New York

I he cable reached Boone in Singapore:

NEED A MAN WHO CAN STEP AROUND A CORNER. CORCORAN.

He caught the next plane out.

Corcoran's driver was waiting for him as he came
through Customs at Kennedy. The man took Boone's bag

and led the way to thelimousine.

It had been raining, but the rain had stopped. Boone
settled back comfortably on the well-upholstered sedt,
watching the scene unwind through the windows. How
long had it been, he asked himself, since he had beenin

Manhattan? Ten years, perhaps more than ten.

By the time they reached Corcoran's apartment build-
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ing, it had begun raining again. The driver gathered

Boone's bags, held an umbrdlafor him, and ushered him

to aprivate elevator to the penthouse. Corcoran was wait-



ing inthelibrary. Herose from achair in the comer and
came across the heavy carpeting with hand outstretched

and alook of rdief on hisface.

"Thanksfor coming, Tom. Had agood flight?"

"Good enough,” Boonetold him. "I dept onthelast

leg.”

Corcoran nodded. "'l remember you could aways deep

on planes. What are you drinking these days?"

"Scotch with asplash of soda." Boone sank into the
indicated chair and waited until the drink was handed him.
Hetook along pull of it, glancing about at the appoint-

ments of the room. "Y ou seem to be doing well these

days,Jay."

"Quitewdl. | have wedthy clientswho pay for what
they get. And operatives dl over theworld. If adiplomat
sneezesin Bogota, | hear of it within hours. What's doing

in Singapore?'

"Nothing. Just alayover between jobs. | can afford to
be selective about the stories | take to cover these days.

Not like it was when we used to see each other."



"How long ago wasit?" asked Corcoran. "When we

firg met, | mean."

"It must be fifteen years or more. That unpleasantness

in the Eat. Y ou camein with the tanks."

"That'sit. We got there too late. It was amassacre.
Bodiesdl piled up and no sign of anyone dive." Corcoran
grimaced a the memory. "Then suddenly, there you

were, unruffled, standing among the dead. Y ou wore that
jacket with all the pocketsfor your notebooks, recorder,
tapes, camera, and films. Y ou carried so much stuff you
seemed to bulge. And you told me you'd just stepped

around acomer.”

Boone nodded. "Desath was haf a second away. So |
stepped around a corner. When | stepped back, there you
were. But don't ask meto explain. | couldn't tell you then
and | can't tell you now. The only answer isonel don't

like—that I'm some kind of afreak."
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"Let'ssay amutant. Have you tried it Snce?'



"I've never tried it. But it's happened twice more—
oncein Chinaand againin South Africa When | did it,
it seemed natura—the kind of thing any man might do.

And now, what about you?'

"Y ou heard what happened to me?"

"Some," Boone answered. "Y ou were aspy—CIA

and al that. Y ou were trapped, but you got word back,
and afighter snatched you up. A daredevil landing out of
agrade-B movie. The plane was shot to hell and gone,

yet it madeit back ..."

"That'sright,” said Corcoran. "Then it crashed. The
whole back of my head was smashed in, and | was 0
closeto dead it didn't matter. But | had information that
wasvita, so they performed miracles saving my life

... Anyhow, they had to do some strange thingsin fixing
my head. Apparently some of thewiring in my brain got
crossed or something. | seethings differently now some-
times—things othersdon't or can't. And | think in quirky
ways. | tielittleitems of information together in asort of
sneaky deduction that defies sraight-line thinking. | know

things with no reasonable way to know them. I've made

it pay, too."



"Fine. And doesthat have anything to do with your

caling me here from Singapore?’ Boone asked.

Corcoran leaned back and took a sip of the drink he'd
mixed for himsalf, considering. Finaly he nodded. "It has
to do with one of my clients. He came to me about Six
years ago. Said hisnamewas Andrew Martin. Maybe it

wes.

Martin had comein, aloof and cold, and wouldn't shake
hands. He refused absolutely to answer any questions.
Then, when Corcoran moved to show him out politely,
Martin reached into his breast pocket, took out an en-
velope, and pushed it across the desk. Inside were one

hundred thousand-dollar bills.

"That'sjust aretainer,” he sated. "For any work you

do, I'll pay double your usud rates.”

What he wanted were rumors from al over the world.

Not the usua political things, but unusud or outrageous
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rumors—the sort that seemed to make no senseat al. He
wouldn't say how he could be reached. HEd phonein
daily and tdl Corcoran whereto find him—awaysat a

different place.

There weren't too many of thekind of rumorshe
wanted, but for those he paid wdll, usualy more than
doublerate, and dwaysin thousand-dollar bills. It went

on that way for years.

Corcoran checked on him, of course. But there wasn't
much to be learned. Martin seemed to have no past and
no discoverable occupation. He had a respectable office
with a part-time receptionist, but she had no ideawhat

he did. He seemed to have no businessdedings at all.

He also had acorner suite at the Everest, but he didn't
livethere. At least, when Corcoran's operative got into
the suite, there were no clothes in the closets nor any

other sign of occupancy.

On occasion, Martin was seen around town with a

woman named Stela, as myseriousin her way as hewas

inhis

Then, afew months ago, Martin and Stellavanished



intothinair.

Boone sat up abruptly. "What?"

"That's right—or they seemed to. After thelast time

| reported to him, he left me and was seen making a phone
cal. A short time later, my operative a the Everest saw
Stellaleaving and followed her. She and Martin went into
an old warehouse near the docks. They never came out.

And they haven't been seen since.”

Boonetook apull on hisdrink and waited. Finally he

prompted Corcoran. "That last rumor ..."

"It came from London. Had to do with someone

searching frantically for aplace called Hopkins Acre."

"That seemsinnocent enough.”

Corcoran nodded. "Except for onething. In al of Brit-
ain, thereisnow no place called Hopkins Acre. But there
was, four, five hundred years ago. Located in Shropshire.
| checked. In 1615 it disappeared while the family that
owned it was off on an European tour. It wasthere one

day, gone the next. No sign left to show it had ever OX-
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isted. The whole estate—the land, even the landscape—
al of it gone, dong with the people who farmed it or
worked as servantsin the house. Even the house. Not

even aholein the ground was | ft."

"That'simpossble” said Boone. "A fairy tale”

"But atrue one," said Corcoran. "We established be-

yond question that it had once been there and had

disappeared.”

"And that's the end of the story?' Boone asked. He
shook hishead. "But | till don't see why you sent for
me. I'm no good at tracing missing persons or locating

houses that disappeared amost four hundred years ago.”

"I'm coming to that. | had other business, and Martin
was gone, so | tried to forget him. But a couple of weeks

ago, | read that the Everest was to be dynamited.”

Corcoran raised his eyebrows questioningly. Boone

nodded. He was familiar with the way they placed shaped



charges around a building that was to be demolished.
When the process was done right, the structure smply
came gpart and fell asrubble for the shovels and bull-

dozersto clear away.

Corcoran sighed. "That brought Martin back to my
mind. | went down to have afind look at the building.
I'd left it to my operatives before, which was amistake.

Remember | said | saw things differently now?"

"Y ou saw something?' Boone asked. " Something

your men didn't see?'

"Something they couldn't possibly see. Only | can see
it, and | haveto catchiit just right. I—well, | can't step
around a corner, but sometimes| seem to see around a
comer. Maybe on awider spectrum, maybe alittle way
into time. Do you think it's possible for aman to step or

seealittieway into time, Tom?"

"I don't know. Never thought about it."

"No. Wdll, anyhow, there it was—a sort of enclosed

bal cony like those you see plastered to the sides of apart-

ment houses, just outside the suite Martin had occupied.



Sort of out of sync with norma perception, haf inand
half out of our world. And since Martin never lived inthe

auite, I'm sure he must have lived in that balcony or box."
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Boone picked up hisglassand drained it. He put it back
carefully on the table. "Y ou expect meto step around a

corner to get into that box?"

Corcoran nodded.

"I'mnot surel can,” Boonetold him. "'I've never used
thetrick conscioudly. It dways happened when | wasin
extreme danger—sort of asurvival mechaniam. | don't
know whether | can do it on demand. | can try, of course,

but ..."

"That'sal | ask," said Corcoran. "l've exhausted

every other possibility. The hotd isempty now and
guarded, but I've arranged to get in. I've spent alot of
time there, probing, tapping, prodding, and drilling, trying
to find away into the contraption. Nothing. | can look
out of thewindow againgt which it's stuck, and there's

no sign of anything between window and street. But when

| go outside and look up, thereitis."



"Jay, what's your big concern? What do you expect to

find in that so-called balcony?" Boone demanded.

Corcoran shook his head. "'l don't know. Maybe noth-
ing. Martin became sort of an obsession with me. | prob-
ably spent alot more trying to find out about him than
hisbusinesspaid. Thisisworse. Tom, I've got to get into

that box!"

He paused, studying his empty glass. Then he sighed

and looked up again. "Thetrouble is, we haven't much
time. Thisis Friday night, and they're planning to blow
it Sunday morning, around dawn, when everyoneis off

the streets.”

Boonewhistled softly. "You cut it fine"

"l couldn't helpit. Y ou were hard to locate. When |

learned you were heading for Singapore, | cabled every

hotel where you might stay. Now, if werre going to do

anything, we haveto movefas."

"Tomorrow—Saturday," Boone agreed.



"Make it tomorrow evening. They're holding some
kind of mediathing on thelast day of the old hotel during
the day. Televison and presswill bedl over the place.

Well goinwhenit quietsdown."

He stood up and collected the glasses, going back to
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the well-stocked bar. "Y ou're staying with me, of

course" hesad.

"I figured on it," Boone answered.

"Good. Then welll have one more drink and maybe do

abit of reminiscing on old times. After that, I'll show you

to your room. Well forget the box until tomorrow

evening.”

Hopkins Acre: 1745

‘avid had roamed the fidlds since



early afternoon, accompanied by hisfavorite setter, en-
joying the quiet satisfaction of being donein abeautiful

and ordered world.

Out of the stubble at hisfeet a grouse came storming

up. Automaticaly, the gun cameto his shoulder and his
cheek was againg the stock. The sghtslined on the bird,
and he jumped the barrel sharply to theleft. "Bang!" he
said and knew that if ashell had been in the chamber and
hed pulled the trigger, the bird would be tumbling to the

ground.

The setter came galumphing back from chasing the bird
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and st himsdlf on the ground in front of David, looking
up and laughing in hisway, asif to say, "Aren't we having

fun!”

It had taken along time for the setters of Hopkins Acre
to adapt. They had been bred to flush the birds and bring
the dead ones back. They had not understood this new
procedure. But it was different now, after many genera-

tions of setters. They no longer expected the crack of the



gun or to find dead birds.

S0, he asked himsdlf for the thousandth time, why did

he carry the gun? Wasiit fondnessfor the fed of itsweight
and the way it fitted to his shoulder? Or wasit to reaffirm
to himsdlf that hewas atruly civilized cregture, though

of alinewith along history of crudty and brutaity? But
that would be an unjust pose. He would not kill the sheep,
but he ate the mutton. He was till acarnivore, and a

carnivorewas akiller ill.

It had been agood day, even without the birds, here-
minded himsdlf. He had stood upon the hill and gazed
down on the straw-thatched houses of the village where
thetillers of soil and husbandmen of the sheep and cattle
lived. In the pastures he had seen the animals, sometimes
quite aone and sometimes with aboy and dog keeping
watch. He had encountered the grunting hordes of swine
in the heavy woods, wild as deer and rooting for fallen
acorns. But he had not ventured close. Even now, he
could find no fellowship with the happy clods who worked
the land. He had seen the colors of the woods changing
in autumn and had breathed the chill air. He had come
down to the brooks that flowed through the woods and
had drunk from them, watching the darting shadows of

trout.



Earlier, he had caught sight of Spike playing someri-
diculous game, hopping carefully in erretic patterns.
David had watched him, wondering once again what man-

ner of creature Spike might be.

Tiring of hisgame, Spike had taken off, moving toward
apatch of woods, but bounding in arandom pattern which
had more grace and spontaneity than the restricted hop-

ping of the game. The sun of the autumn afternoon had
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glinted off hisglobular body, with the sharp pointsof his
spikes spearing the sunbeams and scattering them in spar-
kles. David had called out to Spike, who apparently had

not heard him and had findly disappeared into the woods.

The day had been full, David told himsdif; now the
shadows lengthened and the chill degpened. It wastime

to be turning home.

Therewould be a saddle of mutton on the board tonight.
Emma, his older sister who was married to Horace, had

told him so and had warned him to get home on time.



"Do not belate," shetold him. "Once done, mutton
cannot wait. It must be eaten warm. And be careful of
that gun. | don't know why you takeit. Y ou never bring
home anything. Why don't you bring back a brace or two

of grouse? They would be tasty edting.”

"Because | do not kill," hetold her. "None of us ever

kill. It's been bred out of us."

Which was not true, of course.

"Horace would kill," shetold him, tartly. "If there
were need of food, Horace would kill. And once he had

brought it home, | would dress and cook it."

She had been right, he thought. Horace, that dour and
practica man, would kill if there were need of it, though
not for smplefun; Horace never did anything for the fun
of it. He must have areason to assgn to everything he

did.

David had laughed at Emmasworries. "The gun can't

do meharm," hetold her. "It's not even loaded.”

"You'll load it when you put it back on therack,” she



sad. "Timothy will ingst you load it. If you ask me, our

brother Timothy isalittle gone."

They dl were alittle gone. He and Timothy and per-
haps, in adifferent way, Horace and Emma. But not his
little siter, Enid. She, of al of them, was the free spirit
and the thinker. She thought longer thoughts, he was sure,

than any of the rest of them.

So, remembering the mutton that could not wait and
must be eaten warm, he headed for home with the dog,
done now with fun and laughter, trailing sedately behind

him.
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Topping aknall, he saw the house from adistance, set

in agreen rectangle of lawn among the tawny fields.

Heavy growths of trees, many of them resplendent in their
autumn foliage, ran dl around the perimeter of the park,

in the center of which stood the house. A dusty road which
was now no more than adouble cart track ran in front of
the park, aroad that ran from nowhere to nowhere. From
the road, the access entrance ran up to the house, flanked

by rows of towering poplarsthat through the years had



become the worse for wear and which, in alittletime,

would die away and fall.

Trailed by the faithful dog, David went down the knoll
and across the brownness of the autumn fields, finaly
coming up to the entrance road. Ahead of him lay the
house, a sprawling two-storey fieldstone structure, with
its mullioned windows turned to subdued fire by the set-

ting sun.

He climbed the broad stone stairs and struggled mo-
mentarily with the heavy and reluctant latch on the mas-
sive double door before one of the doors swung smoothly
open on well-greased hinges. Beyond the foyer lay the
extensve drawing room, lit only by abrace of candles set
upon atable a its farther end and beyond it the many-
candled brightness of the dining room. From that second
room came the subdued murmur of voices, and he knew

the family already was foregathering for the evening medl.

Hewalked into the drawing room and turned to the right
to comeinto the gun room, filled with shadows made dive
by the flickering of asingle candle set upon abar. Going
to the gun rack, he broke the shotgun and fished out of
apocket in his hunting coat the two shellshe carried,

clicking them into place and closing the breech with a



single motion. That done, he put the guninitsplace and

turned around. Standing well ingde the gun room was his

Sder, Enid.

"Did you have agood day, David?"

"| didn't hear you comein,” hesaid. "Youwalk like

thistledown. Isthere something that | need to know before

| walk into thelion'sden?’

She shook her head. "No lion tonight. Horace isalmost
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human, as close to human as he ever gets. We had word

today: Gahan iscoming in from Athens.”

"Gahan | haveno liking for," said David. "Heisso

intensely scholarly. He lordsit over me; makes me fedl

usdess”

"And measwell," said Enid. "Maybethetwo of us



areusdess. | don't know. If you and | are useless, | enjoy

being usdess™

"Sodol," said David.

"Horace likes Gahan, though, and if his coming makes
Horacelivable, well gain from the vigt. Timothy isec-
gatic. Gahan told Horace he would be bringing Timothy

abook—probably a scroll—written by Hecateus.”

"Hec—well, whatever the name may be. I've never

heard of him. If itisahim."

"A him and aGreek," saidEnid. "Hecateus of Miletus.
Fifth or sixth century. Scholars are of the opinion that
Hecateus was the first man to write serious historical
prose, using acritical method to separate out the myth
content of history. Gahan thinksthe scroll he hasisan

unknown book, one that had been lost."

"Ifitis" sad David, "that'sthelast well seeof Tim-
othy for sometime. Hell lock himsdlf inthelibrary, have
hismeds brought in. It'll take him ayear to mull hisway

throughit. Hell be out from underfoot.”

"l think," she said, "that heisbeing led adtray, that



he isbecoming mired in history and philosophy. Heis
looking for the basic errors we humans made and he thinks
that he will find the roots of them in thefirst few thousand
years of human history. He has found afew, of course,
but one does not need to study history to be aware of
them: the problem of surpluses, the profit motive, and the
war motive which arises from one man or tribe having
more than another man or tribe may have; or the need of
huddling—the need of men and women to huddlein
tribes, nations, and empires, reflecting that terrifying
sense of insecurity that is part of the human psyche. You
could go on and on, of course, but | think Timothy is
dduding himsdlf. The meaning that he seeksis a deeper

meaning and it isto be found otherwhere than in history.”

He asked, quite serioudy, "Enid, do you have some

idea? Even afaint idea?"

"Not yet," she said. "Perhaps never. All | know isthat

Timothy islooking in al thewrong places.”

"Maybe we should be going in to dinner," he

suggested.

"Yes, | think we should. We can't keep the others wait-



ing. Emma has been in atizzy that you would belate.
Timothy has been sharpening the carving knife. Nora, out
in the kitchen, has been in aflutter. The mutton'samost

done."

He offered her hisarm and they went across the draw-
ing room, carefully threading their way between the shad-

owed, half-seen furniture.

"Oh, there you are!" cried Horace when they came

into the dining room. "1 have been wondering where you
were. The mutton cannot wait, you know. Here, you
must, each of you, have aglass of thisport. It isquite

the best | havetasted inyears. It isredly excellent.”

He poured and stepped around the table, handing each
of them aglass. He was a squat man, short and powerful
of body, and with the appearance of excessive hairiness.
His hair and beard were so black that the blackness

seemed to shade into blue.

"Y ou seem in excellent spirit,” David said to him.,

"l am," said Horace. " Gahan will be here tomorrow.

| suppose Enid told you that.”



"Yes, shedid. Will hebeadoneor will someonedse

bewith him?"'

"He didn't say. There was reception trouble. Interfer-
ence of some sort. That is something that has not been
perfected. Teddy, back in the Pleistocene, thinks it has
to do with stressesin the duration aignment. Maybe

something to do with directional anomalies.”

Horace knew nothing about the problem, David told
himsdlf. He might have some dight knowledge of time
techniques, but certainly no grasp of the theory. How-
ever, on any stated subject, he was an instant expert and

could talk convincingly and authoritatively.

Horace was about to expand further on the matter, but
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was interrupted when Nora came in from the kitchen,



bearing in triumph the platter of mutton. She placed itin
front of Timothy and went bustling back into the kitchen.
Therest of them found their places at the tableand Tim-
othy began the carving of the saddle, making an occasion

of it, plying knife and fork with his cusomary flourish.

David tasted the port. It was excellent. Occasiondly,
on certain small matters like the selection of agood bottle
of port, the law of averages, unassisted, would make Hor-

aceright.

They atein slence for sometime. Then Horace judi-
cioudy wiped hismouth on his ngpkin, stuffed the cloth
back into hislap, and said, "For sometime | have been
worried about our twentieth-century outpost in New
York. | don't trust this Martin fellow. I've been trying to

rase him for the last few months and the blighter does

not answer."

"Maybe he has gone away for awhile," suggested

Emma

"If hewere going," said Horace, "as our security man,

he should have kept usinformed. He has thiswoman,

Stdla, with him. If he's not there, at least she could



answer.

"Maybe she went with him," said Emma.

""She shouldn't have gone. The post should be manned

a dl times"

"I would think," said David, "that it might be poor
policy for usto keep too persstently trying to get in touch
with him. Asameasure of security, we should keep our

communicationsto aminimum.”

"We arethe only onesin thistime segment,” said Hor-
ace, "who have time capability. Thereisno one

monitoring.”

"| wouldn't bet on that," David told him.

"What difference doesit make?' asked Emma, forever

the timid keeper of the peace. "Thereisno reason for us

to be gitting here arguing about it."

"ThisMartin dmost never talks with us," Horace com-

plained. "He never tdlsusanything.”



Timothy laid hisknife and fork down on his plate, mak-
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ing more of aclatter than was necessary. "Despite the
fact," he sad, "that we know nothing of thisman and do
not entirely trust him, he still may know what heis doing.

Y ou are making something out of nothing, Horace."

"1 met the man and Stella," said David, "when | went

to twentieth-century New Y ork severa years ago to run
down some books that Timothy wanted. That was the
time" he said to Timothy, "when | brought back the

shotgun and rifle for your collection.”

"Splendid pieces, both of them,” said Timothy.

"What | can't understand,” Emmatold him sharply,
"iswhy you must keep them loaded. Not only those two,

but dl therest of them. A loaded gun is dangerous.”

"Completeness”" said Timothy. "Certainly even you
can appreciate completeness. Theammunitionisanin-

tegra part of agun. Without it, agunisincomplete.”



"That reasoning escapes me," said Horace. "It dways

has."

"l waan't talking about the guns," said David. "'l am
sorry now that | mentioned them. | was only trying to tell
you that | met Martin and Stella. | stayed at their place

for severd nights”

"What werethey like?' asked Enid.

"Martinwasacold fish. A very cold fish. Taked very
little and when he did, said nothing. | saw him only afew
times, briefly each time. | had the feding he resented my

being there.

"And Sidla?!

"A cold fish, too. But in adifferent way. Bitchy cold.

Watching you al thetime but pretending thet she

wasnt."

"Either of them seem dangerous? Dangerousto us, |

"No, not dangerous. Just uncomfortable.”



"We may betoo complacent,” said Emmain her timid
voice. "Events have gonetoo well for usfor anumber

of years and we may have falen into the notion they will
keep on going well forever. Horaceisthe only one of us

who stays dert. He keeps busy al thetime. It seemsto
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methat the rest of us, ingtead of criticizing him, should

be doing something, too."

"Timothy keeps asbusy asHorace," said Enid. "He
goends dl histime sfting through the books and scrolls
that have been gathered for him. And who has gathered
them for him? 1t has been David, going out to London
and Parisand New Y ork, taking therisk of leaving Hop-

kins Acreto collect them for him."

"That may dl betrue, my dear,” said Emma, "but,

tell me, what might you be doing?"

"Dear people,” protested Timothy, "we should not be

quibbling with one another. And Enid, in her own way,



does asmuch asal therest of us, or more."

David glanced down the table a Timothy, his soft-spo-
ken, easy-going brother, and wondered how he put up
with Emmaand her lout of a husband. Even under the
utmost provocation, he never raised hisvoice. With his
saintlike face rimmed by hiswhite and wispy beard, he
was the quiet voice of reason before the tempests that at

timesrocked the family circle.

"Rather than argue,” said David, "about which of us
isdoing the most to solve the dilemmathat we face, it
seemsto methat it might be better to admit that no one
of usisredly doing much that bears upon the problem.
Why don't we, quite smply and honestly, admit that we
arerefugees, hunched here, huddling, hoping that no one
findsusout. | would suggest that none of us, if our life

depended on it, could define the problem.”

"| think some of us here may be on theright track,”
sad Horace, "and even if we're not, there are others
looking for answers. The peoplein Athensand the Pleis-

tocene..."

"That'sexactly it," said David. "Us, Athens, the Pleis-



tocene, and New York, if Martin and Stellaare sill there,

How many of us atogether?'

"The point," said Horace, "isthat there must be many
other groups. Our three groups—our four groups,
relly—know of one another. There must be many, bound
together as are our four groups, who do not know of us

or other groups. This makes sense. Revolutionaries—and
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we, in asense, are revolutionaries—are segregated in

cdls, with only minima knowledge of one another.”

"For my part,” said David, stubbornly, “!I ill think

we are pure and simple refugees—the ones who got

away."
They had finished with the mutton by thistime and
Noracameinto pick up the platter, returning with a

steaming plum pudding that she placed in the center of

the table. Emmareached out and pulled it closer.

"It'sdready cut," she said. "Pass your dessert plates

to me. There's sauce for thosewho wish it."



"l saw Spiketoday," said David, "when | wasinthe

fiedds. Hewas playing that slly hopping game of his™"

"Poor Spike," said Timothy. "He got sucked in with
us. He came vigting. Hewas not one of the family, but
he was there when it wastime to go. We couldn't leave

him there. | hope that he's been happy with us."

"He seems happy enough,” said Enid.

"We're not about to find out if heisor not," said Hor-

ace. "He can't talk with us."

"He understands more than we think he does," said
David. "Don't ever make the mistake of thinking heis

Supid.”

"Heisandien," said Timothy. "He was a pet—no,

that's not quite right—he had an association of some sort
with aneghboring family. In those days there were some
strange associations with the diens, not dl of them en-

tirely understandable. At least to me they werent.”

"With Henry it isdifferent,” said Enid. "Heisone of

the family. His connection may be alittle distant, but he



isoneof us. He came aong willingly enough.”

"At times| worry about Henry," said Timothy. "We

don't see much of him."

"He'sbusy," said David. "Having agood time. Roam-

ing the countryside beyond Hopkins Acre, scaring the hell
out of dl the villagers and country folk and perhaps some
of the gentry who are till benighted enough to believein
ghogts. He bringsin alot of loca information. Because

of him, and only because of him, we know agreet dedl

of what isgoing on out beyond the Acre."
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"Henry isno ghodt," said Emma, primly. "You

shouldn't talk about him the way you do."

"Of course heisno ghost,” David agreed, "but he

looks enough like one to fool anybody who doesn't

know."

By common consent, they ceased their talk and settled

down to the pudding, which was heavy, but exceedingly



good.

| heard you talking of me, said athought that was not
avoice, but athought so strong and clear that al at the

table heard it.

"It'sHenry," Emma screeched, al flustered.

"Of courseitis," said Horace, croaking alittlein his
throat. "He ddightsin startling us at unseemly moments.
He may be gone for days and then be at one's elbow,

shouting in onesear.”

"Pull yoursdf together, Henry," said Timothy, "and
gt down quietly inachair. It isdisquieting to be con-

versng with someonewhoisinvisble”

Henry pulled himsdlf, or most of himsdlf, enough to-
gether so that he could be seen, though dimly, and sat
downinachair a thefoot of the table, opposite Timothy.
Hewasamigy sort of thing, somewhat likeaman, a-
though carelesdy shaped. But what he pulled together did
not stay together too well; it kept drifting back and forth
S0 that the shape of the chair which still could be seen

through histenuous substance wavered with his drifting



back and forth.

Y ou have enjoyed adisgustingly heavy med, hetold
them. Everything heavy. The mutton heavy. The pudding
heavy. It isthis heavy eating that makes dl of you as

heavy asyou are.

"l am not heavy," Timothy told him. "l am sothin

and stringy | totter in thewind.”

Y ou never walk inthewind, said Henry. Y ou never
leave the house. For years, you have not felt the warmth

of honest sunlight.

"You areadmost never in the house," said Horace.

"Y ou have more than your full share of sunlight.”

| live by sunlight. Henry told him. Certainly you are
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aware of that. The energy | pluck from the suniswhat
keeps me going. But it's not only the sun; it is other things
aswell. The sweet scent of pasture roses, the singing of
the birds, the fed of naked soil, the whisper or the howling

of thewind, the great, sweeping bowl of sky, the solid



majesty of trees.

"Y ou have animpressive catdog,” said David, drily.

Itisyoursaswdll.

"I have some of it," said David. "I know of what you

"Have you seen Spike?" asked Horace.

Off and on | see him. Heis confined to the bubble
around Hopkins Acre. | am the only one of you who can
pass through the bubble without the help of time. | do

some wandering.

"Thewandering'sdl right, if that iswhat you want to
do," said Horace. "But | wish you would cease your pes-
tering of the natives. They look on you asaghost. You

have the neighborhood in a continua uproar.”

They likeit, said Henry. Their livesare dry and dull.
They enjoy being scared. They huddlein their chimney
comers and tell one another tales. If it were not for me,

they'd not have those talesto tell. But that's not what |



am here about.

"What are you here about?"

There are those who are curious about the bubble,
Henry answered. They don't know what it is, they're not
sure of itsexact location, but they senseit and are curious

about it. They are sniffing al about.

"Not the natives, certainly. Theré's no way they could
be aware of it. It has stood here for dmost a century and

ahdfand..."

Not the natives, Henry told him. Something else.

Something from Outside.

A deep and solid silence clamped down upon the room.
They dl sat, glued to their chairs, staring back and forth
at one another. An ancient fear came out of the darkness

of the house, centering on this one wdl-lighted room.

Finally Horace stirred. He cleared histhroat and said,
"So it hasfinaly happened. | think we knew dl dong
that some day it would. We should have expected it. They

have tracked us down."
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New Y ork

V\ wrongness persisted, a sense of ab-
eration, some factor not quite right, the feeling of a cor-
ner. But Boone could not pin it down; there seemed no

way toreach it.

Corcoran had been going over thewall of the outermost
room of the suite with hisflashlight held only inchesfrom
thewall, bent forward in his effort to detect any sort of
indication of abreak in the smoothness of thewall. Now
he halted and turned off the flash, swinging around to face
Boone. Light from the Street outside saved the room from
darkness, but it was too dim for Boone to see Corcoran's

face.

"It'shopeless,” Corcoran said. "Thereis nothing here.
Yet | know that outside those windows over there, a struc-

ture of some sort is pasted to the outside of this building.



| can't bewrong on that. | saw it."

"I believeyou, Jay," said Boone. "Thereisawrong-

nesshere. | canfed it."

"Y ou can't put afinger onit?'

"Not yet," said Boone.

He walked to one of the windows and looked out into
the street. With astart, he saw that it was deserted. No
cabs did smoothly dong it, no one was on the sdewalks.
Peering more closdly, he saw movement in adarkened
doorway of the building across the street, then another,
darker bulk; and, for only amoment, aglint of light re-

flected off one of the bulks.

"Jay," he asked, "when did you say they'd blow this

building?"

"Sunday morning. Early Sunday morning.”

"It's Sunday morning now. There are cops acrossthe

sreet. | saw light flash off abadge.”

"Four or five o'clock. At first dawn. | checked other



operationslikethisone. Alwaysat first light, beforea
crowd would have achanceto gather. It'sonly alittle

after midnight. We still have severd hours.”

"I'm not sure of that," said Boone, "They could stedl
amarch on us, do it before anyone thinksthey'll doit.
Thisisan old, socidly historic place. The end of the Ev-
erest would be sure to draw acrowd. But if they blew it

early, before anyone expectediit . . ."

"They wouldn't do that,” said Corcoran, moving over

to him. "They smply wouldnt..."

A dull thud hit them, buckling them at the knees, and
the plaster of the suite began to crack, fissures starting

at the corners of the ceiling to run obliquely acrossit. The

floor began to sag.

Boone grasped desperately at Corcoran, throwing both

amsaround him tightly.

And they were in another place, in another suite, a suite
where there was no plaster cracking, no dumping of the

floor.
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Corcoran pulled angrily away from Boone. "Whet the

hell wasthat?' he shouted. "Why didyou grab . .. 7"

"The Everestisgoing down,” said Boone. "L ook out

the window. Seethe dust.”

"It can't be. We're dill in the Everest.”

"Not any longer," said Boone. "We'rein that box you

saw. We stepped around a comer.”

"What the hdI!" cried Corcoran. "Y ou mean to

"It took acriss, Jay. | should havereslized that. | can



doit only at the last moment, at the crisis point, when

thereisno hope."

Corcoran looked a Boone accusingly. "You played a

dirty trick onme. Y ou didnt warn me."

"I didn't know, mysdf. Thisfregknessof mineisa
survival trait. It doesn't work until thereis athreat. That's

the way it dways happened. It's an ingtinctive response.”

"But dways before you gpparently were gone only

for awhile. Y ou came back again. Will we be coming

back...?

Boone shook hishead. "I don't think so. | only came

back when it was safe. Herewelll be hanging inthe air
with abuilding faling undernesth us. If we step back
around the corner, well befadling, too. And before, | had
no real placeto go. Every time before, | stepped into a
sort of limbo—agray, flat world of some kind of fog, with
no red features. But thistime, we stepped into ared

place—thisbox. | can't be entirdy sure, but | think I'm



right.”

"Sothisisit," Corcoran said. "Wearein Martin's

hideout. What do we do now?"

"That's up to you," Boonereplied. "Y ou wanted me
to step around acomer. | did and took you with me. Y ou

arethe onewith al the questions. So start hunting for the

answes.”

He looked around the room in which they found them-
selves. Thefurniture was strange—familiar asto form and
function, but very oddly structured. Againgt the farther
wall stood what could have been afireplace, but which,

hetold himsdlf, probably wasn't one. Aboveit hung a

rather massive rectangular form that could have been a
painting. But it was so far beyond even the wildest, most
twisted works of the latest artists he had known that he

fought against the thought that it could be apiece of art.

The room seemed to be on a steady ked!; it did not sag

or shift. And how could that be? It had been somehow



attached to the building that now was in the process of
crumbling into an unsightly, shattered pile. Y et seemingly

it held in place. Without the support of the blasted build-
ing, it still kept position, some hundred feet or more above

the street.

Boone moved swiftly to awindow and looked out. In
the faint light of the street, abillowing cloud of mortar
and plaster dust swirled above the surface of the pave-
ment, while broken bricks, splintered wood, and shat-
tered marble skittered along the sdewaks. Therewas no
doubt that the old hotel had fallen or was in the process

of falling.

The room in which he stood lurched suddenly, one end
dropping, then regained its steadiness, while ashiver ran
through it. Boone spun back from the window, holding

his breath.

