stoneswith an agile paw, to
look for antsor grubs. A fox was dinking home after anight of hunting. Ducks gabbled in atiny prairie
pond. There were other animals, but no sign of humans. The nomads had been swallowed in the distance.

All the stars were gone and the east had brightened when he turned downhill for the camp. He snorted
in disdain at the disorder of the place. No attempt had been made to police the grounds. Gnawed bones
were scattered about the dead campfires. A forgotten double-bitted axe leaned against atree. Someone
had discarded a pair of worn-out moccasins. A buckskin sack lay beneath a bush.

He used histoe to push the sack from benegth the bush, knelt to unfasten the throngs, then seized it by
the bottom and upended it.

Loot. Three knives, asmal mirror in which the glass had become clouded, abal of twine, adecanter
of cut glass, asmall metd fry-pan, an ancient pocket watch that probably had not run for years, a
necklace of opague red and purple beads, athin, board-covered book, severa folded squares of paper.
A pitiful pile of loot, thought Cushing, bending over and sorting through it, looking at it. Not much to risk
one slifeand limb for. Although loot, he supposed, had been asmall by-product, no more than
souvenirs. Glory was what the owner of the bag had ridden for.

He picked up the book and leafed through the pages. A children’ sbook from long ago, with many
colored illustrations of imaginary places and imaginary people. A pretty book. Something to be shown
and wondered over beside awinter campfire.

He dropped it on the pile of loot and picked up one of the squares of folded paper. It was brittle from
long folding— perhapsfor centuries—and required gingerly handling. Fold by careful fold he spread it
out, seeing as he did so that it was more tightly folded and larger than he had thought. Findly thelast fold
wasfree and he spread it out, till being careful of it. In the growing light of dawn he bent close aboveit
to make out what it was and, for amoment, was not certain—only aflat and time-yellowed surface with
faint brown sgquiggle lines that ran in insane curves and wiggles and with brown printing onit. And then he
saw—artopographical map, and, from the shape of it, of the one-time state of Minnesota. He shifted it so
he could read the legends, and there they were—the Mississippi, the Minnesota, the Mesabi and
Vermilion ranges, Mule Lacs, the North Shore. .

He dropped it and grabbed another, unfolded it more rapidly and with less caution. Wisconsin. He
dropped it in disgppointment and picked up the third. There were only two others.

Let it bethere, he prayed. Let it be there!

Before he had finished unfolding it, he knew he had what he was looking for. Just acrossthe great
Missouri, Rollo had said, and that had to be one of the Dakotas. Or did it haveto be: It could be
Montana. Or Nebraska. Although, if he remembered rightly from hisreading, there were few buttesin
Nebraska, or &t least few near theriver.

He spread the South Dakota map flat on the ground and smoothed it out, knelt to look at it. With a
shaking finger he traced out the snaky trail of the mighty river. And there it was, west of theriver and
amogt to the North Dakotaline THUNDER BUTTE, with the legend faint in the weak morning light,
with the wide-spreading, close-together brown contour lines showing the shape and extent of it. Thunder
Butte, at last!

Hefelt the surge of dation in him and fought to hold it

down. Rollo might bewrong. The old hunter who had told him might have been wrong—or worse,
smply spinning out astory. Or thismight be the wrong Thunder Butte; there might be many others.

But he could not force himself to believe these cautionary doubts. Thiswas Thunder Buite, the right
Thunder Buitte. It had to be.

Herose, clutching the map in hand and faced toward the west. He was on hisway. For thefirgt time
snce he' d arted, he knew where he was going.



A week |ater, they had traveled asfar north asthey could go. Cushing spread out the map to show
them. “ See, we' ve passed the lake. Big Stone Lake, it’scdled. Thereis another lake afew miles north of
here, but the water flows north from it, into the Red. Thunder Butte lies straight west from here, perhaps
alittle north or alittle south. Two hundred miles or so. Ten days, if we are lucky. Two weeks, more than
likely.” Hesaid to Rallo, “Y ou know this country?’

Rollo shook his head. “Not this country. Other country likeit. It can be mean. Hard going.”

“That'sright,” said Cushing. “Water may be hard to find. No streams that we can follow. A few
flowing south and that isal. We' Il haveto carry water. | have thisjacket and my pants. Good buckskin.
There |l be some seepage through the leather, but not too much. They’ Il do for water bags.”

“They’ll dofor bags” sad Meg, “but poorly. You will die of sunburn.”

“I worked al summer with the potatoes and no shirt. | anusedtoit.”

“Your shirt only, then,” she said. “Barbaric we may be, but I'll not have you prancing across two
hundred miles without a stitch upon you.

“I could wear ablanket.”

“A blanket would he poor clothing,” Rollo said, “to go through a cactus bed. And ther€ Il he cactus
out there. There' sno missing it. Soon | will kill abear. I’m running now on grease. When | do, we can
use the bearskin to make usabag.”

“Lower down theriver,” Cushing said, “therewere alot of hear. Y ou could have killed any number of
them.”

“Black bear,” said Rallo, with disdain. “When there are any others, | do not kill black bear. We' Il be
heading into grizzly country. Grizzly gresseis better.”

“You'reraving mad,” said Cushing. “ Grizzly grease is no different from any other bear grease. One of
these days, tangling with agrizzly, you'll get your head knocked off.”

“Mad | may be” said Rollo, “but grizzly greaseis better. And the killing of ablack bear isas nothing
tothekilling of agrizzly.”

“It ssemstome,” said Cushing, “that for alowly robot you' re a shade pugnacious.”

“I havemy pride,” said Rollo.

They moved into the west, and every mile they moved, the land became blesker. It waslevel land and
seemed to run on forever, to afar horizon that was no more than afaint blue line againgt the blueness of
the ky.

There were no signs of nomads; there had been none since that morning when the war party had
moved so quickly out of camp. Now there wereincreasingly larger herds of wild cattle, with, here and
there, smdl herds of buffao. Occasiondly, in the distance, they sighted small bands of wild horses. The
deer had vanished; there were some antelope. Prairie chickens were plentiful and they feasted on them.
They came on prairie-dog towns, acres of ground hummocked by the burrows of the little rodents. A
close watch was kept for rattlesnakes, smaller than the timber rattlersthey’ d seen farther east. Andy
developed a hatred for the buzzing reptiles, killing with dashing hoofs al that came within hisreach.
Andy, too, became their water hunter, setting out in a purposeful fashion and leading them to pitiful little
streams or stagnant potholes.

“Hecansmdl it out,” said Meg, triumphantly. “1 told you he would be an asset on our travels”

The Shivering Snake stayed with them now around the clock, circling Rollo and, a varioustimes,
Meg. Shetook kindly toit.

“It'sso cute,” shesaid.

And now, out in the londliness, they were joined by something e se—gray-purple shadows that dunk
along behind them and on either sde. At first they could not be sure if they were redlly shadows or only
their imagination, born of the emptinessthey traveled. But, findly, there could be no question of their
actuality. They had no form or shape. Never for an ingtant could one gain asolid glimpse of them. It was
asif atiny cloud had passed across the sun to give rise to a fleeting shadow. But there were no cloudsin
the sky; the sun beat down mercilessly on them out of the brassy bowl that arced above their heads.

None of them spoke of it until one evening by acampfirelocated in atiny glade, with adowly trickling
stream of reluctant water running aong a pebbled creek bed, asmall clump of plum bushes, heavy with



ripened fruit, standing close beside the water.

“They'redill withus,” said Meg. “Y ou can see them out there, just beyond thefirdight.”

“What are you talking about?’ asked Cushing.

“The shadows, laddie boy. Don't pretend you haven’t seen them. They’ ve been staking usfor the last
two days.”

Meg appealed to Rallo. *Y ou have seen them, too. More than likely, you know what they are.

Y ou'vetraveled up and down thisland.”

Rollo shrugged. “They’ re something no one can put afinger on. They follow people, that'sal.”

“But whet are they?’

“Followers,” said Rallo.

“It seemsto me,” said Cushing, “that on thistrip we have had more than our share of strangenesses. A
living rock, Shivering Snake and, now, the Followers.”

“Y ou could have passed that rock a dozen times,” said Meg, “and not known what it was. It would
have been just another rock to you. Andy sensed it first, then |

“Yes, | know,” said Cushing. “1 could have missed the rock, hut not the snake, nor the Followers.”

“Thisislonesomeland,” said Rollo. “It givesrise to many strangenesses.

“Everywherein the West?’ asked Cushing, “or this particular area?’

“Mogtly here,” said Rallo. “There are many storiestold.”

“Would it have something to do,” asked Cushing, “with the Place of Going to the Stars?’

“I don’'t know,” the robot said. “1 know nothing about this Place of Going to the Stars. | only told you
what | heard.”

“It seemsto me, Sir Robot,” said Meg, “that you are full of evasiveness. Can you tell usfurther of the
Followers?”

“They egt you,” Rollo said.

“That isright. Not the flesh of you, for they have no need of flesh. The soul and mind of you.

“Wall, that isfine,” said Meg. “ So we are to he eaten, the soul and mind of us, and yet you tdll us
nothing of it. Not until thisminute.”

“You'll not he harmed,” said Rallo. “You'll fill have mind and soul intact. They do not take them from
you. They only savor of them.”

“Y ou havetried to sense them, Meg?’ asked Cushing.

She nodded. “Confusing. Hard to cometo gripswith. Asif there were more of them than there redlly
are, dthough one never knows how many of them therereally are, for you cannot count them. Asif there
were acrowd of them. Asif there were acrowd of people, very many people.”

“That isright,” said Rallo. “Very many of them. All the people they have savored and made a part of
them. For to Sart with, they are empty. They have nothing of their own. They’ re nobody and nothing. To
become somebody, perhaps many somebodies—"

“Rallo,” said Cushing, “do you know thisfor afact, or are you only saying what you' ve heard from
others?

“Only what | have heard from others. As| told you, of eveningsfilled with loneliness, I'd cregp up to
acampfireand ligen to dl the talk that went back and forth.”

“Yes, | know,” said Cushing. “Tdl tdes, yarns.

Later that night, when Rollo had gone out for a scout-around, Meg said to Cushing, “Laddie buck, |
amdrad.”

“Don't let Rollo worry you,” he said. “He' sa sponge. He soaks up everything he hears. He makes no
attempt to sort it out. He does not evaluateit. Truth, fiction—it isall the sameto him.”

“But there are o many strangethings.”

“And you, awitch. A frightened witch.”

“I told you, remember, that my powers are feeble. A sensing power, asmal reading of what goes
through the mind. It was an act, | tell you. A way to be safe. To pretend to greater powersthan | redly
had. A way to make the city tribes afraid to lay ahand upon me. A way to live, to be safe, to get gifts



andfood. A way of surviva.”

Asthey moved on, the land grew even more bleak. The horizonswere far avay. The sky stayed a
stedly blue. Strong winds blew from the north or west and they were dry winds, sucking up every drop of
moisture, so that they moved through a blistering dryness. At timesthey ran short of water and then either
Rollowould find it or Andy would sniff it from afar and they could drink again.

Increasingly, they cameto fed they were trapped in the middle of an arid, empty londlinessfrom
which there was no hope they ever would escape. There was an everlasting sameness:. the cactus beds
were the same; the sun-dried grass, the same; the little animal and bird life they encountered, unchanging.

“Thereare no bear,” Rollo complained one night.

“Isthat what you are doing al the time, running off?’ asked Meg. “Looking for bear?’

“I need grease,” hesaid. “My supply isrunning low. Thisisgrizzly country.”

“You'll find bear,” said Cushing, “when we get across the Missouri.”

“If we ever find the Missouri,” said Meg.

And that wasit, thought Cushing. In this place the fedling came upon you that everything you had ever
known had somehow become displaced and moved; that nothing was where you had thought it was and
that it probably never had been; that the one redlity wasthis utter, everlasting emptiness that would go on
forever and forever. They had walked out of old familiar Earth and, by some strange twist of fate or of
circumstance, had entered this place that was not of Earth but was, perhaps, one of those far aien
planetsthat at one time man may have visited.

Shivering Snake had formed itsdf into a gparkling hao that revolved sedately inthe air just above
Rollo'shead, and at the edge of the farthest reach of firelight were flitting deeper shadows that were the
Followers. Somewhere out there, he remembered, there was a place that he was seeking—not a place,
perhaps, but alegend; and this place they traveled, aswell, could be alegend. They—he and awitch and
arobot, perhapsthe last robot that was left; not the last | eft alive—for there were many of them that were
gl aive-but the last that was mobile, that could move about and work, the last that could see and hear
and talk. And he and Meg, he thought— perhaps the only oneswho knew the others were dive,
imprisoned in the soundless dark. A strange crew: awoods runner; awitch who might be a bogus witch,
awoman who could be frightened, who had never voiced complaint at the hardship of the journey; an
anachronism, asymbol of that other day when life might have been easier but had growing at itscorea
cancer that ate away at it until the easier lifewas no longer worth the living.

Now that the other, easier, cancer-ridden life was gone, he wondered, what about the present life?
For amogt fifteen centuries men had fumbled through a senseless and brutal barbarism and till wallowed
in the barbarism. Theworst of it, he told himsalf, was that there seemed to be no attempt to advance
beyond the barbarism. Asif man, failing in the course that he had taken, no longer had the heart nor the
mind, perhaps not even the wish, to try to build another life. Or wasit that the human race had had its
chance and had muffed it, and there would not be another chance?

“Laddie, you areworried.”

“No, not worried. Just thinking. Wondering. If we do find the Place of Going to the Stars, what
difference will it meke?’

“Well know that it isthere. We' |l know that, once, men traveled to the stars.”

“But that’ s not enough,” he said. “ Just knowing’ s not enough.”

The next morning his depression had vanished. Therewas, strangely enough, something exhilarating in
the emptiness, a certain crispness and clearness, a spaciousness, that made one alord of dl that one
surveyed. They were still done, but it was not afearsome doneness; it was asif they moved acrossa
country that had been tailor-made for them, a country from which al others had been barred, a
far-reaching and far-seeing country. The Followers were still with them, but they no longer seemed to be
athreat; rather, they were companions of the journey, part of the company.

Latein the day, they came upon two others, two human waifs as desolate as they in that vast stretch
of emptiness. They saw them, when they topped alow swell, from half amile awvay. The man wasold;
hishair and beard were gray. He was dressed in worn buckskins and stood as straight as ayoung oak
tree, facing the west, the restless western wind tugging at his beard and hair. The woman, who appeared



to be younger, was sitting to one side and behind him, her feet tucked beneath her, head and shoulders
bent forward, covered by aragged robe. They were situated beside asmall patch of wild sunflowers.

When Cushing and the others came up to the two, they could see that the man was standing in two
shallow holesthat had been clawed out of the prairie sod, standing in them barefooted, with a pair of
worn moccasinslying to one sde. Neither he nor the woman seemed to notice their coming. The man
stood straight and unmoving. Hisarmswere folded across his chest; his chin tilted up and his eyeswere
shut. There was about him asense of fine-edged dertness, asif he might be listening to something that no
one else could hear. Therewas nothing to hear but the faint hollow booming of thewind asit raced
acrosstheland and an occasiond rustle asit stirred the sunflower patch.

The woman, Sitting cross-legged in the grass, did not stir. It was asif neither of them was aware they
were no longer done. The woman's head was bowed above her lap, in which her hands were loosely
folded. Looking down at her, Cushing saw that she was young.

Thethree of them—Rollo, Meg, and Cushing—stood in arow, puzzled, dightly outraged, awaiting
recognition. Andy switched flies and munched grass. The Followers circled warily.

It was ridiculous, Cushing told himsdlf, that the three of them should be standing therelike little
naughty children who had intruded where they were not wanted and, for their trespass, were being
studioudy ignored. Y et there was an aura about the other two that prevented one from breaking in upon
them.

While Cushing was debating whether he should be angry or abashed, the old man moved, dowly
coming to life. Firgt hisarms unfolded and fell dowly, dmost gracefully, to hissides. His head, which had
been tilted back, inclined forward, into amore normal position. Hisfeet lifted, one by one, out of the
holesin which he had been standing. He turned his body, with astrange deliberation, so that he faced
Cushing. Hisface was not the stern, harsh, patriarcha face that one might have assumed from watching
him in his seeming trance but akind, athough sober, face-the face of akindly man who had cometo
peace after years of hardship. Above his grizzled beard, which covered agood part of hisface, apair of
ice-blue eyes, st off by masses of crow’ sfeet, beamed out at the world.

“Welcome, strangers,” he said, “to our few feet of ground. Would you have, | wonder, a cup of water
for my granddaughter and mysdf?’

The woman still sat cross-legged on the grass, but now she raised her head and the robe that had
covered it fell off, bunching at her back. Her face held aterrible sweetness and a horrible innocence and
her eyes were blank. She was a prim-faced, pretty doll filled with emptiness.

“My granddaughter, if you failed to notice,” said the old man, “is doubly blessed. Shelivesin another
place. Thisworld cannot touch her. Bespeak her gently, please, and have no concern about her. Sheisa
gentle creature and there is nothing to be feared. Sheishappier than | am, happier than any one of us.
Mogt of dl, | ask you, do not pity her. It isthe other way around. She, by al rights, could hold pity for
therest of us”

Meg stepped forward to offer him acup of water, but hewaved it away. “Elaynefirst,” hesad. “ She
isadwaysfirst. And you may be wondering what | was doing, standing herein the holes| dug, and shut
within mysdf. | was not as shut in as you might have thought. | wastalking with the flowers. They are
such pretty flowers and so sentient and well-mannered. . . . | dmost said ‘intelligent,” and that would not
have been quiteright, for their intelligence, if that iswhat you can cdl it, isnot our intelligence, dthough,
perhaps, inaway, better than our intelligence. A different kind of intelligence, dthough, cometo think of
it, ‘intelligence’ may not betheword at al.”

“Isthisarecent accomplishment,” asked Cushing, with some disbdlief, “or have you aways talked
with flowers?’

“More so now than was the case at onetime,” the old man told him. “I have always had the gift. Not
only flowers, but treesand al other kinds of plants—grasses, mosses, vines, weeds, if any plant can
rightly be called aweed. 1t'snot so much that | talk with them, although at times | do. What | mostly do
islisten. There are occasions when | am sure they know that | am there. When this happens, | try to talk
with them. Modtly | think they understand me, dthough | am not certain they are able to identify me, to
know with any certainty what it isthat istalking with them. It is possible their perceptions are not of an



order that permitsthem to identify other formsof life. Largely, Lam certain, they exist in aworld of their
own whichisasblind to usaswe are blind to them. Not blind in that we are unaware of them, for, to
their sorrow, we are very much aware of them. What we are entirely blind to isthe fact that they have a
CONSCiOUSNESS even as We have a consciousness.

“You'll pardon me” said Cushing, “if | seem unableimmediately to grasp the full significance of what
you'retelling me. Thisis something that | have never thought of eveninthe wildest fantasies. Tell me-just
now, were you listening only, or were you talking with them?’

“They weretalking to me,” said the old man. “They were tdling me of athing of wonder. To the wes,
they tell me, isagroup of plants—I gather they are trees—that seem dien to thisland, brought here many
years ago. How brought, they do not know, or perhaps| only failed of understanding, but, in any case,
great plantsthat stand as giants of understanding.... Ah, my desr, | thank you.

He took the cup from Meg and drank, not gulping it down but drinking it dowly, asif hewere
savoring every drop of it.

“Tothewest?" asked Cushing.

“Yes, to the west, they said.”

“But.. . how would they know?’

“It seemsthey do. Perhaps seeds, flying in the wind, may carry word. Or wafting thistledown. Or
passed aong, one root to another

“It' simpossible” said Cushing. “Itisdl impossble”

“Thismetd creature, shaped in the form of man—what may it be?’ the old man asked.

“l amarobot,” Rollo said.

“Robots,” said the old man. “Robots? Ah, yes, now | know. I’ ve seen brain cases of robots, but not a
living robot. So you are arobot?’

“My nameisRallo,” therobot said. “I am the last one that thereis. Although if | cannot find abesr . .

“My nameisEzra,” said the old one. “1 am an ancient wanderer. | wander up and down theland to
converse with neighbors, wherever | may find them. This splendid patch of sunflowers, avast stretch of
tumbleweeds, a cluster of rosebushes, even the grass at times, athough the grass haslittle to recommend
itself

“Grandfather,” said Elayne,  put on your moccasins.

“Sol shdl,” said Ezra. “I had quite forgotten them. And we must be on our way.

He scuffed hisfeet into the shapeless, battered moccasins.

“Thisisnot thefirg time,” he said, “that | have heard of this strange growing in the West. | heard of it
first many years ago and wondered greetly at the news, athough I did not act upon it. But now, with age
fastening its bony grasp upon me, | do act upon the information. For if | fail to do so, perhapsno oneelse
ever will. I have questioned widely and | know of no one ésewho can talk with plants.”

“Now,” said Meg, “you go to hunt these legendary plants.”

