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As cultural techniques change, the obvious of one may become the insoluble mystery to later archaeologists—
 
-
 
              "IMITATION," said Ducem Palver, "is supposed to be the sincerest form of flattery, isn't it?"
 
              Dr. Nikol Buth inspected what was left of his cigar and decided that between the ash and the chewed stub there was not enough tobacco to make further puffing worth while. He dropped it into the disposal and watched the bright flash of light that marked its passing before he answered the question that Palver has asked.
 
              "In a way, I suppose—if you can call it imitation to take a hint from a myth and develop something from it."
 
              Ducem Palver leaned back in his chair. His blue eyes seemed to twinkle beneath his slightly arched brows, although there was no obvious trace of a smile on his round face. "Then," he said, "you consider mathematical treatment of vast numbers of human beings to be a myth?"
 
              Dr. Buth considered that for a moment. He hardly knew how to speak to his visitor. Palver, he knew, occupied some small post in the Imperium—Imperial Librarian, Third Class—but Buth wasn't sure just how important the man was nor exactly why he had come. Nor did he know how much Palver knew of archaeology.
 
              Buth said: "I realize that people once believed in such a thing—seven or eight hundred years ago. But the barbaric period of the Interregnum, before the establishment of the Second Galactic Empire, was hardly a period of vast scientific knowledge." He gestured with one hand. "Oh, I'll grant you that there may just possibly be something to the old story that a mathematical treatment of the actions of vast masses of human beings was worked out by a scientist of the First Empire and then lost during the Interregnum—but I don't believe it."
 
              "Oh?" Palver's face was bland. "Why not?"
 
              "It's ridiculous on the face of it. Discoveries are never lost, really. We still have all the technological knowledge that the First Empire had, and much more; myths and legends, on the other hand, have no basis, except in easily explained exaggerations."
 
              Palver looked the slightest bit defensive. "Why do you call them legends? It seems to me to be a bit too pat to say that those arts which were not lost were real and that those which were lost are legendary."
 
              Dr. Nikol Buth had long since made up his mind that Ducem Palver was nothing but another small-time, officious bureaucrat who had decided, for some reason, to make a thirty thousand light-year trip from the Imperial capital just to get in his, Buth's, hair. Inwardly, he sighed. He had walked on eggs before.
 
              Outwardly he was all smiles. "I'll admit it sounds odd when you put it that way. But look at it from another angle. We have fairly accurate information on the history of the First Empire; the last ten thousand years of its existence are very accurately documented, thanks to the information found in the old Imperial Library. And we have no mention of 'lost arts' or anything else like that. None of the records is in the least mysterious. We know that one nonhuman race was found, for instance. Nothing mysterious there; we know what happened to them, how they escaped the First Imperial Government, and their eventual fate."
 
              Dr. Buth fished in his pocket for another cigar and found none. He got up and walked over to the humidor on his desk, saying: "On the other hand, the records of the Interregnum are scanty, inaccurate, and, in some cases, patently falsified. And it is during the Interregnum that we find legends of supermen, of mental giants who can control the minds of others, and of 'lost' sciences which can do wonders."
 
              Buth lit his cigar, and Ducem Palver nodded his head slowly.
 
              "I see," the librarian said at last, "then you don't believe that a mathematical treatment of the future actions of a mass of people could be formulated?"
 
              "I didn't say that," Dr. Buth said, somewhat testily. "I said that I did not believe it was ever done in the past." Then he forced a smile back onto his face and into his voice. "Not having any such thing as a mathematical system of prediction, I can hardly predict what may be done in the future along those lines."
 
              Ducem Palver steepled his hands pontifically. "I'm inclined to agree with you, Dr. Buth—however, I understood that you had evolved such a system."
 
              Dr. Buth exhaled a cloud of smoke slowly. "Tell me, Mr. Palver, why is the Imperial Government interested in this?"
 
              Palver chuckled deprecatingly. "I am sorry, Dr. Buth. I didn't intend to lead you to believe that the Imperium was interested. In so far as I know, they are not." He paused, and his blue eyes seemed to sparkle for a moment with an inner, barely hidden mirth. "Ah, I see that you're disappointed. I don't blame you; it would be quite a feather in your cap to have your work recognized by the Imperium, would it not? I'm truly sorry if I misled you."
 
              Buth shook his head. "Think nothing of it. As a matter of fact, I should be ... uh ... rather embarrassed if my work came to Imperial notice at this time. But ..."
 
