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The wind eddied idly around the corner and
past the secluded park bench. It caught fitfully at the paper on the ground,
turning the pages, then picked up a section and blew away with it, leaving
gaudy-colored comics uppermost. Danny moved forward into the sunlight, his eyes
dropping to the children’s page exposed.

But it was no use; he made no effort to
pick up the paper. In a world where even the children’s comics needed
explaining, there could be nothing of interest to the last living homo
sapiens—the last normal man in the world. His foot kicked the paper away, under
the bench where it would no longer remind him of his deficiencies. There had
been a time when he had tried to reason slowly over the omitted steps of logic
and find the points behind such things, sometimes successfully, more often not;
but now he left it to the quick, intuitive thinking of those about him. Nothing
fell flatter than a joke that had to be reasoned out slowly.

Homo sapiens! The type of man who had come out of the caves and
built a world of atomic power, electronics and other old-time wonders—thinking
man, as it translated from the Latin. In the dim past, when his ancestors had
owned the world, they had made a joke of it, shortening it to homo sap, and
laughing, because there had been no other species to rival them. Now it was no
longer a joke.

Normal man had been only a “sap”
to homo intelligens— intelligent man—who was now the master of the
world. Danny was only a left-over, the last normal man in a world of supermen,
hating the fact that he had been born, and that his mother had died at his
birth to leave him only loneliness as his heritage.

He drew farther back on the bench as the
steps of a young couple reached his ears, pulling his hat down to avoid
recognition. But they went by, preoccupied with their own affairs, leaving only
a scattered bit of conversation in his ears. He turned it over in his mind,
trying senselessly to decode it.

Impossible! Even the casual talk contained
too many steps of logic left out. Homo intelligens had a new way of
thinking, above reason, where all the long, painful steps-of logic could be
jumped instantly. They could arrive at a correct picture of the whole from
little scattered bits of information. Just as man had once invented logic to
replace the trial-and-error thinking that most animals have, so homo intelligens
had learned to use intuition. They could look at the first page of an
old-time book and immediately know the whole of it, since the little tricks of
the author would connect in their intuitive minds and at once build up all the
missing links. They didn’t even have to try—they just looked, and knew. It was
like Newton looking at an apple falling and immediately seeing why the planets
circled the sun, and realizing the laws of gravitation; but these new men did
it all the time, not just at those rare intervals as it had worked for homo
sapiens once.

Man was gone, except for Danny, and he too
had to leave this world of supermen. Somehow, soon, those escape plans must be
completed, before the last of his little courage was gone! He stirred
restlessly, and the little coins in his pocket set up a faint jingling sound.
More charity, or occupational therapy! For six hours a day, five days a week,
he worked in a little office, painfully doing routine work that could probably
have been done better by machinery. Oh, they assured him that his manual skill
was as great as theirs and that it was needed, but he could never be sure. In
their unfailing kindness, they had probably decided it was better for him to
live as normally as they could let him, and then had created the job to fit
what he could do.

Other footsteps came down the little path,
but he did not look up, until they stopped. “Hi, Danny! You weren’t at the
Library, and Miss Larsen said, pay day, weather, and all, I’d find you here.
How’s everything?”

Outwardly, Jack Thorpe’s body might have
been the twin of Danny’s own well-muscled one, and the smiling face above it
bore no distinguishing characteristics. The mutation that changed man to
superman had been within, a quicker, more complex relation of brain cell to
brain cell that had no outward signs. Danny nodded at Jack, drawing over reluctantly
to make room on the bench for this man who had been his playmate when they were
both too young for the difference to matter much.

He did not ask the reason behind the
librarian’s knowledge of his whereabouts; so far as he knew, there was no
particular pattern to his coming here, but to the others there must be one. He
found he could even smile at their ability to foretell his plans.

“Hi, Jack! Fine. I thought you were on
Mars.”