Thelurch had unhinged the painting or whatever it
might be, and it was swinging back to uncover ablack
pand st into thewall. Theface of the pand wasfilled
with gleaming instruments. In the center of it, ared light

was flashing on and off.



Corcoran stood spraddie-legged, staring at the pandl.

Thered light kept on blinking.

A voice came out of the pandl, speaking gibberish. It

kept on speaking gibberish. It spoke fast and angrily.

"Speak English!" Corcoran roared at it. " Speak En-

glish. Don't you know the language?’

Thered light ceased its blinking and the voice said in

English, arather srangely accented English, "Of course,
we know the tongue. But why speak in English? Thisis
Martin, isit not? Where have you been? Why have you

not answered us?"

"Thisisnot Martin," Corcoran said. "Martin is not

here"
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"If you are not Martin, then who are you? What busi-
ness have you answering? How comeyou arein Martin's

place?’



"Friend, whoever you may be," said Corcoran, "the
gory isalong one and thereisno timeto tell you. The
hotel has been razed, and here we hang in Martin's place,

suspended in thin air and about to crash at any moment.”

The spesker from the panel drew hisbreath in sharply.

Then hesaid, "Don't get excited. We can set things

rignt.”

"] am not excited," Corcoran said, "but | think we

may need abit of help.”

"WEell help. Ligen carefully.”

"l amligening carefully.”

"You seeapand. You must seeit. It's activated when

the screening cover isunhinged. It must be unhinged.”

"Damnit, it isunhinged. Ceasethis kindergarten sil-

liness and tell me what to do. The pand's here. What does

it do? How does it operate?'

"On the lower |eft-hand corner thereis an array of—



| suppose you could call them buttons. On the bottom
row, starting from theright, count three and push the third

button."

"It's pushed.”

"Now count two up from that third button and push

the second button.”

"It's pushed,” said Corcoran.

"Now—nbut don't do thisuntil | tell you. Count upward

at an angleto your right the space of three buttons. Do

you understand?’

"l understand. | have my finger on the designated

button.”

"Don't pushit yet. | have to know when you are about

to push it. When you do push it, you give over control to

meand I'll get you out of there."

"Y ou mean you'll take control of thisplacewearein

and moveit dsawhere?

"That'swhat | mean. Do you object to it?"



"l don't likeit," Corcoran said. "But werein no po-

gtion to do much quibbling.”
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"Y ou keep saying we. Are there more of you?"

"Two of us."

"Areyou armed? Do you carry wegpons?"

"No, of course not. Why should we have weapons?"

"1 wouldn't know. Perhaps ..."

"Y ou're wasting time," shouted Corcoran. "We could

crash a any time.”

"Y ou have the proper button?”

"Yes, | have"

"Then pushit."



He pushed it. Darkness clamped in on them, a darkness
that brought instant disorientation—asif they had been
divorced from al redlity. There was no sense of move-

ment—no sense of anything.

Then there was adight bump. The darknessfled and
there was sunlight pouring through the windows and from
the widening edges of adoor, or port, that was opening

downward, pivoting on its lower edge.

"l suppose,” said Boone, "thisis where we get off."

He stepped to the door. Beyond the port that had be-
come an inclined exit he saw alawn. Up thelavn wasa
house—an old house of considerable extent, built of
wesathered fieldstone that showed, here and there, a

growth of moss.

A man who wore a hunting coat was coming down the
lawn toward them. Over a crooked arm he carried a shot-
gun. Hewas flanked, on hisright side, by a happy dog,
abeautiful golden setter, and on hisleft by aglobular
monstrosity that stood amost as high as he did. The mon-
grosity wasrolling sedately dong beside him, matching
itspaceto his. Over dl its surface, it was studded with

extremely sharp-pointed spikes, gleaming and flashing in



the sun. But the spikes, despite their sharpness, did not
snk into the turf. For an instant, Boone had the strange
feding that it was walking on tiptoes, which was replaced
amost immediately by the redization that it wasfloating,

revolving dowly asit floated.

Boone waked down the dope until he reached the end

of it and stepped down on the lawn. Behind him, Corcoran
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had hated and was staring at the scene, moving his head

from sdeto sdetotakein dl of it.

Up thelawn, severa other people had come out of the
house and were standing on the broad stone steps, watch-

ing what was going on.

The man with the shotgun, still flanked by the happy

dog and the monstrosity, halted adozen paces avay and

sad, "Wecometo Hopkins Acre.

"So thisisHopkins Acre?!

"Y ou have heard of it?"



"Just recently,”" said Boone. "Just the other day."

"What was said of it?"

Boone shrugged. "Not much. Nothing actudly. Smply

that someone had developed asudden interest in it."

"My nameisDavid," said the man. "This grotesque
alienis Spike. | am happy that you madeit. Horace is
not the sort of technician into whose hands | would want

to place my life. Heisfumble-fingered.”

"Horace isthe one we spoke with?'

David nodded. "He has been trying for monthsto get
in touch with Martin. When our pand aerted usthis

morning, he thought Martin wastrying to reach him."

Corcoran came down the incline to stand beside Boone.
"My nameis Corcoran. My companion is named Boone,
We are both immensaly curious about what has happened

tous. | wonder if you could explainit.”

"Y ou are no whit more curious than we," said David.

"Let'sal go up to the house and talk. | think Norawill



be serving lunch soon. Perhaps adrink or two before we

gather at the board."

"That would be excdlent," Boonetold him.

Shropshire: 1745

IIT

*he one important thing for you to
redize," Horacetold them, "isthat you can never leave
this place. If there were any possibility of your leaving,

we would have been forced to kill you."

"Horaceis so dour," said Enid. "He has no sense of
grace. Heislike ahammer. He hammers everything. He
could have said that he was sorry you could never |eave,

but assure you we are glad you're here."

"I'm not sure | am glad they are here,” said Horace.
"It isonly another indication the Situation is getting out

of hand. Martin and Stella disgppearing into thin air and



no trace of them and the story that Ghogt ..."
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"Henry!" Enid said. "Henry, not Ghogt."

"... The story that Henry told uslast night about
something snooping al around the Acre, sensing acertan
strangeness and trying to sniff out the strangeness. | tell
you, they are closing in on us. Now here come these two
from New Y ork, with anot entirely satisfactory expla-
nation of how they gained entrance to Martin'straveler

and knowing, of dl things, about Hopkins Acre.”

"We've been heretoo long,” Emmacomplained. "We
should have broken the trail by going someplace else. No

one should stay in one placefor a century and ahaf."

"Moving to some other place would have involved

some danger initsdlf," said Horace. "Wed have had to
make arrangements for ateam of technicianswho could
handle such an operation. Wewould, first of al, have had

to scout another place to go. We could have donethe



scouting for ourselves, but we could not, unaided, have
made the move to another place. We do not have the skill

by half."

"I was under theimpression,” said David, rather nas-

tily, "that you, unaided, can handle any sort of job."

Horace hunched his shoulderslike an angry bull.

"Sopit," sad Timothy, in hisgentleway. "Stopit,
the both of you. Instead of arguing among oursaves, we
should be seeking to explain, as best we can, the Stuation

these viditors have sumbled into as our guests.”

"l sncerely wish you would," said Corcoran. "You

tell uswe can never leave, and yet David—it is David,

isit not?'

"Yes" sad David. "l am David and | leave occasion-

aly. London and Paris mostly. Onceto New Y ork."

"And you mentioned that someone would be coming

infrom Athens. So there are comings and goings.”

"The comingsand goings, asyou cdl them,” said Tim-



othy, "are by means of vehicleswe cal travelers. The
traveler Martin lived in brought you here from New Y ork,

but that's not the entire story."

"| pushed buttons," said Corcoran.

"Y ou could have gone on pushing buttons and till the

traveler would not have stirred. What you did was push

HIGHWAY OFETERNITY 29

certain buttons that tuned in the traveler with the control

pand in this house. Once that was done, Horace could

operate Martin'straveler.”

"Y ou mean only certain people can operate the

travders?’

"Thepointis" said Horace, "that youreindde atime

bubble—a smpligtic term, of course—through which no

one can pass, not even us. The only way to get through

itisby traveler.”

They dl sa slent for amoment.

"| forgot,” said Horace. "Ghogt isthe only onewho



can get through unaided and heisa specid case.”

"Henry," Enid reminded him. "Henry. Not Ghogt."

"It seemsto me," said Boone, "that we must accept
asgracefully aswe are able dl that you havetold us. We
are here, you say, and we are not about to leave. | don't
understand much of what I've heard. There arealot of
questions, but | suppose therell betimelater to voice dl

of them."

"l am pleased you seeit that way," said Timothy. "We
ourselves are bound by certain restrictions we cannot ig-
nore. We hope you will be ableto live a pleasant life with

LIS,"

"Thereis one further question that seemsto metoo

important to wait. Who are you?' Boone asked.

"We arerefugees,” said David. "Refugees cowering

inthe depths of time."

"Not s0," Horace shouted. "Y ou keep babbling about
us as refugees. We arerevolutionaries, | tell you. Some

day well be going back."



Enid said to Boone, "Pay no attention to these two.
They are dways at one another's throats. What you
meant, I'm sure, iswhere we came from. We are people
who once lived amillion years from now. We arefrom

your very digtant future.”

Nora spoke from the door that led into the dining room.

"Lunchison."

Lunch was civilized and pleasant with no bickering.
David talked of the few days he had spent in twentieth-

century New Y ork and asked Boone and Corcoran about
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the city. Timothy talked about some of the reading he had
been doing. Enid said little. Emmawas swestly slent.
Horace sat hunched over, occupied with hisown
thoughts. Finally he was moved to speech. "I wonder

what has happened to Gahan. He should be here by now."

"Gahanisfrom Athens" sald Emma. "Heisbringing

Timothy anew book."

"Wedways say Athens" Timothy explained. "But



they'reredly not in Athens, dthough quite closetoiit.”

"We aso have asmdl group in the Pleistocene,” said
David. "Southern France. The early days of thelast

glaciation.”

"Neanderthals," said Boone.

"Yes, afew of them. Early Neanderthd "

"What | can't understand,” said Horace, il tied up
inworry, "iswhy Martin should have left so hurriedly.
And Stella, too. Apparently he had asmall traveler hidden
in awarehouse and he used that to get away, derting
Stella so that she could join him. He should have used

his residence traveler to get away. But he didn't. He pan-

icked. The damn fool panicked. He got scared and ran.”

"Hewas afraid of being trapped at the hotdl," said
Enid. "That seems quite clear to me. Perhgps he did not

place complete trust in Mr. Corcoran.”

"There was no reason that he should have," said
David. "According to Mr. Corcoran's own admission, he

had men watching Martin and Stella. They were watched



a every move."

"He bought my trust and paid very wdll for it," sad
Corcoran. "I'll work for anyone wholeheartedly if he
paysmefor it. Never, inal my life, have | ever double-

crossed aclient.”

"But you didn't trust your client inthiscase," sad

David.

"l can't say | did. He gave me no reason to. | watched
him not to do him harm, but to be certain he did no harm
to me. Hewas acurioudy secretive man. Hewasadip-

pery character.”

"He must have known the hotdl wasto berazed," said

Horace. " Surdly the tenants would have been notified.
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To have left the resident traveler, knowing that, facing

the possibility that its presence might have been revedled,

isinexcusable"

"Maybe he didn't know about the hotel," said Cor-

coran. "The tenants were not notified until the last pos-



sblelegd moment. And even then, there was no public
announcement. It was one of those quiet dedls. It was
long after Martin left thet | heard of it. And thereislittle

rumor that | miss."

"Then," said David, "perhaps he left on some quick
errand, thinking he'd soon be back. That may be why he

|eft theresdencetravder."

Horace rumbled at Boone, "What you have not fully
explained is how the two of you were able to get into the
traveler. Not how you detected it; that | can understand.

But how you gotinto it.”

" told youwhat | could,” said Boone. "'l stepped

around acorner. | can't tell you more. | don't understand

mysdf how | doit. All I know isthat it can be accom-

plished only under stress.”

"That isno explanation,” said Horace. " Surely aman

knows what he does."

"Sorry," said Boone. "I can't help you further.”

"And since we are getting down to fine points,” said



Corcoran, somewhat out of sorts, "tdl mewhat al that

gibberish meant when | first contacted you."

"Onthat point | can answer you," said Timothy. "As

you must perceive, we are very furtive folk. Perhaps at
times too committed to acloak and dagger ethic. Wethink
our communications system cannot be tapped. But ar-
rayed againgt us are forcesthat are powerful and most

wondroudy intelligent. We can't be sure how safewe are;

we never can be sure. So when we tak among ourselves
on the communication system, we employ avery ancient
language, the speech of asmall and obscure group of hu-
mans. By this method, we hope that, even if our com-
munications could be penetrated, thereislittle possibility

that the listener could decipher what we're saying.”

"This," said Boone, "isthe most insane setup | have

ever come across.”
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"Y ou know not the haf of it," said Timothy. "Y ou do

not know the Infinites. If you knew the Infinites..."

A ghriek sounded from the kitchen. Timothy and Emma



leaped to their feet. Nora, still shrieking, appeared in the
kitchen door. Her cap was awry upon her head and her
hands were twisting the gpron that was tied about her

wad.

"Vigtord" she screamed. "There arevisitors. And
there is something wrong. The traveler landed in the

flower bed and tipped over on its back.”

Chairs screeched and everyone was charging for the

kitchen, heading for the outside door.

Corcoran looked at Boone. "Could it be that Athens

chep?'

"| supposeit could," said Boone. "We had better go

and see”

They halted on the kitchen stoop and stared at what
was happening in the flower bed. A great gash had been
plowed across the bed by arectangular object, some
twelve feet in length and MIf aswide, its nose buried at
an angleinthe soil. David," Horace, Enid, and Timothy
were shoving and tugging at it. Emma stood to one Side,

loudly lamenting.



"We should give them ahand,” said Corcoran.

Boone and he loped acrossthe lawn.

"What do you want to do with it?" Boone asked a pant-

ing Horace.

"Pull it free," gasped Horace. "Get it right Sde up.”

With the extra manpower, the craft was wrenched free

from the soil and turned over.

Horace and David attacked what seemed to be a panel
st into the Sde of it. Sowly the panel yielded to their
clawing fingers, then popped open. David threw himself
into the opening, crawled for aways, then began backing

OUL.

"Givemesome help," heyeled. "l have hold of

Gahan."

Horace wedged in beside David, fumbling for ahold,

then the two of them began backing out, hauling alimp
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human figure. They hauled it across the flower bed and

laditinthegrass.

Gahan lay upon hisback. He was bleeding at the mouth.
One arm hung limp; his chest was sopped with blood.
Horace kndlt beside him, lifting and cradling him. The
eyes came open and the bloody mouth moved, but only

gurgling came out.

Enid rushed in and knelt besde him. "It'sdl right,

Gahan. You aresafe. You are at the Acre”

"What happened?' Emma screeched.

Words and blood came from the mouth. "It's gone,”

he said, then choked on the blood.

"Whét is gone, Gahan? What isgone?’

He struggled to speak and finaly said, "Athens” That

wasdl.

Timothy said, "We had better get him to the house. He

isbadly hurt."



"How could it haveligppened?' Emma shouted.

"He crashed, damnit," said David. "He was hurt and

lost control .

The wounded man struggled, trying to speak. Horace
raised him higher. Enid tried to wipe the blood off his

mouth with afilmy handkerchief, only smearing it.

"Athens," came the blood-choked whisper. "Athens

base gone. Destroyed."

He dumped more deeply into Horace'sarms.

Boone pushed closer to Horace and laid hisfingerson

Gahan'sthroat, feding for apulse. He took hishand

away.

"Thismanisdead," hesaid.

Reverently, Horace withdrew hisarms and let Gahan
dump onto the grass. He rose dowly to hisfeet and the
silence of the group was deadly. They looked at one an-

other, not quite understanding.



Timothy said to Boone, "We shouldn't leave him out

here. Will you help me carry him?"

"Well haveto bury him," said Emma. "Well haveto

digagrave”

"We havetotak," said Horace. "Firg, before any-

thing, wewill havetotalk.”
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"Where do you want to put him?" Timothy asked

Emma.

"A bedroom,” said Emma. "Upstairs. The back bed-

room to theright. We can't put him in the drawing room.

All that blood will poil the furniture.”

"How about the gun room? That would be easier. We

wouldn't haveto haul him up the stairs. Thereés aleather

couch in there. We can wipe off the leather."

"All right, then. The gun room.”

Boone and Timothy picked up the body, Boone by the



shoulders, Timothy by the feet. They made their way
across the kitchen and through the dining room, with
David shoving aside the pushed-back chairsto clear room
for them. At the far end of the drawing room, they reached

the gun room door.

"Over there," said Timothy. "Over there againgt the

wadl."

They laid the dead man on the couch and Timothy stood

looking down a him.

"I don't know," hesaid. "'l don't know how to handle

this. There has been no death in this house sncefirst we

came. It'sanew experience and we are not ready for it.

We're very closeto immortd, you know. The time mech-

anism keepsit that way."

"No, | hadn't known," said Boone.

"Inside the time bubble we do not age. We age only

whenwe areoutsde of it."

Boone said nothing in reply.

"Thisisbad,” said Timothy. "Thisisone of the criss



pointsthat you run acrossin history. We must decide
what we should do. Decision and no mistakes. That'sim-
portant—no mistakes. Come with me. The otherswill be

taking."

The otherswere not talking. Gathered in the dining

room, they were shouting and screaming & one another.

"I knew it," Emmascreamed. "l knew it. | just knew
it. We were getting dong too well. We thought it would
keep on that way forever. We should have been looking

ahead, making plans. . ."

"Making plansfor what?' yelled David, drowning her

out. "How could we know what to plan for? How could

we know what might happen?’

"Don't you yel a my wifel" roared Horace. "Don't

you ever again use that tone of voiceto your Sster. She
isright. We should have imagined dl sorts of contingen-
cies and worked out models for our reaction to them. We
shouldn't be standing here, like we are right now, caught
unawares and trying to figure out the best course to

follow."



"I think," said Timothy, adding his voice to the squab-
ble, "that what we had better do isjust settle down and

do somequiet thinking oniit.”

"We haven't thetimeto do any quiet thinking onit,”
yedled Horace. "Not the leisurely kind of thinking that
you mean. | know you, Timothy. Y ou just put things off.
Y ou won't face up to anything. Y ou never would face up

to anything. | remember thetime..."

"| agree we should be doing something," David

shouted. "1 think Timothy's approach iswrong. It'sno
timefor Stting back and waiting for something to happen.
Certainly there are measures we could take. But each

of us can't just keep shouting what he or she may think

and. ..

"Weve got to get away," screamed Emma. "We have

to get away from here."

"Thereisno good," yelled David, "in smply running.

Run, yes, if we haveto, but we must have aplan.”

"I will not run," shouted Horace. "I'm not about

to run. Running isfor cowardsand | will not haveit



sad. ..

"But we haveto run," screamed Emma. "We haveto

get away. We can't wait for whatever's coming. We have

to find asafe place.”

"Y ou won't find a safe place running,” Horace bel-

lowed. "We have to use our heads."

"l ill think," said Timothy, "that we are reacting too

precipitoudy. A few days more or lesswill not make that

much difference

"In afew daysyou could be dead,” yelled Horace.
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"At least we have to give Gahan adecent burid,” pro-

tested Timothy.

"Gahan doesn't count,” yelled Horace. "Gahan's
dead. Nothing more can happen to him. We are dtill dive,

and what happens does matter tousand ..."

Boone stepped on a chair and from the chair to the

table, kicking chinaand glassasde.

"Shut up, al of you!" he thundered. "Shut up and sit

down!"

All of them stopped yelling and turned to Stare at him.

"You have no placeinthis" sad Emma, tartly,

"You're not one of us."

"Y ou made me and Corcoran part of your group,” said
Boone, "when you told uswe could never leavethis
place. We both have the right to speak. We'rein the same

boat with you. So shut up, al of you, and it down."

Startled, they dl found chairs and sat down.



Boone said to Corcoran, who il stood against awall,
"Jay, if anyone gartsydling, if anyone getsto hisfeet,

will you shut him up?'

"Quitewillingly," said Corcoran.

"l understand,” said Boone, "that thisis no more than
ahealthy family squabble and that most of you didn't

mean haf of what you said. But you were not about to

get anywhere and | think you do have to make some plans.

Whether you likeit or not, I'll serve asreferee.”

Horace stood up. Corcoran pushed himself away from

thewall and started toward him. Horace sat down.

"Y ou had something you wanted to say?" Boone asked

Horace.

"What | was about to say isthat you understand none

of what isgoing on. Y ou have not the background that is

required of areferee.”

"Inthat case" said Boone, "perhapsyoull fill mein.”

"Horacewon't," said Enid. "Hell tdl it as he seesit.



Hewill shadethe meaning ..."

Horace stood up. Corcoran pushed off thewall. Horace

sat down again.

"All right, Miss Enid," said Boone. "Perhapsyoull

proceed with your unbiased version." He said to Horace,

"You'll have your chance later on. But the rules are one

at atime and no shouting and no shoving."

"We are agroup of refugees,"said Enid. "Weare. . ."

"Not refugees!” yelled Horace.

"Y ou shut up,” said Boone. "Enid, please go on.”

"As| told you earlier,” said Enid, "we arefrom a

million yearsinto your future. Inthat million yearsthe

human race has changed.”

"Was encouraged to change," said Horace, interrupt-

ing. "On its own, the race would not have changed.”

"You can't be sure of that," saidDavid. "Forexample,

thereisHenry."



"l can besure" said Horace. "The Infinites. . ."

Boone raised a hand to stop him. Horace stopped.

"Y ou used that word," Boone said to Timothy. "'l was
about to ask you more about it and then the Athens trav-

der came. Tdl me, what are these Infinites?"

"Thelnfinitesare another intdligence," Timothy told
him. "They are from somewhere in the gdactic center.
They are not biological. Maybe they were a onetime and

changed to what they are.”

"Asamatter of fact," said David, "we know little

about them."

"l wouldn't say that," objected Horace. "We know,

at least approximately, what they are.”

"All right," said Boone. "We have wandered from the

point. Enid was about to tell us how the human race had

changedinamillionyears.”

"They changed,” said Enid, "from corpored beings,



from biologica beings, to incorpored beings, immaterid,
pureintelligences. They now are ranged in huge com-

munitieson crystd lattices. They are..."

Horace broke out, " The obscenity of it! Theim-

mordity ..."

"Shut up!" Booneroared a him.

Heturned to Enid. "But you are human beings. The
people in the outpost near Athens were human beings.

Biologicd and ..."

"There were somewho rebdled,” said Enid. "Some

who fled to escape incorporedlity.”
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"Theincorporedity was, to many of the human race,
something akinto anew and exciting religion,” said Tim-
othy. "There were, however, some who protested most
violently againg it. We number oursalves among those

protestants. There are many other protestants hiding out



invarioustime periods. We maintain smal, widdy sep-
arated groups. It is harder to find usthat way. The prot-
edtantsfled, and now the Infinites or their agents hunt us
down. | think the belief that the incorporedlity process
was ardigion was an entirely human idea. With the In-
finites, | am convinced, it was not areligion, but aplan,
auniversa plan. TheInfinites are convinced thet one
thing, and one thing only, can survive the deeth of the
universe. That isinteligence. So the Infinitesare busgly
at work creating a corpus of intelligence. Certainly not
the human race done, but including many other intdlli-
gencesin the galaxy, perhapsin the universe. The Infi-
nitesin this gaaxy may be no more than one primitive
mission of many missions spread throughout the universe,
working diligently with the benighted, hesthen

populations.”

"Itismad!" yelled Horace. "1 tell you, it is madness!”

"You undergtand," said Emma, "we never saw the

Infinites. Some peopledid, | guess.”

"What Emmameans,” said Horace, "isthat none of
us, herein this room, saw them. Other humansdid and

became convinced that the entire human race should



dlow itsef to be turned into pure mind entities. This belief
of theirs became an insane article of faith. Those who

rebelled againgt it became outlaws."

"What you must redize" said Timothy, spesking

softly, "isthat our race was ripe for such adevelopment.
Even before the Infinites put in their appearance, the
human race had changed. By that period from which we
fled, viewpoints and philosophical concepts had been
vadtly atered. The race had gotten tired, was bored. It
had made too much progress, had accomplished too
much. Progress no longer meant agreat ded. Dilettantism

was, by and large, the norm.”

"But you?" asked Boone.
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"Not we," said Timothy. "Not we and certain others.
Wedid not fall into the trap. We were the outlanders, the
backwoods rednecks, residing far beyond the fringe of the
shining society which humanity had become. We wanted
to stay human. We distrusted the new ways. That iswhy

we were outlawed."

"But thetimetravders?"



"We gtole the time concept from the Infinites" said
Horace. "We Hill were human enough to do anything
necessary to protect ourselves. The Infinitesdo not lie or

stedl. They are great and noble."

"And stupid,” said David.

"Yes, that isright,” said Horace. "And stupid. But

now they have found us out and we must get away again.”

"l can't leave," said Timothy. "I have decided that |
will not go. I will not leave my books or my notes, the

work that | have done."

"What Timothy istrying to do," Enid explained to

Boone, "isget an inkling of where, and how, the human
race went wrong, how it could have gotten itsdf into the
gituation that convinced the people of amillion yearsfrom
now to go aong with the scheme of the Infinites. Timothy
thinksthat back here, closeto the roots of our civilization,

he may find a clue through a close study of history and

philosophy.”

"l anclosetoit,” said Timothy. "I am convinced |



am. But | can't carry on my work without my books and

nOt&,"

"There won't be room," said Horace, "to take dong

al your notes, let alone your books. Our traveler capacity
islimited. We have Martin'sresident traveler and | am
glad we haveit. We have our own small traveler and Ga-

han'straveler, if it ill operates..."

"| doubt thereis much wrong with it, if anything,” said

David. "Gahan lost contral of it, that'sdl. It made afairly

soft landing in the flower bed.”

"WEell havealook at it," said Horace.

"Now we are beginning to make some progress,” said

Boone. "But there are decisions that have to be made. If
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you are convinced that we have to go, has anyone any

ideawhere we should go?'

"We could join the group in the Pleistocene,” said

Emma



Horace shook hishead. "Not that. Athensis destroyed
and Henry says something issniffing al around us. The
possibility is good the Pleistocene people have been lo-
cated aswell. If they have not been, our going there could
lead whoever islooking for usto them. My suggestion
would be to go back deeper into time, beyond the

Plestocene”

"It seemsto mewe should go into the future,” said

David, "and try to find out what isgoing on.”

"Back into the hornet's nest,”" sasld Emma

"If that iswhat it takes," said David. "There probably

are some people like us il up there, those who did not

leave, who are skulking around, toughing it out, making

out as best they can."

"Martin might know something about what isgoing

on," said Horace, "but wherethe hdl isMartin?”'

"We need sometimeto think it out abit," said David.

"We can't make decisons on therun.”

"Two days, then," said Horace. "Two days and we're



gone."

"I hope you undergtand,” said Timothy, spesaking
dowly and decisively, "that | intend to go nowhere. | am

daying here”

The Monster

‘oone sat on alow stone fence that

ran between a pasture and afield. Inthe field, two setters
ran in happy frolic, chasng one another, giving chaseto
the birds their gamboling flushed from the stubble. The
late afternoon sun was warm, and the cloudless sky

arched like agreat blue dome.

For acouple of hours, Boone had prowled the Acre,
accompanied by the happy dogs. He first had set out with
asolid determination to find the time bubble, to locate
thewal| of differentiating time that somewhere must come
down to earth. He had tried to walk astraight line, stop-

ping every now and then to redign the landmarks he had
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st up to insure his going straight. But after an hour or
more of walking his straight line, he had found, with some
astonishment, that he had come back approximately to

that point where he had started ouit.

Thewak, however, had not been entirely pointless nor
acomplete falure. During the hour or more, the coun-
tryside through which he walked had seeped into him. It
had been along time since he had gone for awalk in any
countryside, and the walk had brought back memories of
other walksin other years and in other lands. He had come
upon aflock of complacent sheep that stood and watched
him with mild question in their eyes, then trotted off a
ways, but stopped and stood to watch him as he ambled
past them. He had stepped across small, swiftly flowing
brooks with water that had a crystal 1ook; he had walked
through small, neat groves of trees; he had noted with

deep satisfaction the autumn wild flowers that grew dong



the brooks, nodding above the mirror of the water and

aong the hedges.

And now he sat upon the low stonewall, not far from
where he had clambered over it to begin the walk. Behind
him was the road that ran up, between the rows of dying
poplars, to reach the house; the sweep of stubbled field
before him. And sitting, he thought with muted wonder

of what he and Corcoran had been told by the people of
the house. It was so fantastic and so beyond al imagi-
nation that he had found much difficulty inbringingit to
grips. He could find no starting point to begin alogica
consderation of it. Far down thefield, at the edge of a
grove of trees, he caught the flicker of something moving.
Watching it, he finaly made out that it was aman, and
ashort time later recognized Corcoran. As he watched,

Corcoran came striding up the dope toward him.

Hewaited on thewadl until Corcoran findly came up

tohim.

Boone patted the wall beside him. "Sit down, Jay," he

sad. "Tdl mewhat you found."

For Corcoran, he knew, had not gone walking without

purpose; he had been seeking something.



"I found the edge of the bubble," Corcoran told him.
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"l ansurel did, dthough it was very hazy, and | would

not take an oath on it."

"I hunted for it mysdlf,” said Boone. "1 walked a
straight line and ended up where | had started ouit. | did

not find thewall, but you have different eyes™

"That'sit, | suppose. | do have different eyes. But dso

| have awitness. Henry, go ahead and tdll him."

"Henry? Jay, you're stark raving. Thereisno onewith

you. Y ou came up the dope adone.”

"I met afriend dong theway. | forgot that you can't

see him in the sun. Henry, move over into the shadow of

that tree so my friend can seeyou.”

He made athumb toward a small tree growing beside



thewadl. "Y ou can seehim in the shade."

Boone looked at the tree. There was nothing there—
and then he saw ahazy flickering, dancing inthe air like
dust motes dancing in anarrow sunbeam coming through

the dats of awindow blind.

A soundless voice addressed him out of the shadow of

the tree, the unspoken wordsimpinging on hisbrain.

| am glad to meet you, Sr. | am Henry, dthough at

times Horace calls me Ghost, much to the uneasiness and
wrath of other members of the family. Ghost | do not mind
at al. Ghost might even be the proper namefor such as

. For, after dl, who isthere to say what isand what is

not aghogt. Although, if | anaghog, | am not aghost

out of the past, as | suspect most other ghosts would be,

but aghost from the future.

"Wel, I'll be damned," said Boone, "And yet, in light
of other things, you're dmost commonplace. Earlier in
the day there was mention of you by the family. By the

way, I'm Boone. Tom Boone. Jay and | arefriendsfrom

long ago.”

What your friend told you of hisseeing of thetimewall



istrue. Henry said in Boones mind. | know he saw it,
athough imperfectly. Y our friend ismost unusua. So far
as | know, no other human actudly can seeit, dthough
there are ways of detecting time. | tried to show him a

sniffler. There are anumber of snifflers, trying to sniff
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out the bubble. They know there's something strange, but

don't know what it is.

"Did you see the sniffler?’ Boone asked Corcoran.

"l saw something. A rather smal thing. No larger than

an ordinary dog. But | did not seeit well. All | knew was

that there was something there."

| know not what the snifflersare, said Henry. But in

our Stuation we must be at least marginally concerned

with anything that trangpires beyond the ordinary.

"How are things going at the house?" Corcoran asked

Boone.



"When | |€eft they were talking. Not shouting at one
another. Horace and Enid were off to one Side, arguing
about where they would bury Gahan. But the rest were

talking, discussing things."

"I think it was wisefor both of usto leave," said Cor-
coran. "Give them achance to talk among themselves

without outsiders being present.”

Boone agreed. "Thisisther show. It should be up to

them to make their own decisons.”

"Back there, when you jumped up on the table, you

damn well madeit your show."

"It wasn't that," said Boone. "'l wasn't trying to horn

in. But they weren't getting anywhere. They were yelling
at one another, that was dl. They could have kept it up
al day. They needed someone to knock some common

Enseinto them.”

You think ill of them because of their bad behavior,

sad Henry. | readily admit that it isbad, but you must
understand the stake they havein dl of this. They fled
the future a century and ahalf or so of your years ago.

They fled for their lives, of course, but they also fled so



that men and women might not live as bodiless abstrac-
tions, so that the race might be more than theoretical or
hypothetical thought processes. Look upon me. | was
hafway to being the nothing that al humanswould beif
the Infinites had their way. With meit did not take. The
procedure stuttered and | was spat out and was free; in
my present form, | can not be snared again. | am beyond

everything except, perhaps, some extraordinary harm of

which | am not yet aware. And having escaped, | came
back to the family, and with them | fled. By reason of my
unorthodox form, | was able to be of some assistanceto
them. And out of their recognition of me as till amember
of thefamily, the family fliesto my defense when Horace,
whose only family association isthat he cowed and per-
Suaded my sister Emmato marry him, paysme lessre-

gpect than is due amember.

"Your taeisfascinating,” said Corcoran, "and adds

to our comprehension of the Stuation that we find here.

Y ou must be aware how difficult it isfor usto grasp dl
the nuances of what has happened amillion years beyond

our time."

Indeed | do, said Henry, and | must admit | am amazed



at how well and solidly you have accepted what you have
learned of usin the last few hours. Y ou have not been

bowled over by our revelations.

"It is because we are too numb to be bowled over,"

said Boone.

| think it isnot that at dl. Y ou have betrayed no numb-
ness. Y our reactions have led meto believe that basicaly
our raceisfar morerationa than we might have expected

to find so deep in our ancestral roots.