              "... But, then, why am I here?" Palver finished for him. "Purely out of personal curiosity, my dear sir, nothing more. Naturally, the records of your published works are on file in the Imperial Library; my position at the Library is that of Keeper of the Files. Have you ever seen the Files?"
 
              Dr. Buth shrugged. "No—but I've read descriptions."
 
              "I'm sure you have. It's a vast operation to feed all the information of the galaxy into that one great machine to be correlated, cross-indexed, filtered, digested, and abstracted so that it may be available at any time. Only about one billionth of the total information flowing into that machine ever comes to my direct notice, and even then it is fleetingly glanced over and forgotten.
 
              "But my hobby, you see, is History." He pronounced the word with a respect touching on reverence. "I'm especially interested in the—as you pointed out—incomplete history of the Interregnum. Therefore, when your mathematical theories of archaeology came to my attention, I was interested. It happens that my vacation period came due some weeks ago, so I decided to come here, to Sol III, to ... ah ... have a chat, as it were."
 
              Dr. Buth dropped some cigar ash into the dispenser and watched it flare into oblivion. "Well, I'm afraid you may find you've come for nothing, Mr. Palver. We're not investigating Interregnum history, you see."
 
              Ducem Palver's blue eyes widened slightly and a faint look of puzzlement came over his cherubic face. "But I understand that you were working on pre-Imperial civilization."
 
              Dr. Nikol Buth smiled tolerantly. "That's right, Mr. Palver. Pre-First-Imperial. We're digging back more than thirty thousand years; we're looking for the origin of the human race."
 
              Palver's face regained its pleasant impassivity. "I see. Hm-m-m."
 
              "Do you know anything of the Origin Question, Mr. Palver?" Buth asked.
 
              "Some," admitted Palver. "I believe there are two schools of thought, aren't there?"
 
              Buth nodded. "The Merger Theory, and the Radiation Theory. According to the Merger Theory, mankind is the natural product of evolution on all worlds with a water-oxygen chemistry and the proper temperatures and gravitational intensities. But according to the Radiation Theory, mankind evolved on only one planet in the galaxy and spread out from that planet after the invention of the first crude hyperspace drive. I might point out that the Merger Theory has been all but abandoned by modern scholars."
 
              "And yourself?" Palver asked.
 
              "I agree. The Merger Theory is too improbable; it requires too many impossible coincidences. The Radiation Theory is the only probable—one might almost say the only possible—explanation for the existence of Man in the galaxy."
 
-
 
              Palver leaned over and picked up the carrying case which he had placed beside his chair. "I trans-developed a copy of your "Transformations of Symbolic Psychology and Their Application to Human Migration." It was, in fact, this particular work which decided me to come here to Sol III. I'm not much of a mathematician, myself, you understand, but this reminded me so much of the old legends that... well, I was interested."
 
              Dr. Buth chuckled. "There have been, I recall, legends of invisibility, too—you know, devices which would render a human being invisible to the human eye so that he could go where he pleased, undetected. If you had heard that I had written a paper on the transparency of glass, would you be interested?"
 
              "I see the connection, of course," said Ducem Palver. "Just how does it apply here?"
 
              "The legend," Buth said, puffing vigorously on his cigar, "concerns a mathematical system which can predict the actions of vast masses of people—the entire population of the galaxy.
 
              "My work has nothing to do with prediction whatever—unless you want to call it prediction in reverse. I evolved the system in order to work backwards, into the past; to discover, not what the human race was going to do, but what it had done. You see, there is one fatal flaw in any mathematical prediction system; if people know what they are supposed to do, they will invariably try to do something else, and that can't be taken into account in the system. It becomes a positive feed-back which automatically destroys the system, you see."
 
              Palver nodded wordlessly, waiting for Dr. Buth to continue.
 
              "But that flaw doesn't apply to my work because there can't be any such feedback into the past. What I have done is trace the human race backwards in time—back more than thirty millennia, through the vast migrations, the movements through the galaxy from one star to another, taking every lead and tracing them all back to their single focal point."
 
              "And have you found that focal point?" Palver asked.
 
              "I have. It is here—Sol III. My system shows positively that this is—must be—the birthplace of the human race."
 