Thorpe frowned, as if an effort were needed
to remember that the boy beside him was different, and his words bore the
careful phrasing of all those who spoke to Danny. “I finished that, for
the time being. I’m supposed to report to Venus next. They’re having trouble
getting an even balance of boys and girls there, you know. Thought you might
want to come along. You’ve never been Outside, and you were always bugs about
those old space stories, I remember.”

“I still am, Jack. But—” He knew
what it meant, of course. Those who looked after Man behind the scenes had
detected his growing discontent, and were hoping to distract him with this
chance to see the places his father had conquered in the heyday of his race.
But he had no wish to see them as they now were, filled with the busy work of
the new men; it was better to imagine them as they had once been, rather than
see reality. And the ship was here; there could be no chance for escape
from those other worlds.

Jack nodded quickly, with the almost
telepathic understanding of his race. “Of course. Suit yourself, fellow.
Going up to the Heights? Miss Larsen says she has something for you.”

“Not yet, Jack. I thought I might look
at—drop by the old Museum.”

“Oh.” Thorpe got up slowly,
brushing his suit with idle fingers. “Danny!”

“Uh?”

“I probably know you better than
anyone else, fellow, so —” He hesitated, shrugged, and went on.
“Don’t mind if I jump to conclusions; I won’t talk out of turn. But best
of luck—and good-by, Danny.”

He was gone, almost instantly, leaving
Danny’s heart stuck in his throat. A few words, a facial expression, probably
some childhood memories, and Danny might as well have revealed his most
cherished secret hope in shouted words! How many others knew of his interest in
the old ship in the Museum and his carefully-made plot to escape this kindly,
charity-filled torture world?

He crushed a cigarette under his heel,
trying to forget the thought. Jack had played with him as a child, and the
others hadn’t. He’d have to base his hopes on that and be even more careful
never to think of the idea around others. In the meantime, he’d stay away from
the ship! Perhaps in that way Thorpe’s subtle warning might work in his
favor—provided the man had meant his promise of silence.

Danny forced his doubts away, grimly
conscious that he dared not lose hope in this last desperate scheme for
independence and self-respect; the other way offered only despair and listless
hopelessness, the same empty death from an acute inferiority complex that had claimed
diminishing numbers of his own kind and left him as the last, lonely specimen.
Somehow, he’d succeed, and in the meantime, he would go to the Library and
leave the Museum strictly alone.

There was a throng of people leaving the
Library as Danny came up the escalator, but either they did not recognize him
with his hat pulled low or sensed his desire for anonymity and pretended not to
know him. He slipped into one of the less used hallways and made his way toward
the Historic Documents section, where Miss Larsen was putting away the reading
tapes and preparing to leave.

But she tossed them aside quickly as he
came in and smiled up at him, the rich, warm smile of her people. “Hello,
Danny! Did your friend find you all right?”

“Mm-hmm. He said you had something for
me.”

“I have.” There was pleasure in
her face as she turned back toward the desk behind her to come up with a small
wrapped parcel. For the thousandth time, he caught himself wishing she were of
his race and quenching the feeling as he realized what her attitude must really
be. To her, the small talk from his race’s past was a subject of historic
interest, no more. And he was just a dull-witted hangover from ancient days.
“Guess what?”

But in spite of himself, his face lighted
up, both at the game and the package. “The magazines! The lost issues of Space
Trials?” There had been only the first installment of a story extant,
and yet that single part had set his pulses throbbing as few of the other
ancient stories of his ancestor’s conquest of space had done. Now, with the
missing sections, life would be filled with zest for a few more hours as he
followed the fictional exploits of a conqueror who had known no fear of keener
minds.

“Not quite, Danny, but almost. We
couldn’t locate even a trace of them, but I gave the first installment to
Bryant Kenning last week, and he finished it for you.” Her voice was
apologetic. “Of course the words won’t be quite identical, but Kenning
swears that the story is undoubtedly exactly the same in structure as it would
have been, and the style is duplicated almost perfectly!”

Like that! Kenning had taken the first
pages of a novel that had meant weeks and months of thought to some ancient
writer and had found in them the whole plot, clearly revealed, instantly his! A
night’s labor had been needed to duplicate it, probably—a disagreeable and
boring piece of work, but not a difficult one! Danny did not question the
accuracy of the duplication, since Kenning was their greatest historical
novelist. But the pleasure went out of the game.