"I'm curious,” said Corcoran, "how you could have
performed sgnificant servicesfor your family inther

flight”

| acted asascout, said Henry. | am admirably fitted to
act as such. Who would suspect aflittering moonbeam or
adight glitter in the sunlight? Even seeing this, any rea-
sonable man would lay it to amomentary aberration of
hisvisud faculty. So | went into the pagt, al by myself.
Unlikethe others, | need no traveler; space and time are
open roads to me. | went as an advance agent, afeeler-
outer. The others made arrangements and waited on my
word. But before | could get back, they were forced to

flee precipitoudy, with no direction and no plan. | findly



found them in the depths of the so-called Dark Ages, when
large areas of Europe were deserted, dank and desolate.

A perfect place to hide, perhaps, but most disagreeable.
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"It was you, then, who found this place, Hopkins
Acre”

That isright. There were other locations that might

have done aswdll or better, placesthat | liked much bet-
ter. But this one was made to order for our taking over.
The owner and dl hisfamily were absent on atour of the
Continent. Even before | went hunting for the others, |

tracked down techniciansin my own timewho could se-



curethistract for us. So thereit was, asyou see it now,
waiting for my family once | had found them in that noi-

some fen that was Dark Age Europe.

"I can't help but wonder about the Hopkins family,”

said Corcoran. "They came back from vacation and their

home was gone asiif it had never been here. And the rest

of the neighborhood—ahouse, afarm, an estate with al

the people who lived on it, wiped out overnight—what

was the neighborhood reaction?”

| do not know, said Henry. None of us ever knew or
thought of it. It was no concern of ours. All we took was

property that we needed. Property is not sacred.

David's voice came from behind them. "I saw you sit-

ting here," hesaid, "and | came down to tell you the

funerd isat sundown."

"|sthere anything we can do?" asked Boone. "Help

with the grave, perhaps?'

David shook his head. "No need of help. Horaceisa



husky man and can move alot of dirt. A little labor will

do no harmto Timothy, much ashe may loatheit. A few
blisters on his soft and uncalloused hands would be a great
education for our brother Timothy. Emmals heping,

too."

David climbed thewal and sat down with them.

"Henry isherewith us," said Corcoran. "Weve been

talking with him. An enjoyable and ingtructive

conversation.”

"| thought hewas," said David. "I caught the sense

of him. Henry, | am glad you're here. All thefamily
should be on hand for the burid. All of us now will be
there, barring Spike. Do you have an ideawhere heis?

Could you go and find him?"

| have no idea, David. No one can keep track of him.

He could be anywhere. After dl, it matterslittle. Heis

not exactly family.

"By now heis," said David.



"Onething | am curious about,” said Corcoran. "Was

any determination made of how Gahan died?’

"Horace had alook at him. His chest wastorn open,
asif agreat taloned claw had struck him and torn it all
away. How he lived long enough to warn us, | do not
comprehend. He was close to death when the traveler

crashed.”

"How long would it have taken? | mean thetrip from

Athensto here."

"It would have been dmost insgtantaneous.”

"That soundsright. On our trip from New Y ork, there
was amomentary darkness, then dmost immediately the

bump of landing.”

"Horace, | suppose,” said David, "isthe only one of
uswho would have thought to examine Gahan. Horace
beats out his brains getting to the bottom of things, plan-
ning ahead. But he has no capacity for thelong range.
Right now he has dl three travelerslined up on the lawn.
Gahan'straveler is operative. Thelanding in the flower
bed damaged it not at all. So Horace hasthem all stocked

with food and some of Timothy's weapons.”



"| takeit, then, that you have decided to leave."

"Well, yes, | would suppose s0, athough not exactly

when or where to. Horace has each of us assigned to spe-

cfictravders”

"And when you leave, are we going with you?"

"Why, most assuredly. Our numbers are not large.

Quite possibly, we will have need of you."

"I suppose we should be grateful .

"Grateful or not, you are going with us. The both of

you."

"I don't think | would enjoy staying here," said Cor-
coran, ' ‘trapped on afew acresinsde a displaced segment

of time"

"It isstrange how it has dl whrked out," said David

musingly, asif he might be talking to himsdlf. "With the
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family, | mean. Horace, the hardheaded, practical lout,
the organizer, the schemer. Emma, the moaner, the

keeper of our consciences. Timothy, the student. Enid,
thethinker. And I, the loafer, the bad example, the one

who makesthe othersfed virtuous."

"Thereisonething you said,” Boonetold him. "Enid
isthe thinker. It seemed to me you put aspecid emphasis,

amogt aspecid meaning ..."

"In the time from which we came," said David, "there
wasfindly timeto think. There was no need to break
one's back to make aliving or to get ahead. We had made
our progress and we had no great regard for it. So, given

the time to do So, many turned to thought.”



"Philosophy?"

"No, just thinking for the sake of thinking. A way to

kill onestime. It was an activity hed in very high regard.
It brought about many greet ideas, discussed most
learnedly and politely, but never put to use. Weweretired
of putting thingsto use. The greet thing about thinking is
thereés never any end toit. Y ou could spend alifetime
thinking, and many people did. Perhapsthat wasthe rea-
son so many of us could equate oursalves with the Infi-
nites ideaof turning oursalvesinto units of incorporesl
intelligence, thinking entities unhampered by the gross-

ness of abiologica body."

"Y ou come close to sounding asif you approved of the

program pushed by the Infinites”

"Not at al," said David. "1 am only trying to tell you

the Situation asit applied to many of therace.”

"ButEnid..."

"With her, it isdlightly different. Look a it thisway.

Timothy isastudent, studying mankind's past in an at-

tempt to find the basic, early flawsin the human culture,



in the hope that the future remnant of the biological race
can set up away of life that has a better chance of rea-
sonable surviva. Enid istrying, by the exercise of de-
ductive thought, to arrive at independent scenarios that
may serve as guidesfor the new culture that must be es-
tablished if any of our race are to survive as biological

beings. Both Timothy and Enid aretrying to lay out new

pathsfor us. Give them time and they may come up with

anew human pattern.”

Here comes Enid now, said Henry.

Thethree stting on thewall clambered off it and stood,

waiting for her.

"We are about to begin,” said Enid.

"Henry'shere, with us," said David.

"Good," shesad. "Then dl of uswill bethere. Even

Spikeishere. Hecamerolling in just awhile ago.”

They started up the dope toward the house, Corcoran
and David waking ahead, Boonefaling in besde Enid.

Shetook hisarm and spoke in aconfidentia voice.



"Thereisno coffin," shesaid. "No timeto build one.
Wewrgpped him well in anew white mudin sheet and
Timothy found alength of canvasthat Emmaand | sewed
into ashroud. It's the best that we could do. Horace is

in adither. He thinks we should get away at once.”

"And what do you think?"

"| suppose he's right. We probably haveto go. But |
hate to leave this house. It's been home for along, long
time. We are burying Gahan at the foot of an old oak tree

back of the house."

"Y ou have afondnessfor trees?"

"Yes. It'snot an unusud love. Many people love them.

Would it surpriseyou if | told you treeswill come after

men? Thetreeswill supersede us; they will take our

place”

Boone laughed. "That's as fine-honed a conceit as|

have ever heard."

She did not answer and they went up the dopein g-



lence. Asthey came up to the house, she gestured to her

right. "Therethetravelersare,” shesaid. "All lined up

andwaiting."

And there they were on the lawn before the house—

the two smaller onesthe closest and the large one that

had served Martin asliving quarters alittle distance off.

"Y ou and your friend will be going with us" shesaid.

"Had anyone thought to tell you that? | hope that you

don't mind. | am sorry that you got mixed up inthis.”
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Hesad grimly, not entirely joking, "I wouldn't have

missed it for theworld.”



"Do you redly mean that?" she asked.

"I'm not quite sure," hetold her. "Onething | do
know. When you leave, I'd rather go with you, wherever

you may be going, than stay herein this place, unableto

get out.”

Corcoran and David had turned to the left to go around

the house.

"Right after the funerd,” saidEnid, "well get together

and make afina decision what to do."

A high-pitched, ragged screech came from somewhere

behind the house. It cut off for amoment, then took up

again, acaterwaul of fright which kept on and on, its pitch

going up and up.

Boone started running toward the sound, sobbing as he

ran, for suddenly the terror in the shrieking closed down

all about him and seemed to grasp him by the throat.



As he was about to round the comer of the house, some-
thing going fast and hard struck himin mid-stride and
bowled him over, tumbling him acrossthe grass until he
brought up in athicket of rosebushes, hdf in, haf out of
the thorny clump. He tipped forward into the soft earth

that extended beyond the clump and landed nose down

inthedirt.

He pawed at hisface to wipe away the clinging dirt,

scrabbling with the other hand to claw himsdlf free of the
bushes, which was not an easy thing to do, for the sharp

and solid thorns had snagged into his clothing and resisted

al atemptsto pull loose.

With thedirt partidly off hisface, he saw Emma streak-
ing for the Martin traveler, with some, perhgps all, of the
others close behind her—all running asif the very devil

were nipping at their hedls. It was Emma, he thought,

who ran into me.

Helunged desperately to pull himsdlf free of the bushes,

but aclinging rose sprout with agrip sill on histrouser

leg tripped him o that he sat down solidly upon the



ground, facing back aong the left Sde of the house.

Something was coming along the side of the house, a

sort of thing he had never seen before nor would have
believed possble. It waslike aliving spider web agood
twelve feet or more across. It throbbed with pul ses of
energy, or what he thought of as energy, running al across
it, flickering and sparkling and flashing dl dong and
across the tiny threads that made up the web. Behind the
threads wasamirror, or adisk of some sort that might
have been an eye. Through the flashing energy, Boone
dimly saw what could have been mechanica appendages
that were beginning to reach out and down toward him.
There were other thingsimmersad within the web, but

what they could be he could not imagine.

A voice shrieked at him. "Boone, you fool! Run! I'll

wait for you."

Helunged to hisfeet, jerking histrouser free of the

bush, and spun about, beginning to run.

Therewas only one of the smaller travelersleft upon

the lawn, standing with the port wide open and Enid be-



Sdeit.

"Run!" she shouted. "Run!"

Heran as he had never run before. Enid leaped into

the traveler. From the entrance, she beckoned at him

desperately.

He reached the traveler and sprang into the port, catch-

ing histoe on the edge of it and sprawling on top of Enid.

"Get off me, you duncel" she shouted, and he flung
himself to one side. The port banged shut. Asit closed,
he glimpsed the web, almost on top of them. Enid was
scrambling franticdly toward aglowing insrument panel

in the front of the traveler.

Boone started to crawl forward, but there was a sudden
shock that pinned him to the floor, and with the shock
came darkness, the utter, unnerving darkness he had ex-

perienced when the Martin traveler had left New Y ork.
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Enid and Boone

Light came back—blinking lightson

the pand and faint sunlight from asmall observation

""Boone struggled to hisknees, tried to nseto hisfeet.

He bumped his head rather painfully on the ceiling.

"These vehiclesare cramped,” said Emd speaking

easly, unexcited. "Y ou crawl on your hands and knees.

"AVhere are wc"

"I'm not sure where. | had no chanceto pick alocation

or atime. | smply told it 'go!™

"That was taking achance, wasnt it/

"Sureit was. But would you rather | had stayed and

let that monster wreck the traveler?”

"No, of course not. | implied no criticism.”



"l am getting areading,” said Enid, bending low over
the pandl. "A timereading, that is. | fill don't know

wherewe are”

"And the reading?'

"Measured from where we started, more than 50,000

years into the past—54,100 to be exact.”

50,000 B.C.?"

"That'sright," she said. "Open country. A plain. Hills

in the disance. Funny looking hills™

He crawled forward, crowded in beside her, and looked

through the forward vision plate.

Scant grass flowed toward bald, squat hills. Inthe dis-

tance were dots that looked like a grazing game herd.

"America, | think," hesaid. "Thewestern plains.
Somewhere in the southwestern United States, more than
likely. I can't tell you how | know. | just have afed for

it. Desert in my time, but 50,000 years before that, it

would have been good grasdand.”



"People?’

"Not likely. The best bet isthat men first cameto the
continent 40,000 years before my time. Not sooner. The
scientists could be wrong, of course. In any case, Ice Age

America There would be glaciersto the north.”

"'Safe enough, then. No bloodthirsty tribesmen. No

ravening carnivores.

"There are carnivores, but there's good feeding for

them. They shouldn't bother us. Any ideawhere the oth-

esae?'

She shrugged. "It was each man for himsdlf.”

"Timothy? He said hewouldn't go."

"| think he went with the others. Y our friend, Cor-

coran, held back, arguing, seeing what was happening to

you. David picked him up and heaved him into the other

small traveler. They dl took off, not waiting for us."

"Y ou waited for me."



"I couldn't leave you to that monster.”
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"Y ou think it'sthe one that destroyed the base at

Athens?'

"Probably. Thereisno way of knowing. Y ou know this

placewearein?'

"If it's the southwestern United States, I've been there.
Spent a couple of vacationsthere. It lookslikeit to me,
unless some other places have that kind of butte. I've

never seen any that resembled them in any other part of

theworld."



"The food and whatever € se Horace threw in the trav-
eler should be somewhere in the back. He put some sup-
pliesin each of thetravelers, but hewasin ahurry and
he probably paid less attention to what he included than
he should have. | think he threw therifle that David

brought Timothy from New Y ork in thisone."

"Y ou want to go out now?"

"| think we should. It'sterribly cramped in here. Get

out and stretch our legs, have alook, teke alittletimeto

decide what we should do."

"Have you any ideawhat we should do?’

"None. But in this sort of placeit should teke awhile

to track usdown, if it can bedone at al."

Crawling the length of the traveler, Boone found the
rifle, arucksack, aroll of blankets, and afew other pack-
ages bundled up in haphazard fashion. He got them all

together while Enid opened the port.

Crouching in the doorway, Boone examined therifle.



One cartridge was in the breech and it had aclip of five.

Therewas, he hoped, more ammunition in the bundles.

"Y ou stay here for amoment,” hetold Enid. "Give

me a chance to check what's out there."

He jumped out of the port, straightening swiftly when

he landed, the rifle up and ready. It was all damn fool-
ishness, hetold himsdlf. There was nothing here. If it was
southwestern North America of 50,000 years ago, there'd
be only the game herds and the prowling predators; those
would not belying in wait for stray humanswho might
come stumbling in and who, in any case, probably would

make poor egting.

Hewasright. There was nothing. The land was empty

except for the black dots that he had spotted earlier and

had recognized as grazing game herds.

Thetraveler lay a the foot of one of the buttes that

thrust up here and there across the plain. Somewheat less
than hafway up the dope stood asmdl grove of scraggy
trees—junipers, more than likely. Except for the clump
of trees and ragged haphazard carpets of grass, the butte

was bare. Occasiond dratified ledges of sandstone poked



out of the bareness.

Enid came up beside him, saying nothing.

"Wehaveit to oursaves™" hesad. "Thetraveer knew
what it was doing. Except for adesert area, it picked the

most out-of-the-way placeit could find."

"Thetraveler had nothing to do withit," shesaid. "It

was just happenstance.”

The sun was hafway down the sky—Boonetook it to

be the western sky. Why he thought so, he didn't know.

A lone bird drifted above, not moving itswings, coast-

ing on atherma; a scavenger out to spot amed. Smdll
boulderslay here and there. Out from behind one of them
cameawriggler. It wriggled itsway across the sand, mov-

ing away from them.

"He and hiskind are what we have to watch out for,"

said Boone.

"A snake? What kind?'



"A rattler. A rattlesnake."

"I never heard of that kind. My acquaintance with
snakes has been limited. | don't think | have seen more

thanoneor twoindl my life”

"Some of them can be dangerous. Not necessarily

deadly, but dangerous.”

"The rattlesnake?'

"Dangerous. Sometimes deadly. But he warnsyou,

buzzing a you with the rattles on histail. Not aways,

but usudly.”

"Y ou asked what we should do. | said | had no idea.

How about you?"

"It'searly yet," said Boone. "Weve barely gotten

here. Y ou bought us sometime. Let ususeit.”

"Y ou mean to say here?'
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"'Not for long. Thereis nothing to keep us, nothing here
a dl. But here we can St quietly for awhile, collect our

thoughts, and talk things over. In the meantime, let's ook

around ahit."

He gtarted off, along the base of the butte. Enid trotted

to keep up.

"What are you looking for?"

"Nothing, actudly. Just the lay of theland, to get some
ideawhere we are and what might be here. It'sjust pos-
sble there might be a spring flowing out of the butte.
That's sandstone up there on the dope. Water percolates
down through sandstone. Sometimes, when it hitsaless

porous stratum, it flows out.”



"Y ou know the strangest things.”

"Just smple woodcraft. Knowing how nature works."

"You're abarbarian, Boone."

He chuckled. "Yes, of course | am. What did you

expect?’

"Our people were barbarians, too, up in thetime we
were bom in. But not like you. We had lost touch with
what you cal nature. Up in our timethereislittle nature

left. Wild nature, that is"

A jagged spur of limestone jutted out of the side of the
butte. Asthey were circling around it, agray animd
jumped out from behind the outthrust of stone, ran for

fifty feet or so, then swung around to have alook at them.

Boone laughed. "A walf," he said. "One of the big

prairie wolves. He's puzzled about what we are.”

Thewolf did look puzzled. He sidled cautioudy away
from them, dancing ahumorouslittlejig, then, apparently

satisfied that they represented no danger, sat down with



al ddiberation, wrapping histall comfortably around his
feet. Watching them closdly, helifted hisupper lipinthe

beginning of asnarl, then let it relax, covering the fangs

he had displayed.

"Therewill be othersaround,” said Boone. "Ordinar-

ily, wolvesdon't travel done.”

"Arethey dangerous?'

"Hungry enough, | suppose they could be. Thisone

lookswdl fed."

"Wolves and rattlesnakes,” said Enid. "I'm not sure

| likethisplace.

Asthey rounded the spur of sandstone, Boone halted
S0 suddenly that Enid, following close .behind, bumped

into him.

The spur of sandstone curved inward, back into the
butte, then curved out again, forming arocky pocket. On

theinsde curve of the pocket stood a massive beast.



A great, black, woolly head with apair of heavy horns,
sx feet or more from tip to tip, faced them. Itshead hung
low. A heavy beard hanging from the lower jaw swept the

ground.

Boone grasped Enid by the arm and dowly backed
away. Thered-rimmed eyes of the beast glared a them

out of atangle of wool.

"Easy," warned Boone. "No quick moves. He could
charge us. The wolves have been pestering him. Heisold

and desperate.”

Reaching the point of the spur they had rounded to step
into the pocket, Boone stopped. He let loose of Enid's

arm and, using both hands, lifted therifleto ready.

"A buffao," hesad. "A bison. Americans called them

buffdo."

"Hesso hig!”

"An old bull. HEll run aton or better. Not the bison

of the twentieth century. An earlier type. Latifrons,

maybe. | don't know."



"But wolves, you say. Wolves are no match for him."

"He's old and probably sick. In the end they'll wear

him down. Wolves have the patience to wait. HE's got

his back to thewall, making hislast stand.”

"There are a couple of wolves over there. Another part-

way up thedope.”

"l told you," said Boone. "They hunt in packs.”

"That poor bull," she said. "Isthere anything we can

doto hdp him?'

"Thekindest thing would be to shoot him, but | can't

do that now. He gtill may have a chanceto get away,

athough | doubt it. Y ou seethat bird up there?!

"l saw it awhileago, just floating in circles.”
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"He'swaiting. He knows what the end will be. Once
the wolves are done, therelll be something left for him.

Come on away. Well look for water e sawhere.”

A short time later, they found water, asmall seepage
trickling out from under a sandstone ledge. It went no-
where, soaking into the thirsty ground, forming asmal
spot ofwetness before it disappeared into the soil. Boone
scraped out ahole into which it could collect. They went
back to the traveler to find something that would serve
asawater bucket. All they could find was a small sau-
cepan. When they returned to the pool Boone had dug,

enough water had collected to fill the pan.

Boone saw that he had been right about the sun. It had
been in the western sky. It had moved appreciably closer

to the horizon.

"Therell bewood up in that juniper thicket," he said.

"Well need afire”

"l wishwe had an axe," said Enid. "'l went through
the stuff Horace flung into the traveler. Food, blankets,

this saucepan, afrying pan, afire-arter, but no axe.”



"Well get dong," said Boone.

They made two tripsto the junipers, hauling in more
than anight's supply of wood. By that time the sun had
set. Boone started afire while Enid rummaged through

the rucksack to find food.

"| think the best bet istheham,” shesaid. "Theredso

isaloaf of bread. How doesthat sound to you?"

"It seemsexcdlent,”" said Boone.

Sitting beside the fire, they munched ham sandwiches

as night closed down. A wolf was lamenting somewhere
nearby, and from farther off came other sounds Boone
could not identify. Asthe dark deepened, stars came out,
and Boone, staring up at them, tried to make out if there
were any changesin the congtellations. In a couple of
ingtances he thought there were, but he was not well
enough acquainted with the constellations of hisown time
to determineif there were changes or not. Some distance
out beyond the fire, spots of light, side by side, showed

up.

"Those arewolves?' asked Enid.
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"Morethan likely. It's possible they may never have
seen fire before. And they've never seen or smelled a
human. They are curious, probably frightened aswell. At
least apprehengive. They'll snesk in and watch us. That

isal they'll do."

"Areyou sure of that?"

"Sure enough,” he said. "They have the bull staked

out. When they get hungry enough, they'll closein on

him. Maybe one or two of them will die, but the rest of

them will egt. They'rewaiting for him to wesken a bit

more before they have atry a him."

"It'shorrible” she said. "This eating one another.”

"Jus likeus. Thisham. . ."

"I know. | know. But the ham's alittle different. The

hog was raised for daughter.”



"But when you get right down to it, onething dies so

that something else may live"

"When you get right down toit,” she said, "none of
usisvery civilized. Therés another thing | have won-
dered about. When you got free of the rosebush and were
legging it for the traveler, with the monster breathing

down your neck, | had expected you to disappear.”

"Disappear? Why should | disappear?

"Y ou told us about it, you remember. How you can

step around a corner ..."

"Oh, that. | guess the monster wasn't any red danger.
Y ou were waiting for me and the port was open. The
stepping around a corner seems only to be amatter of the

|ast resort.”

"And something else. In New Y ork you stepped around

acorner, hauling Corcoran with you, and werein Martin's

traveler. Where did you go those other times?

"Strange," he said. "'l don't actually remember. | prob-



ably waswherever | went for only avery short time. A
moment or so and then | was back again. Into my own

world."

"It had to be more than amoment or two. Y ou had to

stay there long enough for the danger to get over.”

"Yes, you'reright, but | never tried to get it figured

out. | guess| didn't want to faceit. It was so damn con-

CLIFFORD D. SIMAK

HIGHWAY OF ETERNITY

61

fusing, so unbdievable. | remember telling mysdf once

that there must have been some factor of time disparity,

but | didn't follow it up. It wastoo scary.”

"But where were you? Y ou must have had some

impresson.”



"Eachtimeit wasterribly fuzzy, asif | were sanding
in aheavy fog. There were objects out therein thefog
but | never redly saw them. | only sensed there was some-

thing there, and it scared me. Why are you so interested?’

"Time, that'swhat | aminterested in. | thought that

probably you had moved in time."

"l can't besurel movedintime. | only thought | might
have. It afforded an easy explanation for a procedure that
was impossible. One dways seeks for answers, usualy

easy, Smple answers. Even when the easy answersaren't

understandable.”

"Wehavetimetravel," shesad, "and none of us, |

am sure, redly understandsit. We stoleit fromthe In-
finites. To sted timetravel was the one way we could
fight back, the one way we could flee. The human race
hed far space travel before the Infinites showed up. | think
it was our far travel that aroused theinterest of the In-
finitesin us. I've often wondered if some of the very
primitive principles of time might not have made our
many-times-faster-than-light travel possble. Timeis

somehow tied into space, but | have never known quite



"Y ou stole thistime travel you have now from the In-
finites. Yet you cal yoursdves barbarians. Hell, youre
not barbarians. Anyone who can stedl time factors and

make them work ..."

"There were others up therein the future, | am sure,
who could have used time travel better. But they weren't
interested. M echanisms, even the sophisticated mecha
nism of timetravel, were no longer concerns of theirs.

They had reached a higher plane.”

"They were decadent,” said Boone. "They gave up

their humanity."

"What is humanity?' she asked.

"You can't believe that. Y ou are here, not up there

million yearsfrom now."

"I know. And still how can anyone be absolutely sure
Horace is always sure that heisright, of course, but Hor-
aceisabigot. Emmaissure Horaceisright. That's blind,

stupid faith on her part. I'm not sure about David. He's



happy-go-lucky. | don't think he really cares."

"I think he does," said Boone. "When it comes down

to the crunch, hell care

"There was so much e se the human race could have
done," she said. "So many things yet that could be done.
And then, if higtory isright, quite suddenly humanity lost
interest in doing things. Could there have been somein-
herent braking system built into their intelligence, some-
thing that warned them to dow down? I've thought about
it and thought about it. | go around in circles. I'm cursed
with the kind of mind that is forced to see and consider

al sdesof aquestion, al the gpproachesthat | can puzzle

out."

"Y ou had better dow down," said Boone. "Y ou're not
going to solveit dl tonight. Y ou should be getting some

deep, back inthetraveler. I'll stay out here and keep the

firegoing."

"Thewolveswill snesk up onyou."

"l deeplight. I'll wake &t regular intervalsto tend the

fire; s0long asthereisafire, thewolveswill keep their



distance."

"I'd rather be out here with you. I'd fed safer.”

"It'sup toyou. You'd be safer inthetraveler.”

"I'd suffocate in there. I'll go and get some blankets.

Y ou want a blanket, don't you?"

He nodded. "Asthe night goes on, it could get chilly

out here."

The moon was coming up, agrest, bloated, yellow
moon swvimming up over the naked, ashen buttes. The
land seemed empty. Nothing moved, nothing made a
sound. Even the watching wolves were gone; no glowing
eyes stared in from beyond the campfire. Then he saw
the soft movement of ashadow through the moonlight.

They ill were out there, like so many drifting shadows.
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Hefet some of the emptiness and the londinesslift from



theland.

Enid came back and gave him a blanket.

"Will one be enough?' she asked.

"Enough. I'll drgpeit over my shoulders.”

"Y ou mean you'll deep Stting up?!

"It1l not bethefirgt time. It kegpsaman dert. You

might doze off, but if you do, you wake."

"I've never heard such foolishness," shesaid. "You

are atrue barbarian."

He chuckled at her.

Half an hour later, when heroseto hisfeet to place

more wood upon the fire, she was adeep, wrapped in her

blanket.

Thefire replenished, he sat down again, pulled the blan-

ket close about his shoulders, wrapping it well about him



and placing theriflein hislap.

Later, when he awoke, the moon waswell up the sky.
The fire had burned down somewhat, but till had plenty
of fudl. Helet hishead droop and was haf adeep again
when, rousing for an ingtant, he saw someone Sitting
acrossthe firefrom him. The Stter waswrapped in an
indistinct covering of some sort and wore what seemed
to beaconicd hat that had fallen down across hisface.
Boone sat quietly, not moving, still fogged with deep.
Through ditted eyes he watched the one acrossthefire
from him, wondering vaguely if there was actualy some-
one sitting there, or was it no more than deep-hazed hal-
lucination? The other did not stir. A wolf so distorted by
the mist of deep that he seemed a Sitting man—awolf
companionably stting acrossthefire? It was no wolf,
Boone assured himself. Forcing himsdlf out of hisleth-
argy, he sruggled to hisfeet. At hisfirst motion, thething
across the fire was gone. There had been nothing there,

he told himsdlf; it had been no more than awaking dream.

Using astick of firewood to rake scattered coals and

the haf-burned wood together, he piled on more fuel.

Then, wrapping the blanket closdly about himsdlf, hefdll

adeep again.



He woke gradudly, asaman would normaly wake, but

with awarning growing dowly from somewhereinsde
himsdlf. Tensed againsgt the warning, he opened hiseyes
adit and therewasawalf, stting in front of him, dmost
nose to nose with him. Opening hiseyes alittle wider, he
found himsdf garing into yelow, ferd eyesthat glared

back unblinkingly.

His startled mind screamed for action, but he held his
body firm. If he made any sudden motion, he knew, those

heavy jaws could take off hisface.

Thewalf lifted its upper lip in the beginning of asnarl,

then let thelip drop back. Otherwiseit did not move.

Unaccountably, Boonefdt insanelaughter risingin him

at this grotesque Situation in the midst of primordia noth-
ingness—awolf and aman sitting nose to nose. He spoke
softly, bardly moving hislips. "Hiya, pup.” At the sound,
thewolf wriggled back alittle on its seet, increasing the

distance between them by afoot or so.

Thefirewas damost out, Boone saw. Thedarm clock

ingde hisbrain had failed him and he had overdept.



Thewolfslip twitched asif to begin another snarl, but
there was no snarl. Its ears, which had been laid back,
tipped forward, like those of an inquisitive dog. Boone
felt the urge to reach out a hand to pat the seemingly
friendly head. Good, hard sense restrained theimpulse.
Thewolf wriggled back alittle farther, diding onits

bottom.

Out some distance beyond the fire stood several other
wolves, ears pitched forward, watching closdly to see

what might happen next.

With aleisurdly movement, the wolf roseto itsfeet and
backed away. Boone stayed Sitting, hisfingersclosing
hard upon therifle, dthough, hetold himself, there was
no need of that. The incident was over. Both he and the
wolf had played it cool and there was no danger now, if
there had ever been adanger. More than likely the wolf
had never meant him harm. The fire had gone out, and
the wolf had moved in closer, intrigued and puzzled by
thisnew kind of animd that had suddenly appearediniits
hunting ground, driven by canine curiosity to see what

kind of thing it was.
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The wolf was retregting, moving easly and deliber-
ately, with asdewise mation. Then, with afine noncha
lance, it turned its back on him and went loping off to join

the other wolves.

Boone shook off the blanket and rose to hisfeet. The
firewas not dead as yet. Brushing away the overlying ash,
he uncovered atiny core of fire, fed it with tiny twigs of
dead juniper. It blazed up, and hefed it other fuel. When

he rose from the flames, the wolves were gone.

Exploring in the rucksack, he found a package of oat-
med. Water was dtill [eft in the saucepan, and he poured
it into the skillet. He dumped oatmedl into the saucepan,
added water from the skillet, found a spoon, and stirred
the grudl. When Enid awoke and sat up in her blanket,
he was squatted by the fire, cooking breakfast. The east-

ern sky was beginning to lighten and the air was chill.

Enid cameto the fire and squatted beside it, holding

out her handsto warm them. "What have you there?"



"Oamedl. | hopeyou like oatmed ."

"Ordinarily, | likeit. But | suppose thereisno sugar

or milk. Horace wouldn't have thought of those."

"Thereistill some ham. Maybe other stuff aswell.

When | found the oatmeal, | looked no further."

"l can gag it down,"” shesaid. "At least it will be

wam."

When it was cooked, they both gagged it down. She

had been right; there was no sugar or milk.

Finished with breskfast, Boone said, "I'll gotothe

spring and wash the dishes, then bring back more water."

"Whileyou are doing that, I'll pack everything back

into the traveler. We don't want to leaveit lying around.”

"Do you want meto leave therifle with you?"

Shemade aface. "l have no idea how to useit. Besides,

| doubt there is any danger.”



He hestated, then said, "'l don't supposethereis. In
case something does happen, get into the traveler and

closethe port.”

At the spring he met two wolves, who were lapping
water from the spring hole. They retreated politely and

let him wash the dishes and fill the pan with water. After
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he |eft he glanced back. The two had moved in on the

Spring again and were busly lapping weter.

Back at the camp, Enid was crouched beside thefire.
Shewaved her hand in welcome when she saw him com-
ing. Standing beside her at thefire, he asked, "Do you

have any ideawhat we should do?’

She shook her head. "I haven't even thought about it.
If I had some ideawhere the others could be, we could
go there. But they probably did the same aswe did—Ieft

asquickly asthey could, just anywhereto get away."

"Theres an awful lot of timeto flounder around in if

we have no ideawhereto go," he said. "Not much sense



inleaving here, it seemsto me, until we know whereto

go.’

"Eventudly Henry will sniff usout. | assume heiswith

one of the other two travelers."

"Eventudly could bealong time," said Boone. "I'm
not about to spend the rest of my daysin a continent
empty of people. I'm sure you must fed the same. We

could go someplace ese moreto our liking."

"Y es, we could do that," she said. "But not for awhile.
If weleft atrail somehow that could be followed, we
should not break it. We should stay here and hope that

Henry findsus™"

He squatted down across the fire from her. "There
could be worse places,” he said. "We're in no danger
here. But | suspect that after atimeit could become a
little boring. Just plains and buttes, buzzardsin the sky,
wolves, and bison on the hoof. Nothing ever taking

place”

"We'd run out of food," she said.

"Thereis plenty of food. Bison and other mest ani-



mals" He patted therifle. "Well live aslong asthisholds
out. After thelast cartridge, we can make lances, perhaps

bows and arrows."

"It won't cometo that," shetold him. "Beforeit does,

well leave"

He reached for the pile of wood, laid afew stickson
thefire. "WEell haveto go for more of this. Our supply

isrunning low."
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"Let'sgetinagood pileof it thistime," shesaid. "We

don't want to have to run up to that thicket every day to

bring in wood."

A low rumbling, from somewhere close by, brought

both of them to their feet. The rumbling ceased, then came

again, changing to abellow.

"It'sthe bull," said Boone. "He's in some sort of

trouble"

Enid shuddered. "Thewolvesare moving in."



"I'll go and see," said Boone. He started and she trot-

ted dong besde him.

"No," hesaid. "No, you stay here. | don't know what

Il find."

Loping aong, he came to the sandstone outcropping,

ran around it, and into the rocky pocket where they had
found the bull. The bull was backed against the sharp
incline of the spur, hisrump pressed tight against the rock.
Facing him were haf adozen wolves, dartingin at him
with short rushes, then spinning about and away to escape
the dashing of hishorns. The bull was bellowing angrily,

but with desperation in the anger. His head was held low;

his bellowing came in short, hard gasps. He kept swinging
his head from sdeto sdeto bring hishornsin play against
the menace of the wolves. His beard swept the ground as
he swung his head. His flanks were quivering and it was
gpparent that not for much longer could he stand at bay,

fighting off hisenemies

Boone lifted therifle, paused for amoment before he
brought it to his shoulder. The bull swung its head to stare

a him, itsred eyes peering out of the matted fur. Boone



lowered therifle.