              Ducem Palver looked out the transparent wall at one end of the room. "I understand that archaeologists have always supposed the Origin Planet to be somewhere here in the Sirius Sector, but I wouldn't have thought such a bleak planet as this would be the one. Still"—he laughed pleasantly—"perhaps that's why they left."
 
              Dr. Buth allowed his gaze to follow that of his visitor to the wind-swept, snow-covered terrain outside. "It wasn't always like this," he said. "For reasons we haven't nailed down exactly as yet, this planet shows a definitely cyclic climate. There appear to be long ice ages, followed by short periods of warmth. Perhaps, in the long run, the cycle itself is cyclic; we're not too sure on that score. At any rate, we're quite sure that it was fairly warm here, thirty to fifty thousand years ago."
 
              "And before that?" Palver asked.
 
              Buth frowned. "Before that, another ice age, we think. We've just barely started, of course. There is a great deal of work yet to be done."
 
              "No doubt. Ah—what have you uncovered, so far?"
 
              Dr. Buth stood up from his chair. "Would you like to see? I'll show you the lab, if you'd like."
 
              "Thank you," said Ducem Palver, rising. "I'd like very much to see it."
 
-
 
              A well-equipped, operating archaeological laboratory is like no other laboratory in the galaxy. This one was, if the term can be used, more than typical. Huge radiodating machines lined one wall, and chemical analyzers filled another. Between them were other instruments of all sizes and shapes and purposes.
 
              The place was busy; machines hummed with power, and some technicians labored over bits of material while others watched recorders attached to the machines in use.
 
              Dr. Buth led his visitor through the room, explaining the function of each instrument briefly. At the end of the room, he opened a door marked: SPECIMEN CHAMBER and led Ducem Palver inside. He waved a hand. "Here are our specimens—the artifacts we've dug up."
 
              The room looked, literally, like a junk bin, except that each bit of junk was carefully tagged and wrapped in a transparent film.
 
              "All these things are artifacts of Man's pre-space days?" Palver asked.
 
              Buth laughed shortly. "Hardly, Mr. Palver. This planet was a part of the First Empire, you know. These things date back only ten or eleven thousand years. They prove nothing. They are all from the upper layers of the planet's strata. They've been duly recorded and identified and will doubtlessly be forgotten.
 
              "No, these are not important; it is only below the D-stratum that we'll find anything of interest."
 
              "The D-stratum?"
 
              "We call it that. D for Destruction. There is an almost continuous layer over the land of this planet, as far as we've tested it. It was caused, we believe, by atomic bombardment."
 
              "Atomic bombardment? All over the planet?" Ducem Palver looked shocked.
 
              "That's right. It looks as though uncontrolled atomic reactions were set off all over the planet at once. Why? We don't know. But we do know that the layer is nearly twenty-five thousand years old, and that it does not antedate space travel."
 
              "How so?"
 
              "Obviously," Buth said dryly, "if such a thing had happened before mankind discovered the hyperspace drive, there would be no human race today. Man would have died right here and would never have been heard of again."
 
              "Of course, of course. And what have you found below that ... uh ... D-stratum?"
 
              A frown came over the archaeologist's dark eyes. "Hardly anything, as yet. Come over here."
 
-
 
              Ducem Palver followed his host across the room to a pair of squat objects that reposed on the floor. They looked like pieces of grayish, pitted rock, crudely dome-shaped, sitting on their flat sides. From the top of the irregular dome projected a chimney of the same material. They were, Palver estimated, about thirty-six centimeters high, and not quite that big in diameter at their base.
 
              "We haven't worked on these two yet," Dr. Buth said, "but they'll probably turn out the same as the one we've already sectioned."
 
              "What are they?" Palver asked.
 
              Buth shook his head slowly. "We don't know. We have no idea what their function might have been. They're hollow, you notice—you can see the clay in that chimney, which was deposited there during the millennia it lay in the ground.
 
              "See this flange around the bottom? That's hollow, too. It's a channel that leads to the interior; it's connected with this hole back here." He pointed to another hole, about the same size as that in the top of the chimney, but located down near the base. It was perhaps seven centimeters in diameter.
 
              "And you haven't any definite idea what they were used for?" Palver said.
 
              Buth spread his hands in a gesture of temporary bafflement. "Not yet. Ober Sutt, one of my assistants, thinks it may have been some sort of combustion chamber. He thinks that gases—hydrogen and oxygen, for instance—might have been fed into it, and the heat utilized for something. Or perhaps they were used to synthesize some product at high temperatures—a rather crude method, but it might have been effective for making ... oh, ammonia, maybe. I'm not a chemist, and Sutt knows more about that end of it than I do."
 