He took the package, noting that some
illustrator had even copied the old artist’s style, and that it was set up to
match the original format. “Thank you, Miss Larsen. I’m sorry to put all
of you to so much trouble. And it was nice of Mr. Kenning!”

Her face had fallen with his, but she
pretended not to notice. “He wanted to do it—volunteered when he heard we
were searching for the missing copies. And if there are any others with pieces
missing, Danny, he wants you to let him know. You two are about the only ones
who use this division now; why don’t you drop by and see him? If you’d like to
go tonight—”

“Thanks. But I’ll read this tonight,
instead. Tell him I’m very grateful, though, will you?” But he paused,
wondering again whether he dared ask for tapes on the history of the asteroids;
no, there would be too much risk of her guessing, either now or later. He dared
not trust any of them with a hint of his plan.

Miss Larsen smiled again, half winking at
him. “Okay, Danny, I’ll tell him. ‘Night!”

Outside, with the cool of evening beginning
to fall, Danny found his way into the untraveled quarters and let his feet
guide him. Once, as a group came toward him, he crossed the street without
thinking and went on. The package under his arm grew heavy and he shifted it,
torn between a desire to find what had happened to the hero and a disgust at
his own sapiens brain for not knowing. Probably, in the long run, he’d
end up by going home and reading it, but for the moment he was content to let
his feet carry him along idly, holding most of his thoughts in abeyance.

Another small park was in his path, and he
crossed it slowly, the babble of small children voices only partly heard until he came up to them, two boys and a girl. The supervisor, who
should have had them back at the Center, was a dun shape in the far shadows,
with another, dimmer shape beside her, leaving the five-year-olds happily
engaged in the ancient pastime of getting dirty and impressing each other.

Danny stopped, a slow smile creeping over
his lips. At that age, their intuitive ability was just beginning to develop,
and their little games and pretenses made sense, acting on him like a tonic.
Vaguely, he remembered his own friends of that age beginning uncertainly to
acquire the trick of seeming to know everything, and his worries at being left
behind. For a time, the occasional flashes of intuition that had always blessed
even homo sapiens gave him hope, but eventually the supervisor had been
forced to tell him that he was different, and why. Now he thrust those painful
memories aside and slipped quietly forward into the game.

They accepted him with the easy nonchalance
of children who have no repressions, feverishly trying to build their
sand-castles higher than his; but in that, his experience was greater than
theirs, and his judgment of the damp stuff was surer. A perverse glow of
accomplishment grew inside him as he added still another story to the towering
structure and built a bridge, propped up with sticks and leaves, leading to it.

Then the lights came on, illuminating the
sandbox and those inside it and dispelling the shadows of dusk. The smaller of
the two boys glanced up, really seeing him for the first time. “Oh, you’re
Danny Black, ain’t you? I seen your pi’ture. Judy, Bobby, look! It’s that
man—”

But their voices faded out as he ran off
through the park and into the deserted byways again, clutching the package to
him. Fool! To delight in beating children at a useless game, or to be surprised
that they should know him! He slowed to a walk, twitching his lips at the
thought that by now the supervisor would be reprimanding them for their
thoughtlessness. And still his feet went on, unguided.

It was inevitable, of course, that they
should lead him to the Museum, where all his secret hopes centered, but he was
surprised to look up and see it before him. And then he was glad. Surely they
could read nothing into his visit, unpremeditated, just before the place
closed. He caught his breath, forced his face into lines of mere casual
interest, and went inside, down the long corridors, and to the hall of the
ship.

She rested there, pointed slightly skyward,
sleek and immense even in a room designed to appear like the distant reaches of space. For six hundred feet, gleaming metal formed a smooth
frictionless surface that slid gracefully from the blunt bow back toward the
narrow stern with its blackened ion jets.