"Not now, old man," he said. "Not yet. When they
closein, you'l get one or two of them and | owe you

that."

The bull's stare was unblinking. His bellowing sank to
amumble. Thewolves, disturbed by Booné'sintrusion,

moved off.

Boone backed dowly off, wolves and bison watching

him intently. I'm the intruder here, he thought. I'm an
unknown and unexpected factor introduced into thisen-
vironment. And | have no business here, noright toin-
terfere. For untold centuries old bull bison, robbed of
their strength, grown dow with years, had fed the wolves.
Here wolves were the certified predators, ancient bison
the certified victims. It wasthe scheme of life, the way
that things were done, and no referee was needed to pass

judgment.

"Boone!"

At the cry Boone spun about and raced around the spur.

Enid was standing by the fire and pointing up the hill.



Coming down the dope rapidly, heading straight for the

camp, was the unlikely mongter that had driven them from
Hopkins Acre. The spiderweb glinted in the morning sun.
Peering over the top of the web was the huge, shining eye
and some sort of dark mechanism was emerging from the

web.

He had no chance to cover the distanceto the fire,
Boone knew, no chanceto do anything at al to stop the

monge.

"Run!" he shouted. "Into thetraveler. Go!"

"But, Boone. . ."

"Savethetravder," he bdlowed at her. "Savethe

travder!"

Sheran for thetraveler, legped into it. The monster
was almost on top of it, not agreat deal morethan a

hundred yards away fromit.

Sobbing, Booneraised therifle. The eye, he thought,
that great, round, shining eye. Probably not the way to

do it, but the best that he could think of .



Hisfinger tightened on the trigger, but, even ashe
began the squeeze, the traveler disappeared—the space

it had occupied was empty.

Boone eased hisfinger and lowered therifle. The mons-
ter overran the areawhere the traveler had been, then
swiftly swung around o that it faced Boone. The great
eye, now raised above the web, stared at him, the web
glittering in the sunlight. The mechanism was receding

back into the web of brightness,

"All right," Boonesaidto it. "Now I'll takeyou on,"
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He had six cartridges; he could fire at least four of them

before it could reach him. First the eye, thentheweb . . .

But the monster did not come at him. It did not move
a dl. Heknew that it must be aware of him; he could

fed itseaing him.



Hewaited for it and it made no move. It knew that he
was hereand it knew him for what he was. But would it
know, he asked himsdlf, that he was not one of those it
was hunting down? If the monster was whet it seemed, a
hunting robot, then it was entirely possible that it could
be very narrowly programmed to itstargets. But on the
face of it that did not appear too probable. Thelogical
assumption would be that it would include among itstar-
gets any human associating with the people from the

future.

Boonetook adow step forward, then waited. The
monster did not stir. Wasit, he wondered, playing agame
of cat and mouse, waiting until he was close enough to
catch himin arush before he had a chance to employ a

defensve mechanism?

He didn't have to go back to the campfire, he remem-
bered. There was nothing there except the saucepan and
the skillet. While he had gone to the spring, Enid had
packed the rest of the provisionsinto the traveler—the
food, the blankets, the rucksack, everything they had. All

he had wasthe rifle and the cartridgesit carried.

Redlizing this, hefdt aterrible nakedness. Hewason

his own. Enid would do her best to come back and pick



him up. But would she be able to? He knew nothing about
the capabilities or the operation of atraveler or how pro-

ficient Enid might bein its operation.

The monster moved, but not toward him. It moved
dowly, tentatively, out toward the plain, asif it might be
uncertain what to do. Maybe, Boone told himsdlf, it was
worried. It had botched itsjob, that much was certain. It

had failed a Hopkins Acre and here it had failed again.

The mongter moved beyond the fire and went out onto
the plain, atwinkling object of sunburst glory against the

drabness of the level land and the dusty buittes.

Keeping awary eye on it, Boone walked to the fire and
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piled more wood on it. Before too long he would have to
climb the butte and bring in more wood from the clump

of juniper. Elsawhere he might find amore convenient
campsite, but he could not go too far. When Enid re-
turned—if she returned—she would come here. When the
traveler regppeared, he would have to be here, waiting

forit.



Hekndt besidethefire, laying down therifle, and went
through his pockets, taking inventory. He pulled a hand-
kerchief from his hip pocket and spread it out, laying on

it theitemsthat he found in other pockets. A lighter, a
pipe, a haf-empty packet of tobacco, gackknife that he
had carried for years for sentimental reasons, asmall
notebook, a ball-point pen, apencil stub, a couple of paper
clips, ahandful of coins, hishillfold with afew hills, credit
cards, hisdriver'slicense—and that was al. He had trav-
eled light when he had gone to the Everest with Corcoran,
leaving the rest of the junk he would normaly carry on
his person in the drawer of the nightstand beside the bed.
But he had two essentids: alighter, which he would have
to use sparingly; and a knife—a poor, cheap knife, but

dill aknife, acutting edge.

He restored the items to his pockets, then rose, dusting

off histrousrs.

The mongter, he saw, had changed directions. It had
circled and now was moving back toward him. Boone
picked up therifle, hoping that he would not haveto use
it. He had only six cartridges and none of them could be

wasted. But where did one shoot arobot to bring it down?



From the other side of the spur of sandstone that ex-
tended out beyond the pocket where the bull stood at bay
came occasiond bellowing. Thewolves must be a the

bison once again.

It was unredl, thought Boone—all of it unredl. Even
knowing it was happening, he dtill found some intellectud
difficulty in believing it. Any minute now it would go away
and hewould find himsdf in aworld he knew, among
friends and without any thought of akiller robot, an em-
battled bull, or awolf nose to nose with him beside adying

campfire.
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The monster was much closer now, heading straight

for him. It was much bigger than he had thought it was

and till not quite believable. The monster seemed in no

hurry. The bellowing from the direction of the sand-



stone spur became thunderous, filled with rage and rising

desperation.

Boone shifted hisfeet, planted them solidly. Heraised
therifle, but did not snug it to his shoulder. He was ready
now, hetold himself, set for whatever happened. The

great eyefirst and, if it seemed necessary, the center of

the web.

The bull burst into view in amad gallop around the
sandstone spur. He was no longer bellowing. Hishead
was carried high, the sun glinting off the six-foot spread
of horn. Behind him loped the wolves, not trying to close
in, taking their time. They knew they had him now; out

in the open they could come at him from al sides and pull

him down.

Suddenly the bull shifted direction and his head came
down. The monster tried to dodge away, but its movement
wastoo late. The full impact of the bull's charge caught

the mongter low and lifted it. A vicioustwist of the bison's
head speared it in midair on one sweeping hom. It spun
inthe air and the bull's head twisted the other way. One
hom came clear and the second caught it as it came down.

The gleaming eye burst into shards, the web hung loose



and twisted. The mongter fdl to the ground and the bull
rushed over it, the driving hoofs striking and shattering

it il further.

The bull sumbled and fell to hisknees. With agreat

effort he regained hisfeet and swung away, bellowingin
blind fear. Behind him lay the mongter, aheap of shattered
wreckage. The bull cameto astop, swinging its massive
head from sideto Sdein an effort to locate its tormentors.
Thewolves, which had retreated when the bull had struck
the mongter, hated their flight, turning about and waiting,
tongueslalling out of the Sdes of their mouths. They
danced in anticipation. The bull was quivering—quivering
al over—weak and ready to collapse. One hind leg buc-
kled and he almost went down, but stiffened theleg and

stayed erect.

Boone lifted therifle, lined up the sghtsfor aheart

shot, and pressed the trigger. The bull fell so hard he
bounced. Boone jacked another cartridge into the breech.
Hesaid to the bull, "I owed you that cartridge. Now they
won't egt you dive." Thewolveswere scurrying, fright-
ened by the sound of the shot. In alittle while they'd come
snesking back again; there would be feasting this night

out beyond the campfire.



Boone waked dowly over to the mongter, kicking aside
broken fragments of it that lay in his path. It was atangled
mess. Looking down upon it, Boone was unable to re-
congtruct in his mind the shape that it had taken. The
shock of the bull's charge and the ripping thrusts of the
horns had scrambled the robot. The gleaming eye had
disappeared; the web was torn beyond recognition. Lying
in distorted fashion were twisted lengths of metd that at

one time could have been operable appendages.

The mongter spoke insde hismind.

Mercy, it said.

"The hell with you," said Boone, speaking before as-

tonishment could dry up his speech.

Don't leave me here, the monster pleaded. Not in this
wilderness. | did no more than my job. | anasmple

robot. | have no basic evil in me.

Boone turned about and shuffled back to the campfire.
Quite suddenly he felt drained. The tension had snapped
and he was limp. The monster was dead and yet, out of

the midst of itsdeeth, it spoke to him. He stood at the



campfire undecided for amoment and then went up the
dopeto the clump of juniper. He made threetrips, hauling
in agood supply of wood. He broke it into proper lengths
and stacked it in aneat rank. Then and not until then, he
squatted besde thefire and let hismind dwell upon his

predicament.

He was marooned in primitive North America, with no

other human being closer than hither Asa, acrossaland

bridge that would, in later years, become the Bering

Strait. If hefinaly were condemned to stay within this
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timeframe, he quite possibly could walk those thousands

of milesto hunt out other humans—and to what end, he



asked himsdlf. The chances were that they would either

kill him or make of him acaptive.

There was a better way—to wait for someone from
Hopkins Acre to come hunting him. Enid, he was sure,
would return if it were possible. Jay, he was certain,

would move heaven and earth to rescue him, but Jay

would need the help of others.

At the best, he admitted, his circumstance was not too
hopeful. On the face of it, he probably would not be im-
portant to the people of the future. He was, after al, no
more than an intruder, perhaps an unwelcomeintruder,

who had come blundering in on them.

The monster spoke to him again, afaint and distant

voice.

Boone! Boone, please have mercy on me!

"Go chase yoursdf," said Boone, muttering to himsalf

rather than to the monster, for he had no faith in the mons-

ter'svoice. There probably was no voice; the words were

no more than his own perverse imagination.



Thewolves had come back to the bull—saven of them
now, where he had never seen more than six before—

and were tearing at the carcass.

"Good egting to you," he said to them. Both the hide
and the meat of the ancient anima would be tough. It
would take some effort to rip through the hide to get a
the flesh, which would not be the best of eating. But to

awalf it would be meat to fill an empty gut.

Before the day was over, Boone would need some of

the mest; he had nothing else to est.

It would be dangerous to walk out to the carcass and
drive the wolves away so that he could dice out some
meat. The only tool he had was ajackknife of the very
cheapest sort, put together so shoddily that any undue
pressure might break it al gpart. HEd haveto wait awhile
until the wolves were less hungry and therefore less pos-
sessve. By that time, perhaps, they would have so torn

the hide asto expose areas of flesh from which he could

hack achunk for his own consumption. Hed be, he de-

cided, the scavenger to thewolves.



He rose from his squatting position before thefireand
began waking, beating out a path from thefireto the
sandstone spur and back again. Pacing, hetried to for-
mulate aplan for hissurviva. His ability to step around
acorner worked only under extraordinary stress. More
than likely, after an indeterminate time, it would bring

him back to exactly where he was. It had been only by a
fluke that his strange ability had taken him and Jay around

acomer into Martin'straveler. He couldn't count on the

same thing happening again.

He gtill had five cartridgesin the rifle and with each of
the cartridges he could bring down amore than adequate
hunk of mesat. Once it was down, however, he either
would haveto defend it or hide it against the scavengers,
and it soon would deteriorate beyond any possible use.
He could smoke it, of course, but he was not up on the
procedure for the smoking of meat; he could sdt it, but
he had no sdlt. He was innocent of all the proper tech-
niquesto wrest aliving from aland likethis. He could,
perhaps, find fruit or rootsthat could adin hissurvival,
but how could he know which of them would be ssfe to
eat and which would poison him? So the problem, boiled
down, came to how he could, day after day, hunt down

and collect enough protein to keep his body functional.



That meant wegpons that he could devise. And if that
wasto bethe plan, hemust get at it immediatdly, gaining
some expertise in their manufacture and use before the
last cartridge had been fired. Thefirst step would beto
find stone that could be worked. The sandstone ledges
jutting out of the butte held nothing he could use. But
there were other places where he might find the necessary

stone.

Findly he halted his pacing and squatted down beside

the fire. The wolves were feasting, burrowing into the
ripped-open body cavity of the bull. Fromtimeto time
they raised their blood-smeared muzzlesto sare at him
and then went back to feeding. In another couple of hours,

it might be safe for him to walk out and claim his portion
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of thekill. The sun stood close to noon or a bit beyond.
The vultures were gathering. A dozen or more of them

circled highin the sky, dropping lower with each circle



that they made.

The monster spoke again. Boone, be reasonable. Listen

tome.

"I'm ligening," said Boone.

| am robbed of al my senses. | cannot seeand | cannot
hear. All | can perceiveiswhat you say to me and so far
al that you have said has been most unkindly. | am noth-
ing. I am anothingness wrapped in nothingness. And yet

| am aware of sdlf. | could go on like thisfor uncounted
millennia, knowing | am nothing, unableto reach out. You
aremy only hope. If you do not have mercy on me, | shdl
exist thisway forever, buried by sand and dust with no

other being aware that | am here. | shal betheliving dead.

"You are doquent,” said Boone.

Isthat al you haveto say?

"l can think of nothing further.”

Dig me out, the mongter pleaded. Dig me out of the

wreckage that | am and keep me with you. Take me when

you go. Anything, just so | am not aone.



"Y ou want me to rescue you?"

Y es, please rescue me.

"That might be only atemporary solution to your prob-

lem,” Boonetold the mongter. "By your own act, | may

be sentenced to stay herein thiswilderness, asyou term

it. | may die here and you will beleft done again, facing

the same fate that you face now."

Even o, for atime we would be together. We would

not be alone.

"I think," said Boone, "I'd prefer being done.”

But there isdways hope. Something could happen that

would save us both.

Boone did not answer.

Y ou do not answer, said the monster.

"Thereisnothing moreto say. I'll have none of you.

Y ou undergtand that? I'll have none of you."



To have mercy on an ordinary enemy—yes, that would

be nobly human. But thiswas no ordinary enemy. Trying

to figure out, for his own peace of mind, what kind of

enemy it was, he found he could put no nametoiit.

It could dl be atrap, hetold himself, and felt the better
once he had thought of that. Out there, somewherein that
tangled mass of wreckage that had been the monster in
itstotality, lay one smal component that could bethe
mongter's brain or afantagticaly complex computer that
was the monster's essence. Should he paw among the
wreckage to find and retrieve the essence, hewell could
become the victim of the mongter, seized by a till-op-

erative component that would make an end of him.

No, thank you very much, he said to himsdf; | amright,

I'll have none of it.

Thewolves had finished with their more voracious egt-
ing. Severd of them had stretched out on the ground,
looking uncommonly satisfied, while others till worried

at the mest, but with no great urgency. The vultureswere
much lower in the sky. The sun had moved a considerable

distance down the west.



Boone picked up hisrifle and walked toward the kill.
Thewolveswatched his advance with interest; when he
moved up close, they moved away, then took a stand,
doing alittle growling a him. He waved therifle gently

at them, and they moved off alittle further. Some of them

sat down to watch.

Reaching the bull, heleaned therifle againgt it and

opened his jackknife. It seemed afeeble tool. The gut
cavity of the bull had been ripped open, and some of the
skin had been torn free of one of the hams. Theflesh on
the ham, Boone knew, would be tough mest. But there
was little possihility that the knife blade would cut through
the bull's tough hide to reach the better cuts. Hed have

to take what he could.

He seized the torn hide with both hands and jerked with
al hisstrength. The hide pedled back reluctantly. He set
hisfeet and jerked again. It peded off farther thistime.
Theknife, to hisamazement, did a better cutting job than
he had thought it would. He diced off alarge cut of mest,
laid it to one side, and then cut off another—far more

than he could eat a one Sitting, but this probably would
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be the only chance he had. Other wolveswould drift in,
drawn by the scent of blood, and vultures would drop

down. By morning'slight, there would be little | ft.

A huge walf, bigger than any of the others, advanced
toward thekill, snarling asit came. Othersroseto their
feet to follow. Boone picked up therifle, shook it at them,
roaring vicioudy. The big wolf hated and so did the oth-

ers. Boone laid down therifle and cut another dab of

medt.

Never taking his eyes off the wolves, Boone collected

the meat and began backing off. He moved dowly. Move

too fast, he told himsdlf, and the wolves might rush him.



The wolves watched, not moving, interested in what he
would do next. He kept on backing off. When hewas
better than hafway to thefire, they rushed forward, clos-
ing in on the dead bison, snapping and snarling a one

another. They paid him no further attention.

Back at thefire, he found a clean, grassy areaand
dropped the mesat on it. Ten times more than he could eat

at onetime. He stood looking &t it, considering what to

do.

It wouldn't keep. In acouple of daysit would be going
bad. Thething to do, he thought, was cook it al. Cook
it, eat what he needed, wrap therest in hisundershirt,
bury the parcd in the ground, then sit on the hole where
he had buried it. Unprotected, it would be dug up by the
wolves, oncethey had finished off the bull. With him sit-

ting onit, it would be safe. Or he hoped it would.

He st to work. Sdlecting stout limbs from the pile of
juniper he had stacked for firewood, he trimmed them to
proper lengths, sharpened their ends. He cut the mest into

smaller pieces, thrust the sharpened ends of the limbs



through them, impaling severa gobbets of meat on each
of the stakes. The fire had burned down to abed of coals.
He raked till-flaming chunks of wood to one side and
used them to start another fire. He jammed the stakes
into the ground, canting them to extend, with their freights

of meat, above the cods.

He sat down and watched the cooking, adjusting the

gakes from timeto time. His mouth watered at the smell

of the cooking mest. But mouth-watering asit might be,
it wouldn't be tasty. He had no salt with which to season

it.

Thewolveswere gill quarreling over the carcass of the
bull. A few of the vultures had dropped down, but had
been chased off by the wolves. Now they sat, hunched,
at arespectful distance, waiting for their chance at mest.
The sun wasjust above the horizon. Night was coming

on.

Out there on the plain lay the carcass of abison that

had been known in Boone'stime only asafossl. Further
out would be other living fossils—mastodons, mam-
moths, primitive horses, and perhaps camels. Even the

wolvesfeagting on the bison might befossis



Crouched beside the bed of cod's, Boone kept close
watch on the cooking meat. Pangs of hunger assailed him.
Since the dmost inedible oatmed in the morning, he had

eaten nothing. He had fallen on hard times.

When he had jumped into the traveler with Enid, he
recalled, the thought had crossed his mind that they would
go into the future, instead of to thisworld of extinct beasts
and living fossils. Then the urgency of those last seconds

at Hopkins Acre had driven the thought from hismind.

There would have been something to interest himin the
future, but there was very little here. He thought about
the future he had heard of at Hopkins Acre—aworld a-
most empty of visble humanity, athough humankind il
was there asincorpored beings, pureintelligence, with
the survival factor that had made men the masters of the
planet findly refined into small quantitive quditiesthet

were no more than dust motes, if even that.

Change, he thought. Earth had undergone change dur-
ing the nearly five billion years of its exisence. What
seemed & first small factors becamein time sgnificantin

aprocessthat no intelligence could pinpoint beforeit was



too late to take measures to counteract.

Even givenintelligence, the gresat reptiles could not
have guessed what was happening to bring them to ex-
tinction sixty-five million years ago. Other forms of life

had suffered extinction that could not be foreseen. He had
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read that the first great extinction had cometwo billion
years ago when the first green plants converted carbon
dioxide to oxygen, changing Earth's atmosphere from a
reducing to an oxidizing medium, bringing death to most
earlier, more primitive forms, to whom oxygen was

jpoi son.

There had been many times of dying; the species that

had died in the past were a hundred times more numerous
than those dtill living. Findly, up therein thefuture, it
seemed the human race was dying. Perhapsit would il
exig, but in aform that might cancel it asafactor inthe

further evolution of Earth.



Enid had told him that trees would supersede mankind,
taking the place of man, once man wasfinaly done. The
ideawasridiculous, of course. By what process or ca
pecity could trees take the place of mankind? Y et if any-
thing were to replace humanity, it was perhapsfitting that
it should betrees. All through history, trees had been
friend of man—and man had been both friend and enemy

to trees. Men had cut down the grest forests wantonly;

yet other men had cherished or, at times, even wor-

shipped trees.

One of the stakes that held the gobs of meat above the
codstilted, its base shifting in the ground, and fell into
thefire. Curang, Boone snatched it off the cod's. Holding
the stake with one hand, he brushed the mest free of ash
with the other. It must be done enough for egting. Gin-
gerly, he did one of the gobbets off the stake, bouncing
itin his hand. When it was cool enough, hetook abite

of it. For lack of salt it was tasteless, but its warmth and
texture felt good in his mouth. He chewed it. It took alot
of chewing, but his stomach seemed very glad of it. Once
he had eaten dl he could, helaid the stake down on a
patch of grass and took off his jacket, shirt, and under-

shirt. Stretching the undershirt out on the ground, he took



up the other stakes and stripped the mest off theminto a
pile on the shirt. Threading the rest of the uncooked mesat
on the stakes, he set them above the cods, put on his shirt
and jacket, and settled down to wait for the remainder of

the meat to cook.
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Darknesswas creeping in. He could barely make out
the wolvesthat till were clustered about the bison. In

the eadt, the sky was flushed with the rising of the moon.

He watched the mest above the coals until it was done,
pushed off the gobbets onto the undershirt, wrapped the
meat wdll init, used hisknifeto dig ahole, placed the
meet into the holg, filled the hole even with the ground,
tamped it down, and then sat upon the hole. Anything
that wants that meet, he told himsdlf, will haveto go

through meto get it.

Hefdt an expansiveness and a certain pride in himsdf.
Whatever might happen in the days to come, he had done
well so far. He had food for severa days. Perhaps he
should not have wasted the bullet, but he could not bring
himsdf to regret doing it. He had given the bull aquick

and decent death. If he had not, the wolves would have



pulled the old bull down and started tearing him gpart

whilehewas ill dive.

Maybe it made no difference, the wasting of the bullet.
Any time now Enid would be back to pick him up. He
thought about it for atime, trying to make himsdlf believe
it, but not successfully. There was agood possibility she
would return, but an equally good possibility that she

wouldn'.

He turned up the collar of his coat against the chill of
night. Last night he'd had a blanket, but now he had none.
He had only the clothes he stood in. He nodded, dozing,

and woke with astart. There had been no reason to awake;

nothing was amiss. He went back to deep, therifle cra-

diedinhislap.

He stirred again, hafway between deep and wakeful-
ness, and he was not alone. Acrossthefire from him sat,
or seemed to Sit, aman wrapped in some dl-envel oping
covering that might have been acloak, wearing on his
head a conical hat that dropped down so far it hid hisface.
Beside him sat the wolf—the wolf, for Boone was certain

that it was the same wolf with which hed found himsdlf



sitting nose to nose when he had wakened the night be-

fore. Thewolf was smiling at him, and he had never

known that awolf could amile.
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He stared at the hat. Who are you? What isthis about?

He spoke in hismind, talking to himsdlf, not redlly to

the hat. He had not spoken aoud for fear of startling the

wolf.

The Hat replied. It is about the brotherhood of life. Who

| am isof no consequence. | am only hereto act asan

interpreter.

An interpreter for whom?

For thewolf and you.

But the wolf does not talk.

No, he does not talk. But hethinks. Heis greeatly

pleased and puzzled.

Puzzled | can understand. But pleased?



Hefedsasamenesswith you. He senses something in
you that reminds him of himsdlf. He puzzleswhat you

are.

Intimeto come, said Boone, he will be onewith us.

He will become adog.

If he knew that, said The Hat, it would not impress

him. He thinks now to be onewith you. An equa. A dog

isnot your equal.

Sometimes dogs come very closeto us.

But they are not one with you. There was another step

to take, but it was never taken. Long ago man should have

takenit. Now it istoo late.

Look, said Boone, heis not onewith me. Thewolf is

not the sameasme.

The difference, Boone, is not as greet as you may think.

| like him, said Boone. | have admiration for him and

acertan understanding.



S0 has hefor you. He sat nose to nose with you when
he could have dashed your throat. That was before you
killed the bull. He was hungry then. Y our flesh could have

filled hisbelly.

Canyoutel him, please, that | thank him that he did

not dash my throat.

| think he knows that. It was hisway of saying he wants

to beafriend of yours.

Thentdl him | accept hisfriendship, wishto beafriend

of his.
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But Boone was talking to an emptiness. The Hat was

no longer there. The place he'd sat was empty.

Hewas no longer there, Boone told himself, because

he had never been there. It was dl illuson. Therewas no

one but thewolf.

When he looked, the wolf was gone aswell.



Boone got to hisfeet. He was tiff with cold. Hefed
the fire more wood and stood close againgt it, soaking up
its heat as new, vigorous tongues of flame flared up and

ran along the wood.

He had dept for along time. The moon had danted far
into the west. Moonlight reflected off the shattered skel-
eton of the mongter. It had been along time since the
monster had bespoken him—if, in fact, it ever had be-

spoken him. Like The Hat, it could be fantasy.

A change had come over him, he thought. Short hours
290 he had been a hard-bitten newsman who dedlt only
with facts. But now he fantasized. He talked with a hat,
sguabbled with a dead monster, and saw in awolf afriend.
Londliness, he supposed, could drive aman to strange-
ness, but this soon? Here, however, the londiness might
be different than ordinary londliness, compounded by the
consderation that in al probability he wasthe only human
within the span of two grest continents. In histime many
scientists believed that the first human had not set foot
upon the western hemisphere for at least 10,000 years
after this period. Somewhere in the vastness of Asia, bar-
baric tribes ranged the land, and farther to the west were

other men who, in another 20,000 years or so, would begin



to paint the first crude drawings of the fauna of their day
in the caves of eastern Europe. Here he was a misplaced

human, alone among wild beasts.

Warm now, he moved back and began to pace round
and round the fire. He tried to think, but there was no
beginning to histhoughts, nor was there any end. Like
hiswaking around thefire, his thoughts went round and

round.

The wolves were quarrdling over the bison, athough

the quarrding was low-key; they were not putting their

heartsinto it. Far off, some anima was bawling, a steady,
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monotonous complaint. Up the dopein the juniper
thicket, abird chirped sadly. The moon hovered just over
the western horizon, the east began to brighten, and an-

other day was dawning.



When light came, he dug up the undershirt and took

out some meat. Hunkered beside thefire, he chewed and
chewed to break up the toughness of the fibers sufficiently
to swalow safely. Finished, he went to the spring to get
asaucepan of water, then up the hill to fetch wood for

thefire.

The redlization dawned on him that the days could be
difficult tofill. Hetried to think of choresthat he could
invent to keep himsdf busy. He could think of none that
made sense enough to do them. Later he could set out to
spy theland, but there wasllittle point in thet. Later he
might haveto do it, but now he had to be here when Enid

returned or someone el se showed up.

Going to the sandstone spur behind which the bull had
been brought to bay, he lugged back to the camp dabs of
stone falen from the spur, as heavy as he could manage,
and piled them on top the hole where the meat was buried.
Quite possibly roving scavengers, sniffing out the mest,
could move the stoneto get it. But hiswolves were too

well fed to go to dl that bother.

He st out to climb the butte, toiling up itsface. Findly



he reached the crest and looked out across the country.
There was not much to see. Some miles off, a herd of
herbivores were grazing, most likely bison. Skittering
bands of other animalsfled acrossthe land like shadows.
Tentatively, heidentified them as pronghoms. What
looked to be alarge bear waddled along a dry stream chan-
nel. Otherwise, what he saw was alot of empty land, cut
here and there by dry watercourses and with the ever-
lasting buttes rearing up from it. Here and there dong the
watercourses were groves of cottonwoods and some of
the buttes showed dark splotchesthat could be thickets

of shrubs or clumps of trees.

When he returned to camp, the wolves had | eft the bison
carcass, now little more than bones and scraps of skin

flapping in the breeze. A dozen or more vultures hopped

about, pecking vicioudly at one another to guard the ter-
ritory each had staked out, stripping off the last nourish-

ment remaining on the skeleton.

Boone settled down to wait as best he could. Four days
passed and there was no traveler. Boone did his chores.
Severd times heingpected the wrecked mongter, circling
it, keeping at a safe distance. He tried to recongtruct it

in hismind, to connect the broken parts to one another.



He could have done a better job of that if he had alowed
himsdlf to get closer toit, picking up some of the broken
parts and ingpecting them. But he shied away from that.
The monster did not speak to him, and finaly he became
convinced it had never spoken to him, that his memory

of itstalk was amental aberration.

By the end of the fourth day, several meals of the mesat
he had cooked till remained, but it was becoming tainted.
He gtill remained too civilized for his system to tolerate

tainted food.

On the morning of thefifth day, he tore a page out of
the notebook he carried in his breast pocket and, using

the pencil stub, wrote anote:

Gone hunting. Will be back directly.

He placed the note on top of the pile of rock that pro-
tected the buried meat and weighed it down with another

stone.

Satting out with therifle, hefdt alifting of hisspirits.
Finally there was something to be done, a chore that had

to be done, that was not smply work madeto fill thetime.



After amile or so, the wolf showed up, trotting out from
the butteto join him. It fell in to hisright, ahundred yards
digant and dightly behind him; it seemed friendly and
glad to be with him once again. He spoketo it, but the
wolf disregarded the speaking and kept on with him, pac-

ing him.

An hour or so out, he spotted a small band of prong-
homs, grazing & some distance. To hisleft lay adry
stream bed. He did into it, treading along as noisdesdy
as he could. The wash tended to the right, the direction
that would bring him closer to hisquarry. The wolf had

descended into the dry wash with him and wastrailing
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aong behind. Twice Boone hated and crept carefully up
thewal| of the wash to check the pronghoms. They till
remained where he had first spotted them, feeding on
sagebrush and occasiond patches of grass. They seemed
undisturbed, but the range was too great; he had to move

closer. He did back into the wash and continued on his



way, cautioudy, being careful where he set hisfeet. The
click of apebble could trigger the pronghomsinto flight.
Asif sengng the gak, thewolf dunk aong behind him.
Ten minuteslater Boone crawled up theincline of the
wash again. The pronghorns were much closer than he
had calculated they would be. He did therifleinto po-
gtion, selected the animal he wanted, lined up the Sights,
and fired. The pronghom legped high into the air and fell
heavily. The rest of the band took off, bounding away,
only to stop afew hundred yards off, switching about and
looking back. When Boone climbed out of the wash, they

took off again.

With the walf sitting to one side, Boone shouldered his
kill and set out for camp. The wolf trotted aong to one
gdeof him, bearing the smug expression of ajob well

done.

At camp Boone laborioudy skinned the pronghom,
gtretching out the hide on which to place the cuts of mest.
Gutting the animd, he retained the liver, then dragged the
rest of the entrails and interna organs out to the bison
skeleton. Thewolf got to work on the offering. Boone
diced theliver, impaed it on astake and danted it over

abed of coas. Then he set to work dismembering thekill.



He saved theloin and one ham; what was|eft he carried
beyond the camp and dumped. The wolf deserted the en-

traills and moved over to the more substantial feast.

At the campfire, Boone feasted on fresh meat and began
the cooking of what was |eft to store againgt the next few
days. Thiscould not go on, hetold himself. Hewasliving
hand to mouth, and his ability to continue even this sort
of existence was limited to the four cartridgesthat re-
mained in the riflés magazine. Before they were gone,

he had to acquire another capabiility to feed himsdlf. He

needed wood for abow, tendonsfor strings, straight sticks
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for arrows, stone to make the arrowheads and from which
he could chip aknife, for the chegp jackknife would not

stand up for long under the use to which he had to put it.

His knowledge about the making of abow was amost
nonexistent. Still he knew the basi ¢ theory and could man-
age. He could make a poor bow and it would do until, by

trial and error, he could make a better one.

Tomorrow, he decided, he would set out in search of

wood and stone. He considered briefly a search for wood



for the bow in the juniper grove from which he had gotten
firewood. Almogt ingtantly, he gave up the idea. Juniper,
at its best, was poor wood; and he doubted that in the
entire grove he could find a piece that could be used to

make a bow.

Two more wolves had showed up. Watching them,
Boonetried to pick out hiswolf and was unable to decide
which of thethreeit was. By the time the sun had s,

all the meat he had lft out for the wolves had disap-

peared, and the wolves were gone.

But early in the evening, shortly after thefdl of night,

the wolf came back and sat across the fire from him.

Boonetaked toit. "Tomorrow," hesaid, "I an going

on atrip to find wood and stone. I'd be glad if you'd come
aong with me. It could be ahard trip. | have no way to
carry water, but I'll carry meat and will shareit with

you.

It was ridiculous, he thought. The wolf could not un-
derstand aword he said, and yet talking to it made him
more secure. It was good to have anything to talk to; a

wolf was better than nothing. 1t was something that could



sharethefirewith him.

Hewoke in the night and the wolf till waswith him.
It watched closely and companionably while he built up
the fire. He went to deegp again with the wolf gill watching

him.

In the morning he wrote another note, alonger onethis

time

/ am leaving on atrip that may take severd days, but
| will be back. Please wait for me. A wolf may betraveling

with me. If heis, do him no harm. Heisafriend of mine.
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Heweighted it down on the rock pile and he and the

wolf started out. They traveled west, heading for the butte
on which Boone had detected dark splotchesthat he had
thought might be smdll trees. It seemed no morethan a

good day'stime away.