              "Why does he think it's a high-temperature reaction chamber? I mean, why high-temperature, specifically?"
 
              Dr. Buth waved his cigar at the objects. "They're made out of a very crude ceramic, a heavy mass of fired silicon and aluminum oxides, plus a few other things. They're eroded, of course, and rather fragile now, but to stand up under all the abuse of three or four hundred centuries, they must have been pretty strong when they were made."
 
              "Perhaps the ceramic was used because of its structural strength?" Palver said, half questioningly.
 
              "That's doubtful. We know they used metals; there are oxides of iron, copper, zinc, chromium, and aluminum everywhere, in deposits that indicate the metals once formed artifacts of some kind. It wouldn't be logical to use a ceramic, brittle as it is, when metals were used."
 
              "So you think the combustion chamber idea is the most likely?"
 
              Dr. Buth took a long pull at his cigar and looked abstractedly at the glowing ash. "Well, Ober Sutt puts up a good argument for it, but I don't know ..." He waved again with the cigar. "Those things don't have any bottom, either, and I don't think they ever did—not connected directly, at least. Sutt counters that by saying that they must have sat on a ceramic plate of some kind, but so far we haven't found any of those plates, if they exist."
 
              Palver looked carefully at the two objects, then shrugged. "What else have you found?"
 
              "Aside from a few shards," Dr. Buth said carefully, "that's all we've found below the D-layer. However, as I said, we've just begun."
 
-
 
              Back in Buth's office, Ducem Palver picked up his carrying case, snapped it shut. "Well, I'm sorry to have bothered you, Dr. Buth," he said. "I must admit, however, that the solution of the Origin Question holds little interest for me. The history of the latter part of the First Empire, and that of the Great Interregnum—ah, those are deeply interesting. But, as to how Man came to be spread throughout the galaxy—" He lifted his eyebrows and cocked his head to one side. His blue eyes seemed very deep for a moment. "Well, Man is here. I will leave it to others to find out how he got here, eh?"
 
              Dr. Buth smiled tolerantly. "It's just as well that we're not all interested in the same thing, isn't it?" He walked over to the transparent wall and looked out at the bleak whiteness of the windswept snowscape. "But to me, the fascinating thing about Man is his peculiar drives. Imagine a time when men had no spaceships, no modern instruments of any kind, What must it have been like to look out at the stars and feel trapped on one single planet?"
 
              Behind him, Ducem Palver's voice said: "Perhaps you could draw a parallel from the planet Kaldee. During the Interregnum, they were cut off from the rest of the galaxy; they lost all their history—everything. They knew nothing of the spaceship, nor of the stars themselves. They thought those lights in the sky were nothing more than bits of glass, reflecting the light of their sun. They believed the night sky was a black bowl a few miles above their heads, upon which these pieces of broken glass were fixed."
 
              "Oh?" said Dr. Buth without turning. "And how did they feel about their isolation?"
 
              "They didn't know they were isolated. They were quite happy, all things considered. They had no burning desire to leave their planet—indeed, they reserved that privilege for the dead."
 
              Dr. Buth's brows drew together. "Then what made primitive Man want to leave? Why wasn't he happy on one planet? What happened?"
 
              And suddenly, it seemed as if his whole mind came to a focus on that one question. Why had they decided to conquer space? Why? What caused that odd drive in Man?
 
              "I've got to know," he said—aloud, but very softly.
 
              Ducem Palver didn't even seem to hear.
 
              After nearly a full minute, Ducem Palver said quietly, "I must be going now. I wish you success, Dr. Buth."
 
              "Yes," said Buth, still looking at the icy plain outside. "Yes. Thank you very much, Mr. Palver. Very much. Good-by."
 
              Ducem Palver left him that way, standing, staring at the whiteness of the landscape of Sol III.
 
-
 
              It was an old planet, civilizationwise. Not, thought Dr. Nikol Buth, as old a planet in that respect as Sol III, but old, nonetheless. Before the Interregnum, it had served as the capital of the First Empire, and before that, as the nucleus from which the First Empire had grown. It had once been a mighty world, sheathed in metal and armed with the might of the Galactic Fleet, the center of strength of the First Galactic Empire. And then that Empire had fallen, collapsed in upon itself, and with it had collapsed its capital.
 