He nodded hishead. “I do not know if | shall find them, but we wander westward and | ask along the
way. My people cried out against our going, for they thought it afoolish quest. Death dong the trail, they
said, was dl that we would find. But once they saw that we were set upon the going, they urged usto
accept an escort, abody of horsemen who, they said, would not interfere but would only accompany us
at adistance to afford protection in case there should be danger. But we begged off from the escort.
People of good heart can travel widely and no danger comesto them.”

“Y our people?’ Meg asked.

“A tribe)” said Ezra, “that livesin the prairies east of here, in akinder land than this one. When we I ft,
they offered horses and great stores of supplies, but we took none of them. We have a better chance of
finding what we seek if we travel naked of al convenience. We carry nothing but aflint and sted with
which to make afire”

Cushing asked, “How do you manage to eat?’

“With great gpology to our friends and neighbors, we subsist on roots and fruits we find along the
way. | am sure our plant friends understand our need and harbor no resentment. | have tried to explain to
them, and though they may not entirely understand, there has been no censure of us, no shrinking away in



horror.”

“You trave west, you say.

“We seek the strangeness of these plants somewhereinthe\Vest.”

“Wedso travel west,” said Cushing. “Both of us may be seeking different things, but what you tell us
makes it seem we may find what each of us seeksin the same location. Would it be agreeable for you to
travel with us? Or must you go alone?’

Ezrathought for amoment. Then he said, “It seemsto methat it might be proper for dl of usto go
together. Y ou seem plain and smplefolk, with no evil in you. So we will gladly travel with you upon one
condition.”

“And that condition?’

“That occasondly, ontheway, | may stop for awhile to talk with my friends and neighbors.”

West of theriver, theland heaved up in tortuous, billowing surgesto reach the dry emptiness of the
high plains

From where he stood, Cushing looked down to the yellow stregk of river, asmooth and silky ribbon
of water that held in it something of the appearance of asnake, or of amountain lion. So different here
from what it had been during the days they had camped upon its bank, resting for this, the final Iap of
their journey—if, indeed, it should be thefinal lap. Viewed close at hand, the river was a sand-sucking,
roiling, pugnacious terror, araucous, roistering flood of water that chewed itsway down across the land.
Strange, he thought, how rivers could have such distinctive characteristics—the powerful, solemn thrust
of the upper Mississippi; the chuckling, chattering comradeship of the Minnesota; and this, the rowdy
bellicogity of the Missouri.

Roallo had lit the evening firein aswae that ran down adope, selecting a place where they would have
some protection from the wind that came howling and whooping from the great expanse of prairie that
gretched for milesinto the west. Looking west, away from theriver, one could see the continuing uplift,
the rising land that siwooped and climbed in undulating folds, to findly terminate in the darkness of a
jagged lineimprinted againgt the ill-sunlit western sky. Another day, Cushing figured, until they reached
the plains country. So long, he thought, it had taken so long—the entire trip much longer than it should
have been. Had he traveled alone, he' d be there by now, dthough, cometo think of it, traveling aone, he
might have no idea of the location of the place he sought. He pondered for amoment that strange
combination of circumstances which had led to hisfinding of Rollo, in whose mind had stuck the name of
Thunder Butte; and then the finding of the geologica-survey maps, which had shown where Thunder
Butte—or, at least, where one of many possible Thunder Buttes—might be found. Traveling done, he
redlized, he might have found neither Rollo nor the maps.

The progress of the expedition had been dower since the addition of the old man and the girl, with
Ezradigging holesin which to stand, to talk with or listen to (or whatever it was he did) a patch of cactus
or aclump of tumbleweed, or flopping down into a sitting posture, to commune with an isolated bed of
violets. Standing by, gritting histeeth, more times than he liked to think of, Cushing had suppressed an
impulseto kick the old fool into motion or smply to walk away and leave him. Despite dl this, however,
he had to admit that he liked Ezrawell enough. Despite his obstinate eccentricities, he was awise, and
possibly clever, old man who generaly had hiswits about him except for his overriding obsesson. He sat
at nights beside the campfire and talked of olden timeswhen he had been agreat hunter and, at times, a
warrior, dtting in council with other, older tribal members when acouncil should be

needed, with the redlization cregping on him only gradualy that he had an uncommon way with plant
life. Once this had become apparent to other members of thetribe, his status gradualy changed, until
findly he became, in the eyes of the tribe, aman wise and gifted beyond the ordinary run of men.
Apparently, athough hetaked little of it, theidea of going forth to wander and commune with plants and
flowers aso had come upon him dowly, a conviction growing with the years until he reached a point
where he could see quite clearly he was ordained for amission and must set forth upon it, not with the
pomp and grandeur that hisfellow tribesmen gladly would have furnished, but humbly and aone except
for that strange granddaughter.

“Sheisapart of me,” he'd say. “I cannot tell you how, but unspoken between usis an understanding



that cannot be described.”

And while hetalked, of her or of other things, she sat at the campfire with the rest of them, relaxed, at
pesce, her hands folded in her 1ap, a times her head bent dmost asif in prayer, at other times|lifted and
held high, giving theimpression that she was staring, not out into the darkness only but into another
world, another place or time. On the march, she moved lightly of foot—there were times when she
seemed to float rather than to walk—serene and graceful, and more than graceful, a seeming to be full of
grace, acreature set gpart, awild sprite that was human in atantaizing way, a strange, concentrated
essence of humanity that stood and moved gpart from the rest of them, not because she wished to do so
but because she had to do so0. She seldom spoke. When she did speak, it was usualy to her grandfather.
It was not that she ignored the rest of them but that she seldom felt the need to speak to them. When she
spoke, her words were clear and gentle, perfectly and correctly spoken, not the jargon or the mumbling
of the mentally deficient, which she at times appeared to be, leaving dl of them wondering if she were or
not, and, if so, what kind of direction the deficiency might take,

Meg waswith her often, or she with Meg. Watching the two of them together, walking together or
sitting together, Cushing often tried to decide which of them it was who was with the other. He could not
decide; it was asif some natural magnetic quality pulled the two of them together, asif they shared some
common factor that made them move to each other. Not that they ever redly met; distance, of a sort,
aways separated them. Meg might speak occasiondly to Elayne, but not often, respecting the silence that
separated them—or the silence that, at times, could make them one. Elayne, for her part, spoke no
oftener to Meg than she did to any of the others.

“Thewrongness of her, if thereisawrongness,” Meg once said to Cushing, “isthe kind of wrongness
that more of us should have.”

“Sheliveswithin hersdf,” said Cushing.

“No,” said Meg. “ Shelives outside hersdlf. Far outside hersdlf.”

When they reached theriver, they set up camp in agrove of cottonwoods growing on abank that
rose a hundred feet or so above the stream, a pleasant place after the long trek across the barren prairie.
Here, for aweek, they rested. There were deer in the breaks of the bluffsthat rimmed theriver’ seastern
edge. The lowlands swarmed with prairie chicken and with ducksthat paddied in thelittle ponds. There
were catfishintheriver. They lived well now, after scanty fare.

Ezra established rapport with amassive cottonwood that bore the scars of many seasons, standing for
hours on end, facing the tree and embracing it, communing with it while itswind-stirred leaves seemed to
murmur to him. So long as he was there, Elayne wasthere aswell, sitting alittle distance off,
cross-legged on the ground, the moth-eaten elk skin pulled up about her head, her hands folded in her
lap. At times, Shivering Snake deserted Rollo and stayed with her, spinning and dancing al aout her.
Shepaid it no more attention than the rest of them. At other times, the Followers, purple blobs of
shadow, sat in acircle about her, like so many wolves waiting for afeast, and she paid them no more
attention than she paid Shivering Snake. Watching her, Cushing had the startling thought that she paid
them no attention because she had recognized them for what they were and dismissed them from her
thoughts.

Rollo hunted grizzly, and for a couple of days Cushing went out to help him hunt. But there were no
grizzlies, there were no bear of any kind.

“Theoail isdmogt gone,” wailed Rallo. “I’'m aready getting squeaky. Consarvingit, | uselessthan |
should.”

“Thedeer | killed wasfat,” said Cushing.

“Tdlow!” Rallo cried. “Talow | won't use.

“When the oil isgone, you'll damn well use whatever comesto hand. Y ou should have killed abear
back on the Minnesota. There were alot of them.”

“I waited for the grizzly. And now thereare no grizzlies”

“That’sdl damn foolishness,” said Cushing. “ Grizzly ail isno different from the ail from any other
bear. You're not clear out, are you?’

“Not entirdly. But nothing in reserve.



“Well find grizzly west of theriver,” said Cushing.

Andy had eaten the scant bitter prairie grassin the East with reluctance, consuming only enough of it
to keep lifewithin hisbody. Now he stood knee-deep in the lush grass of the valley. With grunts of
satisfaction, hisbelly full to bulging, he luxuriated by rolling on the sandy beach that ran up from the
river'sedge, whilekilldeer and sandpiper, outraged by hisinvasion of their domain, went scurrying and
complaining up and down the sands.

Later Andy helped Rollo and Cushing haul in driftwood deposited by earlier floods on the banks
along theriver. Out of the driftwood Cushing and Rollo constructed araft, chopping the wood into
proper lengths and lashing the pieces together as securely as possible with strips of green leather cut from
the hides of deer. When they crossed theriver, Rollo and Meg rode the raft—Meg because she couldn’t
swim, Rollo because he was afraid of getting wet since his oil supply waslow. The others clung to the
raft. It helped them with their svimming and they tried as best they could to drive it acrossthe stream and
keep it from floating too far down theriver. Andy, hesitant to enter the swift-flowing weter, finaly
plunged in and swam so lustily that he outdistanced them and was waiting for them on the other Sde,
nickering companionably at them when they arrived.

Since that mid-morning hour, they had climbed steadily. Ezra, for once, had not inssted on stopping
to talk with plants. Behind them the river had receded dowly; ahead of them the great purple upthrust
never seemed closer.

Cushing walked down the short dope of ground to reach the evening fire. Tomorrow, he thought,
tomorrow we may reach the top.

Five days later, from far off, they sighted Thunder Butte. It was no more than asmudge on the
northern horizon, but the smudge, they knew, could be nothing other than the butte; there was nothing
eseinthisflat emptinessthat could rise up to make aripple on the smooth circle of horizon.

Cushing said to Meg, “We' ve made it. WE Il betherein afew more days. | wonder what we' Il find.”

“It doesn’'t matter, laddie boy,” shetold him. “It'sbeen alovely trip.”

Three days later, with Thunder Butte looming large against the northern sky, they found the wardens
waiting for them. The five wardens sat their horses at the top of adlight billowing rise, and when Cushing
and the others approached them, one of them rode forward, hisleft hand lifted, open-pamed, in asign of

peace

earethewardens” he said. “We keep the faith. We mount guard against wanderers and
troublemakers.”

He didn’'t look much like awarden, athough Cushing was not quite sure how awarden should look.
The warden looked very much like a nomad who had fallen on hard times. He carried no spear, but there
was aquiver resting on his back, with ashort bow tucked in among the arrows. He wore woolen
trousers, out at the knees and ragged at the cuffs. He had no jacket, but aleather vest that had known
better days. His horse was awalleyed mustang that at one time might have had the devil in him, but was
now so broken down that he was beyond all menace.

The other four, Sitting their nags afew paces off, looked in no better shape.

“We are neither wanderers nor troublemakers,” Cushing said, “so you have no business with us. We
know where we are going and we want no trouble.”

“Then you had best veer off,” thewarden said. “If you go closer to the butte, you will be causing
trouble”

“Thisis Thunder Butte?" asked Cushing.

“Thatiswhat itis,” thewarden said. “Y ou should have known that if you had been watching it this
morning. Therewas agreat black cloud passing over it, with lightning licking at itstop, and the thunder
raling.”

“Wesaw it,” Cushing said. “Wewondered if that is how it got its name.

“Day after day,” the warden said, “thereisthis greet black cloud

“What we saw thismorning,” said Cushing, “was no more than athunderstorm that missed us, passing
to the north.”

“You mistake me, friend,” the warden said. “It’s best we pdaver.” He made asign to the other four



and did down off hishorse. He ambled forward and squatted. “Y ou might aswell hunker down,” he
sad, “and let ushave atak.”

The other four came up and hunkered down beside him. The first man’ s horse wandered back to join
itsfellows.

“Wadll, dl right,” said Cushing, “we |l St awhilewith you, if that iswhat you want. But we can't stay
long. We have milesto cover.”’

“Thisone?’ asked the warden, making athumb at Rollo. “I never saw onelike him before.”

“He'sdl right,” said Cushing. “Y ou have no need to worry. Looking &t the five of them more closdly,
he saw that except for one roly-poly man, the rest of them were as gaunt and grim as scarecrows, asif
they had been starved dmost to emaciation. Their faces were little more than skulls with brown,
parchment like skin stretched tightly over bone. Their arms and legs were pipe stems.

From the dight rise of ground, Thunder Butte could be plainly seen, a dominant festure that rose
above dl theterrible flatness. Around its base ran adarker ring that must be the trees that Rollo had said
formed a protective circle about it—and more than likely Ezra strees aswell, athough perhaps not
exactly thekind of treesthat Ezra claimed the sunflowers and the other plants had told him.

“Thismorning,” Cushing said to the squatting wardens, “through the glasses, | caught aglimpse of
whiteness a the very top of Thunder Butte. They had the look of buildings, but I could not be certain. Do
you know if there are buildings up there?’

“There are magic habitations,” said the spokesman of the group. There deep the creatures that will
follow men.

“How do you mean, ‘will follow men’?’

“When men are gone, they will comeforth and take the place of men. Or, if they wakefirg, even
before the last of men are gone, they will come forth and displace men. They will sweep men off the earth
and take their place.”

“Y ou say that you are wardens,” Meg said to them. “ Do you mean you guard these creatures, that
you keep them free of interference?’

“Should anyone approach too closely,” said the warden, “they might awake. And we do not want
them to awake. We want them to deep on. For, once they wake and emerge, men sdays on Earth are
numbered.”

“And you are on patrol to warn anyone who comes too close?’

“For centuries on centuries,” said the warden, “we have kept patrol. Thisis but one patrol; there are
many others. It takes agreat many of usto warn wanderers away. That iswhy we stopped you. Y ou had
the gppearance of heading for the butte.”

“Thatisright,” said Cushing. “We are heading for the butte.”

“Thereisno use of going there,” thewarden said. “'Y ou can never reach the butte. The Treeswon't
let you through. And even if the Trees don’t stop you, there are other thingsthat will. There are rocksto
break your bones

“Rocks!” cried Meg.

“Yes, rocks. Living rocksthat keep watch with the Trees.”

“There, you see!” Meg said to Cushing. “Now we know where that boulder came from.”

“But that was five hundred miles away, said Cushing. “What would arock be doing there?’

“Five hundred milesisalong way,” said the warden, “but the rocks do travel. Y ou say you found a
living rock? How could you know it was aliving rock? They aren’t any different; they look like any other
rock.”

“I could tell,” said Meg.

“The Treesshdl let usthrough,” said Ezra “I shdl talk with them.”

“Hush, Grandfather,” said Elayne. “ These gentlemen have areason for not wanting usto go there. We
should give them hearing.”

“I have dready told you,” said the warden, “we fear the Seeeperswill awake. For centuries we have
watched—we and those other generations that have gone before us. The trust is handed on, from afather
to hisson. There are old stories, told centuries ago, about the Sleepers and what will happen when they



finish out their deep. We keep the ancient faith

The words rolled on—the solemn, dedicated words of a man sunk deep in faith. The words, thought
Cushing, paying dight attention to them, of a sect that had twisted an ancient fable into abody of belief
and a dedication that made them owe their livesto the keeping of that mistaken

The sun was sinking in the west and its danting light threw the landscape into a place of tangled
shadows. Beyond the rise on which they squatted, a deep gully dashed acrosstheland, and aong the
edges of it grew thick tangles of plum trees. In the far distance asmall grove of trees clustered, perhaps
around a prairie pond. But except for the gully and its bushes and the stand of distant trees, the land was
agentle ocean of dried and withered grass that ran in undulating waves toward the steep immensity of
Thunder Butte.

Cushing rose from where he had been squatting and moved over to one side of the two small groups
facing one another. Rollo, who had not squatted with the others but had remained standing afew paces
to therear, moved over to join him.

“Now what?’ the robot asked.

“I’'mnot sure,” said Cushing. “1 don’t want to fight them. From the way they act, they don’'t want any
fighting, either. We could just settle down, | suppose, and try to wear them out with waiting, but | don’t
think that would work. And there’ s no arguing with them. They are calm and conceited fanatics who
believein what they’re doing.”

“They aren't dl that tough,” said Rallo. “With ashow of force. .

Cushing shook his head. “ Someone would get hurt.”

Elayne roseto her feet. Her voice came to them, cam, unhurried, so preciseit hurt. “Y ou are wrong,”
she said to the wardens. * The things you have been telling us have no truth in them. Thereare no
Sleegpers and no danger. We are going on.”

With that, she walked toward them, dowly, deliberately, asif there were no onethereto stop her.
Meg rose swiftly, clutching a her arm, but Elayne shook off the hand. Ezracame quickly to hisfeet and
hurried to catch up with Elayne. Andy flicked histail and followed close behind.

Thewardens sprang up quickly and began to back away, their eyesfastened on the terrible gentleness
of Elayne sface.

From off to one Sde came a coughing roar and Cushing spun around to face in itsdirection. A huge
anima, gray and brown, humped of shoulder, great mouth open initsroar, had burst from aclump of
plum bushes that grew beside the gully and was charging the wardens' huddled horses. The horses, for
an ingtant, stood frozen in their fear, then suddenly reacted, plunging in greet arcing leaps to escape the
charging bear.

Rollo catapulted into action, at full speed with his second stride; his spear, held two-handed, extended
draight before him.

“A grizzly!” heshouted. “ After dl thistime, agrizzly!”

“Come back, you fool,” yelled Cushing, reaching for an arrow and nocking it to the bowstring.

The horseswere running wildly. Straight behind them came the bear, screaming in hisrage, rapidly
closing on the frightened animas. Running directly &t the bear was Rollo, with leveled spear thrusting out
toward it.

Cushing raised the bow and drew back the arrow, amost to his cheek. Helet it go and the arrow was
awhicker in the golden sunshine of late afternoon. It struck the bear in the neck and the bear whirled,
roaring horribly. Cushing reached for another arrow. As he raised the bow again, he saw the bear,
rearing on its hind legs, itsface afoaming frenzy, itsfore egslifted to strike down, with Rollo dmost
underneath them, the spear thrusting up to strike. Out of thetail of hiseye, Cushing saw Andy, head
dretched forward, earslaid back, tail streaming out behind him, charging down &t full gallop upon the
embattled bear.

Cushing let the arrow go and heard the thud, saw its feathered end protruding from the bear’ s chest,
just below the neck. Then the bear was coming down, its forearms reaching out to grasp Rollo in their
clutches, but with Raollo’s spear now buried deeply in its chest. Andy spun on hisfront legs, hishind legs
lashing out. They caught the bear’ sbelly with a sickening, squashy sound.



The bear was down and Rollo was scrambling out from underneeth it, the bright metal of his body
smeared with blood. Andy kicked the bear again, then trotted off, prancing, his neck bowed in pride.
Rollo danced awild war jig around the falen bear, whooping as he danced.

“Grease!” hewasydling. “Grease, grease, grease!”

The bear kicked and thrashed in reflex action. The wardens horses were rapidly diminishing dotson
the prairie to the south. The wardens, running desperately behind them, were dightly larger dots.

“Laddie boy,” Meg said, watching them, “| would say this broke up the parley.”

“Now,” said Elayne, “we'll go on to the butte.”

“No,~ said Cushing. “First we render out some oil for Rollo.”

Asthe wardens had said, the living rocks were waiting for them, just outsde the Trees. There were
dozens of them, with others coming up from ether side, rolling sedatdly, with aflowing, effortless,
gpparently controlled motion, moving for atime, then stopping, then rolling once again. They were dark
of color, some of them entirely black, and they measured—or at least the most of them measured—up to
three feet in diameter. They did not form alinein front of the travelers, to block their way, but moved
out, to range themselves around them, closing to the back of them and to each side, asif they were intent
upon herding them toward the Trees.

Meg moved close to Cushing. He put his hand upon her arm and found that she was shivering.
“Laddiebuck,” shesaid, “I fed the coldness once again, the great uncaring. Like the time we found the
rock on thefirst night out.

“It'll bedll right,” he said, “if we can make our way through the Trees. The rocks seem to want usto
move in toward the Trees.”

“But the wardens said the Trees would not let usthrough.”

“Thewarden~,” hesaid, “are acting out an old tradition that may not have any meaning now or may
never have had ameaning, something that they clung to through the centuries because it wasthe one
redlity they had, the one thing in which they could believe. It gave them a sense of continuity, abelonging
to the ancient past. It was something that set them gpart as special people and made them important.”