This, Danny knew, was the last and greatest
of the space liners his people had built at the height of their glory. And even
before her, the mutation that made the new race of men had been caused by the
radiations of deep space, and the results were spreading. For a time, as the
log book indicated this ship had sailed out to Mars, to Venus, and to the other
points of man’s empire, while the tension slowly mounted at home. There had
never been another wholly sapient-designed ship, for the new race was
spreading, making its greater intelligence felt, with the invert-matter rocket
replacing this older, less efficient ion rocket which the ship carried.
Eventually, unable to compete with the new models, she had been retired from
service and junked, while the War between the new and old race passed by her
and buried her under tons of rubble, leaving no memory of her existence.

And now, carefully excavated from the old
ruins of the drydock where she had lain so long, she had been enthroned in
state for the last year, here in the Museum of Sapient History, while all
Danny’s hopes and prayers had centered around her. There was still a feeling of
awe in him as he started slowly across the carpeted floor toward the open lock
and the lighted interior.

“Danny!” the sudden word
interrupted him, bringing him about with a guilty start, but it was only
Professor Kirk, and he relaxed again. The old archaeologist came toward him,
his smile barely visible in the half-light of the immense dome. “I’d about
given you up, boy, and started out. But I happened to look back and see you.
Thought you might be interested in some information I just came onto
today.”

“Information about the ship?”

“What else? Here, come on inside her
and into the lounge —I have a few privileges here, and we might as well be
comfortable. You know, as I grow older, I find myself appreciating your
ancestors’ ideas of comfort, Danny. Sort of a pity our own culture is too new
for much luxuriousness yet.” Of all the new race, Kirk seemed the most
completely at ease before Danny, partly because of his age, and partly because
they had shared the same enthusiasm for the great ship when it had first
arrived.

Now he settled back into one of the old
divans, using his immunity to ordinary rules to light a cigarette and pass one to the younger man. “You know all the supplies and things in the
ship have puzzled us both, and we couldn’t find any record of them? The log
ends when they put the old ship up for junking, you remember; and we couldn’t
figure out why all this had been restored and restocked, ready for some long
voyage to somewhere. Well, it came to light in some further excavations they’ve
completed. Danny, your people did that, during the War; or really, after they’d
lost the War to us!”

Danny’s back straightened. The War was a
period of history he’d avoided thinking about, though he knew the outlines of
it. With homo intelligent Increasing and pressing the older race aside
by the laws of survival, his people had made a final desperate bid for
supremacy. And while the new race had not wanted the War, they had been forced
finally to fight back with as little mercy as had been shown them; and since
they had the tremendous advantage of the new intuitive thinking, there had been
only thousands left of the original billions of the old race when its brief
course was finished. It had been inevitable probably, from the first mutation,
but it was not something Danny cared to think of. Now he nodded, and let the
other continue.

“Your ancestors, Danny, were beaten
then, but they weren’t completely crushed, and they put about the last bit of
energy they had into rebuilding this ship—the only navigable one left them—and
restocking it. They were going to go out somewhere, they didn’t know quite
where, even to another solar system, and take some of the old race for a new
start, away from us. It was their last bid for survival, and it failed when my
people learned of it and blasted the docks down over the ship, but it was a glorious
failure, boy! I thought you’d want to know.”

Danny’s thoughts focused slowly. “You
mean everything on the ship is of my people? But surely the provisions wouldn’t
have remained usable after all this time?”

‘They did, though; the tests we made proved
that conclusively. Your people knew how to preserve things as well as we do,
and they expected to be drifting in the ship for half a century, maybe. They’ll
be usable a thousand years from now.” He chucked his cigarette across the
room and chuckled in pleased surprise when it fell accurately into a snuffer.
“I stuck around, really, to tell you, and I’ve kept the papers over at the
school for you to see. Why not come over with me now?”

“Not tonight, sir. I’d rather stay
here a little longer.”

Professor Kirk nodded, pulling himself up
reluctantly. “As you wish … I know how you feel, and I’m
sorry about their moving the ship, too. We’ll miss her, Danny!”

“Moving the ship?”