              It had been great once. And now?
 
              Now it was beautiful. The capital of the Second Empire was far away in space, and this old planet was of no consequence whatever. But it was beautiful.
 
              It was a garden planet now, filled with green forests and broad sweeps of grass and fields of flowers. It was a place where a young man could relax for a few weeks before returning to the busy work of maintaining the Empire, a place where an old man, freed from the seemingly eternal grind, could find peace in doing other, less strenuous work.
 
              Dr. Nikol Buth was such a man. He was old now, and the years had not treated him kindly; now, after thirty years of driving himself towards an unattainable goal, he sought only peace. Here, on this garden world, he would find it.
 
              It wasn't easy to become a permanent resident here. The planet was an Imperial Protectorate, the personal property of the Emperor himself, although His Imperial Majesty never visited it. Tourists were allowed access to certain parts of it, but there were vast estates reserved for those who had earned the right to spend their last years in quiet and solitude. The right to live here had to be earned, and it had to be granted by the Emperor in person. In his pocket, Dr. Nikol Buth carried a precious document—a signed, sealed Imperial Grant.
 
              He had landed at the terminal—like all spaceport terminals, a busy place, even here—and had supervised the shipping of his personal effects to his new home at a little village called Mallow and then had taken an aircar there himself.
 
              At the air depot at Mallow, he had been met by a pleasant young man who had introduced himself as Wilm Faloban—"General factotum and chief of police—for all the need they have of police here."
 
              He had quietly checked Buth's identification papers and his Imperial Grant, then he'd said casually: "You haven't seen your home yet, I take it?"
 
              Buth shook his head. "Not directly. Full stereos, of course; it's quite what I want. I—" He stopped, realizing that he wasn't making much sense to the young man. He started again: "I really don't see how I managed to get a place here; think how many must apply each year—hundreds of billions, I suppose."
 
              "About that," agreed Faloban. He opened the door of his ground car. "Hop in," he said, "I'll drive you out to your place."
 
              Buth nodded his thanks and stepped carefully inside the little machine. He had to move carefully these days, had to remember that old bones are brittle and old muscles tear easily. "And how many are accepted?" he continued. "Only a few."
 
              Faloban slid into the driver's seat. "An average of ten thousand a year," he said. "Not many are chosen."
 
              "I don't know what I ever did to deserve it," Buth said.
 
              Faloban chuckled as he trod on the accelerator and the little vehicle slid smoothly out to the road. "You really great men are all like that. You never think you've done anything."
 
              "No, no," said Dr. Buth, "it's not like that at all. I really never did do anything."
 
              Faloban just chuckled again. "You'll have to talk to your neighbor old Ducem Palver, on that score. He's always saying he never did anything, either. Amazing, isn't it, how the Emperor never picks anyone but ne'er-do-wells?"
 
              But Dr. Nikol Buth wasn't listening. Ducem Palver, he was thinking, Ducem Palver. Where have I heard that name before?
 
              And then he remembered. Aloud, he said: "Yes, I will have to see Mr. Palver. He's a near neighbor, you say?"
 
              "Just a kilometer away. We'll go right by his place on the way to your new home," Faloban said.
 
-
 
              It was a woman who opened the door, a short, round, pleasant-faced woman whose halo of white hair seemed almost silver. She was old, yes, but her face still held the beauty of her youth, modified by the decades of life so that it was changed into a graciousness—almost a regal queenliness.
 
              "Yes?" Her voice was soft, and her smile kindly.
 
              "I—" Buth felt the hesitation in his voice and tried to overcome it. "I'm looking for Mr. Ducem Palver. My name is Buth—Dr. Nikol Buth. I ... I don't know if he remembers me, but—"
 
              The woman stood aside. "Come in, Dr. Buth, come in. I'm Mrs. Palver; I'll see if my husband is busy."
 
              She led him to a chair and made sure he was comfortable before she left to find her husband.
 
              Queer, thought Buth, I'd never thought of Palver's having a wife. Still, it's been thirty years; maybe he married after—
 
              "Ah! Dr. Buth! How good to see you again!"
 
              Buth covered his slight start at hearing Palver's voice by rising quickly to greet his host. A slight twinge in his back warned him against moving quite so rapidly.
 
              Palver himself had changed, of course, His hair, which had been thick and black, was now thin and gray. His face was still full and round, although it tended to sag a bit, and his eyes seemed to have faded somewhat. Buth had the feeling that they weren't quite the deep blue they had been three decades before.
 