“Andyet,” said Meg, “when the bear ssampeded the horses, they left us and went streaking after
them, and they’ ve not been back.”

“I think it was Elayne,” said Cushing. “Did you see their faces when they looked at her? They were
terrified. The bear, running off the horses, took them off a psychologica hook and gave them an excuse
to get out of there.”

“Maybe, too,” said Meg, “it was being without horses. To the people of the plains, ahorseisan
important thing. They’ re crippled without horses. Horses are apart of them. So important that they had
to run after them, no matter what.”

The Trees |loomed before them, asolid wall of greenery, with the greenery extending down to the very
ground. They had the look of a gigantic hedge. There was an ordinary look about them, like any other
tree, but Cushing found himsdf unable to identify them. They were hardwoods, but they were neither oak
nor maple, ém nor hickory. They were not exactly like any other tree. Their leaves, stirring in the breeze,
danced and talked the language of dl trees, dthough, listening to them, Cushing gained the impression
they were saying something, that if his ears had been sharp enough and attuned to the talk that they were
making, he could understand the words.

Shivering Snake, positioned in ahao just above Rollo’ s head, was spinning so fast that in one's
imagination one could hear it whistle with its speed. The Followers had comein closer, smudged
shadows that dogged their hedls, asif they might be Staying close to seek protection.

Ezrahad hated not more than ten feet from the green hedge of the Trees and had gone into hisforma
stance, standing rigidly, with hisarmsfolded across his chest, his head thrown back, his eyes closed.
Slightly behind him and to one side, Elayne had flopped down to the ground, feet tucked benegth her,
hands folded in her lap, and bowed, with the ragged ek skin pulled up to cover her.

Now there was a new sound, afaint clicking that ssemed to come from back of them, and when
Cushing turned to seewhat it might be, he saw it wasthe rocks. They had joined in asemicircular
formation, extending from the forefront of the Trees on one hand, around an arc to the forefront of the



Trees on the other hand, spaced equidistantly from one another, no more than afoot or so gpart, forming
an dmog solid line of rocks, hemming in the traveers, holding them in place. The clicking, he saw,
resulted when the rocks, each one standing in its place, but each one rocking dightly, first to one side,
then the other, struck against the neighborsnext inline.

“It'shorrible)” said Meg. “That coldness—it isfreezing me.

Thetableau held. Ezrastood rigid; Elayne sat unmoving; Andy switched anervoustall. The Followers
camein closer, now actually among them, blobs of shadows that seemed to merge with the others
huddled there. Shivering Snake outdid itsdlf initsfrantic spinning.

Rollo said, softly, “We are not done. Look back of us.”

Cushing and Meg twisted around to look. Half amile away, five horsemen sat their mounts, graven
agang theskyline.

“Thewardens” said Meg. “What are they doing here?’

As she poke, the wardens raised awail, alonesome, forsaken lament, athin keening in which was
written an ultimate despair.

“My God, laddie boy,” said Meg, “will there never bean end to it?’

And, saying that, she deliberately strode forward until she stood beside Ezra, raisng her asamsin a
supplicating pose.

“Inthenname of dl that’smerciful,” shecried, “let usin! Please, dolet usin!”

The Trees seemed to come aive. They stirred, their branches rustling and moving to one sideto form
adoorway so thetravelers could comein.

They walked into a place where lay atempled hush, a place from which the rest of the world seemed
forever sealed. Here was no low-hanging greenery but adark and empty vastness that rose up above
them, a vastness supported by enormous tree boles that went up and up into the dimness, like clean
churchly pillarsthat soared into the upper reaches of a sainted edifice. Beneath their feet was the carpet
like duff of aforest floor—the cast-off debristhat had falen through the centuries and lain undisturbed.
Behind them the opening closed, the outer greenery falling into place.

They hdted, stlanding in the silence that they discovered wasredly not asilence. From far above came
the soughing of trees put in motion by thewind, but, strangely, the soughing did no more than emphasize
the basic hush that held herein the dimness.

Widl, we madeit, Cushing thought to say, but the deep hush and the dimness strangled him and no
words came out. Here was not a place where one engaged in idle conversation. Here was something that
he had not bargained for, that he had never dreamed. He' d set out on aforthright quest for a Place of
Going to the Stars, and even in those times when he could bring himself to think that he had a chance of
finding it, he had thought of it as being aquite ordinary ingtdlation from which men had launched thelr
great shipsinto space. But the Trees and the living rocks, even the wardens, had about them atouch of
fantasy that did not square with the place he had sought to find. And if thisbutte was, in dl redlity, the
Place of Going to the Stars, what the hell had happened?

Ezrawas on his knees and hislips were moving, but the words he spoke, if he was speaking words,
were mumbled.

“Ezra” Cushing asked sharply, “what isgoing on?’

Elayne was not sitting with her grandfather, as had been her habit, but was standing over him. Now
sheturned to Cushing. “Leavehim done,” shesaid coldly. “Leave him adone, you fool.”

Meg plucked at Cushing’sdeeve. “The Holy of Holies?" she asked.

“What in the name of God are you talking about?’

“Thisplace. Itisthe Holy of Holies. Can't you fed it?’

He shook his head. To him there seemed nothing holy abouit it. Frightening, yes. Forsaken, yes. A
place to get away from as soon as one was able. A place of quiet that suddenly seemed to hold a strange
unquietness. But nothing that was holy.

Y ou areright, the Trees said to him. Thereis nothing holy here. Thisisthe place of truth. Herewe find
the truth; here we extract the truth. Thisisthe place of questioning, of examination. Thisiswhere welook
into the soul.



For an ingtant he seemed to see (in hisimagination?) agrim and terrible figure dressed in black, with a
black cowl that came down about a bony face that was merciless. The figure and the face struck terror
into him. Hislegs were watery and bending; his body drooped and his brain became a blob of shaking
jdly. Hislife, dl hislife, everything that he had ever been or seen or done, spilled out of him, and athough
it wasout of him, he could fed gticky fingerswith unclean fingernails plucking at it busly, sorting it out,
probing it, examining it, judging it and then balling it dl together in ascrawny, bony fist and stuffing it back
into himagain.

He stumbled forward on jerky legs that till seemed watery, and only by the grestest effort kept
himsdf from faling. Meg was besde him, holding him and hel ping him, and in that moment his heart went
out to her—this marvelous old hag who had trod uncomplainingly al the weary milesthat had led them to
thisplace.

“Straight ahead, laddie boy,” she said. “ Theway is open now. Just alittle farther.”

Through bleary eyes he saw ahead of him an opening, atunnd with light at its other end, not just a
little way, as she had said, but some distance off. He staggered on, with Meg close beside him, and
athough he did not ook back to see-fearful that, looking back, he would lose the way—he knew that the
otherswere coming on behind him.

Time dtretched out, or seemed to stretch out, and then the tunnel’ s mouth was just ahead of him. With
afind effort he lurched through it and saw ahead of him arising dope of ground that went up and never
seemed to stop, ground covered with the beautiful tawniness of sun-dried grass, broken by rocky ledges
thrusting from the dope, dotted by clumps of bushes and here and there atree.

Behind him Rollo said, “We madeiit, boss. We are finaly here. We are on Thunder Butte.”

A short distance up the dope, they found a pool of water in arock basin fed by a stream that barely
trickled down a deep gully, with misshapen, wind-tortured cedars forming a halfhearted windbreak to the
west. Here they built ameager fire of dead branches broken off the cedar trees, and broiled steaks cut
off ahaunch of venison that was on the point of becoming high.

They were up the dope far enough that they could see over thering of the Trees to the plains beyond.
There, just over thetip of the Trees, could be seen the toy like figures of the wardens. Their horseswere
bunched off to one side and the five wardens stood in line, facing toward the butte. At timesthey would
fling their arms up in unison, and at other times, when the wind died down momentarily, those around the
fire could hear their dhrill keening.

Meg studied them through the glasses. “it’ s some sort of lament,” she said. “ Rigid posturing, then a
little dance step or two, then they throw up their arms and howl.”

Ezranodded gravely. “ They are devoted but misguided men,” he said.

Cushing growled a him. “How the hell do you know?Y ou areright, of course, but tell me how you
know. | don’t mind telling you that | have abelly full of your posturing, which is as bad as anything the
wardens may be doing.”

“You do mewrong,” said Ezra. “I wasthe one who got us through the Trees. | spoke to them and
they opened away for us; then | spoke to them again and they let us out.”

“That' syour verson,” said Cushing. “Mineistha Meg got usin, then got usout again. All you did
wasmumble”

“Laddie boy,” said Meg, “let’ snot quarrel among oursalves It does’t redly matter who got us
through the Trees. The important thing isthey did let usthrough.”

Elayne looked at Cushing and for once her eyes had no blanknessin them. They were cold with
hatred. “Y ou have never liked us,” she said. “Y ou have patronized us, made fun of us. I’'m sorry that we
joined you.

“Now, now, my pet,” said Ezra, “we dl are under tension, but the tension now is gone, or should be.
I’ll admit that | may have been over-clowning to asmall degree, dthough | swear to you that my belief in
my own ability has not faded; that | believe, asaways, that | can talk with plants. | did talk with the
Trees; | swear | talked with them and they talked to me. In adifferent way from the way any plant has
ever talked with me before. A sharper conversation, not al of which | understood, agreat part of which |
did not understand. They talked of conceptsthat | have never heard before, and though | knew they



were new and important, | could grasp but the very edges of them. They looked deep inside of me and
let melook, for alittle distance, into them. It was asif they were examining me—not my body but my
soul—and offered me a chance to do the same with them. But | did not know how to go abouit it; even
with them trying to show me, | did not know the way to go about it.”

“Spaceisanilluson,” said Elayne, speaking in a precise textbook voice, asif she were speaking not
to them, nor indeed to anyone, but was merdly reciting something that she knew or had newly learned,
gpeaking asif it werealitany. “ Spaceisanillusion, and time aswell. Thereis no such factor as either time
or space. We have been blinded by our own cleverness, blinded by fal se perceptions of those qualities
that we term eternity and infinity. Thereisanother factor that explainsit al, and once this universa factor
isrecognized, everything grows smple. Thereisno longer any mystery, no longer any wonder, no longer
any doubt; for the smplicity of it al lies before us—the smplicity . . . thesmplicity . . . thesmplicity. .

Her voice ran down on the single word and she lapsed into silence. She sat staring out beyond the
campfirecircle, her handsfolded in her lap, her face again assuming thelook of horrifying emptiness and
terribleinnocence.

Therest of them sat silent, stricken, and from somewhere achill came off the dope of ground above
them and held them motionless with an uncomprehending dread.

Cushing shook himsdlf, asked in astrained voice, “What wasthat al about?’

Ezramade amotion of resignation. “I don’t know. She has never done athing like that before.”

“Poor child,” said Meg.

Ezraspoke angrily. “1’ vetold you before, | tell you now: never pity her; rather, it is she who should
pity us. Meg said, “No pity wasintended.”

“There are more wardens out there,” said Rollo. “ A new band of them just showed up. Six or seven,
thistime. And from far to the east there seemsto be others coming in. A great dust cloud, but | can see
no more.

“It was ashame about the wardens,” said Meg. “We messed them up after al their years of watching.
All those generations and no one had ever got through.”

“Perhaps there has never been anyone before who wanted to,” said Rallo.

“That may betrue,” said Meg. “No one who wanted to get through as badly as we wanted to. No
onewith a purpose.

“If it hadn’t been for the bear,” said Rallo, “we might not have madeit, either. The bear provided a
digtraction. And they lost their horses. They were naked and defensel ess without the horses.”

“The bear shook them up,” said Ezra. “No man in hisright mind goes againgt abear with nothing but a

“I'mnot aman,” said Rollo, reasonably, “and | was not done. Cushing put some arrows in the beast
and even Andy camein onthekill.”

“My arrowsdid nothing,” said Cushing. “They only irritated him.”

He rose from where he was sitting and went up the dope, climbing until the campfire was no more
than asmadl red eye glowing in the dusk. He found asmall rock-ledge that cropped out from the dope,
and sat upon it. The dusk was degpening into night. The Trees were ahump of blackness and out beyond
them what must have been the campfires of the wardensflickered on and off, sometimesvisble,
sometimes not.

Sitting on the ledge, Cushing felt an uneasy peace. After miles of river vdley and of high dry plains,
they had finally reached the place where they were going. The god had been reached and the daily
expectation of reaching it had vanished and there seemed to belittle to fill the void that was|€ft by the
lapsing of the expectations. He wondered abouit that, a bit confused. When one reached agodl, there
should be, if nothing else, at least salf-congratul ation.

Below him, something grated on a stone, and when he looked in that direction, he made out the dulll
gleam of something moving. Watching, he saw that it was Rallo.

The robot came up the last few paces and without aword sat down on the ledge beside Cushing.
They sat for amoment in slence; then Cushing said, “Back there, awhile ago, you called me boss. You
should not have done that. I'm not any boss.”



“It just dipped out,” said Rollo. “Y ou ran agood safari—is that the right word? | heard someone use
it once. And you got us here.”

“I"ve been gtting here and thinking about getting here,” said Cushing. “Worrying alittle about it.”

“Y ou shouldn’t be doing any worrying,” said Rallo. “ Thisisthe Place of Going to the Stars.”

“That' swhat I’m worrying about. I’'m not so sureit is. It'ssomething, but I'm fairly sureit’ snot the
Place of Stars. Look, to go to the stars, to send shipsinto space, you need launching pads. Thisis not the
kind of placeto build launching pads. Up on top of the butte, perhaps, if thereisany level ground up
there, you might build launching pads. But why on top of a butte? The height of the land would be no
advantage. The job of getting materials up to the launching site. . . It would beridiculousto put pads up
there when out on the plains you have thousands of acres of level ground.”

“Wdll, | don't know,” said Roallo. “1 don’t know about such things.”

“I do,” said Cushing. “Back at the university, | read about the moon shots and the Mars shots and al
the other shots. There were anumber of articles and books that told how it was done, and it was not
done from atop ahill.”

“The Trees,” said Rollo. “ Someone put the Trees around the butte-all around the butte-to protect
whatever may be here. Maybe before the Time of Trouble, the people got up in arms against going to the
gars”

“That might have been s0,” said Cushing. “ Protection might have been needed in the last few hundred
years or so before the world blew up, but they could have put the Trees around level ground just as
wdl.”

“Place of Going to the Stars or not,” said Rollo, “there is something here, something protected by the
Trees”

“Yes, | supposeyou'reright. But it wasthe Place of Stars | wanted.”

“The thing that bothers me iswhy they passed us through. The Trees, | mean. They could have kept
us Out. The rocks were out there waiting. All the Treeswould have had to do was give the word, and
the rocks would have moved in and flattened us.”

“I'vewondered, too. But I'm glad they let usin.”

“Because they wanted to let usin. Because they decided it was best to let usin. Not just because they
could see no harmin us, but because they wanted us, amost asif they had been waiting all these years
for us. Cushing, what did they seein us?”

“Damned if | know,” said Cushing. “Come on. I’ m going back to camp.

Ezrawas huddled close to thefire, fast adeep and snoring. Meg sat beside thefire, wrappedina
blanket againgt the chill of night. Andy stood alittle distance off, hip-shot, head drooping, dack-kneed.
Acrossthefire from Meg, Elayne sat bolt upright, feet tucked under her, handsfolded in her Iap, her face
ablank, eyesfixed on nothing.

“Soyou'reback,” said Meg. “ See anything, laddie boy?’

“Not athing,” said Cushing. He sat down beside her.

“Hungry?1 could cook adice of venison. Might aswell et it while we can. Another day and it won't
befit to eat.”

“I'll get something tomorrow,” said Cushing. “ There must be deer about.”

“I saw asmdl herd in abresk to thewest,” said Rallo.

“Do you want meto cook up adice?’ asked Meg.

Cushing shook hishead. “I’'m not hungry.”

“Tomorrow we Il climb the hill. Y ou have any ideawhat we Il find up there?’

“Thewardens said there are buildings,” Rollo said. “Where the Seepersdeep.”

“We can forget about the Sleepers,” Cushing told him. “I1t'san old wives tale”

“Thewardensbuilt their lifeuponit,” said Rallo. “ Y ou’ d think it would have to be more than that.
Somedight evidence.”

“Entire bodies of religion have been built onless” said Cushing.

He picked up a gtick of firewood, leaned forward to push the brands of the campfire together. The
blaze flared up momentarily and the flare of itslight flashed on something that hung inthe air just beyond



thefire and a short distance above their heads. Cushing reared back in astonishment, the stick of
firewood il dlutched in hisfigt.

Thething was cylindrical, three feet long, afoot and ahaf thick, afat, stubby torpedo hanging in the
ar, hanging effortlesdy, without wobbling, without any sound, with no ticking or humming that might
indicate amechanism designed to hold it inits place. Along its entire surface, not placed at regular
intervals but scattered here and there, were what seemed to belittle crystal eyesthat glittered in the
feeblefirdight. The cylinder itself was metd, or seemed to be metd: it had adull metallic sheen except for
the brilliance of the shining eye spots.

“Roallo,” said Cushing, “it'sarddtive of yours.”

“l agree,” said Rollo, “that it has arobotic look about it, but cross my heart and hopeto die, I've
never seen onelikeit.”

And here they were, thought Cushing, sitting here and talking about it, being matter-of-fact abot it,
while by any rule of commonsense they should be frozen giff with fear. Although, outrageous asit might
be, there was no fearsomenessin it, no menace nor any hint of menace, just afat, roly-poly clown
hanging inthe air. Looking at it, for amoment he seemed to conjure up aface, afatuous, vacantly
grinning, impish face that was there one moment, gone the next. There never had been any face, he knew;
the face that he had seen wasthe kind of face that should go with the tubby cylinder suspended in the air.

Ezramumbled in hisdeep, gulping, and turned over, then went back to snoring. Elayne sat stark
upright; she had not seen the cylinder, or, seeing it, had not deigned to notice it.

“Canyou senseit, Meg?’ asked Cushing.

“A nothingness, laddie boy,” she said, “a cluttered nothingness, disorderly, chaotic, uncertain of itself,
friendly, eager, like ahome ess dog looking for ahome.

“Humen?’

“What do you mean, human? It' s not human.”

“Human. Like us. Not dien. Not strange.”

It spoke to them, itswords clipped, metallic. There were no moving mouth parts, no indication of
where the words came from ;—but there was no doubt that it was the tubby hanger-in the-air that spoke
to them.

“Therewasapurpleliquid,” it said. “Not water. Liquid. Heavier than water. Thicker than water. It lay
in hollows and then it humped up and flowed acrossthe land. it was a scarlet, sandy land and strange
things grew in the scarlet land, barrdl-like things and tub like things and ball-like things, but big. Many
times bigger than mysdf. With spines and needlesin them that they could see and smell and hear with.
Andtak, but I can’'t remember what they said. Thereis so much that | cannot remember, that | knew at
onetime and no longer know. They welcomed the purple liquid thet rolled across the land, uphill and
downhill—it could go anywhere. It rolled in long waves across the scarlet sand and the barrdl-like things
and the other things welcomed it with song. Thanksgiving, glad the purple came. Although, why glad, | do
not remember. It is hard to think why they should welcomeit, for when it passed over living things, they
died. Their spinesand needles al hung limp and they could no longer talk and they caved in upon
themsdalves and lay stinking in the sun. There was agreat red sun thet filled haf the sky and one could
look straight into it, for it was not ahot sun, not abright sun. The purple flowed acrossthe land, then
rested in hollows and the barrel-things and the other thingsit had not yet passed over sang softly toit,
inviting it to come. .

Another voice said, louder than thefirgt, trying to blot out the other, “ The stars went round and round,
the green star and the blue star, and they moved so fast they were not balls of fire but stresks of fire, and
risng in that point in space they circled was a cloud that was aive, taking its energy from the two
revolving stars, and | wondered if the stars had been thisway always or if the cloud that |ooked to be all
sparkle had made the suns go round and round, the cloud telling the two sunswhat to do and..

And yet another voice: Darkness, and in the darkness a seething that lived upon the darkness and
could not abide the light, that took the feeblelight | threw at it and ate it, draining the batteries so there
was no longer any light, so that |, powerless, fdl into the darkness and the seething closed upon me. .

Still another voice: “ A purpleness that entrapped me, that took mein and held me and made me a part



of it and told me things of long ago, before the universe began

“My God,” screamed Meg, “they aredl around us!”

And they were. The air seemed full of them, aflock of tubby cylindersthat hung above themin the
firdight and beyond the firelight, adl of them jabbering, each trying to outdo the others.