It was much farther. Late in the afternoon, Boone re-
alized they'd not reach it by dark. He wastired and
thirsty. They had come across no water. Perhaps, hetold

himsalf, they'd find water on the butte. He could get



through the night without it. Dropping into adry wash,
he walked adong it until he cameto a place where it curved

sharply, forming a pocket with highwalls,

Collecting wood fdlen from the cottonwoods, he built
afire. He selected three pieces of the meat and tossed
them to the wolf. While thewolf gulped them down, he
sguatted by the fire and ate. The meat was tender and he
had no trouble chewing it. The wolf finished and waited

expectantly for more. He tossed over another chunk.

"That'sall you get," he stated. " Share and share alike,

and you've had morethan | had.”

Bonetired, he fell adeep soon after dark, the wolf
stretched out across the fire from him. Dawn was near
when he woke. The fire was out and he did not bother to
dart it again. He gave the wolf some meat and ate some

himsdlf. The sun was not yet up when they started ot.

They reached the butte well before noon and began the
climb. This butte was much larger than the one where he
and Enid had camped; the climb waslong and hard. The
wolf found water halfway up. He came back with his muz-

Zle wet and dripping.



"Water," said Boone. "Show me."

Thewolf stood puzzled.

"Water!" said Boone. Sticking out histongue, hetried

to make lgpping motions.

Thewolf trotted off to the right, slopping now and then
to look back. Wasit possible, Boone asked himsdlf, that
it had understood? It wasinsane to think so, and yet he

had shared the meat—would the wolf share water?

He had been thirsty for hours, it seemed; he had tried

to wipeit from hismind, but now that he knew there must
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be water near, the thirst came raging back. His mouth and

throat were dry and it was hard to swallow.

Ahead of him, agreat outcropping of stone humped out
of the dope. Hetried to hurry, but the way was steep and
the sun-dried grass was dippery. He went down on his
hands and knees, scrabbling along, sobbing with his need

of water.



The stone, he saw, was limestone, not sandstone. The
limestone, he thought, must lie atop the sandstone strata
that protruded from the other butte. Limestone would not
sarve astool materid, but in between itslayersmight lie

veinsof chert or quartz.

Thewadll of rock reared above him. Stunted cedar trees
clung here and there upon itsface. He crawled aong the
steep incline that came up to the base of the wall. Loose
rock shifted under him. He had lost Al track of thewolf,

but he imagined that he heard the sound of running water.

He dipped, rolled, did again, and suddenly stopped.
Something gripped hisright leg and an agonizing pain shot
through it, apain so terrible that it left him sick and gasp-
ing, gonein the gut, hisdry throat retching, and nothing

to come up.

Helay for along moment while the pain dowly ebbed
away, then tried to Sit up. He couldn't; whatever pinned
hisleg hed him tight againgt the ground, angled down
aong the dope. He tried to squirm around to see what
was wrong with the leg and, as he moved, the leg

screamed at him. Faint with the pain, he fell back upon



the ground. When some of his strength came back, he
tried once more, very cautioudy. Hewas ableto angle

his head around so he could see back along hisbody. The
leg was caught in anarrow crevice. The underlying lime-
stone was close to the surface, barely covered by the rock
fragmentsthat had falen from the face of the diff. His
right leg had plunged into anarrow crevice and he was

trapped, held in the crevice amost to the knee.

What aslly thing to happen, he thought. He felt panic

creeping up on him and pushed it back. All he had to do,

he told himsdlf, wasto work hisleg as gently as possible

out of the rocky fissure that held it.
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Hetried to work the leg free. The muscles responded.

He could moveit, although it protested. Maybe asprain;

it didn't fed like abreak. Probably gashed up quite abit.

Thewolf came inching down the steepness of the dope

and stood with feet braced, looking at him and whining.

"It'sal right,” Boone croaked a him. "I'll get out of

herein awhile. Might take somefiguring.”



But hedidn't get freein awhile. No matter what he

did, the leg stayed clamped in thefissure. Theway he
was sprawled out on the steep s ope made the job hard.
When hetried to maneuver his body into amore advan-
tageous position, the agony of the leg left him week and
swesting. Findly he gave up, too wesk, too pain-ridden,

togoon. I'll rest awhile, hetold himself.

Rested, he tried again. But now it was nearly dark. The
wolf had wandered off somewhere and he was alone.
Once again hetried gingerly to work the leg free; when
that didn't work, he lunged in a desperate effort to pull
loose. Thefire of pain dashed through him. He gritted
histeeth and lunged again. Theleg still held. Hedid not
try athird time. He lay exhausted. He heard, distinctly
now, the sound of running water. The pain of theleg
screamed at him; the deep dryness of histhirst choked

him.

Hetried to reason with himself. Helaid out a plan, but
the plan did not progressfar. He reached for the bundle
of mest that he carried dung on his shoulder. The bundle

was not there. Neither was therifle.



Boone st hisjaw grimly. Hed been in bad places be-
foreand held lived through them al. Among other things,
he could step around a comer and be free. He tried to
step around the comer. He squeezed his eyes shut, he

tensed himsdf, and he drove hisbrain.

"The comer!" he screamed. "The corner! Whereis

that goddamned comer!"

There was no comer. He continued where he was. He

let the tenseness ebb away and collapsed upon the ground.

He awoke much later. The starswere shining in the
sky. A cold wind blew up the dope and he was half frozen.

For amoment he did not know where hewsas, then it dll
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seeped back. He was trapped upon this butte. He would
never get away. Hed die here. He lay there, cold and
hurt, histhroat condtricted by araging thirst. Perhapsa
little later he would do something about himself, but not

now.

A gray shadow moved in the gtarlight. It wasthe wolf.

It looked at him and whined.



"Promise me onething,” Boonesaidtoit. "Onething

isall | ask. Be sure I'm dead before you start to eat me.”

It dl had gone wrong, Enid thought.

She never should have tried to operate atraveler. She
should have known that she was not competent. And yet
what could she have done? Back at Hopkins Acre, she
had been |eft alone to wait for Boone, and there had been
no chanceto lay acourse. She had smply told the traveler
go—that wasthe onething |eft to do. Then, later, the
same sort of situation had arisen. Boone had yelled for
her to save the traveler and she had fled. Now here she
was, dmost amillion yearsinto the future beyond the era
where Boone was stranded—and she had not the least

idea how to go back and pick him up.
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It was Horace's fault, shetold herself. Horace, who
was 0 big on planning and who had planned so poorly.
Each traveler should have had one person who was a
skilled pilot—athough, cometo think of it, there had not
been three of them who were skilled sufficiently. David

was quite proficient. And Horace, dthough at hisbest he



would be doppy. Emmaand Timothy would know noth-
ing about it. When it came right down to it, there had been

only two who could have run atraveler.

If the monster had not interfered and they had been

given achance to go about the planning decently, it all
might have gone quite well. They would have decided
where they would go when they left, and David, more
than likely, would have programmed each of thetravelers
to go to the safsame place and time. They would have
known where and when they were going and they all
would have gone together. If her traveler had been pro-
grammed, she would have had no trouble. It had been this

repested running in the dark that had been her undoing.

She looked again at the panel and the time designation
was clear enough. But the spatid designation was dll
Greek to her. She knew when shewas, but certainly not
where. That first time, it had been Boone who had figured
out where they were, athough only the general area. The
spatid designation had been on the panel, of course, but
she could not read it. What she should have done, she
redized now that it wastoo late, would have been to jot

down thereadings.

L ocked somewhere within the recorder on the pand,



the spatial designation of that place she and Boone had
touched down still would be recorded. All she had to do
wascall it up, but she didn't have the least idea of how

tocal it up.

She dumped back in the seet, till staring at the pandl.
Why hadn't she, in dl the time they'd spent at Hopkins
Acre, asked David to teach her how to operate atraveler?
He would have been glad to show her—she was sure of
that—but she had never asked him because it never had
occurred to her, not even once, that at some time she

would haveto use one.
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She stared out of the vision plate, but the view wasa

restricted one and there was not much to see. She seemed

to be located on some high point, for she looked out over

avistaof rugged hills, with ariver glint among them.



So she had gone and doneit, she thought. At times,
Horace and Emma had called her feckless and maybe

they'd been right.

She had |eft adecent man stranded in the very distant

past and there was no way she could return to rescue him.
She was afraid even to try. She had made two blind jumps,
oneinto the deep past, the other much deeper in the fu-
ture. Henry had tracked them down in Dark Age Europe,
but that, compared to this, had been arather smple chore.
She had |€eft atrail, perhaps, that he could follow with

any luck at al. Onetrail, but two—what could he do with
two? She knew without question that she must stay where
shewas. If she made another jump, morethan likely she
would be logt forever. Even now, she thought, even with

no more than two jumps, she till might be lost forever.

Sherose from the pilot's chair and made her way to
the port. When she opened it, she heard a strange sound,
alittlelike the buzzing of aswarm of bees. When she

stepped away from the traveler she saw what it was.

Thetraveler lay on adope, somelittle distance below
the top of ahigh ridge. On top the dope moved aband

of people, and it was from them that the sound was com-



ing—athin babbling of many voices, dl taking a once.

To her left and right, so far as she could seein either
direction, the line of people moved along theridge. The
line was uneven. In some places the people were dl
massed together, then there would be a place where there
were small groups of them or afew walking by them-
saves. All werein motion, right to left, in the same di-

rection, but moving dowly.

Moving, not with them, but beside them, asif they were
outriders of the procession, were strange and varied fig-

ures. Some of them had the gppearance of being human;

others did not gppear human in the least; but dl of them
were dive and moving—crawling, humping aong, ralling,

scurrying franticdly, griding, floating. A few wereflying.

Shedrew her breath in sharply when she recognized

what those outriders were. Some of those who had human
appearances were robots, and undoubtedly othersthat did
not appear to be human were robots aswell. The rest of
them were diens. In thetime that had been her home,
there had been many adienswho had formed weird and

not aways understandabl e rel ationshi ps with humans, but



her own people, the outlanders, had asllittle as possible

to do with them.

Enid moved out a short distance from the traveler and
climbed afew steps up the dope that ran to theridge
where the procession walked its dow and awkward way.
Theland was high and dry. It had a sense of bigness and
it seemed to stand on tiptoe to reach the very sky, which
was deep and blue—the bluest sky she had ever seen,
without acloud to fleck its surface. Therewas awind that
blew strong and steedly, rippling the cloak she wore. It
had the breath of chill init, asif it might have blown for
along distance over acold and empty land, but the sun
that stood at noon was warm. A smooth sward of grass
grew benegath her feet, short and well-behaved grass that
had no wildnessin it. Here and there a ong the ridgetop
grew occasiond trees, each shaped and sculptured by the
wind that must have blown there for centuries to bend

themtoitswill.

No one noticed her. Not for amoment did her presence

interfere with what was taking place.

A rite, shewondered, ardigious pilgrimage, acee-
bration, perhaps, of some old mythology? But these, she

thought, were no more than feeble guesses. Conceivably,



there might be danger if sheintruded, dthough, from
where she stood, the procession seemed immunetoin-

truson. Therewas about it asolid sense of purpose.

A voice spoke at her elbow. "Have you cometo join

us, lady?"

Startled, she spun about. The robot stood close beside

her. Any noise of his approach had been blotted out by

the wind. He wore a human form and was extremely civ-

ilized. Therewas no crudity about him. Hewas ama-

chine, of course; that could be seen by asingle glance.
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But in astrange way, he was nobly human. Hisface and



body were human in the classic meaning of the term, and
he was tastefully decorated, the metal of himincised in
discreet little patterns that made her think of the exquisite
etching on the barrels of the most expensive shotguniin
Timothy's collection. Over his shoulder he carried a
scraped, dressed-out hog, and underneath one arm he

bore alarge and bulging grain sack.

"l beg your pardon, lady," said therobot. "I had no
wish to sartleyou. As| came up behind you | sought to
make some sound to announce mysdlf, but the wind, you

know. Y ou hear nothingin thiswind."

"| thank you for your thoughtfulness" said Enid.

"Y ou did gartle me, but not too violently and only mo-

mentarily. And, no, | did not cometo join you. | have no

ideaof what isgoing on."

"Itisdl amatter of halucination," said the robot,

speaking bluntly. "What you seeisa Pied Piper's march.

Areyou, perchance, acquainted with the ancient story of

the Pied Piper?’

"Why, yes, | am," said Enid. "I read it in one of the



books that my brother picked up. Itisastory about a

piper whose piping lured dl the children from avillage.”

"Thisisthe same," the robot said. "A Pied Piper's

march, except thereisn't any piper. It isthe fault of dl

theediens.”

"If thereisn't any piper, whom might they be

following?"

"Intheir hdlucinations, which | am convinced are sup-

plied by the diens, they follow dreams. Each followsa

dream uniquely hisown. | havetold them and told them,

and so have al the other robots, but they pay no attention

to us. They disregard usand follow filthy diens.”

"Then why areyou here? Y ou are not alone; there are

other robots here."

"Someone must take care of the humans. Someone

must protect them againgt themsalves. They left without

provisonsto feed themsaves, without food or water,



without sufficient clothing to protect them from the cold

and damp. Y ou see this shoat upon my back, this bag of

med beneath my arm? | scrounge the countryside, gath-
eringwhat | can. Itisnot ajob, | can assureyou, that a
robot of my integrity and sengibility could essily bring
himsdf to do. And yet | must, for these foolish humans
of mine are caught up in their silly dreams and pay no
attention to their needs. There must be someone who will

look out after them."

"Whet will bethe end of it?" asked Enid. "What will

happen to them? How will it dl end?’

"I know not," the robot said. "'l can hope only for the
best. Thismay, at other times, have happened other-
where, but thisisthe first timeit has ever happened here.
Much as| love my humans, begging your pardon, there
aretimeswhen they can be the most thoughtless, most
unreasonable forms of life existent. My age runsto many
centuries, lady, and | have read the histories that cover
untold centuries. The human race, according to theold
historians, aways has been thoughtless and unreasona-
ble; but it ssemsto methat now they are gaily unreason-
able, whereas before they were stupidly and perversely

unreasonable. To be gaily unreasonable, to take joy from



unreason, seems to me to be the worst form that per-

versity can assume.”

"I'd haveto think about that," said Enid. "I suppose

you could beright."

Pervergty, she thought. Could that have been what
happened to the human race—awilling perversity that set
a naught al human vaues which had been so hardly won
and structured in the light of reason for a span of more
than amillion years? Could the human race, quite out of
hand and with no sufficient reason, have turned its back
upon everything that had built humanity? Or wasit, per-
haps, no more than second childhood, a shifting of the
burden off one's shoulders and going back to the selfish-
ness of the child who romped and frolicked without

thought of consequence or ligbility?

"It would be quite safe, | am sure, if you are of the
mind to go up the hill and have alook at them,” the robot
sad. "I am surethereisno danger. They are not dan-

gerousfalk, only slly ones.”
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"l might liketo do that."

"Or better yet, if you have thetime, you might liketo

join with us—with my humans and perhaps afew assorted
and disgugting diens—when we bresk fast thisnight.
Therell beroast pig and fresh baked bread and probably
other ediblesthat my felowswill bring in. Y ou need have
no fear of intruding; you'l be with the family only. Come
nighttime and dl the different familieswill gather by them-
selves and eat the food their robotswill bring in. You
might like to meet my family. Other than for thissilly
exhibition, they are very beautiful. | have hopesthis mad-

ness soonwill runits course.”

"I would liketo do that,” Enid said. "1 am glad you

asked me."



"Then come aong with meand | will seek them out.

They must be somewherein theline, not too distant from

us. Then I'll hunt out a place for camping and make ready
for the feast—perhaps at a spot some distance ahead so

that they will be not too far off when thisinsanity issus-

pended in the face of dark.”

"They don't march dl night?"

"No, of course not. They have not taken leave entirely

of thelir senses.™

"Il gowithyou," said Enid. "But | don't want tojoin

the march. I'd be out of place there. Going with you, |

might be able to help you set up camp.”

"No need of that,” therobot said. "There are others
of usand all of usare good workers. But I'll be glad to
have you come with me. Since we are going to be together

for awhile, you might cal me Jones.”

"l am glad to know your name," she said. ™Y ou might



cal meEnid"

"I'll call you MissEnid. Y oung femaesare entitled to

the'Miss."

"I thank you, Jones," shesaid.

All thistime they had been walking up the hill together
and now were close to the line of march. The procession,
Enid saw, wasfollowing afaint track that ran along the
ridgetop, the sort of path that ordinarily would have seen

but little use, followed only now and then by lonely way-

farers hurrying dong in the hope of reaching shelter by

thefdl of night.

The procession stretched in both directions asfar as
she could see. There were occasiona empty gapsinit,
but in no case were the gaps so large as to wipe out the

sense that this, indeed, was one vast procession.

Each and every person waked asif waking done, pay-
ing no more than courteous attention to those who were
moving with them. They waked with their heeds held high

and confident, looking ahead rather than upward, asif



there were something that they would see a any moment
and they were entirely confident that they would not be
disappointed. Their expression was serendly expectant
and there was about them a subdued rapture—al though,
shetold hersdlf, in no way aholy or rdligious rapture.
Thiswasnot, as shefirgt had thought it might be, are-

ligious procession.

There were no children. There were teen-agers and the
middle-aged, the old and the very old who hobbled on

canes or levered themsalves dong on crutches.

With them ran, scurried, humped, and hobbled agreat
array of diens—not as many as there were humans, but
enough to make a continuous impression on the watcher.
Therewas awraithlike cregture that floated, bobbing
aong, now on the same levd as the human marchers, now
above them, changing its shape congtantly. Therewasa
three-legged creature that stalked along asif mounted on
gtilts, with abody that had no features on it, but looked
like just an ordinary box. There was another that was at
once awriggler and abal—awriggler that twisted dong
like adithering snake, twisting itsway among the hu-
mans marching feet and legs, then a intervalsrolling it-

&df into aball that moved gently and serendly. Therewas



ahead, ahead adone that was mostly one eye and amouith,
scampering al about, asif it might bein ahurry without

knowing where to go. There were many others.

The humans paid no attention to the diens—it was as
if the diens, to them, were smply other humans. The

diens, inturn, paid no attention to the humans, asif they
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were well acquainted with these humans, who were noth-

ing to be wondered at.

Enid had the impression that dl of them, humans and
diensdike, were watching for something, but that there
was no single sign they watched for, asif each sought a

persona revelation.

Shelooked about for Jones, the robot, and could not
locate him. There were other robots, but few of them min-
gled with the humans and the diensin the line of march.
Mostly they stayed off to the side of the procession. She

kept on looking for Jones, but there was no sign of him.



Perhaps, she told hersdlf, she should hurry forward along
the line of marchers, in the hope that she could catch up
with him. Shewas hungry, and hot pork and new-baked
bread sounded awfully good. It had been silly of her to
have lost contact with him. She sarted trotting aong the
side of theline, but after afew steps she stopped. She
had not observed the direction Jones had taken; she might
be moving away from him rather than closer. A voice
spoke, dmogt in her ear, atwangy, nonhuman voice that

used human words.

It said, "Kind human, would you perform asmall task

for me?'

Shejerked hersdf around, involuntarily jumping to one

sde as sheturned.

It was an dien, as she had known it would be, but
dightly more humanoid than most alienswere. Its head,
bent forward on along and scrawny neck, was a cross
between that of a winter-gaunted horse and a woebegone
hound dog. It stood upon two badly bowed legs and its
torso was awarty bloat. Itstwo armswere long and lim-
ber, twisting likeapair of performing serpents. The ears

flared out like trumpet bells. Two groups of eyeswere



mounted on its forehead; each with severd irises. The
mouth was wide and the lips were dobbery. A pair of
gills, one on each sde of the scrawny throat, bellowed in

and out asit breathed.

"l antoyou," it said, "adisgusting sght, no doubt.
As humans once were to me before | became accustomed

to them. But my heart iskind, and my honor of the best.”
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"] have no doubt of that," she said.

"| gpproach you," said thething, "because, of dl the
humans here, you seem not preoccupied with what is
going on, impelling meto bdievethat you'd bewilling to

wadgte asmdl amount of time on me."

"l cannot imagine anything that | could do for you,"

shesad.

"But of asurety you can,” itindsted. "A very smple

task which, because of the perplexity of the chore, | can-
not do mysdlf. | have not enough ..." The woebegone
horseface hesitated, asif searching for aword. "Let us

say that someone was tying up a package with a piece of



string and was having difficulty because of lack of hands
when it cameto the tying of the knot. And that person
saysto you, will you hold your finger so upon the crossing
of thestring so | can tiethe knot. In asomewhat different

manner, that iswhat | would ask of you."

"Because of the lack of hands?'

"Not because of the lack of hands, but the lack of an-
other facility for which | have no word that you could

understand. Thisismy fault and not yours."

Enid looked at it, puzzled.

“Youill fail of understanding?’

"I'm afraid | do. Y ou mus tel me more.

"Y ou see dl those humans out there, processoning in

al seriousness, dl of them giriving, dl of them seeking,

but seeking different things. A marvelous painting, per-
haps, that one can put upon a canvas. Or a piece of music
that will be listened to by many other music lovers. Or

an architectural mode! that someone out there has been

driving to draft for years."



"Sothat isit," said Enid. "That iswhat they are |ook-

ingfor."

"Yes, assuredly. | had thought you knew."

"I knew they were looking for something. | did not

know for what."

"It is not the humans only who arelooking.”

"Y ou mean that there is something you seek? And you

need some help? Sir, | cannot comprehend in what man-

ner | can help you."
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"l have sought an idea, trying time after timeto run it

to the ground, and each time alittle short. Sowhen |

learned of this processiona and its seeking out, | said to



mysdlf, if it works for humans, surely there must bea

modicum of hope it aso would work for me."

"And hasit worked?'

"l think it has. | think | haveit al in mind, but | cannot
tell unless|1 find someoneto hold afinger where thetwo

gringscross.”

"Except it'snot afinger. Andit'snot astring.”

"That is correct, fair lady. Y ou catch on rapidly and

you ligen closely. Will you ligten further?”

Enid looked around quickly. There still was no sign of

Jones, the robot.

"1 will ligten further, closdy.”

"First of dl," said Horseface, "1 must be honest with

you. | must tdll you sorrowfully of my fraudulence. All
the other diens here attending this processon make up a
group of specia sdection. They have been brought dong
because they have the power to e evate human sengtivity

to high hdlucinatory levels. Given such soaring hallu-



cinaions, the participatory humansthen can grasp the
pattern of the great art toward which they strain.
Furthermore, there are among these sundry aliens some
who have the power to guide the humansin amateridi-
zation of their visons—to creste a painting from the mind
without any painting being done—a short cut, one might
say, between conception and execution. Or the power to
create music, the redlistic sound itsdlf, without the aid of

score or insrument.”

"But that'simpossble,” cried Enid, suddenly envi-
sioning ashower of painted canvasesfaling from the sky

to the sound of music coming out of nowhere.

"Not impossiblein every case," said Horseface.

"Thisisdl very honest of you," said Enid. "But you

told me that you are fraudulent. Why?'

"Because | joined this procession, not to work for the
humans, but rather for mysdlf. | had thought perhapsthat

thefervor of this assemblage would spur and supplement

my ability."

"What you aretrying to say isthat you werein this

procession for yoursdlf, in the hope that it would give you



the edge you needed to develop the idea that you have.
And that while it apparently has given you that edge, you
gl are unable to accomplishit for the lack of someone

to hold afinger onthe string.”

"Admirably you outline the Stuation in most exact de-

tall. Having understood, are you of amind to help me?”

"Tel mefirst what this object is you have the need to

develop.”

"That, das, | cannot do since it involves concepts not

understandabl e to a human without much instruction

being given."

"It would not be detrimental ? It would be of harm to

no one?"'

"Look at me," said Horseface. "Do | appear as one

who would bewilling to do harm?"

"Looking at you, | cannot tell.”

"Then please take my word. The object would be of

harm to no one."



"Andif | am ableto help you, what would | get out of

it?'

"Wed be partnersinit. You'd own haf of it, have

equd rightsinit.”

"That isgenerous of you."

"Not at dl,"” said Horseface. "Without your help, it

will never cometo be. So now will you permit meto

explain what you must do to help me?"

"Yes, | think | will."

"Then close your eyes and think a me."

“Think at you?"

"Yes, think a me. I'll think back at you."

"I've never, in my life, thought at anyone."

"Itisnot difficult,” said Horseface. ™Y ou close your

eyes and, concentrating al your mind, think of me."



"It soundsterribly slly,” said Enid, "but | suppose

itsworth atry."

She closed her eyes and concentrated about thinking at

him, but had afedling far back in her mind that shewas
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meaking abad job of it snce she did not know how to think

at someone.

But shefelt him thinking at her. It wasalittleterrifying,

though somewhét like hearing Henry in her mind; she
hung in there and did not try to pull avay. There was

nothing she could lose, dthough she doubted very much



she had anything to gain. It was dl an exercisein absolute

futility.

But a picture formed inside her mind that she could not

have possibly thought up by herself. It was a picture of
acomplicated structure made up of and hung together by
many colorful lines. The colorful linesal werethin and
had arather dainty look about them, but the structure,
which she could not see too well because there was too
much of it, had thefed of being most subgtantid. She
seemed to be standing in the very center of it, with it

sretching so far to every side of her that she could not

seetheend of it.

"Now, right here," said the invisible Horseface, speak-

ing in her mind, "iswhereyou lay your finger."

"Where?' she asked.

"Right here," he said, and when he said it she saw

exactly where she should lay her finger and shelad it
there, pressing down hard as one would press hard upon

the crossing of two strings that tied up a package.



Nothing happened, nothing that she noticed right away.

Somehow, however, the structure all around her seemed
to become more solid, and the wind had quit its blowing.
All thistime she had been keeping her eyes on her finger

to make sure she was holding tight againgt the string that

waan't there.

Horseface spoke to her, not speaking in her mind, but

aoud. "All right," he said, "the job isdone. Thereisno

longer any need of holding the finger."

She looked up and there he was, somelittle distance
from her, climbing up the bare bones of the structure as
if it were aladder. She heard a shout beneath her and
looked down. The procession was all spread out below
her, and al the people werelooking up at her, shouting,

waving their arms, crying in amazement.

Frightened, she reached out and grasped one of the col-
orful barsthat went into the making of the Sructure. The
bar she grasped was lavender and it tied into two other
bars, one of them lemon yellow and the other adeeply

glowing plum. It was solid in her grasp. Wondering where



her feet were, she glanced down and saw that they were
planted firmly on another bar, ared one as substantid as
the lavender one she gripped. All around her, everywhere
shelooked, were other bars; the structure quite sur-
rounded her. Shelooked out through it at the hillsand
valeys and saw that the ridgetop, with its snaking proces-
son, wasonly asmal part of the landscape that lay be-

neath her.

The structure tipped smoothly over on one side and she
found herself spread-eagled over the landscape, facing
down toward it. She gasped and felt panic reaching out
for her, but the panic went away when she realized she
was as comfortablein that position as she had been inthe
other. Her orientation, sheredlized, was keyed into the
Structure, not the land that she had |eft. She looked
around quickly to try to locate the traveler, but she

couldnt find it.

The structure tipped back to where it had been before.

It had started to grow little dangles and spanglesdl over

it with no specific pattern. Horseface was clambering
down toward her, like an awkward spider swarming down

aweb. Hereached her level and stood peering at her.

"What do you think of it?" he asked "Isit not



beautiful ?'

She gulped. "Thiswaswhat you were trying to make?"

"Of course," hesaid. "I thought that you would

know."

"What isit?' she asked. "Pleasetdl mewhat itis."

"Itisand," said Horseface, "useful for the fishing of

theunivers"

Enid crinkled up her face, staring a what he caled a

net. It was aflimsy thing and it had no shape.

"Certainly,” she said, "you would not go fishing the

universein so dight athing asthis™

"Time means nothing to it," saild Horseface, "nor does
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space. It isindependent of both time and space except as

it makes use of them."

"How come you know so much about it?' demanded

Enid. He did not ook to be the sort of creature that would

know too much of anything. "Did you study somewhere?

Not on this Earth, of course, but ..."

"| sudied at thetribal kneg," said Horseface. "There

areold stories and very ancient legends.”

"Y ou can't depend on legends with athing likethis.

Y ou must have the knowledge, know the theory and the

basc facts"

"I madeit, did | not?1 told you where to hold your

finger onthe string?”

Enid said, weekly, "Yes, you did."



It was changing as she watched it, losing some of its
flimsiness, gaining strength and form, athough not asyet
an impressive strength and form. The ornamentswith
which it had been sprinkled changed from spangles, grow-
ing into objects, no longer merely glinting ornaments, but
objectsthat had some relationship with this dab-sded
structure Horseface called anet, athough she could not
figure out, for the life of her, what the reationships might
be. What bothered her the most wasthat he called it a

net and it certainly had no resemblanceto anet. Shetried

to think of something that it might resemble and came up

with nothing.

"Wewill trave init," Horsefacetold her, "from one

planet to another, without atick of time, without atouch

of space.”

"We can't cross spaceinit,” said Enid. "Thereis noth-

ing to protect us. Wed die in the cold and emptiness.

Even if we could, wed arrive at some unknown planet

and plunge into an atmosphere that would choke us or fry



usor..."

"We would know where we were going. Theréd be no

unknownsto us. There are chartsto follow."

"Where do such charts come from?"

"From long ago and far away."

"Have you ever seen them? Do you have them now?"

"Thereis no need to possess them physically or to see

them. They areapart of my mind, agenetic part of me,

passed on to me by my forebears.”

"Y ou're talking about ancestral memory."

"Yes, of course. | thought that you would guess. An-
cestral memory, ancestrd intelligence and knowledge, the
knowing of what went into the net, or should go into the

"And you claim this net of yours can do many won-

drousthings?'

"How wondrous not even | can know. Time means

nothing to it nor does..."



"Time," sad Enid. "That iswhat | am getting . |
logt afriend intime. | know the time factor, but not the

space.”

"Nothingtoit," said Horseface. "Itisavery smple

matter.

"But | told you | don't know ..."

"Y ou think you do not know. But the chances are you

do. All you need to do is bespeak the net. Let it pry into

yoursdf. It can find the forgetfulness.”

"But how can | talk with it?"

"Y ou cannot talk with it. It can talk with you."

"How do | let it know that | want it to talk to me? How

can | be sure we can communicate, the net and 1?"

"Y ou thought a me when you said you couldn't and

you thought upon theknot ..."

"Now that it'sal done, now that you have your pre-

cious net, can you tell mewhat | redly did? There wasn't



any knot and there wasn't any finger."

"My dear," hesaid, "thereisnoway | cantell you.

Not that | would not if | could, but thereisno way. You
may have called into play some ability you are not aware
you have and which | was not sure you would have. Even
when | talked about the laying of the finger, | was not

entirdy surethat it would work. | only hoped it would."

"Well, then, let's forget the jabber. Thereisno way of

getting sense from you. | want very much to get back to

my friend again and to do that you say | talk with this

slly net. Pleasetel me how to dart.”

"Mogt assuredly | will," hesaid. "All in proper time.
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But first thereis an errand must be run and once the er-

rand'sdone..."

He reached out and took hold of one of the ornaments

scattered al about the net.

"Duck your head and hang on tight,” he said.

Nothing happened and she raised her head and opened
her eyes. The planet was pink-and-purple and the sky was

golden-green.

"You see!" Horseface said triumphantly. "We are here

and nothing happened to us.”

Enid drew in acautious breath, shadlow at first and then
more deeply. The air seemed to be dl right. She did not

chokeonit; it did not strangle her and it had no bad smell.

"What's the matter with you?' he asked. "Areyou

indisposed?”

"Not at dl," said Enid," 'but the sky can't be that color.

Thereisno such thing asadeep green ky. Theland is



bad enough, dthough it can be pink and purple, | suppose,

but the sky cannot be green.”

Although, shetold hersdlf, the sky was green. Shewas
aive, and everything was al right, perhaps, because she

didn't know anything at al about what was going on.

Horseface started clambering down the net, the lower

comer of which hung just above the ground.

"I won't belong," hetold her. "I'll be back directly.
Y ou wait here for me. Don't go wandering off. Stay

co"

The land was pink-and-purple. There were purple
grasses and pink trees and, despiteits coloring, the land
was asflat and as drab and uninteresting as any she had
ever seen. It stretched out on @l sidesto ahazed horizon
that was asickly blend of pink and green and gold and
purple. Except for occasiond trees and a number of scat-
tered mounds, the land was empty. Nothing moved upon
it, not even aflittering bird or butterfly. It was empty with

avengeance.

"What isthis place?' she asked of Horseface.



"Itsonly desgnation,” he sad, "isasymbol on achart.

| would have no idea how to pronounce the symboal.

Maybe it isadesgnation that is not meant for anyoneto

"'And how did we get here in so short atime and without

ay ...

"Wewere trandated here," he said and, having

reached the ground, turned his back on her and said no
more, going acrossthe land in aloping fashion, with his
grotesque shadow bouncing and bobbing, much blurred
at the edges. The bloated red sun in the green haze of the
sky shed too little light to make a sharp and proper
shadow. The entire planet, Enid thought, was amite too

garish and not in the best of taste.

She climbed down a short way, then stopped to look

the place over alittle more closely. Horseface had dis-
gppeared into the distant haze, and she was done. Below
here, there was no sign of life she could detect except for
the grass and trees. There was only the level sweep of

the land and the scattered mounds.



She did to the ground, surprised to find it solid under

her feet. From the look of it, she had expected to find it
spongy. She moved away from the net and began walking
toward the nearest mound. It was a smallish one, looking
like apile of rocks. She had seen such pileson Earth
where the husbandmen dug the stones from the ground
and piled them to clear more land for planting. But those
piles had been made up of dull-colored stones of dl sizes,
from pebbles to weighty boulders. Here the rocks seemed

to bedl small and many glinted in the sun.

When she reached the mound, she knelt down beside

it and picked up ahandful of the pebbles. Sheraised her
hand and opened it, Spreading out her fingersto make a
flat pam, with the pebbles lying before her eyes. The
stones, catching the light of the red sun, blazed back a

her.