              But he showed that he still had the same brisk way about him as he extended his hand said: "Am I the first to welcome you to Mallow and Forest Glade?"
 
              Buth took his hand. "Except for a young chap named Faloban, yes. Thank you."
 
              "You liked cigars, I think?" Palver went to a panel in the wall, slid it aside, and took out a small cigar humidor. "I don't use them myself," he said, "but I like to keep them for friends."
 
              Buth accepted the cigar, lit it carefully. "I have to limit myself on these," he told Palver. "I'm afraid I overdid it for too many years. My lungs aren't what they used to be."
 
              "Well, well"—Palver pulled up a chair and sat down—"how have you been? I didn't think you'd even remember me—a nobody. What did you ever find on Sol III? I haven't been following your work. I'm afraid. They kicked me upstairs to rot a while back, you know; haven't been able to keep up with anything, really."
 
              "There wasn't much to keep up with," Buth said. "Sol III was a dead end. I couldn't prove a thing."
 
              Palver looked blank. "I don't think I quite understand."
 
              Dr. Buth settled himself more comfortably in his chair. "There's nothing to understand. I'm a failure, that's all. No joke, no false modesty—no, nor bitterness, either. I spent thirty years of my life looking for something that wasn't there to be found, trying to solve a problem that couldn't be solved."
 
              Ducem Palver looked somewhat uncomfortable. Buth noticed it, and realized that it was perfectly possible that Palver didn't have even the foggiest notion of what he was talking about. Thirty years is a long time to remember a conversation that only lasted an hour. Even Buth himself hadn't remembered it until Faloban had mentioned Ducem Palver's name.
 
              "If you recall," Buth said swiftly, "my group and I were digging on Sol III, searching beneath the D-layer for anything that might show us that Sol III was the original home of mankind. Above the Destruction Stratum, everything was post-spaceflight; it proved nothing. But we did have hopes for the artifacts below that layer."
 
              "I see," said Palver. "It turned out that they, also, were post-space-flight?"
 
              There was a trace of bitterness in Buth's short laugh. "Oh, no. We didn't prove anything—not anything. We don't know, even now, whether those artifacts we found were pre- or post-spaceflight. We don't even know who made them or how or why."
 
              "What about those ceramic things?" Palver asked. "Were those all you found?"
 
              Buth laughed again, bitterly, almost angrily. "It depends on how you mean that question, 'Were those all you found?' If you mean, did we find any more, the answer is an emphatic yes. If you mean, did we find anything else, the answer is almost no. We found plenty of them—to be exact, in thirty years we uncovered twelve thousand four hundred and ninety-five of them!"
 
              He paused for breath while Palver blinked silently.
 
              "After the first few thousand, we quit bothering with them. They got in the way. We had classified some two hundred different varieties under about nine group headings. We were beginning to treat them as animals or something, classifying them according to individual and group characteristics." His voice became suddenly angry. "For thirty years, I worked, trying to find some clue to the mind of pre-spaceflight Man. It was my one drive, the one thing on my mind. I dedicated my life to it.
 
              "And what did I find? Nothing but ceramic mysteries!"
 
              He sat silently for a moment, his lips tight, his eyes focused on the hands in his lap.
 
-
 
              Palver said smoothly: "You found nothing else at all?"
 
              Buth looked up, and a wry smile came over his face. "Oh, yes, there were a few other things, of course, but they didn't make much sense, either. The trouble was, you see, that nothing but stones and ceramics survived. Metals corroded, plastics rotted. We did find a few bits of polyethylene tetrafluoride, but they had been pressed out of shape.
 
              "We couldn't even date the stuff. It was at least twenty thousand years old, and possibly as much as a hundred and fifty thousand. But we had no standards—nothing to go by.
 
              "We found bones, of course. They had thirty-two teeth in the skulls instead of twenty-eight, but that proved nothing. We found rubble that might have been buildings, but after all those thousands of years, we couldn't be sure. In one place, we found several tons of gold bricks; it was probably a warehouse of some kind. We deduced from that evidence that they must have had ordinary transmutation, because gold is pretty rare, and it has so few uses that it isn't worth mining.
 
              "Obviously, then, they must have had atomic power, which implies spaceflight. But, again, we couldn't be sure.
 