“Hadn’t you heard? I thought that’s
why you came around at this hour. They want her over in London, and they’re
bringing one of the old Lunar ships here to replace her. Too bad!” He
touched the walls thoughtfully, drawing his hands down and across the rich nap
on the seat. “Well, don’t stay too long, and turn her lights out before
you leave. Place’ll be closed in half an hour. ‘Night, Danny.”

” ‘Night, Professor.” Danny sat
frozen on the soft seat, listening to the slow tread of the old man and the
beating of his own heart. They were moving the ship, ripping his plans to
shreds, leaving him stranded in this world of a new race, where even the
children were sorry for him.

It had meant so much, even to feel that
somehow he would escape, some day! Impatiently, he snapped off the lights,
feeling closer to the ship in the privacy of the dark, where no watchman could
see his emotion. For a year now he had built his life around the idea of taking
this ship out and away, to leave the new race far behind. Long, carefully
casual months of work had been spent in learning her structure, finding all her
stores, assuring himself bit by bit from a hundred old books that he could
operate her.

She had been almost designed for the job,
built to be operated by one man, even a cripple, in an emergency, and nearly
everything was automatic. Only the problem of a destination had remained, since
the planets were all swarming with the others, but the ship’s log had suggested
the answer even to that.

Once there had been rich men among his
people who sought novelty and seclusion, and found them among the larger
asteroids; money and science had built them artificial gravities and given them
atmospheres, powered by atomic-energy plants that should last forever. Now the
rich men were undoubtedly dead, and the new race had abandoned such useless
things. Surely, somewhere among the asteroids, there should have been a haven
for him, made safe by the very numbers of the little worlds that could
discourage almost any search.

Danny heard a guard go by, and slowly got
to his feet, to go out again into a world that would no longer hold even that
hope. It had been a lovely plan to dream on, a necessary dream. Then the sound
of the great doors came to his ears, closing! The Professor
had forgotten to tell them of his presence! And—!

All right, so he didn’t know the history of
all those little worlds; perhaps he would have to hunt through them, one by
one, to find a suitable home. Did it matter? In every other way, he could never
be more ready. For a moment only, he hesitated; then his hands fumbled with the
great lock’s control switch, and it swung shut quietly in the dark, shutting
the sound of his running feet from outside ears.

The lights came on silently as he found the
navigation chair and sank into it. Little lights that spelled out the readiness
of the ship. “Ship sealed … Air Okay … Power, Automatic …
Engine, Automatic… .” Half a hundred little lights and dials that told
the story of a ship waiting for his hand. He moved the course plotter slowly
along the tiny atmospheric map until it reached the top of the stratosphere;
the big star map moved slowly out, with the pointer in his fingers tracing an
irregular, jagged line that would lead him somewhere toward the asteroids, well
away from the present position of Mars, and yet could offer no clue. Later, he
could set the analyzers to finding the present location of some chosen asteroid
and determine his course more accurately, but all that mattered now was to get away,
beyond all tracing, before his loss could be reported.

Seconds later his fingers pressed down
savagely on the main power switch, and there was a lurch of starting, followed
by another slight one as the walls of the Museum crumpled before the savage
force of the great ion rockets. On the map, a tiny spot of light appeared,
marking the ship’s changing position. The world was behind him now, and there
was no one to look at his efforts in kindly pity or remind him of his weakness.
Only blind fate was against him, and his ancestors had met and conquered that
long before.

A bell rang, indicating the end of the
atmosphere, and the big automatic pilot began clucking contentedly, emitting a
louder cluck now and then as it found the irregularities in the unorthodox
course he had charted and swung the ship to follow. Danny watched it, satisfied
that it was working. His ancestors may have been capable of reason only, but
they had built machines that were almost intuitive, as the ship about him
testified. His head was higher as he turned back to the kitchen, and there was
a bit of a swagger to his walk.

The food was still good. He wolfed it down,
remembering that supper had been forgotten, and leafing slowly through the big log book which recorded the long voyages made by the ship,
searching through it for each casual reference to the asteroids, Ceres, Palas, Vesta,
some of the ones referred to by nicknames or numbers? Which ones?