“...1 could not talk with them, there was no way to talk with them; they did not think or act or see or
hear or fed like me; there was nothing that | had that they had, nothing they had | had. . . . It had one
body only, ahideous, terrible body that | cannot describe because my senses and my mind rejected the
very horridness of it, that | could not describe even had | not rgjected it; but onething | knew, that it had
many minds and these minds conversed with one another and they al talked a me and held mein great
pity that | had but one mind.. . . They were machines but not machines aswe are machines, asl ana
machine; they wereliving metals and sentient plastics and they had aspirit that . . . | wasan ant and they
did not notice me, they had no ideal wasthereand | lay there in my antdom and listened to them,
experiencing some of what they experienced, not dl of it, by any means, for | did not have the knowledge
nor the perceptions; like godsthey were, and | as dust benegth their feet, athough | do not know if they
had feet, and | loved them and was terrified by them, both at once.. . . There was this cancer that spread
from world to world, that ate everything it touched, and avoice came out of it and told me, ‘Behold us,
wearelife’ ... Therewasapeople; | don't know if | should call them people, but they had al thetime
there was, creatures to which time meant nothing, for they had conquered time, or maybe only
understood it, and had no longer any fear of itstyranny; and they were miserable, for having obliterated
it, they had found that they needed time and had tried to get it back, but could not since they had
murderedit. . .. ‘| aman exterminator, it told me. ‘1 wipe Out life that has no right to be; | wipe clean
the worlds that got started wrong, that had no right to be. What would you think if | exterminated you? . .
. Therewasthisrace of laughers, laughing in their minds; al they could do waslaugh, it wastheir one
reaction to anything &t dl, although it was a different kind of laughter than | had ever known and there
was redlly not that much for them to laugh about

Babble, babble, babble. Jabber, jabber, jabber. Clatter, clatter, clatter. Digointed and fragmentary,
athough if one of them could have been listened to alone, perhaps the story that it told might be
comprehengble. But this wasimpossible— each with its own story to tell insgsted on talking whilethe
otherstalked so that dl of them weretaking dl at once.

By now there were so many of them and the chatter of them so insgstent and intermingled that there
was no way of hearing anything except an occasond phrase. Cushing found himsdf unconscioudy
hunching his shoulders and tucking in his head, hunkering lower to the ground, assuming a protective
stance, asif the increasing babble were an actual physica attack.

Ezratossed in hisdeep and sat up, dazed, scrubbing at his eyeswith hisfists. His mouth moved, but
there was so much babble, there were so many other voices, that he could not be heard.

Cushing turned hishead to look at Elayne. She sat as she had before, staring out into the night with the
sense of seeing nothing. Ezrahad said of her, that first day they had ssumbled on the two of them, “ Sheis
of another world,” and that, Cushing thought, must be the explanation—that she dwelt in two worlds, of
which this one, perhaps, was the least important.

Rollo stood on the other side of the fire and there was something wrong about him. Cushing
wondered what it was and suddenly he knew: Rollo was aone; Shivering Snake was no longer with him.
Thinking back, hetried to recall when he had last seen the snake, and could not be sure.

We are here, Cushing told himsdlf, we are finally here— wherever here might be. Denied access by
the wardens, herded by the rocks, let in by the Trees. But before the Trees had let them in, there had
been a questioning and a probing, an inquisition, alooking for heresy or sin. Although not probing al of
them, perhaps; perhaps only aprobing of himsdf. Certainly not of Meg, for she had helped him when his
legs were water and his senses scattered. Not of Ezra, for he had claimed he held a conversation with the
Trees. And of Elayne? Of Elayne, who would know? She was a secret person, an exclusive person who
shared with no one. Andy? he asked himself. What of Andy, the hunter of water, the killer of
rattlesnakes, the battler of bears? He chuckled to himsalf as he thought of Andy.

Had it been himsdlf aone who had been questioned and examined, the surrogate for all the rest of



them, the leader answering for dl the rest of them? And in the questioning, in the quest of the dirty
fingernailsthat had pulled the essentid being of him gpart, what had they found? Something, perhaps, that
hed persuaded the Treesfindly to let them through. He wondered vagudly what that something might
have been, and could not know, since he could not know himsalf.

The babbling stopped of asingle instant and the tubby cylinders were gone. Somewhere off in the
night a chirping cricket could be heard.

Cushing shook himsdlf, hismind gtill benumbed by the babble. He fdt aphysica ache, his entire body
aching.

“Someone cdled them off,” said Meg. “ Something called them home, reproving them, angry at them.”

Elayne said, in her textbook voice, “We came into ahomelessfrontier, a place where we were not
welcome, where nothing that lived was welcome, where thought and logic were abhorrent and we were
frightened, but we went into this place because the universe lay before us, and if we were to know
oursalves, we must know the universe. ..

They stopped for their noon rest at the edge of asmall grove of trees. Cushing had bagged a deer,
which Andy had carried up the dope. Now Cushing and Rollo butchered it and they had their fill of meat.
The going had been hard, uphill al the way, the climb broken by jutting ledges of rocksthey had to
work their way around, gashed by gulliesthat time after time forced them to change their course. The

dried grasswas dippery, making the footing uncertain, and there had been many fdls.

Below them the Trees were adark band of foliage that followed the course of the lower reaches of
the butte. Beyond the Trees the high plain was ablur of brown and degper shadows, thinning out to a
lighter, dmost slvery hue asit stretched to the horizon. Using the glasses, Cushing saw that now there
were more than wardens out on the plains. He could see at | east three separate bands, encamped or
going about the process of encampment. And these, he knew, must be tribes, or delegations from tribes,
perhaps alerted by the wardens as to what had happened. Why, he wondered, should the tribes be
moving in? It might mean that the wardens were not asmall society of fanatics, asit had seemed, but had
the backing of at least some of the western tribes, or were acting for the tribes. The thought worried him,
and he decided, as he put the glasses back in their case, to say nothing of it to the others.

Therewas as yet no sign of the buildings that had been glimpsed through the glasses severa days
before and that the wardens had said were there. Ahead of them lay only the everlasting dope that they
must dimb.

“Maybe beforethe day isover,” Rollo said, “wemay bein sght of the buildings”

“I hope so,” Meg told him. “My feet are getting sorewith dl thisclimbing.”

The only signsof life they saw were the herd of deer from which Cushing had made hiskill, afew
long-eared rabbits, alone marmot that had whistled at them from its ledge of rock, and an eagle that
sailed in circles high againgt the blueness of the sky. The tubby cylinders had not resppeared.

In the middle of the afternoon, as they weretoiling up an unusudly steep and treacheroudy
grass-dicked dope, they saw the spheres. There were two of them, looking like iridescent soap bubbles,
rolling cautioudy down the dope toward them. They were a considerable distance off, and asthelittle
band stopped to watch them, the two spheres cameto ahdt on afairly level bench at the top of the
dope.

From where he stood, Cushing tried to make out what they were. Judging the distance he wasfrom
them, he gained the impression they might stand six feet tall. They seemed smooth and polished, perfectly
rounded and with no sense of mass; insubstantial beings—and beings becauise there seemed in hismind
no question that they were dive.

Meg had been looking at them through the glasses and now she took them from her face.

“They have eyes” shesad. “Hoating eyes. Or, at leadt, they look like eyes and they float al about the
aurface”

She held out the glasses to him, but he shook hishead. “Let’ sgo up,” he said, “and find out what they
are.

The spheres waited for them as they climbed. When they reached the bench on which the spheres
rested, they found themsealves no more than twenty feet from their visitors.



AsMeg had said, the spheres were possessed of eyes that were scattered al about their surfaces,
moving from timeto timeto new pogitions.

Cushing walked toward them, with Meg close beside him, the others staying in the rear. The spheres,
Cushing saw, were about the size that he had estimated. Except for the eyes, they seemed to have no
other organsthat werevisible.

Six feet from them, Cushing and Meg hated, and for amoment nothing happened. Then one of the
spheres made a sound that was a cross between arumble and ahum. Curioudy, it sounded asif the
sphere had cleared itsthroat.

The sphere rumbled once again and thistime the rumble defined itsdf into booming speech. The
words were the kind that a drum would make had a drum been able to put together words.

“Y ou are humans, are you not?” it asked. “By humans, we mean— “1 know what you mean,” said
Cushing. “Y es, we are human beings.”

“You aretheintdligent speciesthat is native to this planet?’

“That isright,” said Cushing.

“Y ou are the dominant lifeform?’

“That' s correct,” said Cushing.

“Then dlow me,” said the sphere, “to introduce oursalves.

We are ateam of investigators who come from many light years distant. | am Number One and this
onethat stands beside me istermed Number Two. Not that one of usisfirst or the other second, but
smply to give usboth identity.”

“Wel, that isfine,” said Cushing, “and we are pleased to meet you. But would you mind telling me
what you areinvestigating.”

“Not at al,” said #1. “In fact, we' d be most happy to, for we have some hope that you may be able
to shed light upon some questions that puzzle us exceedingly. Our field of study isthe technologica
civilizations, none of which seemto be viable for any length of time. They carry within themselvesthe
seeds of their destruction. On other planets we have visited where technology hasfailed, that ssemsto
have been the end of it. The technology fails and the race that had devised and lived by it then failsas
well. It goes down to barbarism and it does not rise again, and on the face of it that has happened here.
For more than a thousand years the humans of this planet have lived in barbarism and give al signsthat
they will so continue, but the A and R assures usthat it is not so, that the race hasfailed time and time
again and after a certain period of rest and recuperation hasrisen to even greater heights. As so, saysthe
A and R, will bethe pattern of thisfailure....”

“You aretaking riddles,” said Cushing. “WhoisthisA and R?’

“Why, heisthe Ancient and Revered, the A and R for short. Heisarobot and a gentleman and—"

“We have with usarobot,” Cushing said. “Rollo, please step forward and meet these new friends of
ours. Our company asoincludesahorse.”

“Weknow of horses,” said #2 in adeprecatory tone. “ They are animas. But we did not know—"

“Andy isno anima,” Meg said acidly. “He may be ahorse, but heisafey horse. Heis a searcher-out
of water and a battler of bears and many other things besides.”

“What | meant to say,” said #2, “isthat we did not know there were any robots other than the ones
that live upon this geographic eminence. We understood that all other robots had been destroyed in your
so-cdled Time of Trouble”

“l am, sofar asl am aware,” said Rollo, “the only robot |eft dive. And yet, you say the Ancient and
Revered—"

“The Ancient and Revered,” said #1, “and ahost of others. Surely you have met them. Nasty little
creatures that descend upon one and regale one with endless, sensdess chatter, dl talking at the same
time, al indgtent that onelisten.” He sighed. “ They are most annoying. For yearswe havetried to lisen to
them, in the hope they would provide aclue. But they provide us nothing but agreat confusion. | havethe
theory, not shared by the other member of the Team, they are naught but ancient storytellerswho are so
programmed that they recite their fictiona adventuresto anyone they may chance upon, without regard as
to whether what they haveto tel—"



“Now, wait aminute,” said Rollo. “Y ou’re sure these things are robots? We had thought so, but | had
ahope-”

“Y ou have met them, then?’

“Indeed we have,” said Meg. “ So you think the things they tell us are no more than tales designed for
entertainment?’

“That' swhat | think,” said #1. “ The other member of the Team believes, mistakenly, that they may
talk significances which we, in our dien stupidness, are not able to understand. Let me ask you, in al
honesty, how did they sound to you? As humans you may have been able to see in them something we
have missed.”

“Weligtened to them for too short atime,” said Cushing, “to arrive a any judgment.”

“They werewith usfor only ashort while,” said Meg, “then someone caled them off.”

“TheA and R, most likely,” said #1. “He keeps a sharp eye on them.”

“The A and R—" asked Cushing, “how do we go about meeting him?”’

“Heis somewhat hard to meet,” said #2. “He keegps dtrictly to himself. On occasion he has granted us
audiences”

“Audiences,” said #1. “For al thegood it did.”

“Then hetdlsyoullittle?’

“Hetdlsusmuch,” said #1, “but of such things as hisfaith in the human race. He pretendsto take an
extremely long-range view, and, to befair about it, he does not seem perturbed.”

“You say heisarobot?’

“A robot, undoubtedly,” said #2, “but something more than that. Asif the robotic part of himisno
more than a surface indication of another factor that is much gregter.”

“That iswhat you think,” said #1. “Heisclever, that isdl. A very clever robot.”

“We should have told you sooner,” said #2, “but we tell you now. We are very glad to meet you. No
other humans come. We understand the Trees will not let them through. How did you manage to get
through the Trees?’

“It was no swest,” said Cushing. “We just asked them and they let usthrough.”

“Then you must be very specia persons.

“Not at al,” said Meg. “We smply seek the Place of Going to the Stars.”

“The going to the what? Did we hear you rightly?’

“Thedars,” said Meg. “The Place of Going to the Stars.”

“But thisisnot,” said #1, “aPlace of Going to the Stars. In al the time we ye been here, there has
been no mention of going to the stars. We know, of course, that one time men went into space, but
whether to the stars—’

“You aresure,” asked Cushing, “that thisis not the Place of Going to the Stars?’

“We have heard no mention of it,” said #2. “Thereis no evidenceit was ever used as such. We have
the impression that thisisthe last place of refuge for those dite intellectuals who may have foreseen the
Time of Trouble and sought to save themsealves. But if thisis so, thereis no record of it. We do not
know; we simply have surmised. The last stronghold of reason on this planet. Although, if that istrue, the
refuge failed, for thereisno indication there have been any humans here for many centuries”

Cushing said, “Not the Place of Going to the Stars?’

“I fear not,” said #1.

Rollo said to Cushing, “| never guaranteed it. | smply told you what | heard.”

“You sad awhileago,” said Meg, “that we are the first people ever to come here, implying that you
are glad we have. But if you had wanted to meet and talk with people, it would have been quite smple.
All you had to do was go and find them. Unless, of course, the Treeswould not let you out.”

“We did go and seek out people many years ago,” said #2. “The Treesare no barrier to us. We can
elevate oursalves and sail over them quite easily. But the people would have none of us—they were
frightened of us. They ran howling from us or, in desperation, launched attacks upon us.”

“And now that we are here,” said Cushing, “now that humans have come to you rather than you going
to the humans, what can we do for you?’



“Youcantdl us” said#1, “if thereisany basisfor the hope and faith expressed so blindly by the A
and R that your race will riseto greatness once again.”

“Greatness,” said Cushing. “I don’t know. How do you measure grestness? What is the grestness?
Perhapsyou can tell me. Y ou say you have studied other planets where technology hasfailed.”

“They dl havebeenthesameasthis” sad #2. “This planet isaclassc example of aclassic Stuation.
Thetechnologica civilization fails and those intelligences that have brought it about go down to
nothingness and never rise again.

“Then why doesthe rule not apply here? What are you worrying about?’

“It'sthe A and B,” said #1. “Heingsts upon hisfaith

“Hasit occurred to you that A and R may be pulling your leg?’

“Pulling our—?’

“Mideading you. Covering up. Perhaps laughing a you.

“It hasn't occurred to us,” said #2. “The A and R isvery much a gentleman. He' d not do such athing.
Y ou must redlize that we have spent millennia collecting our deta. Thisisthefirst time that data has ever
been in question, the only time there has been any doubt at al. All the other studies checked out in every
detail. Here you can see our great concern.

“I suppose | can,” said Cushing. “Let me ask you this—have you ever gone further than your data,
your immediate data? Y ou say you are convinced that when technology fails, theraceis done, thet there
isno coming back. But what happens next? What happens after that? If, on this planet, man sinksinto
inggnificance, what takes his place? What comes after man? What supersedes man?”’

“This” said #1, in astricken tone, “we have never thought about. No one has ever raised the
guestion. We have not raised the question. It had not occurred to us.”

Thetwo of them rested for atime, no longer talking, but jiggling back and forth, asif in agitation.
Findly #2 sad,

“WE I haveto think about it. We must study your suggestion.” With that, they started rolling up the
dope, their eyes

skittering al about their surfaces asthey rolled, gathering speed asthey went up the dope, so that it
did not take long before they were out of sight.

Before nightfal, Cushing and the others reached the gpproach to the City, a huge stone-paved
esplanade that fronted on the massive group of gray-stone buildings. They hated to make the evening
camp, with an ungpoken reluctance to advance into the City itsdlf, preferring to remain onitsedge for a
time, perhapsto study it from adistance or to become more accustomed to its actuality.

A dozen stone steps went up to the broad expanse of the esplanade, which stretched for amile or
more before the buildings rose into the air. The broad expanse of stone paving was broken by
masonry-enclosed flowerbeds that now contained more weeds than flowers, by fountains that now were
nonfunctional, by formal poolsthat now held drifted dust instead of water, by stone benches where one
might St to rest. In one of the nearby flowerbeds afew straggly rosebushes till survived, bearing faded
blossoms, with bedraggled rose petals blown by the wind across the stones.

The City, to all appearances, was deserted. There had been, since the evening before, no sign of the
tubby gosspers. The Team was not in evidence. There was nothing but a haf dozen twittering,
discontented birds that flew about from one patch of desiccated shrubs to another desiccated patch.

Above the City stretched the londly sky, and from where they stood they could see far out into the
misty blueness of the plains.

Cushing gathered wood from some of the dead or dying shrubs and built afire on one of the paving
stones. Meg got out the frying pan and diced steaks off ahaunch of venison. Andy, free of hisload,
clopped up and down the esplanade, like a soldier doing sentry best, his hoofs making adull, plopping
sound. Ezra sat down beside the stone flower bed that contained the few straggly roses, assuming a
listening attitude. Elayne, thistime, did not squat down beside him, but walked out several hundred yards
across the esplanade and stood thererigidly, facing the City.

“WhereisRollo?’ asked Meg. “1 haven't seen him dl the afternoon.”

“Probably out scouting,” said Cushing.



“What would he be scouting for? There' s nothing to scout.”

“He sgot aroving foot,” said Cushing. “He' s scouted every mile since hejoined up with us. It's
probably just ahabit. Don’t worry about him. He'll show up.

She put the steaks into the pan. “Laddie boy, thisisn't the place we were looking for, isit?Itis
something ese. Y ou have any ideawhat it is?’

“Noidea,” said Cushing, shortly.

“And al thistime you have had the heart of you so set on finding the Place of Going to the Stars. It'sa
crying shame, it is. Where did we go wrong?’

“Maybe,” said Cushing, “thereis no such place as Going to the Stars. It may be just astory. There
are so many stories.”

“I can't think that,” said Meg. “ Somehow, laddie buck, | just can't think it. There hasto be such a
place”

“There should be,” Cushing told her. *Fifteen hundred years ago or more, men went to the moon and
Mars. They wouldn't have stopped with that. They’ d have gone farther out. But thisis not the right kind
of place. They’ d have had to have launching pads, and it’ s ridiculous to build launching pads up here. Up
here, it would be difficult to transport the sort of support such abase would need.”

“Maybe they found adifferent way of going to the stars. Thismight be the place, after all.”

Cushing shook hishead. “I don't think so.”

“But this place isimportant. It has to be important. Why else would it be guarded by the Trees? Why
were the wardens out there?’

“Well find out,” said Cushing. “We Il try to find out.”

Meg shivered. “| have afunny feding in my bones,” shesaid. “ Asif we shouldn’t be here. Asif we're
out of place. Jean fed those big buildings looking down at us, wondering who we are and why we're
here. When | look at them, | go al over goose pimples.”

A voicesad, “Here, let me do that.”

Meg looked up. Elayne was bending over her, reaching for the pan.

“That'sdl right,” said Meg. “I can manageit.”

“You'vebeendoingit dl thetime,” said Elayne. “Doing dl the cooking. | haven't done athing. Let me
do my part.”

“All right,” said Meg. “Thank you, lass. I'm tired.”

She rose from her crouch, moved over to a stone bench and sat down. Cushing sat beside her.

“What wasthat?’ he asked. “What is going on? Can she be getting human?’

“I don't know,” said Meg. “ But whatever the reason, I’m glad. I’m bonetired. It's been along, hard
trip. Although | wouldn’t have missed it for the world. I’ m glad we' re here, uneasy as| may be about it.”

“Don't let the uneasiness get you down,” he said. “It will seem different in the morning.”

When they camein a Elayne scall to supper, Ezraroused himsdf from his communion with the roses
and joined them. He wagged his head in perplexity. “I do not understand at dl,” he said, “the thingsthe
rosestdl me. Thereisabout them a sense of ancientness, of far places, of timefor which thereisno
counting. Asif they weretrying to push meto the edge of the universe, fromwhich | could look out upon
eternity and infinity, and then they ask mewhat | seeand | cannot tell them, because thereistoo much to
see. There are powerful forces here and mysteries that no man can fathom

He went on and on, mumbling in arambling way as he ate the medl. No one interrupted him; no one
asked him questions. Cushing found himsdlf not even listening.

Hours later, Cushing woke. The others were adeep. Thefire had burned to afew glowing embers.
Andy stood alittle way off, head hanging, either fast adeep upon hisfeet or dozing.

Cushing threw aside his blanket and rose to hisfeet. The night had turned chilly, and overhead the
wind made a hollow booming among the brilliant stars. The moon had set, but the buildingswerea
ghostly whitein the fegble starlight.