              "But, in the long run, the thing that really puzzled us was those ceramic domes. There were so many of them! What could they have been used for? Why were so many needed?" Buth rubbed the back of his neck with a broad palm and laughed a little to himself. "We never knew. Maybe we never will."
 
              "But see here," said Palver, genuinely interested, "I thought you told me that one of your men—I forget his name—had decided they were used for high-temperature synthesis."
 
              "Possibly," agreed Dr. Buth. "But synthesis of what? Besides, there were samples which weren't badly damaged, and they didn't show any signs of prolonged exposure to high temperatures. They'd been fused over with a mixture of silicates, but the inside and the outside were the same."
 
              "What else would you have to uncover to find out what they were?" Palver asked.
 
              Buth puffed at his cigar a moment, considering his answer.
 
              "The connections," he said at last.
 
              "Eh?"
 
              "They were obviously a part of some kind of apparatus," Buth explained. "There were orifices in them that led from some sort of metallic connection—we don't know what because the metal had long ago dissolved into its compounds, gone beyond even the most careful electrolytic reconstruction. And there are holes in flanges at the top and bottom which—" He stopped for a moment and reached into his pocket. "Here ... I've got a stereo of our prize specimen; I'll show you what I mean."
 
              The small cube of transparency that he took from his pocket held a miniature reproduction of one of the enigmatic objects. He handed it to Ducem Palver. "Now that's the—No, turn it over; you've got it upside down."
 
[image: ]
 
              "How do you know?" Palver asked, looking at the cube.
 
              "What?"
 
              "I said, how do you know it's upside down?" Palver repeated. "How can you tell?"
 
              "Oh. Well, we can't, of course, but it stands to reason that the biggest part would be at the bottom. It would be unstable if you tried to set it on the small end, with the big opening up. Although"—he shrugged—"again, we can't be sure."
 
-
 
              Palver looked the little duplicate over, turning it this way and that in his hands. It remained as puzzling as ever. "Maybe it's a decoration or something," he said at last.
 
              "Could be. Ober Sutt, my assistant for twenty years, thought they might have been used for heating homes. That would account for their prevalence. But they don't show any signs of heat corrosion, and why should they have used such crude methods if they had atomic power?" Again he laughed his short, sharp laugh. "So, after thirty years, we wound up where we started. With nothing."
 
              "It's too bad you didn't find traces of their writing," said Palver, handing the stereo crystal back to his visitor.
 
              "We did, for all the good it did us. As a matter of fact, we found engraving on little tiles that we found near some of the domes. Several of the domes, you see, were surrounded by little square ceramic plates about so big." He held up his hands to indicate a square about eight centimeters on a side. "We thought they might have been used to line the chamber that the domes were in, to protect the rest of the building from the heat—at least we thought that at first but there weren't any signs of heat erosion on them, either.
 
              "They must have been cemented together somehow, because we found engravings of several sets that matched. Here, I'll show you."
 
              He took out his scriber and notebook and carefully drew lines on it. Then he handed it to Ducem Palver.
 
              "Those lines were shallow scorings. We don't know whether that is printing—writing of some kind—or simply channels for some other purpose. But we're inclined to think that it's writing because of the way it's set down and because we did find other stones with the same sort of thing on them."
 
              "These are the engravings you found near the mysterious domes?" Palver asked.
 
              "That's right."
 
              "They make no sense whatever."
 
              "They don't. They probably never will, unless we can find some way of connecting them with our own language and our own methods of writing."
 
              Palver was silent for several minutes, as was Dr. Buth, who sat staring at the glowing end of his cigar. Finally, Buth dropped the cigar into a nearby disposer, where it disappeared with a bright flash of molecular disintegration.
 
              "Thirty years," said Buth. "And nothing to show for it. Oh, I enjoyed it—don't think I'm feeling sorry for myself. But it's funny how a man can enjoy himself doing profitless work. There was a time when I thought I might work on my mathematical theories—you remember?—and look how unprofitable that might have been."
 
              "I suppose you're right," Palver said uncomfortably. He handed the notebook back to Dr. Buth.
 
              "But still," Buth said, taking the notebook, "a man hates to think of wasting thirty years. And that's what it was."
 
              He looked at the lines he had drawn. Meaningless lines that made a meaningless pattern:
 
-
EMPLOYEES MUST WASH HANDS BEFORE LEAVING
-
 
              "Waste," he said softly, "all waste."
 
 
 
The End
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