But he had decided by the time he stood
once again in the navigation room, watching the aloof immensity of space; out
here it was relieved only by the tiny hot pinpoints that must be stars,
colored, small and intense as no stars could be through an atmosphere. It would
be one of the numbered planetoids, referred to also as “The Dane’s”
in the log. The word was meaningless, but it seemed to have been one of the
newer and more completely terranized, though not the very newest where any
search would surely start.

He set the automatic analyzer to running
from the key number in the manual and watched it for a time, but it ground on
slowly, tracing through all the years that had passed. For a time, he fiddled
with the radio, before he remembered that it operated on a wave form no longer
used. It was just as well; his severance from the new race would be all the
more final.

Still the analyzer ground on. Space lost
its novelty, and the operation of the pilot ceased to interest him. He wandered
back through the ship toward the lounge, to spy the parcel where he had dropped
and forgotten it. There was nothing else to do.

And once begun, he forgot his doubts at the
fact that it was Kenning’s story, not the original; there was the same sweep to
the tale, the same warm and human characters, the same drive of a race that had
felt the mastership of destiny so long ago. Small wonder the readers of that time
had named it the greatest epic of space to be written!

Once he stopped, as the analyzer reached
its conclusions and bonged softly, to set the controls on the automatic for the
little world that might be his home, with luck. And then the ship moved on, no
longer veering, but making the slightly curved path its selectors found most
suitable, while Danny read further, huddled over the story in the navigator’s
chair, feeling a new and greater kinship with the characters of the story. He
was no longer a poor Earthbound charity case, but a man and an adventurer with
them!

His nerves were tingling when the tale came
to its end, and he let it drop onto the floor from tired fingers. Under his
hand, a light had sprung up, but he was oblivious to it, until a crashing gong
sounded over him, jerking him from the chair. There had been
such a gong described in the story. …

And the meaning was the same. His eyes made
out the red letters that glared accusingly from the control panel: RADIATION AT
TEN O’CLOCK HORIZ—SHIP INDICATED!

Danny’s fingers were on the master switch
and cutting off all life except pseudogravity from the ship as the thought
penetrated. The other ship was not hard to find from the observation window;
the great streak of an invert-matter rocket glowed hotly out there, pointed apparently
back to Earth— probably the Callisto!

For a second he was sure they had spotted
him, but the flicker must have been only a minor correction to adjust for the
trail continued. He had no knowledge of the new ships and whether they carried
warning signals or not, but apparently they must have dispensed with such
things. The streak vanished into the distance, and the letters on the panel
that had marked it changing position went dead. Danny waited until the fullest
amplification showed no response before throwing power on again. The small glow
of the ion rocket would be invisible at the distance, surely.

Nothing further seemed to occur; mere was a
contented purr from the pilot and the faint sleepy hum of raw power from the
rear, but no bells or sudden sounds. Slowly, his head fell forward over the
navigator’s table, and his heavy breathing mixed with the low sounds of the
room. The ship went on about its business as it had been designed to do. Its
course was charted, even to the old landing sweep, and it needed no further
attention.

That was proved when the slow ringing of a
bell woke Danny, while the board blinked in tune to it: Destination!
Destination! Destination Reached!

He shut off everything, rubbing the sleep
from his eyes, and looked out. Above, there was weak but warm sunlight
streaming down from a bluish sky that held a few small clouds suspended close
to the ground. Beyond the ship, where it lay on a neglected sandy landing
field, was the green of grass and the wild profusion of a forest. The horizon
dropped off sharply, reminding bun that it was only a tiny world, but otherwise
it might have been Earth. He spotted an unkempt hangar ahead and applied weak
power to the underjets, testing until they moved the ship slowly forward and
inside, out of the view of any above.