Moving off, he walked in the direction of the City, stopped to faceit, hiseyestraveling up the dliff like
faceof it. | could do without you, he told the City, the words dribbling in hismind. | have no liking for
you. | did not set out to find you.



Too big, he thought, too big, wondering if he, in that moment, might be thinking as other men had
thought when they struck the blow that had toppled that greet, impersond technology that had engulfed
and overwhelmed them.

Striking, they had toppled away of life that had become abhorrent to them, but instead of replacing it
with another way of life, they had left an emptiness, avacuum in which it wasimpossibleto exis,
retreating back to an older existence, back amost to where they’ d started, as aman might go back to
old roots to seek anew beginning. But they had made no beginning; they had smply stood in place,
perhaps content for awhileto lick their wounds and rest, to catch their breath again. They had caught
their breath and rested and the wounds had healed and they ill had stood in place—for centuriesthey
had not moved. Perhaps fearful of moving, fearful that if they moved, they would create another monster
that in time to come they’ d aso have to destroy, asking themselves how many false starts arace might be
alowed.

Although, he knew, he was romanticizing, philosophizing on insufficient grounds. The trouble had been
that the people after the Collapse had not thought at al. Bruised and battered after al the years of
progress, they had smply huddled, and were huddling till.

And this great building—or perhaps many buildings, each masking the other, so that there seemed but
one building— what could it be, standing here in a place that was awilderness and had always been a
wilderness? A specia structure, built for a specific reason, perhaps a mysterious and secretive reason,
guarded asit was by the Trees and the living stones? So far, there was no clue asto what might be the
reason. Nor aclueto the Trees and stones. And none, for that matter, to the Followers and to Shivering
Snake.

He walked dowly across the esplanade toward the City. Directly ahead of him rose two greet towers,
square-built and solid, endowed with no architectura foolishness, guarding adarkness that could be
either ashadow or adoor.

Ashedrew closer, he could seethat it was adoor and that it was open. A short and shallow flight of
stone stairsled up to the door, and as he began to climb them, he saw aflash of light in the darkness that
lay beyond the door. He halted and stood breathless, watching, but the flash was not repested.

The door waslarger than he d thought, twenty feet wide or more, and rising to aheight of forty feet or
0. It opened into a place of darkness. Reaching it, he stood undecided for amoment, then moved
through it, shuffling hisfeet to guard againgt any drop or irregularity in thefloor.

A few feet insde, he stopped again and waited for his eyesto adapt, but the darkness was so deep
that little adaptation was possible. The best that he could do was make out certain graduationsin the
darkness, the darker loom of objects that stood along the walls of the corridor through which he moved.

Then, ahead of him, alight flashed, and then another, and after that many flashes of light, strange,
quivering, looping lights that sparkled rather than shone, and, after amoment of near panic, he knew what
they were: hundreds of shivering snakes, dancing in the darkness of aroom that opened off the corridor.

Heart halfway up histhroat, he headed for the door and reached it. Standing in it, neither in nor out,
he could see the room, or haf seeit, aplace of large dimensions with amassve table set in the middle of
it, the room lighted in a flickering manner by the zany loopings of the zany snakes, and standing at the
head of the table, aform that did not seem to be aman, but aform that was suggestive of aman.

Cushing tried to speak, but the words dried up before he could get them out and shattered into a dust
that seemed to coat his mouth and throat, and when he tried to speak again, he found that he could not
remember what he had meant to say, and even if he had been able to, he could not have spoken.

A soft hand touched his arm and Elayne’ s voice sounded. “Here we stand on the edge of eternity,”
shesad. “One step and we' |l beinto eternity and it would reved itsdlf to us. Cannot you fed it?’

He shook his head abjectly. He was feding nothing except aterrible numbness that so pardyzed him
he doubted he would ever be able to move from the spot where he was rooted.

He was able, with an effort, to turn his head dightly to one side, and he saw her standing there beside
him, dim and straight in the tattered, smudged robe that once had been white, but was no longer. Inthe
flicker of the snakes her face and its emptiness were more terrible than he had ever seenit, afrightening,
soul-withering face, but his basic numbness precluded further fright and he looked upon the face without



aquiver of emaotion, smply noting to himself the utter horror of

Her voice, however, was clear and precise. There wasno emotioninit, not atremor, asshe said, “As
my grandfather told us, asthe plants had told him, eternity ishere. It lieswithin our grasp. Itisjust
beyond our fingertips. It isa strange condition, unlike the eternity we have thought about—a place with
neither time nor space, for thereis not roominit for either time or space. It isan all-encompassing
endlessness that never had abeginning and will not have an end. Embedded in it are dl those things that
have happened or are about to happen.

. Then she gasped and her grip on Cushing’s arm tightened until he could fed her nails cutting deep
into hisflesh. She sobbed, “I1t' snot like that at al. That was only superficid. It isaplace-no, not aplace
She sagged and Cushing caught her as she dumped, holding her upright.

Thefigure a the head of the table stood unmoving. Cushing looked at it across the intervening space
and it looked back at him out of gleaming eyesthat sparkled in the dazzle of the light supplied by the
Spinning, twisting snekes.

Elayne sagged, her legs buckling under her. Cushing swept her up in hisarms and turned about,
heading for the door. He fdlt the eyes of the figure at the table’ s head burning into him, but he did not turn
his head. He stumbled out the door and down the corridor until he had passed through the outer door
and down the steps onto the esplanade. There he stopped and let Elayne down, and her knees did not
buckle under her. She stood erect, clinging to him for support. In the pae starlight, her vacant face held a
stricken look.

Off to one side came a clatter of hoofs, and switching his head about, Cushing saw that it was Andy,
prancing and gamboling in amad abandon, neck bowed, tail straight out behind him, dancing on the
paving stones. For amoment it seemed that he was aone; then Cushing saw the others—faint shadowsin
the sarlight, running madly with him like apack of joyouswolves, circling him and legping over him,
running underneath hisbelly, legping up playfully to confront him and fawn on him, asapack of puppies
might play with adelightedly shrieking four-year-old.

Elayne jerked away from him and began to run, back toward the camp, running slently, robe fluttering
behind her. Cushing pounded after her, but she outdistanced him. Meg rose up from the camp and
confronted her, grappling with her to hdt the frenzied flight.

“What' s the matter with her, laddie boy?’ asked Meg as he came up. “What have you done to her?’

“Not athing,” said Cushing. “ She just saw redlity, isall. We wereinsde the City and shewas
delivering some of that ingipid nonsense, mostly about eternity, she has been spouting al thetime, and
then—"

“Youwereinthe City?’

“Yes, of course” said Cushing. “They |eft the door wide open.

Elayne had sunk to her ritua position, feet tucked under her, hands folded in her lap, head bowed.
Ezra, fumbling out of hisblanket, wasfussng over her.

“What did you find in there?’ asked Meg. “And what has got into Andy?’

“He sdancing with agaggle of Followers,” said Cushing. “Never mind about him. HE smaking out all
right.”

“Andfolio? Whereisfolio?’

“Damned if | know,” said Cushing. “Heis never here when we have need of him. Just ambling about.”

A cylinder appeared in the air above them, hanging motionless, its receptors gleaming at them.

“Go away,” said Cushing. “Right now, we don't need another story.”

“No story have | totell you,” said the gossiper. “I carry information for you. | have amessage from
theA andB.”

“The A andR?’

“The Ancient and Revered. He said for meto tell you that the City is closed to you. He said to say we
have no time to waste on agroup of gaping tourists.”

“Wadll, that'sal right,” said Meg. “We aren't gaping tourists, but we' |l be glad to leave.”

“That you cannot do,” said the gossiper. “That will not be dlowed. Y ou are not to leave; for if you do,
you will carry foolish taleswith you, and that we do not want.”



“So,” said Cushing, “we are not alowed to leave and the City is closed to us. What do you expect us
to do?”’

“That isup to you,” said the gossper. “It isno concern of ours.

Three days later they knew that what the gossiper had said was true. Meg and Cushing had toured the
City, looking for ameans of getting into it. They found none. There were doors, alot of doors, but al
were closed and locked. The windows, and there were few of them, were no lower than the second or
third floors. The few they were able to reach were locked as well and constructed of something other
than glass, impossible to break. What was more, they were opague and there was no way of looking
through them. Ventilating shafts, of which there were only afew, were baffled in such amanner that they
offered no opportunity of crawling through them.

The City was much larger than it had appeared, and it was, they found, asingle building with many
wings, in fact, with wings added on to wings, so the scheme of congtruction, at times, became confusing.
The heights of the diverswings varied, some only five or Six storiestall, othersrising to twenty stories or
more. The entire structure was flanked al the way around by the stone-paved esplanade.

Except for one occasion, on the second day, they saw no one. On that second day, latein the
afternoon, they had come upon the Team, apparently waiting for them when they came around the corner
of one of the many wings.

Meg and Cushing stopped in astonishment, yet somewhat glad a meeting something with which they
could communicate. The two great globesrolled forward to meet them, their eyesfloating randomly.
When they reached one of the stone benches, they stopped to wait for the humans to come up.

#1 boomed at them in hisdrumlike voice. “Please to Sit down and rest yourselves, aswe note isthe
custom of your kind. Then it will be possible to have communication very much at leisure.”

“We have been wondering,” Meg said, “what had happened to you. That day we taked, you left in
something of ahurry.”

“We have been cogitating,” said #2, “ and very much disturbed by the thing you told us—the question
that you asked.”

“Youmean,” said Cushing, “What comes after man?’

“That isit,” said#1, “and it was not the concept that was so disturbing to us, but that it could be
asked of any race about itself. Thisismuch at odds with the viewpoint of the A and B, who seems quite
convinced that your race will recover from the late catastrophe and rise again to greater heights than you
have ever known before. By any chance, have you met the A and B?’

“No,” Cushing said, “we haven't.”

“Ah, then,” said #2, “to return to the question that you asked. Can you explain to us how you cameto
ask it? To say of something esethat intimeit will be superseded by some other form of lifeisonly
logical, but for a speciesto entertain theideathat it will be superseded argues a sophi stication that we
had not considered possible.”

“To answer that one,” said Cushing, “isredly very smple. Such aspeculation isonly commonsense
and isquitein linewith evolutionary mechanics. Life formsrise to dominance because of certain surviva
factors. On this planet, through the ages, there have been many dominant races. Man roseto his
dominance because of intelligence, but geologica history arguesthat he will not remain dominant forever.
And oncethat isrecognized, the question naturally rises asto what will come after him. What, we might
ask, has agreater survivd vaue than intelligence? And though we cannot answer, we know there must be
something. Asamatter of fact, it might seem that intelligence has turned out to have poor surviva vaue.”

“And you do not protest?” asked #2. “Y ou do not pound your chest in anger? Y ou do not tear your
hair?’Y ou do not grow weak and panicky at the thought the day will come when there will be none of
you, that in the universe there will be nothing like you, that there will be none to remember or to mourn
you?”

“Hdll, no,” said Cushing. “No, of coursewedon’t.”

“Y ou can so disregard your own persona reactions,” said #2, asto actualy speculate upon what will
follow you?’

“I think,” said Meg, “it might be fun to know.”



“Wefail to comprehend,” said #1. “Thisfun you spesak about. What do you mean by ‘fun’?’

“Y ou mean, poor things,” cried Meg, “that you never have any fun? That you don’t know what we
mean by ‘fun’?’

“We catch the concept barely,” said #2, “ dthough perhapsimperfectly. It is something we have not
heretofore encountered. We find it hard to understand that any being could derive even the dightest
satisfaction in regarding its own extinction.”

“Waell,” said Cushing, “we aren't extinct as yet. We may have afew more years.

“But you don't do anything about it.”

“Not actively,” said Cushing. “Not now. Perhgps not at any time. Wejust try to get- along. But, now,
suppose you tell us—do you have even an inkling of an answer to the question that we asked? What
does come after us?’

“It'saquestion we can’t answer,” said #1, “ dthough since you spoke of it to us, we have given
thought to it. The A and B contends that the race will continue. But we think the A and B iswrong. We
have seen other planets where the dominant races have fallen and that was the end of it. There was
nothing that gave promise of coming after them.”

“Perhaps,” said Cushing, “you weren't able to hang around long enough. It might take some timefor
another form of lifeto movein, tofill the vacuum.

“Wedon't know about that,” said #2. “ It was something that did not greatly concern us, it wasa
factor, actualy, that we never once considered. It fell outside the areaof our study. Y ou understand, the
two of us have spent alifetime on the study of certain crigs points resulting in the terminations of
technologica societies. On many other planets we have found aclassc pattern. The technology builds up
to acertain point and then destroys itsalf and the race that built it. We were about to return to our home
planet and inscribe our report when we happened on this planet and the doubt crept in....

“The doubt crept in,” said #1, “ because of the evasiveness and the stubbornness of the A and B. He
refuses to admit the obvious. He pretends, sometimes convincingly, to hold fast to the faith that your
human race will rise again, that it is unconquerable, that it has abuilt-in spirit that will not accept defest.
Hetaks obliquely about what he calls a phoenix rising from its ashes, an dlusion that escapesusin its
entirety.”

“Thereisno need to beat among the bushes,” said #2. It seemsto us you may be able to abstract an
answer more readily than we, and it is our hope that once you haveit, you would, in al friendliness, be
pleased to share it with us. It seemsto usthe answer, if thereis one, which we doubt exceedingly, is
locked within this City. Asnatives of this planet, you might have abetter chance of finding it than we,
who are travel-worn aiens, battered by our doubts and inadequacies.”

“Fat chance,” said Cushing. “We arelocked out of the City and, supposedly, marooned here. We are
forbidden by the A and B to leave.”

“We thought you had said you had not seenthe A and B.”

“We haven't. He sent amessage to us by one of his gosspers.”

“The nagty little thing was malicious abouit it,” Meg told them.

“That soundslikethe A and B,” said #1. “ A sophisticated old gentleman, but at times atesty one.

“A gentleman, you say? Could the A and B be human?’

“No, of coursehe’snot,” said #2. “Wetold you. HE sarobot. Y ou must know of robots. Thereis
onewho isamember of your party.”

“Now, wait aminute,” said Cushing. “ There was something standing at the table’ shead. It looked like
aman and yet not like aman. It could have been arobot. It could have beenthe A and B.”

“Did you spesk to it?’

“No, I did not speak to it. There were too many other things. .

“Y ou should have spokentoit.”

“Dammit, | know | should have spokentoit, but | didn’t. Now it istoo late. The A and B isinsdethe
City and wecan't get to him.”

“It' snot only the A and B,” said #1. “ There is something e se shut up behind those walls. We know
not directly of it. We but suspicion it. We have only recepted it.”



“Y ou mean that you have sensed it.”

“That isright,” said #1. “ Our feding of it ismost unrdiable, but it isdl that we cantel you.”

Cushing and Meg went back at the end of the day to the deserted camp. A littlelater, Andy came
ambling in to greet them. There was no sign of the other three. Ezra and Elayne had gone down the butte
to talk with the Trees, and Rollo had smply wandered off.

“We know now, laddie buck,” said Meg. “The A and B meant exactly what he said. The City’'s
closed to us.

“It wasthat damn Elayne,” said Cushing. “ She was Cushing this eternity stuff that she has ahang-up
on. .

“You'retoo harsh with her,” said Meg. “Her brain may be alittle addled, but she has a certain power.
| am sure she has. Shelivesin another world, on another level. She sees and hears things we do not see
and hear. And anyhow, it does no good to talk about it now. What are we going to do if we can’'t get off
thisbutte?”

“I'm not ready to give up yet,” said Cushing. “If we want to get out of here, we' Il find away.

“Whatever happened to the Place of Stars,” she asked, “that we started out to find? How did we go
wrong?’

“We went wrong,” said Cushing, “because we were going blind. We grabbed at every rumor that we
heard, a dl the campfire stories that Rollo had picked up. It wasn’'t Rollo’ sfault. It was mine. | wastoo
anxious. | wastoo ready to accept anything | heard.”

Rollo camein shortly after dark. He squatted down beside the other two and sat staring at thefire.

“I didn’t find much,” he said. “1 found aquarry over to the west, where the rock was quarried for the
City. | found an old road that led off to the southwest, built and used before the Trees were planted.
Now the Trees close off theroad. | tried to get through them and there was no getting through. | tried in
severd places. They smply build awall againgt you. Maybe ahundred men with axes could get through,
but we haven't got a hundred men with axes.”

“Evenwith axes,” said Meg, “| doubt we would get through.”

“Thetribes are gathering,” said Rollo. “The plains off to the east and south are smply black with them,
and more coming al thetime. The word must havetraveled fast.”

“What | can’t understand,” said Cushing, “iswhy they should be gathering. There were the wardens,
of course, but | thought they were just afew small bands of deluded fanatics.”

“Perhaps not so deluded,” said Meg. “ Y ou don’'t keep awatch for centuries out of pure delusion.”

“Y ou think this place isimportant? That important?’

“It hasto be,” said Meg. “Itisso big. It took so much work and timeto build it. And it's so well
protected. Men, even men in the old machine days, would not have spent so much time and effort

“Yes, | know,” said Cushing. “I wonder what it is. Why it’s here. If there were only someway for us
to dig out the meaning of it.”

“The gathering of thetribes,” said Roallo, “ arguesthat it may be more important than we know. It was
not just the wardens alone. They were backed by the tribes. Maybe sent here and kept here by the
tribes. There may be alegend

“If 30,” said Meg, “awell-guarded legend. | have never heard of it. The city tribes back home, I'm
sure, never heard of it.

“The best legends,” said Cushing, “might be the best guarded. So sacred, perhaps, that no one ever
spoke doud of them.”

The next day, Rollo went with them for another tour of the City. They found nothing new. Thewails
stood up straight and inscrutable. There was no indication of any life.

Late in the afternoon, Ezraand Elayne returned to camp. They camein footsore and limping, clearly
worn out.

“Here, St down,” said Meg, “and rest yourselves. Lie down if you want to. We have water and Il
cook some meat. If you want to deep awhile beforeyou eat .

Ezracroaked at them, “The Treeswould not let us through. No argument can budge them. They will
not tell uswhy. But they would talk of other things. They talked of ancestral memories, their ancestral



memories. On another planet, in some other solar system, very far from here. They had anamefor it, but
it was acomplicated name with many syllables, and | failed to catch it and did not want to ask again, for
it seemed of no importance. Even if we knew the name, it would be of no useto us. They either had
forgotten how they got here or did not want to tell us, although | think they may not know. I’'m not sure
they ever saw the planet that they talked of. They were talking, I think, of ancestrd memories, facia
memories, carried forward from one generation to the next.”

“You are certain of this?” asked Cushing. “ Their saying they came from another planet?’

“I amvery certain,” Ezrasad. “ Thereis no question of it. They talked to me of the planet, asaman
marooned in some strange place would talk about the country of his boyhood. They showed the planet to
me-admittedly, avery fuzzy picture, but one could recognize certain features of it. Anidedlized picture, |
am certain. | think of it asapink world—you know, the delicate pink of apple blossomsin the early
spring, blowing on a hill against a degp-blue sky. Not only was the color of the world pink, but the fedl of
it. I know I’m not telling thistoo well, but that’s how it ssemed to me. A glad world—not a happy world,
but aglad world.”

“Gould it be?" asked Cushing. “Could it be that men did go to the stars, to this pink world, bringing
back with them the seeds of the Trees?’

“And,” said Meg, “the Followers and the Shivering Snakes? Theliving stones as well? For these
things cannot be of thisworld of ours. Thereis no way they could be natives of thisworld.”

“Andif dl of thisistrue,” said Rollo, “then this, after dl, may be the Place of Going to the Stars.”

Cushing shook his head. “ There are no launching pads. We would have found them if there had been
any. And so remote, so far from al the sources of supply. The economics of such aplace asthiswould
beillogicd.”

“Perhaps,” said Rollo, “acertain amount of illogic could make a certain sense.

“Not in atechnologica world,” said Cushing. “Not in the kind of world that sent men to the stars.”

That night, after Ezraand Elayne were sound adeep, Rollo disappeared on another walkabout, and
with Andy off to gambal with the Followers, Cushing said to Meg, “ One thing keeps bothering me.
Something that the Team told us. Thereis something el se here, they said. Something other than the A and
B. Something hidden, something we should find.”

Meg nodded. “Perhaps, laddie boy,” she said. “ Perhaps there’ sadedl to find. But how do we go
about it? Has that driving, adventurous brain of yours come up with afresh idea?’

“Y ou sensed theliving rock,” said Cushing, “that night long ago. Y ou sensed the Followers. They
wereacrowd, you said. A conglomerate of many different people, al the people they had ever met. You
sensed that the robotic brain il lived. Without haf trying, you sensed al these things. Y ou knew | was
degpinginthelilac thicket.”

“I’vetold you and told you, time and time again,” she sad, “that I’ m a piss-poor witch. I'm nothing
but an old bag who used her feeble taents to keep life within her body and ill-wishers off her back. A
dowdy old bitch, vicious and without ethics, who owes you, laddie buck, more than | ever can repay you
for taking me on this great adventure.”