She held her breath, and her body tensed, then dowly

relaxed. She knew nothing about gems, shetold hersdlf;

she couldn't have distinguished a shattered piece of quartz
from adiamond. And yet it was unbelievable that dl the
brilliance and fire of the stones could come from no more

than common pebbles. A reddish one, alittle smaler than
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ahen'segg, flashed brilliant red from a corner where a
diver had been broken off. Besideit, apebble split in half
seemed to quiver with athrobbing blue. Others gleamed

with the glow of green, rose, amethyst, and ydlow.

Shetipped her hand and let them go, scintillating as
they fell. If they weretruly gems, they would bring a
fortune back in certain periods of mankind's develop-
ment. But not in thetime from which the family had fled.
Inthat time, all preciousthings, dl rarities, and dl an-
tiquities had lost their value. There had been no money

and no jewes.

Shewondered if Horseface had known of these piles
of gems, hegped so carelesdy and in such quantities by
an unknown people. But no, she told herself—Horseface

was seeking something here, but it was not these stones.

She started walking toward a second pile of pebbles,

but did not stop when she reached it. There were other



such piles, dl alike except for some variation in Sze. She
knew now what they were and what she'd find in them.
Perhapsit wastimeto travel just alittle farther to see

what might lie beyond.

Although not aware of it & first, she must have been
climbing adight dope, for quite suddenly she cameto
where the land broke and fell away into atangle of gro-
tesque formations, cliff faces of raw earth, deeply eroded
stream beds, and agroup of pyramids, al straight lines

that tapered to points.

She stood at the edge of the land where the dope broke
and stared fixedly at the pyramids, remembering some-
thing she had once read—that there was no such thing in
nature asa graight line; such straightness must suggest
atificidity. The pyramids did have the look of architec-
ture. The edges that marked the comers were definite,

and the sdesthat led up to the apex were smooth.

As shelooked, she saw the sparkle in them. But that
would beimpossible; to build such pyramids so exactly
asthey should be with pebbles or gemswould beridic-

ulous, if it could be done.

She moved up the dope. As she came closer, there



could be no doubt at al—the pyramids were built of gems,
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or what she guessed were gems. From close up, the whole
structure before her quavered with amyriad of multico-

lored sparkles.

She advanced to the pyramid, blinking asit flashed red
and green and purplein thelight of the sun. She did not
care for the purple—she had seen enough of purple, pink,
and sckly green on this planet. But therewas ayellow—
aprimrose ydlow, clean and bright—that seemed to stop
her heart and made her suck in her bresth. It came from
astone larger than an egg and smooth, perhaps polished

by some ancient river flowing over it.

Before she could think to stop herself, her hand went
out and her fingerstightened around the stone. Asshe
lifted it, the entire dope of the pyramid came down asif
it wereliquid. She skipped aside to escape the rush of

rolling pebbles.

Something squesked nearby. When she looked to see

what it was that had made the noise, she saw them at the



sagging comer of the pyramid, peering a her out of their
popeyes. Ther round, soft, fuzzy mouse ears quivered
and they stood on tiptoe, horrified at what had happened

to the pyramid.

They had popeyes, mouse ears, and a softness about

the triangular faces, but their bodies were angular and
harsh, with avague hint of spiders carved out of wood.
Carved, Enid thought, out of the seasoned driftwood that
could be found beached aong the shores of old rivers,
gray, knobbed, and twisted wood with al the twistsworn

smooth and shiny asif someone had spent long hours

giving it apolish.

She spoketo them in akindly fashion, frightened and
repulsed by the driftwood bodies, but drawn to them by
their fuzziness efface, by thelarge and liquid eyes, and

by the quiver of the ears.

They spooked away, their spraddling driftwood legs
prancing, then switched around again to stare at her.
There were around dozen of them. They werethesize

of sheep.

She spokeagain, as softly as before, and held out her

hand to them. The movement of her hand did it—they
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swirled about and ran, in dead earnest thistime, making
no motion asif to hat and look at her again. They fled
down the tortured dope and disappeared into one of the

deep erosion gashes and she lost sight of them.

She stood there, beside the pyramid that was no longer
neat. The green sky lowered over her and she clutched
in one hand the large pebble with itsglow of cowdip

ydlow.

I've made amess of it, she thought, as1've made a
mess of everything the last few days. She waked around
the comer of the shattered pyramid and stopped in

agtonishment.

Spread out on the purple grass were rectangles of white
fabric, and grouped among the spread-out rectangles were
colorful hampers made, perhaps, of metd. And the
thought came to her—the poor things were having apicnic

when she had so rudely interrupted them.

She walked forward and nudged one of the pieces of



fabric with her toe. It lifted off the ground, falling back
infolds. As she had thought, it was fabric. Tablecloths,
to be spread down upon the grass, forming a clean surface

on which the food would have been spread ouit.

It was strange, she thought, that the concept of apicnic
should have come into being on this planet aswell ason
the Earth. Although here, of course, dl this might mean

something e se entirdly—it might not even be concerned

with eating out of doors.

She dropped the yellow stone into a pocket and bent

to examine the contents of the hampers. There wasno
doubt that this picnic, if that waswhat it might be called,
had to do with eating. There was no question in her mind
that what she saw was food. There werefruits, apparently
freshly picked from tree or bush. There were evidences

of cooking—»blocks and bricks and loaves—and in one of
the hampers was placed a huge bowl! of what probably
was asadad, atangled mass of leaves and gobs of quivering

dimy matter. A fetid effluvium rose from the bowl.

Almost gagging from the smdll, she stood up and
stepped back, taking severd deep breathsto clear her

nose. Then, as she glanced around, she saw the box.
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It wasasmdl black box, perhaps afoot square and six
inchesin depth, lying on the ground just beyond what she
had decided was the tablecloth. Most of it seemed to be
of metal, but the sde facing her was of what appeared to
be agray, opague glass or crystal. She could see no way
to open it. And she had no time to experiment withit.
Horseface would soon be returning, and she didn't want

himto find her gone.

Shewas Hill staring at the box when the face of it sud-
denly lighted, to show animage of Horsefacetoiling
across the grass, bent amost double by the weight of a

huge chest that he carried on his back.

Badic tdevison, she thought, and another pardld with
Earth. A picnic and atelevison receiver. On the plate,
Horseface had dipped the chest from his back and set one
end of it on the ground while he wiped his steaming face.

The chest was apparently aheavy load to carry.

Had the driftwood spider-things been watching him dll
the time and could they have known of her aswell? They

had seemed genuindly surprised when they peeked around



the pyramid to see her.

As shethought of them, she saw theminthe plate. The
image of Horseface flipped off, and there they were, toil-
ing down the narrow bottom of adry canyon. There
seemed to be something grimly purposeful in their

traveling.

Wed better get out of here, shetold herself. Somehow
she had the fedling that the sooner gone the better. Sheld
go back to the net and wait for Horseface. As soon as she
thought of him, he was on the plate, again trudging dong

under theweight of the chest.

Strange—as soon as she thought of someone, he was

on the screen. Mentad tuning? She could not know. But
this box was more than smpletelevison. It was, perhaps,
aspying gpparatus that could penetrate into unguessed

places and unknown Stuations.

She lifted the box, which was not heavy, and started

rapidly down the dope, suddenly redlizing that she might

have betrayed atrust in leaving the net unguarded. When
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shefindly saw it dill there, aflood of relief flowed

through her and she began to run.

She glanced to her right to see Horseface il plodding
toward the net with the chest upon his shoulder. She felt
an unexplained urgency to leave this planet quickly and
assumed that Horseface must share her fedling, perhaps
with good reason. The chest could not be his. Hewas

sedingit.

She reached the edge of the net and tossed the television
box onto it. The box was large enough to fit firmly there.
Now Horseface was running heavily toward her, gasping

and panting, with the chest bouncing on his shoulder.

She legped on the net, balancing on it, reaching out to
seizethe chest and steady it ashe hoisted it from his
shoulder, thrusting it toward the net. She caught hold of
aleather handle on one end of it and braced hersdlf, haul-
ing on the handle to make sure the chest stayed on the

net and did not dide off it.

It struck the net and bounced, beginning to dide toward
the edge. She dug in her hedls and hauled at the chest,

pulling it Sdewiseto stop the dide.



Out of the comer of an eye she saw the writhing of
something deep purple rear out of the purple grass, and
tentacles reached out. Horseface bleated in terror and
ducked away, legping for the net. His hands caught the
edge, and he pulled himsdlf part way up it, hislegsdan-
gliingintheair. Enid grasped one of hisarmsand hauled.
The purplenessfdl toward them. Enid stared, stricken,

at the gape of mouth, the sharp and gleaming teeth, the
writhing of tentacles, and the maicious glint of what could
have been an eye. Under them, the net jerked violently

asatentacle grasped itstrailing edge.

Feet set, Enid heaved on Horseface and he cameinto
the net, diding dong it. The net wasrising, the purpleness
dangling fromit, clear of the ground now, but dmogt in-
digtinguishable againgt the purple of the grass. Theten-
tacle dtill grasped the net. Enid's hand fumbled blindly in
her pocket for the yellow gemstone. Sheraised it and
dammed it down againgt the tentacle. The purpleness

ghrilled in pain and the tentacle fell away. She watched
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but did not see the purpleness hit the ground. It was a

purpleness blending into purpleness, and there was noth-



ing to be seen.

Horseface was crawling swiftly up the net. He had
grasped one of the leather handles of the chest and was

hauling it behind him.

Thenet wasrisngintheair, and Enid began crawling
onit, getting away from the edge. Thetelevisor was did-
ing toward her and she reached out to grasp it. It flickered
at her; when shelooked down ét it, Boone was there. He
wasin aplace ofgrayness and seemed to be gray himsdlf

and therewas agray wolf with him.

"Boone!" she cried a him. "Boone, stay there! | will

cometo you!"

Corcoran

%9& Yy Corcoran stepped out of the trav-

eer into amarvelous late-April springtime. Thetraveler
lay in asmal mountain meadow. Below it was a narrow
valey with asilver stresk of water. Aboveit towered the

knife-edge hills. New leaves with the soft greenness of



early growth clothed dl the trees, and the meadow wore

acarpet of paste-blooming wildflowers.

David came up to stand beside him. "Wetraveled a bit
further than | had intended,” he said. "I had no timeto

set acourse. | just got out of there."

"How far?" asked Corcoran. "Not that it matters very

much."
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"Actudly, | don't supposeit does," said David.

"Closer, however, than I'd redlly like to the erafrom

which we came. We're now, in round figures—take or
give afew hundred either way—975,000 years beyond the
beginning of your reckoning. Asto where, probably some-
wherein what you would cal the colony of Pennsylvania.

Perhaps you've heard of it."

"Inmy day," said Corcoran, "it was no longer a

colony."



"Givemealittletimeto figureit and | can pinpoint
wherewe arewithin amile or two and thetimewithin a

year or less, if you are interested.”

Corcoran shook his head. He pointed at the ridgetop

up the dope from the meadow where they stood.

"Something strange up there. A certainirregularity.

Coulditbearuin?'

"Could be," said David. "Up thisfar intime, the entire
Earthislittered with old, forgotten places. Worn-out ci-
ties, roads that outlived their usefulness, and shrines and
other places of worship, deserted when religions changed.

Y ou want to climb up and see?

"We might aswdll," said Corcoran. "From up there,

we could spy out theland.”

That the hilltop, indeed, was crowned by aruin became

apparent when they were no more than hafway up the

dope.

"Not much left of it," said David. "A few more cen-

turiesand it will be atdl—amound. A lot morelikeit,



scattered al about. Wheat it was, no one will ever discover.
Up here there are no archaeologists. Therace haslogt al
interest in what it was. The bulk of history weighstoo
heavily. Somewhere, | would suppose, thereistucked
away awritten account that would tell uswhat thisruin
wasand give afull history of it. But no onewill read it.

There are now no historians.”

Almogt at the summit, they came up against awall, or
what was |ft of it. It was tumble-down, no part of it rising
more than ten feet or s0. To come up to it, they picked
their way carefully through falen blocks of stone, many

of them haf-buried in the ground.
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"There has to be a gate somewhere," said Corcoran.

"It'sbigger," sad David, "than it seemed looking at

it down in the meadow."

Following the wall, they came upon the gate. Anold

man sat flat upon the ground to one side of it, leaning
back againgt the wall. Histattered clothes fluttered feebly
in the little breeze that blew acrosstheridge. He wore

no shoes. Hiswhite beard came down across his chest,



and his hair, as white as the beard, bunched about his
shoulders. All that showed of hisface was forehead, nose,

and eyes.

They stopped stock-4till &t the sght of him. He stared

back at them with no great surprise. He made no motion;

al he did waswiggle his naked toes at them.

Then he spoke. "I heard you coining from along way

off. You are clumsy creatures.”

"I'm sorry we disturbed you," said Corcoran. "We had

no ideayou were here.”

"Y ou were not disturbing me. | allow nothing to disturb
me. For years there has been nothing that disturbed me.

| was a prospector at onetime. | roamed these hillswith
sack and spade, seeking out whatever treasure | might
find. | found some, but not much, and findly it occurred
to methat treasureisworthless. Now | converse with
trees and stones, the best friends that aman can have.
There are too many people in the world, worthless kinds
of people. All they do now istalk among themselves, with

little purpose other than their love of the sound their



voices make. Everything is done for them by robots. |
have no robat; | live without the benefit of robot. And
thelittletalk | haveiswith trees and stones. | don't talk
much mysdlf. | am not in love with the sound of my voice
as so many others are. Rather than talk, | listen to the

trees and rocks."

All the time he had been talking, his body had been
diding down thewall against which heleaned. Now he
hunched himsdlf upward into amore erect position and

shifted his conversationa gears.

"At onetime" hesad, "l roamed the sars and talked

with diens, and the talk of diens, | cantdl you, isal
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gibberish. My team and | evauated new planets and wrote
weighty reports, dl filled with hard-won data, to be de-
livered when we returned to the planet of our origin. But
when we returned to Earth, only afew remained who had
any interest in what we had found. The people had turned
their backson us. So | turned my back on them. Out in
gpace, | met diens. | met too many of them. There are
those who will tell you that aliens are brothers under the

skintous But I'll tell you truthfully that most diensare



avery nasty mess..."

"Inal thetimethat you werein space,” asked David,
interrupting, "or here on Earth, for that matter, did you
ever run into any tak about dienswho were cdled the

Infinites?’

"No, | can't say that | ever did, athough | haven't more
than passed the time of day with anyonefor years. I'm

not what you would cdl asocid person ..."

"Isthere anyone el'se, not too far away, who might have

heard of the Infinites?"

"Asto that," the old man told him, "I cannot say, but

if you mean isthere anyone who might be more willing
than | am to talk with you, you'll find agroup of ancient
busybodies amile or so down the valey below this moun-
tain. Ask them aquestion and they'll answer. They tak
unceasingly. Once they hear aquestion or get their teeth

into any propogtion, they will never let it go."

"Y ou don't do so badly yoursdlf,” Corcoran said. He
turned to David. "Since were here, maybe we should

take awalk through the ruins before we hunt up the people



inthevadley."

"Thereisnothing to see,”" the old man told him. " Just
aheap of stones and old paving blocks. Go if you wish,
but thereis nothing worth thelooking. I'll stay herein
the sun. Thetrees and stones are friends of mine, and so
isthe sun. Although there can be no talking with the sun.
But it giveswarmth and cheer and it asks nothing inre-

turn, and that isafriendly thing to do.”

"Wethank you, then," said David, "for the time you

havegiven us."

Saying that, he turned about and started through the
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gate. Therewasno trail or road, but there were open
placesin the clutter of falen stones. The old man had
been right; there was not much to see. Here and there old
walls still stood, and skeletons of ancient structures il
clung to some of their former shapes, but nowhere was

there ahint of what the ruin might have been.

"We'rewadting our time," said David. "Thereis noth-

ing herefor us."



"If we didn't waste our time," asked Corcoran, speak-

ing tartly, "what would we do with it?"

"There'sthat, of course," said David.

"Thereis onething that bothers me," said Corcoran.
"Herewe are, dmost amillion years beyond my time.
Thereisamillion years between you and me. Toyou |
should seem a shambling, uncouth primitive; to meyou
should seem adeek sophidticate. But neither of usfinds
the other strange. What goes on? Didn't the human race

develop in dl those million years?'

"Y ou must take into account that my kind were back-
country people” David said. "The hillbillies of our time.
We clung desperately to the old values and the old way

of life. Perhaps we overdid it, for we did it as a protest
and might have gone overboard. But there were sophis-
ticates up here. We built agresat technica civilization and
explored space. We came to terms with politics. No feud-
ing nationdists were left. We arrived a afull socia con-
sciousness. No onein the world we stand in now lacks a
place to deep, food to eat, or medica ad, although now

thereis seldom need of it. The diseasesthat killed you



by the millions have been wiped out. The human lifetime
has been more than doubled since your time. Given agood
look at this society, you might be tempted to call it

Utopia."

Corcoran snorted. "A hell of alot of good Utopiadid
you. Y our time achieved Utopiaand now you are going
to pot. | wonder if Utopiamight be what iswrong with

you."

"Perhapsitis" said David, spesking mildly. "Rather

than the fact of Utopia, however, the acceptance of it."
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"Y ou mean the feding that you have it made and there

isnowhere elseto go."

"Maybe. I'm not sure.”

They waked aong for awhile, then Corcoran asked,

"What about the others? Can you get in touch with

them?'

"There's not much that you and | can do, but Horace

has Martin's ship, and it has acommunications system.



He could do some checking around. HE'd have to be care-
ful about it. There undoubtedly are anumber of groups
like ours, scattered throughout time. Maybe none of them
are any better off than we are. Whoever sent the killer
monster againgt us would have sent mongters out against
them aswell. If there are some of them |eft, they probably

would be wary about answering any cdls.”

"Y ou think the Infinites sent the killers out?"

"l would suspect so. | can't think of anyone elsewho

would have."

"But why? The Infinites drove you, helter-skelter, back

into time. Y ou can't pose much of athreat to them.”

"Itispossble” sad David, "or the Infinites might

think of it as possble, that we could al regroup and at a
later date come back and set up anew society. We might
not do this until after the Infinites were gone, and in that
possibility they might see an even greater thredt. If they
left any of us behind there dwayswould be the possibility,
intheir minds at least, that, once they were gone, wed

be likely to undo their work."



"But their work's dready done.”

"Not until thelast human is either dead or has assumed

incorpored datus."

All thistime they had been climbing up the dope toward
the ridge top. There till waslittle worth the seeing. The
shattered stones lay dl about them, and growing among
them were bushes and small trees. In occasiona patches
of soil not covered by the stones, flowers grew and
bloomed, many of them wild, but some of them survivors
from the gardens of the fdlen city—a scattering of pan-
ges, tulipsin an angle formed by two gill-sanding walls,

and agnarled lilac laden with sweet-smdlling sprays.
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Corcoran hated by the lilac bush. Reaching up, he
pulled down a branch, and sniffed the heady scent of the

tiny clustered flowers.

It al wasthe same, he thought. There waslittle change
inthisworld of amillion years ahead. The land wasthe
same. There ill were flowers and trees, dl of them fa-
miliar. The people werelittle changed, if changed at dll.

Long asit might seem, amillion yearswastoo short a



time for noticeable physicd evolution. But there should
beintellectua change. Maybe there was. He had seen few
people of thisfar future—only the old man at the gate

and David and hisfamily.

He stepped away from thelilac tree and continued along
ashort span of wal only partidly falen. Coming to the
end of it, he saw that the ridge top was a short distance
off. There was a strangeness about the ridge top—afaint
haziness that hung above the serrated line of ruins stand-
ing in stark outline againgt the sky. He dowed hiswalking,
cameto ahalt, and stood staring up at the haziness that
was beginning to assume the form of agigantic, circular,

free-standing staircase winding up the sky.

Then he saw that he was wrong. The staircase was not
free-standing; it wound around a massive tree trunk. And
the tree—good God, the tree! The haziness was going
away and he could see it more clearly now. The tree thrust
upward from theridge top, soaring far into the sky, not
topping out, but continuing upward asfar as he could see,
the staircase winding round it, going up and up until the
tree trunk and the staircase became one thin pencil line,

then vanished in the blue.



David spoketo him, "Is there something up there?"

Corcoran came back to redlity, jerked back by the

words. He had forgotten David.

"What wasthat?' he asked. "l am sorry; | did not hear

youwdl."

"| asked if there was something up above the ridge.

Y ou were staring at the sky."

"Nothing important,” said Corcoran. "I thought | saw

ahawk. | los himinthesun."
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He looked back at the ridge. The tree still wasthere,

the staircase winding round it.

"We might aswell go back," said David. "Thereis

nothing hereto see.”

"I think you'reright,” said Corcoran. "It was awaste

of timeto come."



Even looking at the hilltop, David had not seen the sair-
casetree. And |, thought Corcoran, did not tell him of it.
Why the hell should | not tell him of it? Because of the
fear that he would not believe me? Or because he had no
need to know? The old, old game—never give anything
away, but keep your knowledge to yoursdlf againgt that

day you have achanceto useit.

Thiswas another example of that cockeyed ability that
had made it possible for him to see Martin's traveler when
no one else could. The traveler had been there, and he
knew the tree was there as well; but thiswas private,

privileged knowledge and he'd keep it to himself.

David was starting down the hill and, after afina look

to make certain the tree was there, Corcoran followed in
his wake. The old man was gone when they reached the
gate, and they went down the hill to the meadow where

thetraveler awvaited them.

"How about it?" asked David. "Shal we hunt up that

villagethe old man told us of ?*

"I'mwilling," said Corcoran. "We should be doing



something to find out what thelocdl Stuationis. Asit

gtands, we're operating in avacuum.”

"What I'm particularly interested in learning,” said

David, "iswhether the Infinites have made their appear-

anceyet. It was about thistime that they first showed up,

but I'm hazy on specific dates."

"Y ou think the peopleinasmdl village might know?

Thisarea hasthelook of being out of touch.”

"There'd be rumors. All we need to know isif the In-

finites have showed up. The most flimsy rumorswill tell

usthat."

At the edge of the meadow they found atrail that led

down into the valley where achuckling river flowed.

David, inthe lead, turned downstream. The going was
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easy. Thevaley was open and afairly well-traveled path

ran dong theriver.

"Can you give me someidea of what well be getting
into?" asked Corcoran. "What, for instance, isthe eco-

nomic sgtup?'

David chuckled. "Thiswill shock you down to your
toenails. Basicdly, thereis no economy. Robots do all
thework and there is no money. | suppose that you could
say what little economy thereisisin the hands of robots.
They have taken over everything, take care of everything.

No human has to worry about how to get along.”

"Under such asystem," asked Corcoran, "what do the

humansdo?"

"They think," said David. "They think long and well

and when it comesto talking, they talk most doquently.”

"Back in my own time," said Corcoran, "the farmers

would go to town and drop in a acafe for acup of coffee.



Thered be some smal busnessmen aswdl, and al of

them would st there and settle the fate of the world, each

of them convinced he knew what he was talking about.

Of course he didn't, but that made no difference. In his

own niche, anyone can be his own philosopher.”

"But not your people, not everyone. . ."

"We were the minority,” said David. "The Supid fools

who couldn't understand and wouldn't go dong. We were

the troublemakers, the thorn in the side of decent people,

the loudmouiths...."

"But, as| understand it, you weren't redlly

troublemakers.”

"No," said David. "Wejust set abad example.

They werewaking up alow hill. When he reached the

crest, David stopped. Corcoran came up to him, and he

nodded down the hill.

"Therésthevillage," hesad.



It wasasmdl, neat village. A few of the houseswere

of respectable size, but the others were rather small.

There were not many of them, perhaps more than adozen,
but not more than twenty. A narrow road formed the vil-
lage street. A bridge spanned the stream, and the road

beyond the stream snaked its way across flat bottomland

checkered by fields and gardens. Beyond the bottomland,

hillsrose up again.

"A sdlf-contained community,” said Corcoran. "lso-
lated. The robots, | imagine, grow the food and tend the

herds."

"Exactly. And yet the humans here, with their scaled-

down needs, have everything they want."

They went down the hill and cameto the road that
formed the village street. There an old man walked, mak-

ing hisdow and careful way. No one elsewasin sight.

A robot came out of asmall building that stood at the
edge of thevillage. He headed directly for them, striding
purposefully. When he came close, he stopped and stood

facing them. Hewas aplain robot, busnesdike, and with



no fancinessto him.

"Wecometo our village," he said, without any pream-
bleto cover socid niceties. "We are glad you came. Will
you step in with me and enjoy abowl of soup? That isall
we have today, that and honest bread, but there is plenty
of it. We have been out of coffee for sometime, but can

offer you astoup of our finest de."

"We accept your hospitaity with deep gratitude,”

David sad, tiffly. "We hunger for companionship. We
are on an extended walking tour and have falen in with
few. When we heard of your village, we came out of our

way tovigt you."

"There are gentlemen here," the robot told them,

"who will be glad of discourse with you. We are a con-
tented place and isolated, which affords ustimefor
weighty cogitation. We have thinkers here we would array

againg any intheland."

He turned about and led them to the smdll building from

which he had emerged. He held the door to let themiin.

A counter ran along one wall, with stools arranged be-

foreit. In the center of the room stood alarge, round table



onwhich sat severd flaring candles. A hdf-dozen men
sat about the table. Large soup bowls had been pushed
to one side and replaced with steins. Despite the candles,
the room was dark and stifling. In dl the building, there

were only two smal windowsto let in the light.
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"Gentlemen," said the robot, in avoice of somber pro-

nouncement, "we havevisitors. If youwill, pleaseto

make ebow room for them."

The men at the table shoved their chairs closer together

to make room for their visitors.



For some time after the two sat down, there was Si-
lence, with the others at the table looking them over
closdly and perhaps abit suspicioudy. In turn, Corcoran
studied the faces before him. Most of them were older
men and most wore beards. But they were cleanly, re-
gpectable men. He thought that he could catch the scent

of bath soap; their clothing was plain and clean, dthough

patched here and there.

An old man with ashock of snow white hair and abeard
of darming frogtinessfinaly said to them," "'We have been
discussing the escape of mankind from the treadmill on
which we had been placed by our former economic and
socid circumstances. All of us are convinced the escape
came barely intime. This seemsto be the one thing on
which we are agreed, for each of us has developed di-
vergent viewpoints on how and why it al came abot.
The world, we are agreed to start with, had become so
artificid, so air-conditioned, so sterilized and comforta:
ble, that a human no longer was a human, but a pet, com-

puter-kept. Have either of you, perchance, had any

thoughts on this?'

Bingo, thought Corcoran. Just like that. No introduc-



tions, no questions about who you are and what you might
be doing, nothing about how glad we are that you hap-
pened to drop in, no smal talk at al, no preliminaries.
These men arefanatics, hetold himself, and yet there was
no sgn of fanaticism—no wild gleam in their eyes, no

tensenessin their bodies. Asamatter of fact, they seemed

to be calm and easy men.

"We have thought on it, of course, from timeto time,"
said David, spesking as quietly asthe old man with the
frosty beard. "But our thoughts have been more directed
toward why mankind, to start with, had gotten itself so
trapped. We have sought for cause but there are so many

factorsand dl of them so jumbled that true assessments

are very hard to come by. In the last few months we have
been hearing some snatches of rumors about a new school
of thought which urgesincorporedity asthefina answer
to dl of mankind's problems. Thisis new to us. Being out
of touch for too long, we may only now have ssumbled

on athought that has been spoken for sometime. We are



hard pressed to arrive at the sense of it."

All the others at the table |eaned forward with interest.

"Tel uswhat you know of it," said the frosty beard.

"What have you heard of it?'

"Almogt nothing," said David. "Only whispers here

and there. No explanations. No details of what isgoing
on. It has|eft us puzzled. We have heard a strange des-
ignation mentioned—I nfinites. But we do not know what

ismeant by that."

A manwith ahead entirely lacking hair, but with ahuge
black walrus mustache, said, "We have heard of it aswell,
probably not agreat deal more than you have heard. Wan-
derers passing through have brought the word. Therewas
onewho held that incorporedity would findly bestow

upon mankind theimmortality that has been dways

sought.”

The robot brought two large bowls of soup and set them
down in front of Corcoran and David. Corcoran picked
up aspoon and tried the soup. It was warm and tasty.
Some sort of mest, beef from the taste of it, noodles,

carrots, potatoes, and onions. He swallowed a second



spoonful with fine appreciation.

A third man, thistime one with awispy beard, was
saying, "It isnot hard to appreciate why such anotion
should have wide appedl. Death has dways seemed a
shameful thing. Attemptsto arrive at longevity have been

apartid protest againg the shameful ending of alife”

"As| understand it, incorporeality would, or at least

could, mean theloss of individudity,” asomewhat

younger man said disgpprovingly.

"What have you got againgt togetherness?' asked the

wispy beard.

"What we are talking about,” said Frosty Beard, "is

the human mind. If it were possible to achieve ineorpo-
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redlity, the human mind would survive and the body be
discarded. If one were to think about the proposal deeply,
he might come to see that the human mind, the human

intelligence, isdl that redly matters.”

The younger man asked, "But what would the mind be

without abody? The mind may need avehicle.

"I'm not certain the mind needs avehicle," said Frosty
Beard. "The mind may be something entirely outside the
parameters of the physicd universe. We have, it seems
to me, been ableto explain dl but mind and time. Facing

these, mankind faters.”

The robot brought steins of deto David and Corcoran.
He put down a cutting board and knife and dapped a loaf
of brown bread onto the board. "Eat," he said. "Itis

good and hedthful food. Thereis more soup, if you wish

it. Moreae, too."

Corcoran cut athick dice of bread for David, another

for himself. He dipped the bread into the soup and took



abite. It was excdlent. So wasthe de. He sattled down

to enjoyment.

David was speaking again. "There was this matter of
the Infinites. Weve heard the term, but nothing whatever

of what the Infinites may be."

The old man with the frosty beard answered. "Like
you, we have heard only rumors. It soundslike acullt,
but there are suggestionsit is not entirely human. There

isawhigper of dien missonaries.”

"Thereislittle evidence to support afull discusson of
thismatter,” said Wispy Beard. "Notions arise at times,
flourish for awhile, and then flicker out. Incorporedity,

you say—hut how isit to be accomplished?'

"1 would think that, if mankind wishesto becomein-
corporeal, away can befound," said Warus Mustache.
"There have been many times when man has accom-
plished matters which it would have been better for him

not to havetried."

"It dl goesback," said Frosty Beard, speskingina

judiciary tone, "to ahuman characteristic we have pon-



dered on many along evening—the insatiable push of

mankind toward a state of happiness..."

Corcoran let the talk go drifting on. He mopped up the
last of his soup with aswab of bread, then emptied the
gein. He straightened in hischair with hisgut asfull as

possible, short of stuffingit.

He glanced around the room and saw for thefirst time
that it was ahovel. It was smdl and blesk, without or-
nament, with little thought of comfort, arobot'sidea of
adweling place, smply an area of space enclosed againgt
the weather. The workmanship was good; it would be
good if put together by robotic labor. The table and the
chairswere made of solid, honest wood. They would last
for centuries. But aside from honest 1abor and honest
wood, there was nothing else. The soup bowlsand steins
were the smplest pottery; the candles were homemade.
Even the soup spoons were fashioned from carved and

polished wood.

Y et these men of the village sat at thisrudetablein this

rude hovel and discoursed on matters that were far be-

yond their ability or power to influencein any way at al,
happily mumbling over consderations when they well

might have no information on which to fabricate the basis



of ther talks—although, he told himself, he could be no
proper judge of that. But it was, he thought, nothing to

be greatly wondered at. It was al donein an ancient and
honorable tradition that ranged back asfar as history ran.
In ancient Athens, idle men had met in the agorato engage
in pompoustalk; centuries later, idle men had sat on the
porches of American country stores and talked as pomp-
oudy asany old Athenian on mattersthey did not un-
dergtand. In English clubs other men had sat over their

drinks, mumbling to one another.

Idlenessran to talk, he thought, and men were en-
tranced by the brilliance of their own thoughts. These men

here were idle, made so by a computer-robotic society.

David wasrisng from hischair, saying, "l fear that it
istimefor usto go. Wewould tarry longer if we could,
but we must be on our way. Thank you for the food and

drink and for al thetak."

The men at thetable did not rise. They did not offer
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hands to say good-bye. They looked up briefly and nod-

ded, then went back to their interminable discussion.

Corcoran rose with David and started for the door. The

robot, there before them, held it open.

"Thanksfor the soup and ale," said David.

"Any time," the robot said. "Y ou are welcome any

time"

Then they were out in the street, the door closing be-

hind them. The street was empty.

"We found what we camefor," said David. "We know

now that the Infinites are here, that they arein place and

beginning their misson.”



"| fed sorry for those men back there," said Corcoran.

"Such pitiful bastards. Nothing to do but sit around and

talk."

"Y ou have no need to pity them,” said David. "They

may not redizeit, but they have found their happiness.

They aretruly hgppy men.”

"Maybe so, but it'sa horrible way for the human race

toend."

"It may be what the race was driving for al thetime.

Through dl of history man was aways looking for some

method that would do hiswork for him. First the dog, the

0X, the horse. Then machines and after that computers

and robots."

Dusk was just beginning to creep into the valley when



they reached the meadow where the traveler lay.

Asthey approached the traveler, amisty scatter of shin-

ing motes moved out to meet them. Corcoran, thefirgt to

notice it, stopped short. He felt the hair at the nape of

the neck begin to bristlein atavadtic fear, then suddenly

redlized what was taking place.

" David," he said, speaking softly, " we have avistor,”

David drew hisbregath in sharply, then he sad, "Henry,

we are glad you turned up. | had hoped you would.”

Henry floated across the grass and came up close to

them.

Youlaid mealongtrail, hesad. | had far to go.

"How about the others? Whet traveler were you in?"

| wasin no traveler, said Henry. | remained at Hopkins

Acre. | knew you'd al go separately and I'd have to track

youdll.

"So you planned to tart from scratch.”



That | did. Itiswel | did. There have been

complications.