Then he was at the lock, fumbling with the
switch. As it opened, he could smell the clean fragrance
of growing things, and there was the sound of birds nearby. A rabbit hopped
leisurely out from underfoot as he stumbled eagerly out to the sunlight, and
weeds and underbrush had already spread to cover the buildings about him. For a
moment, he sighed; it had been too easy, this discovery of a heaven on the
first wild try,

But the sight of the buildings drove back
the doubt. Once, surrounded by a pretentious formal garden, this had been a
great stone mansion, now falling into ruins. Beside it and further from him, a
smaller house had been built, seemingly from the wreckage. That was still
whole, though ivy had grown over it and half covered the door that came open at
the touch of his fingers.

There was still a faint glow to the heaters
that drew power from the great atomic plant that gave this little world a
perpetual semblance of Earthliness, but a coating of dust was everywhere. The furnishings,
though, were in good condition. He scanned them, recognizing some as similar to
the pieces in the Museum, and the products of his race. One by one he studied
them—his fortune, and now his home!

On the table, a book was dropped casually,
and there was a sheet of paper propped against it, with what looked like a
girl’s rough handwriting on it. Curiosity carried him closer, until he could
make it out, through the dust that clung even after he shook it.

 

Dad:

Charley Summers found a wrecked ship of those
things, and came for me. We’ll be living high on 13. Come on over, if your jets
will make it, and meet your son-in-law.

 

There was no date, nothing to indicate
whether “Dad” had returned, or what had happened to them. But Danny
dropped it reverently back on the table, looking out across the landing strip
as if to see a worn old ship crawl in through the brief twilight that was
falling over the tiny world. “Those things” could only be the new
race, after the War; and that meant that here was the final outpost of his
people. The note might be ten years or half a dozen centuries old—but his
people had been here, fighting on and managing to live, after Earth had been
lost to them. If they could, so could he!

And unlikely though it seemed, there might
possibly be more of them out there somewhere. Perhaps the race was still surviving in spite of time and trouble and even homo intelligens.

Danny’s eyes were moist as he stepped back
from the door and the darkness outside to begin cleaning his new home. If any
were there, he’d find them. And if not—

Well, he was still a member of a great and
daring race that could never know defeat so long as a single man might live. He
would never forget that.

Back on Earth, Bryant Kenning nodded slowly
to the small group as he put the communicator back, and his eyes were a bit sad
in spite of the smile that lighted his face. “The Director’s scout is back,
and he did choose “The Dane’s’. Poor kid. I’d begun to think we waited too
long, and that he never would make it. Another six months—and he’d have died
like a flower out of the sun! Yet I was sure it would work when Miss Larsen
showed me that story; with its mythical planetoid-paradises. A rather clever
story, if you like pseudohistory. I hope the one I prepared was its
equal.”

“For historical inaccuracy, fully its
equal.” But the amusement in old Professor Kirk’s voice did not reach his
lips. “Well, he swallowed our lies and ran off with the ship we built him.
I hope he’s happy, for a while at least.”

Miss Larsen folded her things together and
prepared to leave. “Poor kid! He was sweet, in a pathetic sort of way. I
wish that girl we were working on had turned out better; maybe this wouldn’t
have been necessary then. See me home, Jack?”

The two older men watched Larsen and Thorpe
leave, and silence and tobacco smoke filled the room. Finally Kenning shrugged
and turned to face the professor.

“By now he’s found the note. I wonder
if it was a good idea, after all? When I first came across it in that old
story, I was thinking of Jack’s preliminary report on Number 67, but now I
don’t know; she’s an unknown quantity, at best. Anyhow, I meant it for
kindness.”

“Kindness! Kindness to repay with a
few million credits and a few thousands of hours of work—plus a lie here and
there—for all that we owe the boy’s race!” The professor’s voice was
tired, as he dumped the contents of his pipe into a snuffer, and strode over
slowly toward the great window that looked out on the night sky. “I wonder
sometimes, Bryant, what kindness Neanderthaler found when the last one came to
die. Or whether the race that will follow us when the darkness
falls on us will have something better than such kindness.”

The novelist shook his head doubtfully, and
there was silence again as they looked out across the world and toward the
stars.