“Without haf trying,” said Cushing, “just as aflippant, everyday exercise of your talents

“There' s Elayne. She' sthe one you should be—"

“Not Elayne. Her talents are of adifferent kind. She gets the big picture, the overview. Y ou get down
to basics; you can handle detail. Y ou see the nuts and bolts, sense what istaking place.”

“Mad you are,” she said. “Madder than ahare.”

“Will youdoit, Meg?’

“It would be awaste of time.”

“WEe ve got to crack this puzzle. We have to know what’s going on. If we don’t want to stay here
forever, penned upon this butte.”

“Okay. Tomorrow, then. Just to show you arewrong. If you have the time to waste.”

“I havetimeto waste, said Cushing. “I have nothing moreto do with it.”

Shedidn’'t want to do it, but, shetold hersdlf, she had to try, if for no other reason than to get it over
with. Aswell, shewas afraid to try it, because then she might learn the true smalness of her powers. If



she had any powersat al. Although, shetold hersdlf, with dim comfort, she had done certain things.

“1 hope,” she said to Cushing, “that you are satisfied.”

Theearly morning sun lit the greast meta doors, embossed with symbolic figures that meant nothing to
her. The stone towers that rose on either side and above the doors were forbidding in their solidness. She
gained the impression, as she and the others stood there, at the foot of the shallow stone steps that went
up to the door, that the entire building was frowning down upon them.

The Team had said that there was something somewhere behind the doors, somewhere in the City,
but they had not known what it was and now it was her job to find out. It was an impossible task, she
knew, and she would not have even tried, but laddie boy had faith in her and she could not let him down.
The others, she knew, had no faith in her, for she had given them no reason. She looked at Elayne and,
for amoment, thought she could glimpse in the other woman's eyes a hint of quiet amusement, athough,
God knows, shetold hersdlf, there is none to know what might be in Elayne' s vacant eyes.

She dropped to her knees and settled comfortably, her haunchesresting on her hedls. Shetried to
make her mind reach out, easily at first, not pushing too hard, driving out, gently, the tendrils of her mind,
seeking, probing, asthetendrils of aclimbing vine might seek out crevicesin thewal on which it climbed.
She sensed the hardness of the stone, the polished toughness of the metal, and then was through them,
into the emptiness beyond. And there was something there.

The tendrils pulled back as they touched the strangeness of it—a sort of thing (or things) she had
never known before, that no one had ever known before. Not athing, shetold herself, but many dippery
different thingsthat had no definition. That would not define themsdlves, sheredized, as her mind veered
away from them, because they were not dive, or at least seemed to have no life, dthough there was no
doubt that they were entities of some sort. A tingling fear went through her—a shuddering, aloathing—as
if there were spidersthere, abillion scurrying spiders with swollen, distended bodies, and legs covered
with quivering black hairs. A scream welled in her throat, but she choked it back. They can't hurt me, she
told hersdlf; they can’t reach me; they’rein thereand I’m out here.

Shethrust her mind at them and wasin the midst of them, and now that she was there, she knew they
weren't spiders, that there was no harm in them, for they were not dive. But despite the fact of their
being lifdess, they somehow held ameaning. That was sensdless, she knew. How could something
lifdlesshold ameaning, or many tiny lifeless things hold many, many meanings? For she was surrounded
and engulfed by the meanings of them, little lifeless meanings that whispered vaguely & her, thrusting
themselves forward, pressing themsalves againgt her, seeking her attention. She sensed the countless
buzzings of many tiny energies, and within her mind, flesting images built up momentarily, then faded,
fading amost as soon as they had formed—not one of them, but hordes of them, like aswarm of gnats
flying inashaft of sunlight, not redly seeing them, but knowing they were there by the glint of light off the
vibrations of their wings.

Shetried to concentrate, to bring her mental tendrils down to sharper focuses that could spear and
hold at least one of thelittle dancing images, to seize upon and hold it long enough to make out what it
was. Shefdt, asif from far away, asif it were happening to someone other than herself, the sweet upon
her forehead and running down her face. She bent even farther forward, squeezing her upper torso down
againg her thighs, concentrating her body into asmaller space, asif by this concentration she could
concentrate her powers. She squeezed her eyestight shut, trying to block out al light, to form within her
mind ablack mental screen upon which she could bring into focus one of the shimmering gnatsthat
danced within her head.

Theimages did seem to sharpen, but they still danced and flitted, the glitter still came off thewhirring
wings, masking the haf formsthat she forced them to take, dim and shadowy, with no red definition. It
was no use, she thought; she had driven herself asfar as she could go and then had failed. There was
something there, some subtle strangeness, but she could not grasp it.

She collgpsed, pitching forward, rolling over on her side, till compressed into afetal position. Shelet
her eyes come open and dimly saw Cushing bending over her.

Shewhispered a him. “I’m dl right, laddie boy. There is something there, but | could not catchit. |
could not sharpeniit, bring it into focus.”



He knelt beside her and hdf lifted her, holding her inhisarms. “It' sdl right, Meg,” hesaid. “You did
what you could.”

“If I'd had my crystd bal,” she whispered.

“Your crysd bal?’

“Yes. | had one. | left it back at home. | never did place much faithiniit. It was just window dressing.”

“Y ou think it would have helped you?’

“Maybe. It would help me concentrate. | had trouble concentrating.”

The others stood around, watching the two of them. Andy shuffled in closer, stretching out hislong
neck to snuffle at Meg. She patted his nose. “He dwaysworries about me,” she said. “Hethinksit’shis
job to take care of me.

She pulled hersdlf away from Cushing and sat up.

“Givemealittletime” shesaid. “Then I'll try again.”

“Youdon't haveto,” Cushing sad.

“I haveto. The Team wasright. Thereis something there.” The great stone wallsrose up against the
cloudless sky— stolid, mocking, hogtile. High in the blueness a great bird, reduced by distanceto a
fly-sized speck, appeared to hang motionless.

“Bugs” shesad. “A million little bugs. Scurrying. Buzzing. Like ants, like spiders, like gnats. All the
time moving. Confused. And so was|. Never so confused.”

Elayne spokein her hard, cold voice. “1 could help,” she said.

“Deane, you stay out of this,” said Meg. “1 have trouble enough without you butting in.”

She got to her knees again, settled back so her haunches rested on her hedls.

“Thisisthelast go | haveat it,” shesaid. “Absolutdly the last. If it doesn’'t work thistime, that’ sthe
end of it.”

It was easier thistime. There was no need of breaking through the stone and metal. Immediately, once
again, she was with the spiders and the gnats. And, thistime, the gnatsflew in patterns, forming symbols
that she could glimpse, but never clearly and never with an understanding, athough it seemed to her that
the understanding was just a hairsbreadth beyond perception. If she could only drivein alittle closer, if
somehow she could dow the dancing of the gnats or retard the scurry of the spiders, then it seemed to
her that she might catch and hold some small bit of understanding. For there must be purpose in them;
there must be areason they flew or scurried asthey did. It could not al be random; there must be reason
somewhere in the tapestry they wove. Shetried to drivein, and for an ingtant the mad dance of the gnats
dowed itstempo, and in that instant she felt the happiness, the sudden rose-glow of happiness so deep
and purethat it was a psychic shock, rocking her back on her mentd heds, engulfing her inthe
abandoned sweetness of it. But even as she knew it, she knew aswell that it was somehow wrong—that
itwasimmord, if not illegdl, to know so degp a happiness. And in the instant that she thought that, there
cameto her the knowing of what waswrong with it. It was, she knew ingtinctively, amanufactured
happiness, a synthetic happiness, and her groping, confused mind caught afleeting image of a
complicated set of symbolsthat might explain the happiness, that might even cause the happiness. All this
within so short a span of timethat it was scarcely measurable; then the happiness was gone, and despite
the synthetic nature of it, the place seemed bleak and cold and hard without it, an emptiness despite the
fact that it was il inhabited by abillion billion insects that she knew weren't redlly insects but only
something that her human mind trandated into insects. Moaning, she sought for the happiness again;
phoney asit might be, it was athing she needed, with an hysterical desperation, to touch again, to hold it
only for amoment, to know the rose-glow of it. She could not continue in the drabness that was the
world without it. Moaning piteoudly, she reached out for it and had it once again, but even asher mind's
fingerstouched it, the rose-glow dipped away and was gone again.

From far away, from another world, someone spoke to her, a voice that she once had known but
could not identify. “Here, Meg,” it said, “hereisyour crystd bal.”

She fdt the hardness and the roundness of the ball placed between her palms, and, opening her eyesa
dit, saw the polished brightness of it, shining in the rays of the morning sun.

Another mind exploded and impacted in her mind—acold, sharp, dark mind that screamed in triumph



and rdief, asif thething that it had awaited had findly happened, while a the sametime shrinking back in
fear againg the grossredlity of acondition it had not known for centuries piled on centuries, that it had
forgotten, that it had lost al hope of regaining and that now it found thrust so forcefully upon it.

The unsuspected mind clung to her mind, fastening upon it as the one security it knew, clinging
desperately, afraid of being alone again, of being thrust back into the darkness and the cold. It clung to
her mind in frantic desperation. It ran dong the projections of her mind into that place where spiders and
gnats cavorted. It recoiled for afraction of asecond, then drovein, taking her mind with it, deep into the
swarm of glittering wings and frantic hairy legs, and asit did, the wings and legs were gone, the spiders
and the gnats were gone, and out of the whirlpool of uncertainty and confusion came an orderliness that
was as confusing as the spiders and gnats. An orderliness that was confusing because it was, in most
parts, incomprehensible, amarshaing and asorting of configurations that even in their neatness seemed to
have no meaning.

Then the meanings came—haf meanings, guessed meanings, shadowy and fragmented, but solid and
red in the shadow and the fragments. They piled into her mind, overwhelming it, clogging it, o thet she
only caught a part of them, as aperson listening to a conversation delivered in so rapid-fire amanner that
only oneword in twenty could be heard. But beyond dl this she grasped for amoment the larger context
of it, of al of it—aseething mass of knowledge that seemed to fill and overflow the universe, dl the
guestions answered that ever had been asked.

Her mind snapped back, retracting from the overpowering mass of answers, and her eyes came open.
The crystd bdl fell from her hands and rolled off her lgp, to bounce upon the stony pavement. She saw
that it was no crystal ball, but the robotic brain case that Rollo had carried in his sack. She reached out
and stroked it with her fingers, murmuring at it, soothing it, aghast at what she’ d done. To awaken it, to
let it know it was not alone, to raise ahope that could not be carried out—that, she told hersalf, wasa
cruelty that could never be erased, for which there could be no recompense. To wake it for amoment,
then plungeit back again into the londliness and the dark, to touch it for amoment and then to let it go.
She picked it up and cuddled it against her breasts, as a mother might a child.

“You arenot done,” shetoldit. “I'll stay with you.” Not knowing, as she spoke the words, if she
could or not. In that time of doubt shefdt its mind again—no longer cold, no longer done or dark, a
warmth of sudden comradeship, an overflowing of abject gratitude.

Above her the great metal doors were opening. In them stood arobot, alarger and more massive
meachine than folio, but very much akinto him.

“I’'m called the Ancient and Revered,” the robot told them. “Won't you please comein? | should like
to talk with you.”

They sat at the table in the room where Cushing and Elayne had first met the A and B, but thistime
there was light from a candle that stood at one end of the table. There were Shivering Snakes aswell, but
not as many as there had been that firgt time, and those that were there stayed close againgt the ceiling,
looping and spinning and making damn fools of themselves.

The A and R sat down ponderoudy in the chair at the tabl€’ s head and the others of them took chairs
and ranged themsalves on either sde. Meg laid the robot’ s brain case on the table in front of her and
kept both hands upon it, not really holding it but just letting it know that she was there. Every now and
then shefdt the presence probing gently at her mind, perhaps smply to assureitself that she had not
deserted it. Andy stood in the doorway, half in the room, haf out, his head drooping but watching
everything. Behind him in the corridor fluttered the gray shapes of his pasthe Followers.

The A and B settled himsdf comfortably in the chair and looked at them for along time before he
gpooke, asif he might be eva uating them, perhaps debating with himsdf the question of whether he might
have made amistake in inviting them to this conference.

Findly, he spoke. “1 am pleased,” he said, “to welcome you to the Place of Going to the Stars.”

Cushing hit the table with his open hand. “ Cut out thefairy tales” heydled. “Thiscan't bethe Place
of Going to the Stars. There are no launching pads. In a place like thisthe logistics would beimpossible.”

“Mr. Cushing,” the A and R said gently, “if you'll dlow meto explain. No launching pads, you say. Of
course there are no launching pads. Have you ever tried to caculate the problems of going to the stars?



How far they are, thetime that it would take to reach them, the shortness of ahuman life?’

“I'veread theliterature,” said Cushing. “ Thelibrary a the universty—"

“Y ou read the speculations,” said the A and B. “Y ou read what was written about going to the stars
centuries before there was any possihility of going to the stars. Written when men had reached no farther
into space than the moon and Mars.”

“That isright, but—"

“Y ou read about cryogenics. freezing the passengers and then reviving them. Y ou read the
controversies about faster-than-light. Y ou read the hopefulness of human colonies planted on the
earthlike planets of other solar systems.”

“Some of it might have worked,” said Cushing stubbornly. “Men, in time, would have found better
waystodoit.”

“They did,” said the A and R. “Some men did go to some of the nearby stars. They found many things
that were interesting. They brought back the seeds from which sprouted the belt of Treesthat ringsin this
butte. They brought back the living rocks, the Shivering Snakes and the Followers, dl of which you've
seen. But it wasimpractical. It wastoo costly and the time factor was too great. Y ou speak of logigtics,
and thelogistics of sending human beingsto the stars were wrong. Once you get into a technological
system, onceit’ s actually in operation, you find what' s wrong with it. Y our perspectives change and your
godstend to shift about. Y ou ask yourself what you redly want, what you' re trying to accomplish, what
va ues can be found in the effort you are making. We asked this of ourselves once we started going to the
gars and the conclusion was that the actua landing on another planet of another solar sysemwas, in
itsdlf, of not too great avaue. There was glory, of course, and satisfaction, and we learned some things
of vaue, but the process was too dow; it took too long. If we could have sent out a thousand ships, each
pointed toward a different point in space, the returns would have been speeded up. It would have taken
aslong, but with that many ships there would have been a steady feedback of results, after await of a
few hundred years, as the ships began coming back, one by one. But we could not send out a thousand
ships. The economy would not withstand that sort of strain. And once you had sent out a thousand ships,
you'’ d have to keep on building them and sending them out to keep the pipdine full. We knew we did not
have the resources to do anything like that and we knew we didn’t have the time, for some of our socia
scientists were warning us of the Collapse that finally overtook us. So we asked ourselves—we were
forced to ask ourselves—what we were redlly looking for. And the answer seemed to be that we were
seeking information.

“Without having lived through the era.of which | talk, it is difficult to comprehend the pressures under
which we found oursalves. It became, in time, not asimple matter of going to the stars; it was amatter of
pulling together abody of knowledge that might give usaclueto actions that might head off the Collgpse
foreseen by our socid scientists. The common populace was not fully aware of the dangers seen by the
scientists and they were generally not aware at al of what we were doing. For yearsthey had been
bombarded by warnings from all sorts of experts, most of whom were wrong, and they were so fed up
with informed opinions that they paid no attention to anything that was being said. For they had no way of
knowing which of them were sound.

“But therewasthis small group of scientists and engineers— and by asmall group | mean some
thousands of them—who saw the danger clearly. There might have been anumber of waysin which the
Collapse could have been averted, but the one that seemed to have the best chance was to gamble that
from the knowledge that might be collected from those other civilizations among the Stars, an answer
might be found. It might, we told oursalves, be a basic answer we smply had not thought of, an answer
entiredly human inits concept, or it might be acompletely dien answver which we could adapt.”

He stopped and looked around the table. “ Do you follow me?’ he asked.

“I think we do,” said Ezra. “Y ou speak of ancient timesthat are unknown to us.”

“But not to Mr. Cushing,” said the A and B. “Mr. Cushing has read about those days.”

“I cannot read,” said Ezra. “There are very few who can. In al my tribe there is not aone who can.

“Which leads me to wonder,” said the A and B, “how it comes about that Mr. Cushing can. You
gpoke of auniverdty. Arethere dill universities?’



“Only onel know of,” said Cushing. “There may be others, but | do not know. At our university a
man named Wilson, centuries ago, wrote ahistory of the Collapse. It isnot agood history; it islargey
based on legend.”

“S0 you have someidea of what the Collapse was al about?’

“Only inagenerd way,” said Cushing.

“But you knew about the Place of Going to the Stars?’

“Not from the history. Wilson knew of it, but he did not put it in his history. He dismissedit, |
suppose, because it seemed too wild atae. | found some of his notes, and he made mention of itin
them.”

“And you came hunting for it. But when you found it, you did not believe it could the place you were
looking for. No launching pads, you said. At one time there were launching pads, quite some distance
from this place. Then, after atime, after we saw that it wouldn’t work, we asked ourselves if robotic
probeswould not work aswell as men. .

“Thegosspers,” said Cushing. “ That iswhat they are— robotic interstellar probes. The Team looks
onthem as sory tellers”

“TheTeam,” said the A and B, “are apair of busybodies from some very distant planet who intend
some day to write what might be caled * The Decline and Fal of Technologica Civilizations” They have
been vastly puzzled here, and I’ ve made no attempt to set them straight. Asamatter of fact, I’ ve made it
my businessto further puzzle them. If | gave them any help, they would hang around for another hundred
years, and | don’t want that. I’ ve had enough of them.

“The travel ers—those probes you cal the gossipers—could be made far more cheaply than starships.
The research and devel opment was costly, but once the design was perfected, with the various sensors
all worked out, the information processing design—so that the probes could use their own data to work
out information instead of just bringing back to us masses of raw data—once dl thiswas done, they
could be made much more cheaply than the ships. We built and programmed them by the hundreds and
sent them out. In acentury or 0, they began coming back, each of them crammed with the information
he' d collected and stored as code in his memory storage. There have been afew of them who have not
come back. | suppose that accidents of various kinds might have happened to them. By the time the first
of them started coming back, however, the Collgpse had come about, and there were no humans left at
this station. Myself and afew other robots, that was all. Now even the few other robots are gone.
Through the years, there has been attrition: one of them killed in arockfal; another faling victimto a
strange disease—which puzzles me exceedingly, since such as we should be disease-immune. Another
electrocuted in amoment of great carel essness, for despite the candle, we do have dectricity. Itis
supplied by the solar pandsthat top this building. The candle is because we have run out of bulbs and
there is no way to replace them. But, however that may be, in oneway or another al the robots but
mysdf became dysfunctiona until only | wasleft.

“When the travelers came back, we transferred their coded data to the centra storage facility inthis
place, reprogrammed them and sent them out again. In the course of the last few centuries | have not sent
them out again as they came back. There has seemed little sense in doing so. Our storage banks are
already crowded amost to capacity. As| transferred the data, | should, | suppose, have deactivated the
travelers and stored them away, but it seemed a shame to do so. They do enjoy life so much. Whilethe
trandfer to the centra banksremovesdl the actuad data, thereisaresidue of impressonsremaining inthe
probes, only ashadow of the information that they carried, so that they retain a pseudomemory of what
they have experienced and they spend their time telling one another of their great adventures. Some of
them got away that first night you arrived, and before | called them hack, they had given you a sample of
their chatter. They do the same with the Team and | have made no attempt to stop them, for it givesthe
Team something to do and keeps those two roly-poly worthies off my back.”

“So, laddie boy,” said Meg to Cushing, you have found your Place of Stars. Not the kind of place
you looked for, but an even greater place.”

“What | don’t understand,” said Cushing to the A and B, “iswhy you'retalking to us. Y ou sent us
word—remember?—that the place was banned to us. What made you change your mind?’



“Youmust redize” saidthe A and R, “the need for security in aplace as sengtive asthis. When we
began deve oping the facility, we looked for an insolated location. We planted the belt of Trees, which
were geneticaly programmed to keep dl intruders out, and planted around and outside the belt aring of
living rocks. The Trees were a passive defense; the rocks, if need be, active. Over the years, the rocks
have been largely dispersed. Many of them have wandered off. The Trees were supposed to keep them
in control, but in many cases this has not worked out. At the time this station was established, it seemed
to be apparent that civilization was moving toward collapse, which meant not only that the station should
be kept as secret as possible but that defenses be set up. Our hope was, of course, that collapse could
be staved off for another few hundred years. If that had been possible, we might have been able to offer
some assurance that we were working toward solutions. But we were given somewhat lessthan a
hundred years. For along time after the Collapse came about, we held our breath. By that time the Trees
werewel | grown, but they probably would not have held against a determined attack made with
flamethrowers or artillery. But our remote Situation, plus the secrecy which had surrounded the project,
saved us. The mobsthat finally erupted to bring about the Collapse probably were too busy, even had
they known of us, to take any notice of us. There werericher pickings e sewhere.”