"Wadl, you found us. That'sagtart. But why did you
track us? Y ou must have known we'd be able to take care
of oursaves. Y ou should have taken Enid'strail. She had

the least experience, would be at the greatest risk.”

That iswhat | did, said Henry. She has disappeared.

"How could that be? She would have waited for you.

She would have known you would track her down."

Shedid not wait. Shereached her first destination, then
left. | fear shefled the mongter. At her first destination

lies the mongster, dead.

"Dead? Who would have killed the mongter?'

"Perhaps Boone," said Corcoran. "Boone was with
her. He was running for her traveler with the monster
close behind him. | tried to go to help him, but you seized

hold of me and tossed mein thetraveer.”



Youwill not let metdl it dl, wailed Henry. Y ou must

break in with al your jabbering. Thereismoreto say.

"Well, say it then,” said David, somewhat impetiently.

Sheleft done. | am sure of that. Boone was | eft behind.

"That doesn't sound right. Sheld not have deserted

him."

| can be sure of little. Henry said. | have only my de-
ductions. | came upon the detination far in the past from
Hopkins Acre. Fifty thousand yearsinto the pag, in the
southwest of North America. The traveler was gone, but
there was scent of it. The traveler had left aweek or more

before.

"Scent?' asked Corcoran. "Does hetrail thetravders

by scent?’

"1 do not know," said David. "Neither does he, |
would suppose, so thereisno point in asking him. He has
something you and | don't have and | wouldn't make a

guess

| candoit, said Henry. | know not how; | do not ask.



Will you let me now continue?
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"If you please,” said David.

| looked about. There was acampfire that wasfairly
recent. Two days, three, not more than four. There was
arock cairn besideit. A piece of paper was held down
on the cairn by another stone placed on top of it. | could
not lift the stone nor could | insert enough of meto leam
what, if anything, was inscribed upon the paper. | suspect
it was anote | eft for others who might come. A short
distance off lay the wreckage of the killer monster and a
few strides beyond that the skeleton of some greet beast,

an oxen of some sort from the looks of it. It had enormous



horns.

"There was no sign of Boone?" asked Corcoran.

None. | looked, but in al honesty, | must confess, for
no great length of time. | was much too concerned for
Enid. Thetrail waslong and hard, but | found the second

destination where her traveler had landed.

"And Enid waan't there," said David.

Neither she nor the traveler wasthere. The traveler had
not taken off; it had been taken off. | found skid marks
on the ground; | found whedl tracks. It had been dragged
off and placed on avehicle. | tried to work out thetrail,

but | was never ableto track it to the end.

"Y ou looked for Enid. too?"

| checked, making many widecircles. | pried into every

corner. | peeked in every cranny. Not oncedid | get an

impression of her. If shehad beeninthearea, | would

have known it.



"So she'sredly lost. And someone has atraveler who

shouldn't haveit."

"Thereésagood chance," said Corcoran, "that they

don't know what they have. Someone found it, wasin-
trigued by it, and hauled it off fast, before the owner could
come back—figuring, | suppose, thet later on they'd have

achanceto try towork out what itis."

David shook his head.

"Look," said Corcoran, "how many timetravelersare
there in the world? How many people before your time

knew timetravel was possible?’

Corcoran could beright, said Henry. Y ou should listen

to him, David. He has agood head on his shoulders. He

looksfactsin the eye.

"At the moment,” said David, "thereisno good reason
to debate the matter. For the moment, Enid is out of our
reach. Her traveler's gone and so is she. We'd have no

ideawhereto look."



My suggestion isto go back to the prehistoric Site, said
Henry. There we can look for Boone. He may have some
cluethat will help usfind Enid. She may have said some-

thing to him that could be significant.

"Can you get us there? Have you the coordinates?’

Very closgly there. | have the location coordinates. |
worked them out carefully before | left. And the time co-

ordinates are off by very little.

"| think you'reright,” saidDavid. "We may find some-
thing there to work on. Otherwise well be thrashing

around with no ideawhat to do."

Corcoran nodded. "It's the one thing we can do," he

sad.

David stepped through the door of the traveler, reach-

ing out ahand to grasp Corcoran by the arm and haul him

through.

"Get that door closed,” he said, "and get set. Once

Henry gives me the coordinates, we're off."



Corcoran closed the door and went forward, watching
while David wrote down the coordinatesin hislog book
as Henry gave them to him. David reached hisfingers out
to the instrument pand. "Hold on," he warned, then

came the shock and darkness, the deep, unforgiving dark-
ness. And amogt ingtantly, it seemed, David was Snging

out again: "Werethere"

Corcoran found the door and fumbled with it, finally

got it open and tumbled out. The sun battered down out
of amolten sky. The buttes stood up against the melting
blue. The sagebrush shimmered in the sundance of the
sand. Out on the plain lay the whitened skeleton of some

great beast.

"Areyou surethisisthe place?' David asked of Henry.

It isthe place. Walk gtraight ahead and you will find

the ashes of the campfire.
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"Thereésnot any cairn,” said Corcoran. "Y ou said
there was a cairn close by the fire and a note weighed

down."

Y ou'reright. The cairn's not there. But the stones of
which the caim was buiilt lie scattered on the ground.

Something knocked them over.

Corcoran walked forward. The stones were scattered
on the ground and there was a hole dug in the center of
the scattered stones. The ashes of the campfire showed

white againg the sand.

"Wolves or foxes," said Corcoran. "They scattered
the stonesto get at the ground benegth them. There must

have been something buried underneath the cairn.”

"Meat," said David. "Boone must have cached some

meet there and built the cairn to keep off the wolves."

Corcoran nodded. It sounded reasonable.

"The note should be here somewhere,” said David. "It
al checks out. The ashes of thefire. The skeleton of the
large animal. That pile of junk over there must be what

isleft of thekiller monger.”



They looked for the note and did not find it.

"It'shopeless,” David said. "Thewind blew it away.

Therésno chance of finding it."

Corcoran stood and looked out acrossthe plain. Far
off, adust devil swayed like adancing snake. Just within
the limit of vison dark dots danced in the shimmer of
heet. Bison, Corcoran told himsdlf, dthough it was no
more than a guess, there was no way the unaided human
eye could have made out what they were. The skeleton,
he knew, was a prehigtoric bison. The skull lay canted,
resting on one hom, the other angled in the air. No other
creature than a bison, he thought, could have hornslike

those.

Had Boone killed the bison? I that was the case, he
must have had alarge caliber rifle, for no other kind could
have dropped that large abeast. And if he had arifle, had
it been he, aswell, who had downed the killer monster?
Corcoran shook his head; there was no way he could

know.

"What do we do now?" asked David.



"We have alook around,” Corcoran told him. "We

may meet Boone returning from wherever he may have
been. We may find him dead. Although it's hard to think
anything could kill him. After adl therisks he hastaken,
al the scrapesthat he's been in, the damn fool should

have died years ago. But hislifeischarmed.”

"I'll climb the butte," said David. "From thetop |

might be able to see something that will giveaclue.”

"It would helpif you had binoculars.”

"l doubt we have. I'll go and see.”

David walked back toward the traveler; Corcoran

headed for the heap of scrap that had been the killer mons-
ter. He stayed wdll clear, walking awide circle around

it, though there was no threat or menace | eft in the scat-
tered meta. Y et an awareness that seemed no proper part

of himwarned him to keep his distance.

David came back from the traveler. "No binoculars,”
he said. "Horace dumped the stuff in hurriedly; no

thought went into it.”



"I'll climb the butte, if you'd rather,” said Corcoran.

"No, I'll doit. I'm very good at climbing.”

"I'll walk dong the base of the butte," said Corcoran.
"l don't expect to find anything. Thiswhole business has
apeculiar ring to it. I'm beginning to wonder if Boone

might not have left with Enid.”

"Henry doesn't think he did.”

Corcoran choked back an observation not entirely com-
plimentary to the glittery Henry. Instead, he asked,
"WhereisHenry? He hasn't said aword for along time

now, and | have caught no glimpse of him."

"Cometo think of it, neither have . But that means
nothing. Hell be back. He's probably doing some poking

around.”

David was carrying a shotgun. He must have picked it
up when he went looking for the binoculars. He extended
it to Corcoran, holding it upright by the stock. "Here,

you might have more use of it than | have."



Corcoran shook his head. "I don't expect to run into
any kind of trouble. I'll be careful that | don't. And you

be damned sure that you don't pick the wrong target.
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There probably are critters here a shotgun would mean

nothing to.”

David tucked the gun comfortably under hisarm, seem-
ingly glad that Corcoran had not taken it. | have never
fired thisgun or any other gun,” he said, "but on my

walks at Hopkins Acre, | got accustomed to carrying one.
This particular gun has become a part of me. | feel better,
more mysdlf, with it undernesth my arm. The gun has

never been loaded when | carried it."



"Take my advice," said Corcoran, in some disgust,

"and load it. | suppose you carry shdlls?'

David dapped apocket of hisjacket. "Right in here.

A double handful of them. Even back at Hopkins Acre,
| dways carried two shells. | took them out of the gun,
Timothy ingsting thet it aways should be loaded when it

wasintherack."

"It issensdessto carry agun if you don't intend to
useit," said Corcoran. "What's the use of packing agun
unlessit'sloaded? My old man told me long ago, when
he gave me my first gun—don't ever point your gun at
anything, he said, unless you mean to kill it. | took that
asgood advice and never in my life have | pointed agun

at anything unless| was prepared to kill it."

"| often pointed thisgun,” said David, "but | never

killed. | pointed it at hundreds of birds that the dogs put

up, but | never pressed the trigger.”

"What are you trying to prove—that you arefinaly

avilized?'

"I've often wondered mysdlf," said David.



Wandering aong the base of the butte, Corcoran found

a seepage flow that had been scooped out, forming abasin
into which the water flowed. He came unexpectedly upon
abadger that hissed a him before it waddled rapidly
away. He became aware that awolf was following him

and paid it no attention. It kept on following, never getting

closer than it had been, never fdling back.

Nothing e se happened. He found nothing of any in-
terest. After atime, he turned about and followed the
curve of the butte back to where the traveler lay. Before

he turned back, the wolf had disappeared.

The sun was not far above the western horizon. Using
some of the wood from the pile that remained beside the
old campfire, he started a blaze. He went to the seepage
basin and brought back apail of water. When David came
down off the butte, he was frying sizzling bacon in one

pan and cooking flapjacks in a second.

David flopped down on the ground, the gun across his
lap. "Thereisnothing," hesaid. "A few grazing herds
far out ontheplain, and that isdl. Thisisthelondiest

place | have ever seen.”



"Pour yoursdf some coffee," Corcorantold him. "'l
have enough flapjacks for you to start. Help yoursdlf to
the bacon. The plates and cups are over there on the

blanket."

Hafway through hisfirg helping of cakes, David

asked, "Any sgn of Henry?'

"Not apeep from him."

"It'sstrange for him to go away without saying any-

thing about it. Or to stay so long.”

"He got an idea, maybe, and went to try it out.”

"l hope s0," said David. "There are times I'm not sure

| understand Henry. HE's my brother and dl that, but try
as| may to see him as blood and bone, hesno longer
blood and bone—my brother ill, but a highly unusua
human being. He dlowed himsdlf to get snared by the
Infinites, by their deek, finetalk. But the process didn't
take. Maybe Henry was too knotty, too warped a per-

sondity for it to take hold of him."

Corcoran tried to be comforting. "Don't worry about



him. Nothing can happen to him. Nothing can lay amitt

onhim."

David made no response. A few momentslater he

asked, "What do you think we should do now? Isthere

any point in Saying here?’

"It'stoo early to say," Corcoran said. "Weve been

here only afew hours. Let'swait at least through to-

morrow. We may have new thoughts by then."

A soundless voice spoke to them.

Y ou seek aman called Boone? it asked.
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After asartled moment, Corcoran said to David, "Did

you hear that?'

"Yes, | did. It wasn't Henry. It was someone ese.”

| am the mind, the voice said, of what you term akiller

mongter. | can help you with this Boone.

"You cantdl uswhere heis?' asked Corcoran.

| can tell you where he went. But first we strike a

bargain.

"What kind of bargain, monster?"

Cease cdling me amongter. It isbad enough to think

of me as such, but to say it to my faceisrank discourtesy.

"If you are not amonster, then what are you?"

| am afaithful servitor who does no more than carry

out my magter'swill. It isnot mine to question the right-

ness or thewisdom of hiswill.

"Don't bother to gpologize," said David. "We know



who you are. Y ou liein the tangle of wreckage that was

onceakiller monger.”

Thereyou go again, cdling me amongter. And | made

no attempt to apologize.

"It sounded to me asif you did,” said Corcoran. "Let's

get on with your bargain.”

Itisasmple bargain. Straightforward and nofrills. |

tell you whereto look for Boone, but before | do that you
mugt lift me from thiswreckage of my former sdf and
engagein dl sincerity to take me sawhere, awvay from

this dreadful nothingness.

"Why," said David, "that isan easy bargain to be

Sruck."”

"Easy on," Corcoran cautioned. "Ask yourself how

much faith you're willing to accord this junkyard voice."

"It ssemsafarly amplething,” said David. "He

knowswhere Booneisandiswilling ..."

"That's the point. He doesn't claim he knows where

Booneis. Hetdlsushell tdl uswhereto look for him.



Those are two different things."

"Asamatter of fact, they are. How about it, sir? How

precise would be your information?”

| would help youinany way | could. Theaid | offer

will not belimited to the finding of Boone.

"What other kinds of help? In what regards could you

be of aid to us?"'

"Forget it," Corcoran growled. "Pay him no attention.
Heisinatight spot and helll promise anything to get out

of it."

But in dl human charity, wailed the monster, you must
take pity on me. Y ou must not condemn meto endless

eons of no contact with externa stimuli. | can not see;

with the exception of thistelepathic talk, | cannot hear.

| feel no hesat or cold. Even the passage of timeis blurred.
| cannot differentiate between a second and ayear.
"Youreinterrible shape," said Corcoran.

Indeed | am. Kind sir, please empathize with me.

"I'll not lift ahand to hdp you. I'll not lift afinger.”



"Y ou're being hard on him," said David.
"Not as hard as he was on Athens. No harder than he
would have been on usif held had the chance—if held

not bungled it."

Bungleit | did not. | am efficient mechanism. My luck

ran out on me.

"It certainly did,” said Corcoran. "It istill running

out. Now shut up. We want no more of you."

It shut up. They heard no more of it.

After atime, David said, "Henry has not come back.

You and | areleft alone. The monster-mind saysit has
information. | think it reasonableto believeit does. It was

here when Boone was here. It may have talked with him."

Corcoran grunted. "Y ou are trying to convince yourself
that you should show ameasure of magnanimity to afalen
enemy, that you should act nobly and be agentleman
about it. It'syour neck if you want to risk it. | wash my

hands of it. Do whatever you damn please.”

The sun had set and deep dusk was flowing in. Some-
where out in the emptiness, awolf howled and another
answered. Corcoran finished egting. "Give me your plate

and the slverware," he said to David. "I'll go down to



the seepage basin and rinse them off."
"Want me to come along as guard for you?”'
"No, I'll be quite safe. It'sjust astep or two away.”

Squeatting besde the dug-out basin, Corcoran rinsed of f
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the dishes. In the east, the moon wasriding low. Off in
the distance, ahaf-dozen wolves had joined in lamenting

their hard and sorry lives.

When he got back to the fire, David had the blankets
out. "It'sbeen along day," he said, "and we should get
some deep. I'll stand first watch. | imagine we should

keep awatch."

"] think we should," said Corcoran.

"I'm worried about Henry," David told him. "He

knows that in a dtuation such as thiswe should not divide



our forces."

"He's probably only delayed,” said Corcoran. "By

morning, hell be back, and everything will bedl right

agan."

He wadded up hisjacket to use as a pillow and pulled

the blanket up. Moments later, he was adeep.

When he awoke, he was lying on his back. Above him,
the sky was growing lighter with thefirst touch of dawn,

and David had not called him to take his turn at watch.

Damn him, Corcoran thought. He knew better than

that. He doesn't have to prove that he can takeit or that

he's abetter man than | am.

"David!" he shouted. "Damn it, what do you think

you'redoing?'

On the butte, the birds were singing, saluting thefirst

brightening of the east. Except for the Singing, therewas

no sound at al, and the flicker of the dying firewasthe



only motion anywhere. Out on the plain, the white bones
of the bison gleamed in the soft dawn light; and alittle
way to the right of them, he could make out the junk hesp

that marked the death of the killer monster.

Corcoran stood up, shaking off the blanket that had
covered him. He moved toward the fire, reaching out for
adtick of wood to usein rearranging and consolidating
the scattered coals. He crouched down before the fire and
it was then he heard the dobbering sound that sent awave
of terror through him. It was not asound he had ever
heard before and he had no ideawhat it was, but there

was about it afreezing qudity that hdd himrigid. It came
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again and thistime he was able to turn hishead to see

whereit might come from.

For amoment all that he could see was apale blob
crouched over adark blob on the ground. He strained his
eyesto see the better but it was not until the pale blob
lifted its head and stared Straight at him that he recognized
it for what it was—flat cat face, tasseled ears, the gleam

of sx-inch fangs—a sabertooth crouched aboveits prey,



feeding with that horrible dobbering to indicate the tooth-

someness of what it wasingesting.

Corcoran knew the prey. Out there, under the claws

and fangs of the sabertooth, lay David!

Grasping the stick he had picked up from the pile of
wood, Corcoran rose. He shifted the stick in his hand,
getting a better grip. It was apuny wesgpon, but wasthe
only thing he had. The cat dso rosetoitsfedt. It was
much larger than he had thought. It wasfearsomeinits
size. It stepped over the dark blob that was David and
took afew stepsforward. It stopped and snarled, the
down-curving fangs gleaming inthe growing light. The
cat'sforeegs were longer than its hind legs; its back
doped and the beast seemed to douch. There was light
enough now for Corcoran to make out the speckled coat,

brown splotches on light tan.

Hedid not gtir. After itsfew steps, neither did the cat.
Then dowly, deliberately, asif not yet decided, it pivoted
about. It dew-footed itsway back to its prey, lowered its
head, nuzzling the dark blob and arranging the catch so

it could get afirm grip. Then the cat'steeth sank into the
blob and lifted; and the cat began to move away, taking

itstime, turning its back on the man besidethefire.



Corcoran watched, unable to move amuscle. The cat
brokeinto an effortlesstrot. It held its head high so that
its dangling prey would clear the ground. But even o,

one leg fell down and dragged, and the cat sumbled once
or twice when one of its front paws tripped over the drag-
ging leg. It went aong the base of the bluff, around an
extending spur that ran off the butte into the plain, and

disappeared.

Not until it was gone did Corcoran move. He crouched
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down before the fire and fed wood into it. The wood
caught quickly and flameslegped high. Still crouching, he
swung around to see that the traveler till lay whereit

had landed. Thirty feet or more beyond thefirelay the
shotgun. He had not noticed the gun before. It had been
too dark, and, in any case, he had been so occupied with
watching the cat he had seen nothing else. He did not

moveto pick it up. The paralysisof fear fill held him.

Sowly the enormity of what had happened struck him

full force. Killed by a sabertooth! Killed and eaten by a



sabertooth. Killed, not in anger or defense, nor yet in
thoughtlesskilling fury, but killed for the sake of the meet

upon the bone.

David was dead. David who? Shocked, Corcoran re-
dized held never known the family name. Thefolk a
Hopkins Acre had never mentioned it, and he had never
asked. He called theroll: David, Enid, Timothy, Emma,
and Horace. Although that wasn't right; Horace's family

namewould have been different.

David had not caled him, had let him deep. If he had
caled me, Corcoran thought, it might have been mein-

steed of him.

Hetried, in hisimagination, to lay out how the death
might have happened. David might have heard something
out beyond the fire in the predawn darkness and have
stepped out to investigate. He might have been taken by
surprise or he might have seen the cat. Whatever the Sit-

uation, he had not fired the gun.

If it had been me, Corcoran thought, | would havefired.
If I had walked out from the fire and run into a sabertooth,
| would have used the gun. A shotgun would not be the

wespon of choice to use against a sabertooth, but at close



range, whileit might fal to kill, a shotgun certainly would
dampen thekilling urge of even so large an animd. David
had not used the gun, perhaps because he had never fired
it, perhaps because he wastoo civilized to useit, even if
he'd had the chance. To him the gun was not aweapon—

it had been awalking stick.

The poor damn fool, Corcoran told himsdif.

He left the fire and walked out to the gun. It had two
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shellsin the breech; it had not been fired. He cradled it

in the crook of hisarm and walked out farther. A boot

lay on the ground and insde the boot, afoot. The bones
were shattered, broken by the crunching teeth of afeeding
anima. A little further on he picked up atorn jacket.
Around it were scattered other shotgun shells, lying

where they had fallen. Corcoran gathered them up, put
them in his pocket. There seemed nothing el se | eft of
David. He walked back to the boot with the foot enclosed
and stood there, staring at it. He did not stoop to touch

it. 1t would be, he told himsalf, messy to pick up and he

shied away fromiit.



He turned back to the fire and hunkered down. He
should eat something, he knew, but he had no urge for

food. His mouth tasted sour and foul.

Now what should he do?

He was certain that he could operate the traveler. He
knew where David kept the logbook; he had watched

David program the control panel for the jump to this place.

But where to go? Back to his own twentieth century,
washing his hands of thiswhole affair? He thought about
that. The idea had some éttraction, but he felt an uness-
iness about it. Thinking of it, he felt like a deserter. Boone
was somewherein this crazy quilt of time, and he should
not leave until he was certain he could be of no help to

hisfriend.

He thought about the sabertooth and being alonein this
forsaken place, and it was a thought that did not please
him. But heweighed it dl againgt the need to be hereif
Boone should return from wherever he had gone. And
Henry, too, perhaps, athough Henry had no need of a
traveler to move through dl of time and space. Henry,

he decided, had no need & dl of him.



He considered the sabertooth and saw that the cat was

an incidental problem, not to be taken account of in any
decison he might make. The cat might not return. Even

if it did, there now was awegpon in the hands of someone
who knew the use of it. With the gun in hand, hetold
himsdf, he would not be as vulnerable as David. At night

he could deep in the traveler, with the door closed tight
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againgt maraudering carnivores. Therewasfood to last
for atime and water in the seep-hole. He could stay, he

knew, aslong as he might wish.

Full dawn had come and he bestirred himsalf. He went

to the seep-hole for apail of water; he went to the traveler
for food. He squatted by the fire to bake a pan of corn-
bread, boil coffee, and fry bacon. Hell, he told himsdif,

it'sjust acamping trip.

Hetried to fed sorry for David, but could dredge up
little sorrow. The horror of the death—or, rather, the hor-
ror of the circumstances of the death—sent ashiver

through him, but he forced himself not to dwell onit. The



quicker he could wipeit from his mind, the better it would

be.

Therewas atitter in his mind. It came from somewhere

outside of him. Heh-heh-heh, it laughed.

Anger flared within him.

"Bug off," hetold the monger.

Heh-heh-heh, the mongter tittered. Y our friend is dead

and | am dill dive.

"Y ou'll wish amillion timesthat you were deaed before

thisisdl over."

You'll be dead yourself, the monster chortled, long be-

forel am. You'll be bone and dust.

Corcoran did not answer. A whisper of suspicion came
to him. Wasit possible the monster could have lured the

killer cat to David?

It was silly on the face of it. He was paranoid, he
thought, for even thinking of it. He ate breakfast, then

washed and dried the pots and plates, using hisjerked-



out shirttail to do the drying. On second thought, he went
to thetraveler and found ashovel. Digging ahole, he
buried the boot with the foot insde it. For sanitary rea-
sons, he explained to himsdlf; the action was not intended

to be ceremonidl.

Wrapping a chunk of cornbread in a handkerchief, he
put it in his pocket. In the traveler he rooted through the
flung-in supplies, looking for a canteen and finding none.

Inlieu of acanteen, hefilled the pail half full of water.
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It was an awkward thing to carry, but the best that he

could do.

Packing the shotgun and the water pail, he walked out
onto the plain. A few miles out he turned to hisleft and
began to walk acircle route, with the butte as the center
of the circle. He kept asharp lookout for any sign that

Boone had passed that way.

Twice Corcoran found what he thought might be a
human trail. He followed each and could not be sure. Both

trallsfinaly petered out. It was usdless, hetold himsdlf.



He had known al dong that it would be usdess—but even
convinced of the usdessness, gtill hehad to try. Heand
Boone had gone through alot together. They had, at
times, stuck out their necks for one another. Boone was
the closest thing to afriend held ever had. He'd not had

many friends.

At times he came on wolves that grudgingly moved out
of hisway, Stting down to watch him once he'd passed.
A deerlike anima sprang out of aclump of bushesand
dashed away. He passed within amile of asmall herd of
bison. In the distance he glimpsed what looked like mas-
todons, athough they were too distant for him to be cer-
tain. There could be mastodons here, he told himself; it

wasthe proper time for them.

When the sun stood directly overhead, he halted and
sguatted in the shade of atree. He munched cornbread

and drank lukewarm water from the pail.

Probably he should go back to the butte. He had set
out with theintention of describing acirclearound it. He
aready had completed the western sweep of thecircle.
To the east lay nothing, just the plain stretching vadt, flat,
and empty, finaly to merge with the sky. If Boone had

gone anywhere, he would have gone west, where other



buttes |oomed up; he would not have gone into the noth-
ingness of the east. Corcoran pondered the matter. Per-
haps what he should do was backtrack himsdlf, covering
virtudly the same ground, keeping a sharper lookout for

aclue he might have missed before.

He finished the cornbread and had another lukewarm

drink. He was readying himsdif to rise to hisfeet when
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he fdlt the presence. He froze and listened. There was

nothing to be heard, but the presence was still there.

He spoke hegtantly, unsure.

“Herry?

Yes itisl, sad Henry.



"Y ou know of David?"

Yes, | know of him. Assoon as| returned, | knew.

And you were missing. | set out to find you.

"I'm sorry about David."

| sorrow aso. He was a brother who cannot be re-

placed. He was a noble man.

"Yes. A very noble man."

A cat got him, said Henry. | tracked it and | found it,

worrying hisremains. Therewaslittleleft. Tell me how

it came abouit.

"He was standing guard. When | awoke | found what

had happened. | had heard nothing. The cat carried him

away."

Therewasagrave. A very smdl grave.

"A boot," said Corcoran. "With afoot indgdeof it. |



buried it."

| thank you for your act. Y ou did what the family would

have done.

"Y ou know wherethe body is. | could take a shovel

and scare off thecat. . ."

It would be meaningless. An empty gesture. | seeyou

have the gun. He did not useit?

"He must have been taken by surprise.”

In any case, Henry said, he would not have used it. He

was too gentle for thisworld. This venture has gone badly.

For dl of us. First Enid lost, then Boone.

"Y ou know of Boone? Y ou have news of him?"

| found where he had gone, but he was not there. A

rifle was there and a pack he had carried, but he was gone.

A wolf, | think, had been with him. | am sorry, Corcoran.

"l think 1 know what happened to him," said Corcoran.

"He stepped around another corner. | only hope he stays



where he went and does not come popping back."”

What do you intend to do now? Thereisno point in

staying here,

Corcoran shook his head. Y esterday he'd thought
briefly of what he could or should do. He had thought of
going back to New Y ork. He had rgjected thisidea out
of hand; Boone had been lost and must be found. Now
Boonewas il logt, heredlized, with very little chance

of finding.

He thought of the twentieth century and again regjected
it. Never in hislife had he turned his back on any ad-
venture until it wasal played out. Thisadventure, he

reminded himsdlf, wasfar from being adl played ouit.

He could return to Hopkins Acre. The coordinates, he
was sure, could be found in David'slogbook. Livingin
the Acre would be comfortable. The servants and the ten-
ants till would be there. It would be aplace where he
could be secure and rethink the Situation and, perhaps,
arrive at alogicd plan for further action. It was possible,

aswdll, that some of the otherswould be returning there.

But there was that other place where the ruins of acity



topped a peak and amassive, sky-piercing tree lanced up
to tower abovetheruins, with aspira stairway running
around the tree. There must be some mystery there, per-
haps not as he had seen it or remembered that he'd seen

it, but surely something that needed looking into.

Henry waswaiting for an answer. Corcoran could
faintly detect the shimmer of him, acloud of sparkles

gleaminginthe sun.

Instead of answering Henry's question, he asked a
question of hisown. "As| understand it, you stopped

short of incorporedity. Can you tell me how it

happened?’

It was apiece of bad judgment on my part, said Henry.

| let the Infinitestak meintoit. | took to hanging around
with them. Curious, | would guess, wondering what kind
of thingsthey redly were. Very srange, you must un-
derstand. They are marginaly humanlike, or the glimpses
that | caught of them seemed humanlike. Y ou don't see
them. Y ou scan them now and then. They float in and
out, like ghosts. But see them or not, you hear them all
thetime. They preach at you, they reason, they implore,

and they plead. They show you the path to immortality
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and recite the endless comforts and triumphs of immor-
tality—an intelectud immortdity, they say, istheonly
way to go. All eseisgross, al dseisdoppy and shameful.

No one wants to be shameful.

"They sdl you ahill of goods?'

They sold me, said Henry. But they sold meinamo-
ment of weakness. When the weakness went away, |
fought them. They were shocked to their very core that

| should have the temerity to resist them, and that was
when they redlly got to work on me. But the harder they
pounded on me, the stubbomer | got. | broke away from
them. Or maybe they gave up in disgust. Maybe | was
taking more of their time than | was worth, and they
heaved me out. But when | got away, the process had
gonetoo far; | aready was hafway to incorporedity; |
was stuck somewhere between. | was the way you see

me now.



"It doesn't seem to bother you."

There are disadvantages and advantages, and | take the
view that | am somewhat ahead, that the advantages may
outweigh the disadvantages. At leadt, that'swhat | tell
mysdf. There are many common, human thingsthet |
cannot do, but there are abilities no other human can com-
mand, and | make the most of those ahilities, ignoring

what |'velod.

"And what do you intend to be doing now?"

There dill isone part of the family that | must track

down. Horace and Emma—and Timothy, who was hus-

tled aboard the traveler by that big bully of aHorace.

"Have you any ideawhereto look?"

Noneat dl. I'll have to track them down.

"Can you usethetraveer in your tracking? | could

operaeit for you."

No, | must do it on my own. I must go back to Hopkins

Acre and pick up thetrail from there. It will befaint and



thin, but it will sill bethere. Y ou say you can operate

thetravder?

"Yes. | know where the logbook isand | watched David

punch in the coordinates when he set the course for here.”

It might be best for you to go back to Hopkins Acre.
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| think the place is safe. Some of us could come back for
you. We could do that, knowing where you were. The
coordinates would be written in the logbook. Y ou are sure

you can runthe traveler?

"l am certain,” Corcoran said. "1 don't think I'll go to
Hopkins Acre. Later on, perhaps, but not immediately.
| want to go to the place where you found David and me.

Thereis something there that needslooking into.”

Henry did not ask the question that Corcoran was sure

he would. Rather, there was the impression of a shrug.

Well, al right, said Henry. Y ou know where you're

going and | know where I'm going. We'd best be on our

way.



Suddenly, Henry was gone.

Corcoran rose to hisfeet. Boone no longer wasin this
time and place, and there was no reason to stay on. He
knew where he was going and, as Henry had said, he

should be on hisway as soon as possible.

When he reached the camp, the place was deserted.

There was no sign of the cat and not even any wolves.

Corcoran picked up the pots and pans beside the ashes

of the campfire and flung them on the blanket; then, lifting

the blanket, heflung it al over hisshoulder.

A voicetalked at him. Heh-heh-heh, it said.

At the sound, Corcoran spun on his hed to facethe

pile of junk.

Thetittering kept on.

Corcoran headed for the junk heap.

"Cut out that goddamned tittering," he shouted.



Thetittering cut off and a pleading began.

Dear g, you are about to leave. Y ou gather up your
thingsto leave. Please take mewith you. Y ou will not
regret it. Many things| can do for you. | can pay back
your kindness. | will beyour eternd friend. Thetaking
of mewill in no way impede your going. | am of little
weight and will not take up much space. Y ou heed not
search for me. | liein back of the wreckage of my body.
| am abrain case, ahighly polished sphere. | would look
well displayed upon amantle. | would be aconversation

piece. For me you would find many uses. In timeswhen
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you are alone and desirous of companionship, thetwo

of us could hold ingtructive and entertaining conversa-

tions. | have agood mind and am well versedin logic.

Therewould betimes| could serve as your advisor. And

aways| would be your friend, filled with loyalty and

gratitude.. . .

"No, thank you," Corcoran said, turning on his hedl



and walking toward the traveler.

Behind him the killer monster went on wailing, plead-
ing, begging, and promising. Then thewailing fdl off and

astorm of hatred came.

Y ou scaly son of abitch, I'll not forget you for this.

I'll get you inthe end. I'll dance upon your bones.

Corcoran, unscathed, continued to the traveler.

Boone

S cold nose woke Boone, and he

tried to jerk himsdlf erect. Hisleg screamed at him, and
he choked back the answering scream deep insde his
throat. The wolf, whining, Sdled away. All around the

southern horizon, the sarsglittered coldly a him. His



clothes were damp with the chill of frosty dew.

From where he lay he looked over the moon-silvered

plain that he had crossed, more desert than plain, athough

there was some grass and other pasturage for small game

herds. Somewhere, perhaps to the east, there would be

grassy plains where enormous herds would range. But

here the herds were small and the predators few.
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"You'reout of place," hetold thewaolf. "Y ou could

find better egting el sewhere.”

Thewolf glared a him and snarled.

"That's no way to carry on aconversation,” Boone

toldit. "1 do not snarl. I've never snarled at you. We



have traveled together and fed together and the two of us

arefriends.”

He had been holding himsdf propped up on hisarms,

but now he relaxed and eased himself to the ground, turn-
ing his head so that he could weatch the wolf—not that he
feared thewolf, hetold himsdif; it was smply theincli-

nation to maintain touch with the only companion that he

hed.