“But thisdoesn't explain what happened with our party, said Cushing. “Why did you change your
mind?’

“I must explain to you alittle further what has happened here,” said the A and R. “ After the human
population findly died off, there were only robots left and, as|’ ve told you, as the years went on, fewer
and fewer of them. There was not much maintenance required, and so long as there were severa of us
|eft, we had no problem with it. Y ou must redlize that the data-storage system has been smplified as
much as possible, so that there are no great intricacies that could get out of whack. But one system has
got out of whack and presents some difficulties. For some reason that | am unable to discover, the
retrieva system—"

“Theretrieva sysem?’

“That part of the ingtallation that enablestheretrievd of data. There are mountains of datain there, hut
thereisno way to get it out. In my humble and fumbling way | have tried to make some head or tail of it
inhopes| could repair whatever might be wrong, hut you must understand, lam no technician. My
training isin administrative work. So we have the Situation of having dl that dataand not being able to get
at any of it. When you came aong, | felt the faint flutter of some hope when the Trees reported to me that
there were sengitives among you. | told the Treesto let you through. | had hopesthat a sensitive might get
at the data, might be ableto retrieve it. And was shocked to find that your one outstanding sensitive was
not looking at our dataat dl, but at something beyond our data, overlooking it asathing of small
consequence.

“But you said the Treestold you,” protested Cushing. “It must be that you' re a sensitive, yoursalf.”

“A technologica sengitivity,” said the A and B. “1 am so designed asto be keyed in to the Trees, but
to nothing else. A sengtivity, of course, but a contrived and most selective one.

“So you thought that a human sengitive might get at the data. But when Elayne didn’t do it—"

“I thought it was al afalureat thetime,” said the A and B, “but I’ ve thought it over since, and now |
know the answer. Sheisin no way afailure, but asengtive that istoo far reaching, too keyed into
universa factors, to be of any useto us. When sheinadvertently caught aglimpse of what we havein the
data storage, she was shocked &t it, shocked at the chaos of it; for | must admit that it is chaos—hbillions
of pieces of dataal clumped into a pile. But then there came this morning another one of you. The one
that you call Meg. She reached into the data; she touched it. She got nothing from it, but she was aware
of it.

“Not until I had the brain case,” said Meg. “It wasthe brain case that made it possible.”

“| gaveyou the brain ease asacrystd ball,” said Rollo. “ That was dl it was. Just ashiny thing to help
you concentrate.

“Rollo,” said Meg. “Please forgive me, Rallo. It is more than that. | had hoped you would never have
to know. Laddie boy and | knew, but we never told you.

“You'retryingtotell us” said the A and R, “that the brain still liveswithin its ease; that when arobotic



body isinactivated or destroyed, the brain is unaffected, that it till liveson.

“But that can’'t beright,” cried Rollo in astrangled voice. “It could not see or hear. 1t would be shut
up inddeitsaf

“That isright,” said Meg.

“For athousand years,” said Rollo. “For more than athousand years.”

Cushing sad, “Rallo, we are sorry. That night long ago when you showed Meg the brain case—you
remember, don’'t you?— she sensed then that the brain was il dive. She told me and we agreed that
you should never know, that no one should ever know. Y ou see, there was nothing anyone could do.”

“Thereare millions of them,” said Rallo. “Hidden away in placeswherethey fell and will never be
found. Others collected by the tribes and stacked in pyramids. Others used as childish playthingsto rall
aong theground

“Being arobot, | mourn with you,” said the A and B. “I am as shocked asyou are. But | agree with
the gentleman that there is nothing one can do.”

“We could build new bodies,” said Rallo. “At the least we could do something to give them back their
sght and hearing. And their voices.”

“Who would do dl this?" asked Cushing bitterly. “A blacksmith a the forge of afarm commune? An
ironworker who beats out arrowheads and spearpoints for atribe of nomads?’

“And yet,” said the A and B, “this present brain, isolated for all these years, was able to respond
when it was touched by the probing of a human brain. Responded and was of help, | believeyou said.”

“| could see the spiders and the gnats,” said Meg, “ but they meant nothing to me. With the robot’s
brain, they became something else-a pattern, perhaps, a pattern in which there must have been a
meaning, athough | did not know the meaning.”

“I think, however,” said the A and B, “that herein lies some hope. Y ou reached the data bank; you
sensed the data; you were able to put them into visual form.”

“I don't see how that helpstoo much,” said Cushing. “Visua formis meaningless unlessit can be
interpreted.”

“Thiswasabeginning only,” said the A and B. “A second time, athird time, ahundredth time, the
meaning may become gpparent. And thisis even more likdly if we should be able to muster, say, a
hundred sengtives, each tied in with arobotic brain that might be able to reinforce the sengitive, asthis
robotic brain was able to make Meg see more clearly.”

“Thisisdl fing” said Cushing, “but we can't be sure that it will work. If we could repair the retrieva
system...

“I'll useyour words,” said the A and B. “Who' d do it? Blacksmiths and metalworkers? And even if
we could repair it, how could we be sure that we could read the dataand interpret it. It ssemsto mea
senstive would have a better chance of understanding what' s packed away in there...

“Giventime” said Cushing, “we might find men who could figure out away to repair theretrievd. If
they had diagrams and specs.”’

“Inthisplace,” said the A and B, “we have the diagrams and specs. | have pored over them, but to
me they have no significance. lean make nothing of them. Y ou say that you can read?’

Cushing nodded. “There salibrary back at the university. But that would be of little help. It
underwent an editing process, purged of everything that had been written some centuries before the Time
of Trouble.”

“We have alibrary here,” said the A and B, “that escaped the editing. Here there' d be materids
which might help to train the men you say might repair the system.”

Ezraspoke up. “I" ve been trying to follow this discussion and am having trouble with it. But it gppears
there are two waysto go about it: either repair the retrieval system, or use sensitives. I’'m asensitive and
so ismy granddaughter, but | fear neither one of us could be of any help. Our sengitivities, it appears, are
Specidized. Sheisattuned to universdities, whereas | am attuned to plants. | fear thiswould be the case
if we sought out sengitives. There are, | would suspect, very many different kinds of them.”

“That istrue,” said Cushing. “Wilson had a chapter in his higtory that dedlt with the rise of sengtives
after the Collapse. He felt that technology had served as arepressive factor against the development of



sengitives and that once the pressure of technology was removed, there were many more of them.”

“Thismay betrue,” said Ezra, “but out of dl of them, | would guess you could find very few who
could do what Meg has done.”

“We areforgetting onething,” said Meg, “and that isthe robotic brain. I’ m not so sure that my
powers were so much reinforced by the brain. | would suspect | did no more than direct the brain into
the data banks, making it aware of them, giving it a chance to see what was there and then tell me what
wasthere”

“Sorrowful asthe subjectistome,” said Rollo, “I think that Meg isright. It's not the human sensitives
but the brainsthat will give us answers. They have been shut up within themsdvesfor dl these centuries.
Intheloneiness of ther Stuations, they would have kept on functioning. Given no externa stimuli, they
were forced back upon themselves. Since they had been manufactured to think, they would have thought.
They would have performed the function for which they were created. They would have posed problems
for themselves and tried to work through the problems. All these yearsthey have been developing certain
lines of logic, each one of them peculiar to himself. Here we have sharpened intellects, eager intellects. . .

“I subscribeto that,” said Ezra. “ This makes sense to me. All we need are sensitives who can work
with the brains, serve asinterpretersfor the brains.”

“Okay, then,” said Cushing. “We need brains and sensitives. But | think, aswell, we should seek
people who might train themsavesto repair theretrieva system. Thereisalibrary here, you say?’

“A rather comprehensive scientific and technologicdl library,” said the A and B. “But to useiit, we
need people who can read.”

“Back a the univeraty,” said Cushing, “there are hundreds who can read.”

“Youthink,” said the A and B, “that we should attack our problem on two levels?’

“Yes, | do,” said Cushing.

“Andsodol,” said Ezra

“If we should succeed,” said Cushing, “what would you guesswe d get? A new basisfor anew
human civilization? Something that would lift us out of the barbarism and gtill not set us once again onthe
old track of technology? | do not like the fact that we may be forced, through the necessity of repairing
theretrieval system if the sengtive plan should fail, to go back to technology again to accomplish what we
need.”

“No one can be certain what we'll find,” said the A and B. “But we would be trying. We' d not just be
ganding here.”

“You must have someidea,” Cushing inssted. “Y ou must have talked to at least some of the returning
probes, perhaps al of them, before transferring the data that they carried into the storage banks.”

“Mog of them,” said the A and B, “but my knowledge isonly superficid. Only the barest indication of
what might be in the storage. Some of it, of course, isof but smal significance. The probes, you must
understand, were programmed only to vist those planets where there was a possibility life might have
risen. If their sensors did not show indication of life, they wasted no time on aplanet. But even so, on
many of the planets where life had risen, there was not awaysintelligence or an analogue of intelligence.
Whichisnot to say that even from such planets we would not discover things of worth.”

“But on certain planets there was intelligence?’

“That isso,” said the A and B. “On more planets than we had any reason to suspect. In many
ingtancesit was abizarre intelligence. In some cases, afrightening intelligence. Some five hundred light
yearsfrom us, for instance, we know of something that you might describe as a galactic headquarters,
athough that is a human and therefore an imprecise interpretation of what it redly is. And even more
frightening, aplanet, perhaps alittle shorter distance out in space, where dwells arace advanced so far
beyond the human race in its culture that we would view its representatives as gods. In that race, it seems
to me, isared danger to the human race, for you dways have been susceptible to gods.”

“But you think there are some factors, perhaps many factors, from which we could choose, that
would help to put we humans back on track again?’

“I'm pogitive,” said the A and B, “that we' ll find something if we have the senseto useit. Asl tell you,
| got just afaint impression of what the travelers carried. Just aglimpse of it, and perhaps not aglimpse



of theimportant part of it. Let metell you some of thethings| glimpsed: agood-luck mechanism, a
method whereby good luck could be induced or engineered; adying place of agreat confederation of
aliens, who went there to end their days and, before they died, checked all their mental and emotiona
baggage in a place where it could beretrieved if there were ever need of it; an equation that made no
senseto me, but that | am convinced isthe key to faster than-light travel; an intelligence that had learned
to live parasiticaly e sewhere than in brain tissue; amathematics that had much in common with mysticism
and which, in fact, makes use of mysticism; arace that had soul perception rather than mere intellectua
perception. Perhaps we could find use for none of these, but perhaps we could. It isasample only.
Thereis much more, and though much would be usdless, | can't help but believe we d find many
principles or notions that we could adapt and usefully employ.”

Elayne spokefor thefirst time. “We pluck only at the edge of it,” shesaid. “We seedl imperfectly.
We clutch at smdll particulars and fail to comprehend the whole. There are greater things than we can
ever dream. We see only those small segments that we can understand, ignoring and glossing over what
we are not equipped to understand.”

She was not talking to them but to hersalf. Her hands were folded on the tabletop in front of her and
she was staring out beyond the walls that hemmed them in, Staring out into that other world which only
she could see.

Shewaslooking at the universe.

“You' remad,” Meg told Cushing. “If you go out to face them, they will gobble you. They’re sore
about our being here. Angry about our being here

“They aremen,” said Cushing. “Barbarians. Nomads. But still they are men. | can talk with them.
They are basically reasonable. We need brain cases; we need sensitives; we need men who have a
technological sense. A native technologic sense. In the old days there were people who could look at
something and know how it worked, ingtinctively know how it worked—able, dmost at aglance, to
trace out the relationship of itsworking parts.”

“Peopleintheold days,” said Rallo, “but not now. Those people you tak about lived at atimewhen
machines were commonplace. They lived with machines and by machines and they thought machines.
And another thing: what we are talking about here is not crude machines, with interlocking gears and
sprockets. Theretrieva system is eectronic and the eectronic art waslost long ago. A specid
knowledge, years of training were required

“Perhaps s0,” Cushing agreed, “but herethe A and R has atech library; a the university we have men
and women who can read and write and who have not lost entirely the capacity and discipline for study.
It might take alongtime. It might take severd lifetimes. But since the Collapse we have wasted a number
of lifetimes. We can afford to spend afew more of them. What we must do is establish an dlite corps of
sengitives, of brain cases, of potentia technologists, of academics

“Thebrain cases arethe key,” said Meg. “They are our only hope. If there are any who have kept
aivetheold tradition of logic, they are the ones. With the help and direction of sensitives, they can reach
the data and probably are the only oneswho can interpret it and understand it once it’ sinterpreted.”

“Oncethey reach and explainit,” said Cushing, “there must be those who can write it down. We must
collect and record abody of data. Without that, without the meticulous recording of it, nothing can be
done.”

“l agree,” said Rollo, “that the robotic brains are our only hope. Since the Collgpse there has not been
oneiotaof technologica development from the human race. With dl thefighting and raiding and generd
hell-raising that is going on, you would think that someone would have reinvented gunpowder. Any petty
chieftain would give agood right arm for it. But no one has reinvented it. So far as| know, no one has
even thought to do so. You hear no talk of it. | tell you, technology is dead. Nothing can be doneto
reviveit. Degp down in the fiber of the race, it has been rgjected. It wastried once and failed, and that is
the end of it. Sensitives and brain cases—those are what we need.”

“The A and B indicated there are brain cases here,” said Ezra. “ The robots died, he' sthe only one
thet’ sleft.”

“A haf dozen casesor s0,” said Meg. “We may need hundreds. Brain cases would not be the same.



They'd be, | would guess, highly individudistic. Out of a hundred, you might find only one or two who
could untangle what isto be found in the data banks.”

“All right, then,” said Cushing. “Agreed. We need a corps of sensitives; we need brain cases by the
bagful. To get them, we haveto go to the tribes. Each tribe may have some sensitives, many of them have
ahoard of cases. Some of the tribes are out there on the plain, just beyond the Trees. We don’t haveto
trave far to reach them. I'll go out in themorning.”

“Not you,” said Rallo. “We.”

“You'll stay here,” said Cushing. “ Once they caught Sight of you, they’ d run you down like arabbit
and have your brain case out

“I can't let you go done,” protested Rollo. “Wetraveled dl those milestogether. Y ou stood with me
againg the bear. We are friends, whether you know it or not. | can't let you go alone.”

“Not just the one of you or the two of you,” said Meg. “If one goes, so do dl therest of us. We'rein
thistogether.”

“No, dammit!” yelled Cushing. “I’m the oneto go. Therest of you stay here. I'vetold Rolloit’ stoo
dangerousfor him. Thereis some danger for me, aswell, | would imagine, but | think | can handleit. The
rest of youwe can't risk. Y ou are sensitives and we need sensitives. They may be hard to find. We need
al that wecanfind.”

“Youforget,” said Ezra, “that neither Elayne nor | are the kind of sensitives you need. | can only talk
with plants, and Elayne—"

“How do you know you can only talk with plants? Y ou wanted it that way and that isal you’ ve done.
Evenif it'sal you can do, you can talk with the Trees and it maybe important that we have someone who
can talk with them. Asfor Elayne, she has an overal—auniversd—ability that may stand usin good
stead when we begin digging out the data. She might be able to see relationships that we couldn’'t see.”

“But our own tribe maybe out there,” inssted Ezra. “If they are, it would help to have usadong.”

“We can't take the chance,” said Cushing. “Y ou can talk with your tribe for uslater on.

“Laddiebuck,” said Meg, “mad | think you are.”

“Thisisthekind of busness,” said Cushing, “that may cdl for alittle madness”

“How can you be sure the Trees will let you out?’

“I'll talk withthe A and B. He can fix it up for me.

Seen from close range, more of the nomads were camped on the prairie than Cushing had thought.
The tepees, conica tents adapted from those used by the aboriginal North American plainstribes,
covered alarge area, gleaming whitely in the morning sun. Here and there across the level land were
grazing horse bands, each of them under the watchful eyes of haf adozen riders. Trickles of smokerose
from fires within the encampment. Other than the horse herders and their charges, there wasllittle sgn of
life

The sun, halfway up the eastern sky, beat down mercilessy upon the prairie. The air wascam and
muggy, bearing down so heavily that it required an effort to breathe.

Cushing stood just outside the Trees, looking the situation over, trying to calm the flutter of
apprehension that threatened to tie his somach into knots. Now that he was actualy here, ready to begin
his trudge across the naked land to the camp, he realized for thefirst time that there could be danger. He
had said so when he had talked about it the previous afternoon, but it was one thing to think about it
intelectualy and another to be brought face to face with its possibility.

But the men out there, he told himself, would be reasonable. Once he had explained the situation, they
would listen to him. Savages they might be, having turned to barbarism after the Collapse, but they il
had behind them centuries of civilized logic that even along string of generations could not have
completely extinguished.

He set out, hurrying at first, then settling down to amore reasonable and |ess exhaugting pace. The
camp was some distance off and it would take awhile to get there. He did not look back, but kept
tramping steadily forward. Halfway there, he paused to rest and then turned to look back at the butte. As
he turned, he saw the flash of the sun off aglittering surface well clear of the Trees.

Rollo, the damned fool, tagging dong behind him!



Cushing waved his arms and shouted. “ Go back, you fool! Go back!”

Rollo hesitated, then began to come on again.

“Go back!” yelled Cushing. “ Get out of here. Vamoose. | told you not to come.”

Rollo cameto astop, haf lifted an armin greeting.

Cushing made shoving motionsat him.

Sowly Rallo turned, heading back toward the Trees. After afew steps, he stopped and turned.
Cushing was dill standing there, waving at him to go back.

He turned again and went plodding back the way he’d come. He did not turn again.

Cushing stood and watched him go. The sun till burned down, and far in the west a blackness
loomed above the horizon. A storm, he wondered? Could be, he told himsdlf; the very air smelled of
heavy weather.

Convinced that Rollo would not follow him, he proceeded toward the camp. Now there was evidence
of life. Dogs were sallying out from the fringes of the tepees, barking. A small band of horsemen were
moving toward him at awalk. A gang of boys came out to the edge of the camp and hooted at him, the
hoots small and tinny in the distance.

He did not bresk his stride. The horsemen came on &t their steady gait.

They came up and halted, facing him. He said, gravely, “ Good morning, gentlemen.”

They did not respond, regarding him with stony faces. Theline parted in the middle to let him through
and, when he resumed his march, fell back to flank him on either sde.

It was not good, he knew, but he must act asif it were. There could be no sign of fright. Bather, he
must pretend that this was asigna honor, the sending out of an escort to conduct him into camp.

He strode aong, not hurrying, eyes straight ahead, paying no attention to those who paced on either
sde of him. He felt sweat popping out of hisarmpits and trickling down hisribs. He wanted to wipe his
face, but with an iron will refrained from doing so.

The camp was directly ahead and he saw that it waslaid out with wide spaces serving as streets
between the lines of tepees. Women and children stood before many of the tepees, their faces as stony
asthose of the men who moved beside him. Bands of small boys went whooping up and down the street.

Most of the women were hags. They wore misshapen woolen dresses. Their hair hung raggedly and
was matted and dirty, their faces seamed and |leathered from the sun and wind. Most of them were
barefoot and their hands were gnarled with work. Some of them opened toothless mouths to cackle at
him. The others were stalid, but wore a sense of disapprova.

At thefar end of the street stood a group of men, al facing in hisdirection. As he came up the stre<t,
one of them moved forward with a shuffle and alimp. He was old and stooped. He wore leather
breeches and a cougar hide was tossed across one shoulder, fastened with thongsin front. His
snow-white hair hung down to his shoulders. It looked asif it had been cut off square with adull knife.

A few feet from him Cushing stopped. The old man looked a him out of ice-blue eyes.

“Thisway,” hesad. “Follow me”

He turned and shuffled up the street. Cushing dowed his paceto follow.

To him camethe smdll of cooking, laced by the stink of garbage that had been too long in the summer
heat. At the doorways of some of the lodges stood picketed horses, perhaps the prize hunters or war
horses of their owners. Dogs, dinking about, emitted yelps of terror when someone hurled astick at
them. The heat of the sun was oppressve, making warm the very dust that overlay the street. Over dl of
this rode the sense of approaching storm—the smell, the fedl, the pressure, of brewing westher.

When the old man came up to the group of men, they parted to let him through, Cushing following.
The mounted escort dropped away. Cushing did not look to either side to glimpse the faces of the men,
but he knew that if he had looked, he would have seen the same hardness that had been on the faces of
the horsemen.

They broke through the ranks of men and cameinto acircle, rimmed by the waiting men. Acrossthe
circleaman sat in aheavy chair over which abuffao robe was thrown. The old man who had served as
Cushing’ s guide moved off to one side and Cushing walked forward until he faced the man in the chair.

“I am Mad Wolf,” said the man, and having said that, said no more. Apparently he felt that anyone



should know who he was once he had said his name.

He was a huge man, but not abrute. Therewasin hisface adisquieting inteligence. He wore athick
black beard and his head was shaven. A vest of wolf skin, decorated by the tails of wolves, was open at
the front, displaying a bronzed and heavily muscled torso. Ham like hands grasped the chair aams on
dther Sde.

“My nameis Thomas Cushing,” Cushing told him.

With ashock, Cushing saw that the scarecrow man who had been spokesman for the wardens stood
besidethe chair.

“Y ou came from Thunder Butte,” rumbled Mad Wolf. “Y ou are one of the party that used your magic
tricksto get through the Trees. Y ou have disturbed the Seepers.”

“There are no Slegpersto disturb,” said Cushing. “ Thunder Butte is the Place of Going to the Stars.
There lies hope for the human race. | have cometo ask for help.”

“How for help?’

“We need your sensitives.”

“Sengtives? Tak plainly, man. Tell mewhat you mean.

“Y our witches and warlocks. Y our medicine men, if you have such. People who can talk with trees,
who bring the buffalo, who can divine the weather. Those who throw carven bonesto seeinto the
future”

Mad Woalf grunted. “And what would you do with those? We have very few of them. Why should we
give the ones we have to you, who have disturbed the Sleepers?’

“1 tdl you there are no Seepers. There were never any Seepers.”

The warden spoke. “ There was one other among them who told us this samething. A tall woman with
emptinessin her eyesand aterrible face. * You arewrong,” shetold us, ‘there aren’t any Seepers.’”

“Whereisthiswoman now,” Mad Wolf asked of Cushing, “with her empty eyesand her terrible
face?’

“She stayed behind,” said Cushing. “ Sheison the butte.”

“Waking the Sleepers

“Goddammit, don’t you understand? I’ ve told you, there are no Sleepers.”

“There was with you, aswell, aman of metal, one once called arobot, avery ancient term that is
seldom spoken now.”

“It was the metal man,” the warden said, “who killed the bear. This one who stands before us shot
arrows, but it was the metal man who killed the bear, driving alance into the chest.”

“That istrue,” said Cushing. “My arrowsdid but little.”

“So you admit,” sald Mad Walf, “that thereisameta man.”

“That istrue. He may be the last oneleft and heisafriend of mine.

“A friend?’

Cushing nodded.

“Areyou not avare,” asked Mad Wolf, “that arobot, if suchit be, isan evil thing—asurviva from
that day when the world was held in thral by monstrous machines? That it’ s againgt the law to harbor
such ameachine, let done be afriend of one?’

“It wasn't that way,” said Cushing. “Back there, before the Collgpse, | mean. The machinesdidn’t use
us, we used the machines. Wetied our livesto them. The fault was ours, not theirs.”

“Y ou place yoursdlf against the legends of the past?’

“I do,” said Cushing, “because | have read the History.”

Perhaps, he thought, it was not wise to argue so with this man stting in the chair, to contradict so
directly al that he had said. But it would be worse, he sensed, to bucklein to him. It would not do to
show aweakness. There gill might be reason here. Mad Wolf gill might be willing, oncetheinitia
gparring had been done, to listen to the truth.

“The Higtory?’ asked Mad Wolf, speaking far too softly. “What isthis history that you spesak of 7’

“A higtory written by aman named Wilson, athousand years ago. It' sat auniversty. .

“The university on the bank of the Mississippi? That iswhere you came from—asniveing, cowardly



egghead hoeing his potato patch and huddling behind awail? Y ou come walking in here, asif you had a
right, wanting what you cdl our sengtives

“Andthat’snot dl,” said Cushing, forcing himsalf to speak as brashly as he could. “1 want your
blacksmiths and your spear- and arrow-makers. And | want the brain cases that you have.”

“Ah, 30,” said Mad Walf, still speaking softly. “Thisisal you want. Y ou' re sure there' s nothing else?’

There was a secret amusement, ady amusement, on the faces of the men who circled them. These
men know their chief, knew the ways of him.

“Thatisdl I'll need,” said Cushing. “ Given these things, it will be possibleto find abetter way of life.”

“What iswrong with the way we live?" asked Mad Wolf. “What is bad about it? We have food to fill
our bellies, we have far landsto roam in. We do not have to work. It istold that in the old days al men
had to work. They woke and ate their breakfasts so they could get to work. They labored al the day and
then went home again and tumbled early into bed so they could get up early to return to work. They had
no timeto call their own. For al this, they were no better off than we are. For dl their [abor, they got only
food and deep. Thiswe get, and much more, and do not have to work for it. Y ou have come from that
egghead fort of yoursto change dl this, to go back to the olden ways, where we will [abor dawn to dusk,
working out our guts. Y ou would wake the Slegpers, an event we have stationed guards al these
centuriesto guard againg, so they cannot come ravening from the butte

“1 have told you there are no Slegpers,” Cushing said. “ Can’t you take my word for that? Up there on
the butte is knowledge that men have gathered from the stars. Knowledge that will help us, not to regain
the old days, which were bad, but to find anew way.

It was no use, he knew. They did not believe him. He had been mistaken. There was no reason here.
They would never believe him.

“Themanismad,” the warden said.

“Yes hetruly is” said Mad Wolf. “We have wasted time on him.”

Someone who had come up behind him seized Cushing, almost gently, but when he lunged to get
away, hard hands closed upon him, forced hisarms behind him and held him helpless.

“You have snned,” Mad Wolf told him. “Y ou have snned most grievoudy.” To the men who had
their hands on Cushing, he said, “ Tie him to the pogt.”

The men who had stood in the circle now were breaking up, wandering away, and asthey | eft,
Cushing saw the post which until now had been hidden by their massed bodies. It stood no more than
five feet high, fashioned from anew-cut tree, perhaps a cottonwood, with the bark peeled fromiit.

Without aword the men who held him forced him to the post, pulled his arms behind the post and tied
them there, the thongs positioned in deep notches on either Side of the post so he could not dide them
free. Then, still without aword, they walked away.

He was not aone, however, for the gangs of small boys still were on the prowl.

He saw that he was in what appeared to be the center of the encampment. The larger space where
the post was planted was the hub of a number of streets that ran between the lodges.

A clod of dirt went humming past his head, another hit him in the chest. The gang of boys ran down
the street, howling at their bravado.

For the first time, Cushing noticed that the sun had gone and the landscape darkened. An unnatura
slence encompassed everything. A great black cloud, dmost purplein its darkness, boiled out of the
west. Thefirst broken forerunners of the cloud, racing eastward, had covered the sun. Thunder rumbled
far off, and above the butte agreat bolt of lightning lanced across the heavy blackness of the cloud.

Somewhere in one of the lodges, hetold himself, the principal men of thetribe, among them Mad
Wolf and the warden, were deciding what was to be done with him. He had no illusions, no matter the
form their decision took, what the end result would be. He pulled against the thongs, testing them. They
were tight; there was no give in them.

It had been insane, of course, this gamble of his—that men still might listen to reason. He redlized,
with afaint, ironic amusement, that he’ d not been given a chance to explain what it was al about. His
conversation with Mad Wolf had been in generdities. Thefailure of hisattempt, he knew, hung on the
concept of the Sleepers, a myth repeated so many times over so long atimethat it had taken on the guise



of gospd. Y et, yesterday, when he had talked it over with the others, he had been convinced that if his
arguments were properly presented, there was better than an even chance they would be listened to. It
was hisyears at the university, hetold himsdlf, that had betrayed him. A man who dwelled in a place of
sanity wasill-equipped to ded with redlity, aredlity that till was colored by Collgpse fanaticism.

He wondered, with a quaint sense of unredlity, what would happen now. None of those till on the
butte was equipped to carry forward the work, even to attempt to begin to form the organization of an
elite corps that over the years could wrest the secrets from the data banks. folio was canceled out; asa
robot he had no chance at dl. Through Meg, for dl her ability, ran astreak of timidity that would make
her helpless. Ezraand Elayne were smply ineffectud.

Andy, he thought, half-grinning to himself. If Andy could only talk, he would be the best bet of them
dl.

Heavy peds of thunder were rippling in the west, and above the crest of Thunder Butte the lightning
ran like anest of nervous snakes. Heat and mugginess clamped down hard againgt the land. The huge
cloud of purple blackness kept on boiling higher into the sky.

People were coming out of the lodges now—women and children and afew men. The hooting boys
threw more clods and stones at him, but their aims were poor. One small pebble, however, hit him on the
jaw and left a paralyzing numbness. Down the street he could see, ill far out on the prairie, the guards
driving aherd of horses toward the camp.

Watching the horses, he saw them break into arun, thundering toward the camp, with the guards
frantically hurrying their mountsin an endeavor to head them off or dow them down. Something had
spooked the herd—that was quite evident. A sizzling lightning bolt, perhaps, or anearby crack of
thunder.

At the far edge of the camp someone shouted in darm and the shout was picked up by others, the
frightened shouts ringing through the camp between the pedling of the thunder. People were piling in panic
out of the lodges, filling the Street, running and screaming, ingtinctively reacting to the terror of the
shouting.

Then he saw it, far off—theflicker of thelights, the zany sparkle of many Shivering Snakes againgt the
blackness of the sky, riding before the approaching storm, sweeping toward the camp. He caught his
breath and strained against the thongs. The Snakes, he asked himsalf, what were those crazy Snakes
about?

But it was not, he saw, as the Snakes swept closer, the Snakes dlone. Andy ran at the head of them,
mane and tail flowing in the wind, hisfeet blurred with the speed of his running, while beside him raced
the pae glimmer that was Rollo, and behind them and to each side of them, the dark blobs of a great
horde of Followers, seen in the darkness only by virtue of the Snakes that spun in dizzy circles about
each of them, illuminating them, picking out the wolf like shape of them. And behind the pack, the
bouncing, bobbing spheresthat were the Team, straining to keep up.

At the edge of the camp the frightened horse herd came plunging down the street, rearing madly,
screaming in their terror, careening into lodges that came tumbling down. People were running madly and
without seeming purpose, screaming mouths open like wide 0'sin the center of their faces. Not only
women and children but men aswell, running asif the hounds of hell were sngpping &t their hedls.

Asthe horses came at him, Cushing hunkered low againgt the post. A lashing hoof grazed a shoulder
asascreaming horse reared and swerved to go around him. Another crashed into alodge and fell,
bringing the lodge down with him, collgpsed, tangled amid the leather and the poles, kicking and striking
with itsforefeet in an effort to get free. Out from under the falen lodge crawled aman, clawing to pull
himsalf dong until he was ableto get on hislegsand run. A lightning flash, for amoment, lined hisface,
lighting it so it could be recognized. It was Mad Wolf.

Then Rollo was beside Cushing, knifein hand, dashing at the thongs. The camp was deserted now
except for afew people still trapped beneath the fallen lodges, howling like gut-shot dogs as they fought
their way to freedom. All about, the Shivering Snakes swirled in loops of fire and the Followers were
dancing, with Andy capering intheir mids.

Rollo put his head down close to Cushing’ s ear and shouted so he could hear above the steady roll of



thunder. “ This should take care of it,” he shouted. He swept an arm at the camp. “We don't need to
worry about them anymore. They won't stop running until they are over the Missouri.~—~

Beside Rollo bounced one of the Team, uttering in excitement. It bellowed at Cushing, “Fun you say
we do not have and we know not what you speak of. ‘it now we know. Rollo say to come and see the
fun”

Cushing tried to answer Roallo, but his words were swept away and drowned as the forefront of the
storm crashed down upon them in ahowl of rushing wind and a sudden sheet of water that heet like a
hammer on the ground.

The dry cactus plains of the Missouri were behind them and ahead lay the rolling home prairies of the
one-time state of Minnesota. Thistime, Cushing reminded himsdlf, with some satisfaction, they need not
follow the winding, time-consuming course of the gentle Minnesota River, but could strike straight across
the prairiefor the ruined Twin Cities of Minnegpolisand St. Paul and their find destination, the university.
No nomad band, no city tribe, would even think of interfering with their march.

Thefirst frosts of autumn had touched the trees with brushes of gold and red; hardy prairie flowers
bloomed on every side. When spring came around, they would head back again for Thunder Buitte, this
timewith astring of packhorses carrying supplies and with at least afew university resdents added to the
expedition. Perhaps, he thought, with more than that—some sensitives, perhaps, and afew brain cases,
for during the winter, they would contact some of the city tribes and more eastern bands, who might be
more open to reason than the nomad encampment had proved to be.

Far ahead of them Rollo ranged, scouting out the land, and, at a shorter distance, Andy, with his pack
of Followers gamboling al about him like abunch of pupsat play. The Team rolled dong sedately to one
sde, and, sparkling in the pleasant autumn sunshine, the swarms of Shivering Snakes were everywhere,
They accompanied Rollo on his scouting runs; they danced with the Followers and with Andy; they
swvung in shimmering circles about everyone.

“You'll cleen meout,” the A and B had said in mock sorrow when they left. “You'll leave menot a
single Follower or Snake. It’'sthat Silly horse of yours and that equaly slly robot. They, the two of them,
blot up al the crazy thingsthey meet. Although, I'm glad they’ re going, for any roving band that might
intend to do you dirt will reconsider swiftly when they see the escort that goes aong with you.

“WEell head back,” promised Cushing, “as soon aswinter lifts enough to travel. We' Il waste no time.
And | hopewe |l have otherswith us”

“I’'vebeen done solong,” the A and f had said, “that such alittle interval does not really matter. | can
wait quite eadly, for now | have some hope.”

Cushing cautioned him, “'Y ou must redlize that it all may cometo nothing. Try ashard and earnestly as
we may, we may not be able to untangle the mysteries of the data. Even if we do, we may find nothing
we can use.

“All that man has done throughout his history,” said the A and B, “has been acaculated gamble
without assurance of success. The odds, | know, arelong, but in all honesty, we can ask for nothing
better.”

“If Mad Woalf had only gone dong with us. If he had only listened.”

“There are certain segments of society that will never lend an ear to anew idea. They squatina
certain place and will not budge from it. They will find many reasonsto maintain away of lifethat is
comfortableto them. They'll cling to old reigions; they’ |l fasten with the grip of death on ethicsthat were
dead, without their knowing it, centuries before; they will embrace alogic that can be blown over with a
breeth, ill claming it is sacrosanct.

“But I'm not likethis. | am afoolish sentimentaist and my optimism isincuradle. To provethat, | shdl
dtart, as soon asyou are gone, sending out the probes again. When they begin returning, ahundred years
from now, amillennium from now, we shall be here and waiting, eager to find out what they have brought
back, hoping it will be something we can use.

At times there had been small bands of scouts who sat their horses on adistant skyline and looked
them over, then had disappeared, carrying back their word to the waiting tribes. Making sure, perhaps,
that the march of this defiant group still traveled under the protection of the grotesques from Thunder



Butte.

The weather had been good and the travel easy. Now that they had reached the home prairies,
Cushing estimated that in another ten daysthey’ d be standing before the walls of the university. There
they would be accepted. There they would find those who would listen and understand. 1t might be, he
thought, that it wasfor that very moment that the university had preserved itsdf dl these long years,
keeping intact anucleus of sanity that would be open to anew idea—not accepting it blindly, but for
study and consideration. When they set out next spring for Thunder Butte, there would be some from the
universty, he was certain, who would trave the return journey with them.

Meg was ashort distance ahead of him and he trotted to catch up with her. She till carried the brain
case, awkward asit might beto carry. During al the milesthey’ d traveled, it had been awayswith her.
She had clutched it to her, evenin her deep.

“Onething we must be sure of,” she had told him days before. “ Any sensitive who usesabrain case
must realize and accept the commitment to it. Once having made contact with it, that contact must
continue. Y ou cannot awaken a brain, then walk away fromiit. It becomes, in away, apart of you. It
becomes best friend, your other self.”

“And when asendtive dies?’ he asked. “The brain case can outlive many humans. When the best
friend human dies, what then?’

“We'll haveto work that out,” she said. “ Another sengitive standing by, perhaps, to take over when
thefirst one’ sgone. Another to replace you. Or, by that time, we may have been able to devise some
sort of eectronic system that can give the brain cases access to the world. Give them sight and hearing
and avoice. | know that would be areturn to technology, which we have foresworn, but, laddie boy, it
may bewe' |l have to make certain accommodations to technology.”

That might be true, he knew—if they only could. Thinking of it, he was not sure that it was possible.
Many years of devoted research and devel opment lay as a background to the achievement of even the
smplest eectronic device. Even with the technologica library at the Place of Going to the Stars, it might
not be possible to pick up the art again. For it was not amatter of the knowledge only, of knowing how it
worked. It was, aswdll, the matter of manufacturing the materia's that would be needed. Electronics had
been based not on the knowledge of the art done but on a massive technological capability. Evenin his
most hopeful moments he was forced to redize that it was probably now beyond man’s capacity to
reproduce a system that would replace that old lost capability. In destroying histechnologic civilization,
man might have made an irreversible decison. In dl likelihood, there was no going back. Fear done
might be adeterrent, the deep, implanted fear that being successtul, there’ d be no stopping place; that
once reindtituted, technology would go on and on, building up again the monster that had once been
killed. It was unlikely that such a stuation could come about again, and so the fear would not be valid,
but the fear would till be there. It would inhibit any moveto regain even apart of what had beenlost in
the Time of Trouble.

So, if mankind were to continue in other than the present barbarism, anew path must be found, anew
civilization based on some other method than technology. In deepless nights he had tried to imagine that
other method, that other path, and there had been no way to know. It was beyond his menta capability
to imagine. The primordia ancestor who had chipped arock to fashion thefirst crude tool could not have
dreamed of the kind of toolsthat his descendants would bring about, based on the concept implicit in the
first stone with a contrived cutting edge. And so it wasin the present day. Already mankind, unnoticed,
might have made that first faltering step toward the path that it would follow. If it had not, the answer, or
many different answers, might be in the data banks of Thunder Buitte.

He caught up with Meg and waked beside her.

“Thereisonething, laddie boy, that worriesme,” she said. “Y ou say the university will let usin and
accept usand | have no doubt of that, for you know the people there. But what about the Team? Will
they accept the Team? How will they relate to them?’

Cushing laughed, redizing it was thefirst time he had laughed in days.

“That will be beautiful,” he sad. “Wait until you seeit. The Team picking the university apart, the
university picking the Team apart. Each of them finding out what makes the other tick.”



He threw up his head and laughed again, hislaughter rolling acrossthe plains,

“My God,” hesad, “it will bewonderful. | can’t wait to seeit.”

Now he let the thought creep in—the thought that until now he had firmly suppressed in areluctance
to dlow himsdf even to think of ahope that might not be there.

The Team was made up of two dien beings, living representatives of another life form that had
achieved intdligence and that must have formed a complex civilization earmarked by an intellectud
curiosty. Intelectua curiosity would be, dmost by definition, acharacterigtic of any civilization, but a
characteridic that might vary in itsintengty. That the Team'’ scivilization has morethanitsfull share of it
was evidenced by their being here.

It was just possible that the Team might be willing, perhaps even eager, to help mankind with its
problems. Whether they could offer anything of value was, of course, unknown; but, lacking anything else
of vaue, thedien direction of their thought processes and their viewpoints might provide new starting
points for man’s own thinking, might serveto short-circuit the rut in which man was gpt to think, nudging
him into fresh gpproaches and nonhuman logic.

In the free interchange of information and opinion that would take place between the Team and the
university, much might be learned by both sides. For dthough the university no longer could quaify asan
iteintellectud community, the old tradition of learning, perhaps even of research, dill existed there.
Within itswails were men and women who could till be stirred by that intellectud thirst whichin ages
past had shaped the culture mankind had built and then in afew months time had brought down to
destruction.

Although not entirely to destruction, he reminded himsalf. On Thunder Butte the last remnants, the
most sophisticated remnants, of that old, condemned technology still remained. Ironicaly, that remnant
was now the one last hope of mankind.

What might have happened, he asked himsdlf, if man had withheld his destruction of technology for a
few more centuries? If he had, then the full force of it would have been available to work out the possible
answers contained in the data banks of Thunder Butte. But this, he redlized, might not necessarily have
followed. The sheer weight, the arrogant power, of afull-scale, runaway technology might have smply
rejected, overridden and destroyed what might he there asirrdlevant. After all, with as great atechnology
as mankind possessed, what was the need of it?

Perhaps, just possibly, despite al man's present shortcomings, it might be better thisway. Asamatter
of fact, we re not so badly off, hetold himsdlf. We have afew things on which to pin some
hopes—Thunder Butte, the Team, the university, the ill-living robotic brains, the unimpeded rise of
sengitive abilities, the Trees, the Snakes, the Followers.

And how in theworld could the Snakes or Followers—? And then he sternly stopped thisline of
thought. When it came to hope, you did not write off even the faintest hope of dl. Y ou held on to every
hope; you cherished dl; you let none get away.

“Laddie boy,” said Meg. “1 said it once before, and I'll say it now again. It sbeen alovely trip.”

“Yes” said Cushing. “Yes, you areright. It hasbeen dl of that.”