He had been adeep and how could he have dept under

such conditions—his leg trapped in arocky crevice and
awatching wolf that waited for him to die so that it might

feed?'Y &, he thought, he might be mdigning the wolf,

for they were friends.

Hisleg hurt, no longer ascream, but adull, tooth-grit-
ting ache. Hefdt like hell—hisleg hurt, hisgut was
empty, histhroat burned, and his mouth was dry. He
needed water badly. Somewhere, not too distant, he was

certain that he heard the sound of running water.



Thewolf had sat down, its bushy tail wrapped neetly

about itsfedt, its head canted to one side, and itsears

tipped forward.

Boone closed hiseyes. Helet hishead settle more

firmly againgt the ground. Hetried to close out the pain.

Except for the sound of running water, dl wasslent. He

tried to close his ears against the sound of the water.

What ahell of away to end, he thought. Briefly, he

dozed.

And snapped back to awareness.

Hewas on his knees, no weapon in his hand and none

to reach for. Tearing down upon him was the mounted

horseman that came deep out of his memory, agiant of

aman astrideasmall but wiry horse. The horsg, itsteeth

bared, was as purposeful and grim as the man who rode

it.

The horseman's mouth was open in a scream of

triumph, histeeth flashing in thefirdight that seemed to



appear from nowhere. His great mustaches streamed back
inthewind of hisrush, and the gleaming, heavy sword

high above his head was beginning to come down.

Then thewolf wasthere, risng in aleap, foam-flecked
jaws agape, aimed for the horseman'sthroat. But it was
too late, far too late. The sword was coming down and

nothing in the world could stopit.

Boone landed with athump and sprawled. Hiseyes
werefilled with grayness. The surface benesth him was
smooth; when he crawled upon it, he knew hisleg was
free—hisleg was free and he was no longer where he had
been, trapped on the steep dope of a butte, with an up-
thrust of stone behind him and the sound of nearby run-

ning water.

The sound of running water still waswith him and he
crawled toward it. Reaching it, he flopped upon hisbelly
and lowered his head to drink, retaining sense enough to
force himsdf to limit the drink to severa swallows, then

rolling away from the edge of the water.

Helay upon hisback and gazed up into the grayness

of the sky. Fog, he thought. But it was not fog, he knew;



it wasagray sky. Everything was gray. He took stock of
himsdlf. The leg that had been trapped was sore, but there
was nothing broken. The edge had been taken off hisrag-
ing thirst. His gut was empty. Otherwise he seemed to be

al right.

It had happened again; he had stepped around a corner.

But what had been dl that business of the mounted
horseman with the streaming mustaches and the down-
sweeping sword? There had been no such horseman,
could not have been such a horseman on that world of
the distant past. His subconscious, he thought—the com-
plexity, the mystery, and the snegkiness of the human
brain. There had been no present, instantaneous danger
that would have been necessary to trigger the stepping
around acorner. His subconscious, to save hislife, to
make it possible for him to step around a corner, had
summoned up the mounted warrior, the outrageous bar-

barian, so that his brain could react automaticaly. Think-

152



CLIFFORD D. SIMAK

HIGHWAY OF ETERNITY

153

ing of it, it didn't seem quiite the correct and logical
answer. Y, hetold himsdlf, logic or nat, it didn't actualy
meatter. He was here, wherever here might be, and that
was all that counted. The question now was whether he
could stay here and not, after atime, be plunged back
into the prehistoric world. Always before he had gone
back to the point of origin, except for that last time when
he, accompanied by Corcoran, had stepped into Martin's
traveler and had stayed there, not going back to the Ev-
erest room that had aready crumbled. Perhaps, he
thought, the pattern had been broken. He'd been here for

quite sometime.

He crawled back to the water and drank again. The
water was good, cool, clean, and flowing. Sowly he
hoisted himsdlf to hisfeet. Theleg that had been trapped
in the crevice supported him. It ached and smarted, but

bascally it was as normd asit had ever been. He



had been lucky, he thought.

He looked around. There was agood deal of substan-
tidity in the place. In other instances, except for the Ev-
erest, which had been a specia case, around the corner
had been afilmy, foggy place, with al structure blocked
out and smothered by the fog. Here there was no fog. The
fog, if there ever had been any, had cleared avay. The

place ill was gray, but agraynesswith form and

dructure.

He stood on aplain. The plain undoubtedly ranto a
horizon, but there was no way of knowing, for the gray-
ness of the sky came down to the grayness of the plain
and the two could not be separated. The stream from
which he had drunk meandered down the plain, coming
from nowhere and flowing into nowhere. Down the plain,
aswell, went aroad, not meandering, but straight asa
road could run. It was gray aswell, but was marked by
two darker streaks that appeared to be wheel marks. The

whed trackswere negt, regular and straighter than any

actual track could be.

"What the hell kind of placeisthis?' Boone asked,



speaking aoud, not expecting an answer and not getting

one.

The road ran two ways and he probably should follow

it, but in which direction?

The entire Stuation was wrong, hetold himsdf. He had
no ideawhere he was or where to go. There was no way
to know how long he'd been here. There was water, but

no food.

He moved away from the stream and walked out into

the middle of the road. He knelt down and felt what he
had taken to be whed marks. While his eyes could not
define the elevation of the darker streaks, hisfingerstold
him they were raised an inch or so abovethelevd of the
surface. In texture, they seemed to be made of the same
materia asthe surface, but raised aboveit. Could they,
he wondered, berails? Maybe if he waited long enough
aconveyance of some sort would come along, running on
therails, and he could catch aride on it. That, he knew,

was nothing he could count on.

Standing in the middle of the road, he made his deci-

son. Hewould follow the road in the same direction that



the stream ran. He would go with the flowing water.
Water, he recalled someone saying long ago, ran toward
civilization. Follow a sream and you would eventudly
find people. That could beright, but logic might not apply
to thisplace. Waking in either direction, he might arrive

at nowhere. Perhaps there was nowhere to arrive at.

Hetrudged dong for awhile, but nothing changed. The
water course still ran dong the road, now closeto it, now
farther off, asit meandered about the plain. Therewas

just the road and brook.

He heard a clicking behind him and swiftly turned

about. The clicking had sounded like and was the click
of toenails. A wolf was close upon his heds. Thewolf?
Looking at it, he could not tell. Thiswolf was gray and
the other wolf had been gray, but that was not significant,
for here everything was gray. He held out hisarms and
the deeves of hisjacket were gray. Hisjacket, before he

had come here, had been tan.

Thewolf had hated and sat down, not more than six
feet from him. It wrapped itstail around itsfeet and

cocked its head at him. It grinned.
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"I'm glad you likeit," said Boone. "Maybe you can

tdl mewherewe are”

Thewolf said nothing. It kept on Sitting there and it

kept on grinning.

"| think you're the wolf | know," said Boone. "If you

are, snarl abit a me"

Thewolf lifteditslip in an instant snarl, then went back

to grinning. When it had snarled, it had flashed alot of

teeth.

"The same old wolf," said Boone. "' So | et the two of

usget moving."



He started striding down the road, and the wolf moved
up beside him, walking along with him. It was good to
have thewolf here, Boonetold himsdlf. After dl, it was
better to be walking with afriend than with astranger.
Nothing happened. Nothing changed. Boone kept strid-
ing aong, and the wolf kept padding with him, and they
might just aswell have been stlanding till; no matter how

far they walked, it dl stayed the same.

He wondered where Enid was and why she had not

returned. What could have happened to her?

"Do you remember Enid?" he asked the wolf. The wolf

did not answer him.

Far down the road a dot appeared. The dot grew larger.

"Thereis something coming," Boonetold the wolf.

He stepped off the road and waited. It was, he saw, a

vehicle of some sort, running on the tracks.

"It'sgoing thewrong way," hetold the wolf.



Thewolf yawned. It might aswell have said, "What

difference does it make? How do we know which way is

theright way?'

"l don't suppose we do," said Boone.

The dot became atrolley car, avery funny trolley car,

open to the weather, athough a striped canopy hung over

the two seats, one of them facing forward, the other facing

back. There was no operator; the car ran by itself.

Thetrolley dowed, but it did not stop.

"Up you go," Boonetold thewolf.

Thewolf legped up and sat down on one of the seets.
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Boone jJumped in and sat down beside the wolf, both of

them facing forward. The car picked up speed.

The car was gray, of course. The canopy was striped
only in the sense that the dternating stripes were light

gray and dark gray. The gray car went rocketing through



the land, with the gray wolf and the gray man sitting on

thetrolley's seat benesth the flapping canopy.

Findly, on the left hand side of thetrack and very far
ahead, a cube loomed up and became larger asthey sped
along. The car began to dow, and now it could be seen
that the cube was a building, with three tables set outside
and chairs around the tables. Someone st at one of the
tables; when the car came to ahalt, Boone saw that the
person at the table was The Hat, who had sat across the
campfire from him and had talked with him about the
brotherhood of wolf and man. The Hat's great conica hat
was gtill the same, so huge that it rested on his shoulders

and conceaed his head.

The wolf jumped out of the car and trotted over to The

Hat's table, stting down and staring a The Hat. Boone

got off more dowly and walked to the table, taking the

chair opposite The Hat.

| have been waiting for you. | wastold you would be

coming, The Hat said.

"Who told you?'

That doesn't matter. What does matter isthat you've



arrived and have brought dong your friend.

"l did not bring him," said Boone. "He cameadl by

himsdlf. He was the one who sought me out.”

Y ou are meant for one another, said The Hat. | told

you the two of you werefriends.

"It gppears this might be an eating place,”" said Boone.

"How do we go about getting something to eat?"

Y our needs are known. It isaready on the way.

"For the both of us?

Of course. For the both of you.

A squat service robot rolled out of the door of the build-

ing. A tray rested on top of its squared-off head. It stopped

by thetable and, lifting itsarms, transferred the tray to

thetable.
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"Thisplateisfor the carnivore," said the robot. "How

do| sarveit?'

"You placeit on the ground,” said Boone. "He eats

mogt naturaly that way,"

"I did not cook the meat."

"That isright. Helikesit raw and bloody."

"And | cut it into mouth-size pieces for easy handling."”

"That was thoughtful of you," said Boone. "Y ou have

the thanks of both of us."

The robot set the large plate of raw meat on the ground

and the wolf began gulping it down. Hewas hungry; he

gulped it fast and without the nicety of chewing.

"Heishungry," said the robot.



"Soam|," said Boone.

Quickly the robot unloaded the tray on the table in front
of Boone—ahuge and sizzling steak, a baked potato with
apot of sour cream, asalad with cheese dressing, adish

of green beans, apiece of apple pie, and apot of coffee.

Boonesadto TheHat: "Thisisthefirg civilized food
| have seen for aweek or more. But I'm surprised to find

good twentieth-century American cooking in aplacelike

this"

We know our customers, said The Hat. Wefit our cui-

sneto them. We knew you and the wolf would be our

guests.

Boone, ignoring the salad, started on the stesk. He

spooned cream into the baked potato. He asked, speaking

with his mouth full, "Can you tell mewherewe are? Or

are you bound to silence by some foolish secrecy?!

Not at all, said The Hat. For al the good it doesyou,



you're on the Highway of Eternity.

"l have never heard of it."

Of course you haven't. Y ou were not supposed to. You

or any other human.

"But we are here. Thewolf and |."

TheHat said, sadly: There wasreason to believeit

would never happen. The lesser breeds, we thought, were
barred. There was but one chance in many millionsthat
the evolutionary process could stumble on the kind of

freskishness that you have. Once the universe was stable.

One could cipher what might happen. One could plan. But
that istrue no longer. Not with you, it isnt. Random

biologica processes have made ajest of reason.

Boone kept on eating. He was too hungry evento try
to be polite. Wolf had finished gulping down his plate of
meset and now lay comfortably besideit, only acouple of

feet away so that he would be close by if anyone should



bring another bait of food. His hunger had been dulled,
but little more than dulled, for Wolf wasahard animd to

stuff to the point where he could no longer est.

Boone gulped and swallowed. He spoke to The Hat.

"Y ou sad the Highway to Eternity?*

That isnot what | said. | said the Highway of Eternity.
"Smdll difference" Boonetold him.

Not so smdl asyou might think.

"Wall, it doesn't matter,” said Boone. "If | followed
thisroad, would | reach Eternity? And what is Eternity?
What would | find at Eternity? Who, | ask you, would

want to reach Eternity?'

You'redready in Eternity, said The Hat. Where did

you think you were?

"l had noidea," Boone said. "But Eternity!"

It'sagood placeto be, said The Hat. It isthe end of
everything. When you arein Eternity, you have arrived.
Thereisno use of going further.

"I'm supposed to just settle down and Stay?!

Y ou might aswell. Thereisno place eseto go.

There was something terribly wrong, Boonetold him-

sdf. The Hat waslying to him, making sport of him. Eter-



nity was not a place; perhapsit was no more than
something that some ancient philosopher had thought up,
but not apoint in space and time. And the road did not
end at thislittle eating place; it kept unrolling into the

gray distance. There were obvioudy other placesto go.

The stesk and potato were finished. He pushed the plat-
ter to one side and pulled the plate of sdlad in front of
him, reversing the usua course of eating. He did not care
for salad, athough when hungry, as he had been and ill

seemed to be, hewould edt it.

The Hat had not spoken for some time. When Boone
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glanced across the table, he saw that The Hat had fallen
with his hidden face upon the table. Hisarms, which had
been resting on the table top, had dipped off and now

dangled from his shoulders.



Startled, Boone rose to hisfeet and stood staring down

at the collapsed figure.

"Areyou al right?' he asked. "What has happened to

you?'

The Hat did not answer, nor did he stir.

Stepping swiftly around the table, Boone seized him by

ashoulder and lifted him. The Hat dangled limply in his

grasp.

Dead, Boone thought. The Hat was dead—if he had

ever beendive.

Helet loose hishold and The Hat collapsed, falling back

upon the table. Boone went to the cube and walked

through the door. The service robot stood with his back

to him, puttering at what appeared to be astove.

"Quick!" said Boone. " Something's happened to The

Hat."



"He collgpsed,” the robot said. “"Someone let the air

out of him."

"That'sexactly it. | think that heis dead. How did you

know?"

"It happens," said the robat. "It happensdl thetime."

"When it does, what do you do? What can be doneto

hdphim?’

"I do nothing," said the robot. "It's no concern of

mine. I'mjust aservicerobot. All | doiswait for cus-
tomersto comerolling down theroad. They almost never
do. | keep waiting for someone and no one ever comes.
It'sal oneto me. When, and if, they come, | am hereto

servethem. Thatisdl | do. | cando nothing else”

"The Hat? What about The Hat?'

"He shows up now and then, but he needs no service.
He does not eat. He Sits at the table, dwaysthat same
one. He never talksto me. He sits at the table and keeps

staring down the road. Sometimes he collapses.”



"Y ou do nothing for him?"
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"What isthereto do? | leave him sprawling there and

then, after minutes, hours, or days, he'sgone."

"Where doeshe go?'

The robot shrugged, an elaborate shrug, greetly

overdone.

Boone turned about and went out the door. Wolf had
pulled The Hat off the chair and was hauling the limpness
al about the area, asapup might drag arag at play. Toss-
ing TheHat highin theair, Wolf caught him by the middle

before he reached the ground and shook him vicioudy.

A dall, thought Boone, that was what The Hat was, a
crudely fashioned rag doll that ranged extensvely intime
and space and might serve as avoice for someone or
something else, acting the part of adummy for an un-

known ventriloquist.

Standing by the table, watching Wolf at play with the



rag doll that had been The Hat, he shivered in achill that
came from deep insde himsdlf, apsychic chill that he

knew in al honesty came from being scared to degth.

When hefirst had reached thisland, he had wondered

into what strange place he had been hurled. Now the won-
der cameon him again, thistime adigtilled and ghastly
wonder. Theland or place or condition was stark and dien
and he wondered why he had not noticed it before. He
felt naked and aone against amenace that he could not
even guess at, dthough there was no apparent menace

and he was not done—Wolf waswith him.

Wolf stopped his play with The Hat and looked across
thefdlen dall, grinning a Boone, happy to have atoy,
happy not to be alone. Boone patted his thigh and Wolf
came padding at the invitation to Sit close beside him.
Boone reached out and stroked the head of his partner

and Wolf did not draw away.

The coldness, Boone was surprised to find, had melted,

and the gray landscape was no more than agray land once

agan.

Wolf whined. He was pressed hard against Boone'sleg

and Boone could fed the nervous trembling of the ani-



mal's bodly.

"What's the matter, boy? What is going on?'
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Wolf whimpered.

Looking down at him, Boone saw that Wolfs head was

tilted upward, staring at the sky, which wasno sky at dl,

but alowering grayness pressng againg the grayness of

theland.

"Thereisnothing up there," Boonetold Wolf. "Not a

thing at all."

Even as he spoke, however, he saw that he was wrong.
There was something up there in the grayness, dowly

taking form. It was Smply awavering shape that looked



for dl theworld like abadly woven carpet undulating in

the grayness.

He watched asthe flapping carpet sank closer to the
ground, seeing findly that it was not a carpet, but avery

open net with two figures crouched uponiit.

Then it was on the ground, billowing asit settled down,
and awoman legped off it, running toward him with her

arms outstretched.

"Enid!" heydled, legping forward to catch her.

They werein one another's arms and she was pressing
close againg him. Her face was muffled on his chest and
she was saying something, but her words were so mum-
bled that at first he was unable to make them out. Then
hedid.". .. soglad | found you. | did not want to go
and leave you, but you yelled at meto go and save the
traveler. | was coming back to join you. | intended to

come back, but something happened and | couldn't.”

"It'sdl right," hetold her. "Now you are here and

that isdl that matters.”

"l saw you," shesaid, lifting her face and looking up



a him. "l saw you in aplace of grayness and you were

gray and therewas agray wolf with you."

"Thewolfsgill here" said Boone. "Heisafriend of

mine.

She stepped a pace away and looked closely at him.

"You aredl right?' she asked.

"Never better."

"What isthis place?’

"Were on the Highway of Eternity.”

"What in theworld isthat?"

"l don't know. | never got it sraight in mind.”

"Itsadifferent place. It isn't Earth.”

"| think not," said Boone, "but | don't know where

orwhaetitis"

"Y ou stepped around another corner?”



"l suppose | did. Lord knows, | tried hard enough.”

The second figure that had been aboard the net had
clambered off it and was coming toward them. It had two
legs and two arms and seemed, in other ways, to be hu-
manoid, but it was no human. Itsface wasthat of a
scrawny horse and the expression that it wore overflowed
with misery. Itsearsflared out from either Sde of its
elongated head. It had two groups of eyes scattered in
blobs upon its forehead. Its neck was thin and gaunt. Its
legs were bowed so badly that it spraddlied initswalking.
Itsarms had no elbows, but looked somewhat like rubber
hoses. A pair of gills pumped on ether Sde of itsthroat.

Its body was awarty barrel.

"Meet Horseface," Enid said to Boone. "'l don't know
what hisnameis, but that iswhat | cal him and he doesn't
seem to mind. Horseface, thisis Boone. Theonel told

you of. The onewe cameto find."

"| am pleasad that we have found you," said

Horseface.

"And I'm pleased that you're both here," Boonetold

him.



The robot was emerging from the cube with atray bal-

anced on his head.

"Areyou hungry?' Boone asked. "'l seefood is here.”

"l am starved,” said Enid quickly.

Asthey sat at the table, Boone turned to Horseface.

"Thisis human food. It may not beto your taste.”

"In my wandering," Horseface assured him, "'l have

learned to gulp down anything that has nutrients.”

"I brought you nothing," the robot said to Boone.

"Y ou just bolted down atremendous medl. | brought the
wolf another plate of meat. He looks dl squeezed with
hunger." The robot set down the plate of cut-up mest for

Wolf. Wolf divedintoit.
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"Hesaglutton,” Boone said. "Wolf can eat half a

bison without pause for breath.”

"Is he one of those that hung about the camp? One of

those who were pestering the poor old bison?' Enid

asked.

"None other. After you left—no, before—he cozied

up tome. | sat up thefirst night, and there he was, nose

to nose with me. | said nothing of it because | thought |

washdludinating.”

"Tell me about it. What happened to the killer monster

and the brave old bull ?*

"Y ou have astory of your own that | want to hear."

"No, you firgt. I'm too hungry now to talk."



Wolf had finished eating. Now he walked away and

began worrying The Hat.

"Wheat isthat thing Wolf has?' asked Enid. "It looks

likeaslly doll."

"That's TheHat. I'll tdll you of him. Hesabig part

of my gory."

"So get onwithit,” said Enid.

"In just amoment,” said Boone. "Y ou told me that
you saw me. In aplace of grayness, you said, and the
wolf waswith me. Would you mind teling me exactly

how you saw me, how you knew where | was?'

"Not a al," shesad. "l found atdevisor. I'll explain

that later on. The televisor shows you what you want to

see. Youthink at it. So | thought about you, and there

you were."

"It may have showed mein the grayness. Buit it

couldn't havetold you whereto find me."



"Thenet did that,” Horseface told him. "Himsy asit
may appear, it isawondrous mechanism. No, not amech-

anism. Nothing nearly so clumsy asamechaniam.”

"Horseface madeit,”" said Enid. "He madeit in his

mindand..."

"You helped," Horseface indgsted. "Had it not been
for you, there would have been no net. Y ou held the finger

0| could tiethat find, al-important knot."

"This soundsinteresting and mysterious,”" said Boone.

"Tel medl of it."

"Not now," said Enid. "First we finish eating. Now
tell uswhatever happened to you since you yelled a me

to leave, with the killer monster charging down upon us."

Boone settled down to the telling, marshaling the facts
asconcisay ashewas able. As hefinished, Horseface
pushed his plate away and wiped hislipswith the back

of hishand.

Wolf had findly finished his play with The Hat and was
usingit, al bunched up, asapillow. He blinked yellow

eyesat them.



"The Hat, theway you told it, was dive," said Enid.

"He's disconnected now," said Boone. "I don't know
how to say it better. HE's nothing but a puppet. A ven-

triloquigt's dummy.”

"Y ou have no ideawho the ventrilogquist might be?'

"Not ahint,” said Boone. "Y ourewadting time. Tell

me what happened to you.”

When she had finished with her telling, he shook his
head. "A lot of it makes no sense. There should be some

sort of pattern, but thereisn't. Nonethat | can see.”

"A péatternthereis," said Horseface. "Likewise a
pinch of reason. The three of us have been brought to-
gether with the chest | found on the pink-and-purple

planet.”

"You galeit," Enid told him. "Y ou did not find it.

You goleit. I know very well you did."

"Wadl, | goleit, then," said Horseface. "Perhaps |



only borrowed it. That isa softer term and more

acceptable.”

He sprang from his chair and went shambling toward

the net.

Asthey watched him struggling with the chest, Boone

asked, "Have you any ideawho he might be?"

"Heisathing of many wonders" Enid said. "'l have

no ideawho he might be or what might be hisorigin. But

he has great ideas and perhaps some knowledge, although

not of the human sort."

"Can he be trusted?"

"Astothat, | cannot tell. WEll haveto go dong with

him and watch him."
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"Wolf seemsnot to didike him. I'm not sure helikes

him, but he shows no didike of him."

"Y ou have confidencein Wolf?"

"He could have eaten me, up there on the butte. There

was not athing to stop him. We'd been on short rations

and hewas hungry. But | don't believe he even thought

of eating me."

Horseface came back to the table, bent over with the

weight of the chest upon his back. He thumped it to the

ground.

"Now well see” he said.

Enid asked, "By that, you mean you don't know what

itis?'

"Oh, I know what it is. But not the shape or form of

it, or what the manner of itsuse."

He bent and unlatched the locks. Thelid of the chest



popped open and amushy dough surged out. The dough
ballooned and then collgpsed, faling down al around the
chest, and il the mushiness kept pouring out of it, asif

it had been compressed within the chest and now had been

freed and wasin ahurry to escape.

The dough kept coming. It overflowed the areawhere

the tables and chairs had been placed and began to en-
velop the cube. The robot came charging out, fleeing the
invasion of the doughlike mass. Boone grabbed Enid by
the arm and hustled her down the road. Wolf came scamp-
ering to range himself beside them. Therewas no sign of
Horseface, Off to one side, the net had lifted and was
moving away, flying low, afew feet off the ground. After
flying severa hundred yards, it settled down again. The
forefront of the dough was closing in upon thetrolley, and
the car began backing away, gaining speed asit went rum-

bling down the tracks.

Now, however, the dough was changing character. In-
stead of continuing as asolid mass, it was becoming po-
rous and somewhat honeycombed. All the time, however,
it continued to spread out. It crawled adong the ground
and billowed intheair. Its Size increased enormoudly.
Sparkling points of light showed up init, aswell aslarge

aress of smudged blackness and some misty swirlsthat
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were shot with brightness. Some of the points of light grew
brighter and others moved away, becoming dimmer as
they moved. All through the entire mass there was a sense

of movement, of shifting and changing.

"Do you know what it is?' Enid asked.

Boone shook his head.

"Have you seen Horseface? Ishe dlill in there?’

"| sugpect heis" said Boone. "Thedamn fool let it

cachhim."

The chest no longer could be seen. It had been buried
by the mass that was changing to amisty filminessand
was growing larger, although at adower pace than it had
shown before. It was now asparkling, shimmering soap

bubble.

"Here he comes," said Enid, her voice tense and low.

Looking in the direction other pointing finger, Boone saw



Horseface, faint and tenuous in the bubble, but sturdily

stumping hisway toward them.

Findly he broke free, asaman might break free of a

mass of cobwebs, and spraddled toward them.

"Itisthegdaxy," hecdledtothem. "A chart of the
gdaxy. | had heard of such charts, but never such as

this"

He halted and stared at them, his blobs of many eyes
goggling, then turned haf-around and started stabbing one

rubbery finger toward the bubble.

"Seethesars," hesad. "Some shining with afierce
brightness, others so dim they barely can be seen. Note
the clouds of dugt, the haze of nebulae. And there, the
sraight white line spearing straight for the heart of the

gdaxy, isyour Highway of Eternity."

"It'simpossble” sad Enid.

"You seeit and yet you cry impaossible. Can you not

seethe glory and theimmensity of our galaxy?"

"It'sagdaxy, dl right," said Boone. "And the white



lineisthere, dthough I'd never have guessed it to bethis

highway we areon.”

"Itis, | tdl you," Horseface ingsted. "'In my people's
legend there was mention of ahighway that ran among

the stars. Although the legends, every one of them, fell
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short of telling why the highway might be there or whence

it might lead. But now we follow it. Now we go and see.”

Boone had another long look at the blob and there
seemed no doubt that it did represent aspird galaxy. In
shape it was gpproximately ovd, thicker in the center than
at the edges, although not so neat and disciplined asthe
photos he had seen of spird gaaxies. It was, however,
clearly asprawling spird with misty armsflaring out, thin-

ner and more wispy than the centra area. One of the spird



arms came twisting out around the place where the tables

had been standing. Rather vaguely, the tables were il

visblethere,

Horseface moved away from them, sidling closer to the

chart, sooping and peering &t it, examining it.

Wolf stood close beside Boone and, when Boone
looked down, he saw the shivers that ran through the an-
ima's body. No wonder, he told himself. It was spooky
enough for anyone. He reached down to pat Wolf on the
head. "Easy, boy," hesaid. "1t will bedl right. Every-
thing'sal right." Wolf moved closer to him, and he won-
dered if what he said had been correct. He could not be

asurethat it wasdl right.

He said to Enid, "He talked with you, didn't he, about

charts and maps?'

"Hetalked of alot of things," shesaid. "Some of it

nonsensical. At leas, it sounded so to me. | can't re-

member al of it. He talked mostly of genetic maps, of

mapsimplanted in hismind or his consciousness.”



Horseface came lumbering back to them. "Shdl we

have alook?' he asked.

"Y ou mean into that thing?' Enid asked. "Y ou mean

wak right into it?*

"Of acertainty,” said Horseface. "How e sewill we

know? The white line leads someplace. We go to find that

placeit leadsto. It was put there for a purpose.”

"We could get lost in there," protested Enid. "We

could flounder around for days."

"Not if wefollow that whiteline. Wefollow in, then

we follow back."

"If wearegoing inthere, " said Enid, "thereis some-

thing that | want."

Having said that, she ran swiftly toward the net.

To go and have alook into that maelstrom of mistiness

was the last thing Boone wished. On the surfaceit was

simple enough, no more than arepresentation put together



by atechnology and an art that had yet been unthought

of in histime. There was about the chart ascary dienness
that he could not cotton to. What if aman got tangled up
ingde of it with no way to get out? Follow the white line,
Horseface had said, and that would be dl right should the
white line stay in place. However, what if thewhiteline

were no more than bait to lure prey into atrap?

Enid came back, clutching asmall black box. She held
it up to show to Boone. "Thisistheteevisor that | found
at thepicnic. | thought it might be good to have if we went

into the chart."

"It'sapiece of foolishness," said Horseface,

"No, it's not. It showed me where Boone was and told
us how to get here. It'sanother pair of eyesand, in there,
weéll need all the eyeswe have. It shows you what you

want to see.”

Her dlusion to another pair of eyes, Boone thought,

was somewhat off the mark, for while she and he each
might have apair of eyes, Horseface had a double handful
of them—two clusters of eyeswhich probably were far

more than the equivaent of apair of human eyes.



Wolf whined softly and Boone looked down at him.
Wolf was scared, he thought, and if he had any sense,

he'd be as scared as Wolf.

"Wdl, are you coming?' Enid asked.

"What isthere to see? Horseface says the Highway of

Eternity leads to where we want to go and that's all we

need to know. Just jump onto the trolley and follow adong

theHighway."

"Tha'sridiculous" Enidtold him. "Onthetrolley, it

would take hdf of forever to get anywhere a dl. When

we go, well travel on the net, and neither time nor dis-

tance means anything when you travel on the net.”

"That'swdl and good," he said, seeking adelay from
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stepping into that crazy chart, "but when we start, what

arewelooking for?"

"Why, the Infinites" she said. "The home planet of

the Infinites. That iswhat thisisal about.”

Until she said the word, he had quite forgotten about
the Infinites. A great dedl of time and scenery had passed
between mention of the Infinites and here. But she, of
course, would be the one to remember, for she had lived

for centuries hunkered againgt their threst.

"Thisisthefirst I've heard about seeking out the In-
finites"" he sad. "Y ou have been hiding out from them
for years, and you and | fled for our livesto escape their

killer mongter.”

"I've had some thought about it," shetold him, "and
it ssemsto methat we can't stay hiding from them. Well
go and seek them out. We have the net and Horseface

and we may find otherswho'll help us out againgt them.”



"I never would have guessed,” said Boone, "that you

were so warlike."

"Areyou coming or not?" asked Horseface, speaking
gruffly. "If we are going on the net eventudly, we should
have some idea of what we're getting into. The chart

should giveus a least ahint.”

"Y ou havefull confidencein that chart of yours?'

asked Boone. "How can you be surethat it is accurate?’

There had been atime on ancient Earth when map-
makers, with an airy blitheness, had placed upon ther
maps as actuaities many features that were no more than

myths or products of their own free-ranging imaginations.

"My honor uponit,” said Horseface. "This construct

was made by a knowledgeable race who knew whereof

they spoke.”

"You knew them?"

"I knew of them. They were spoken of to me upon my

grandfather's knee and there was other word of them from

the sages of my people.”



Boone looked down again at Wolf and Wolf was no
longer there. Glancing back over his shoulder, he saw
Woalf sitting some distance up the road. He had found The

Hat and it was hanging limply from hisjaws. Wolf didn't

want to go into the chart, and there was no reason to drag

him into that misty mess.

"Okay, Wolf," he said, "you wait right therefor me."

The other two were moving into the chart, Horseface

ahead and Enid trailing after. Boone hurried to catch up.

It looked like a space filled with spider webs, but there
were no webs. Therewas not athing at dl. When Boone
stepped into it, he could no longer fed ground beneath
hisfeet. It was asif he were waking on nothing or, more
likely, that hisfeet had suddenly gone dead and he could

fed nothing when he put them down.

To onesdeof him burned alarge red globe, and he
ducked away fromit; in doing so, he came face to face
with another bright-burning jewe of incandescent blue.
Before he could duck the other way, he waked Straight

into it. There was no sensation, no fed of heat, no indi-



cation that the stars were even there. He chuckled ner-
voudy. He had ducked ared giant and run smack-dab
into amuch hotter blue star. Did this chart contain are-
presentation of every star, every wisp of gas, and every
drift of dust in the gdaxy? On theface of it, this seemed
impossible. He seemed to remember having read some-
where a some forgotten time that there were more than
ahundred billion starsin the Milky Way. There could not
possibly be that many represented in the chart. Given that
many, even with the smaler sars no morethanthesize

of motes of dust, the entire areawould be packed so solid
there would be no walking through it. So much, he

thought, for Horseface's claim of accuracy.

"Watch the white line that we trace," said Horseface.

"It liesat the height of your hips, closeto your right Sde.”
Boone glanced down and there it was, athread of white,
alifeline back to the world of gray where Wolf waited for
him with the limp and frazzled Hat hanging from hisjaws.
There stood the cube and somewhere nearby the robot
who might cook another medl for them if they should get

back.

| don't beieveit, hetold himsdlf. | don't believe aword

of it. I'll admit to none of this. It Smply isn't happening.



But it was happening. He waswalking in a place where
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he could not fed the ground when he put down afoct,
proceeding through an areathat was not only illusory, but
imaginary, where there were glowing stars and drifts of
dust and gas, al of which one could see, but could not
touch nor fedl. Now there was something else—a sound,
asnging. The sarswere snging to him—the music of
the spheres, the hiss of hydrogen, the ditty of radiation,
the carol of time, the canticle of space, the hum of dugt,
and the chanty of vast emptiness. The horrible part of it
was that there was nothing there. Thiswas no redlity; it
was at best the wizardry of representation, of aconstruct

that was entirely abstract.



He saw that he had falen behind the other two. Through
the haze he could barely make out Enid; Horsefaee he
could not see at al. We've been walking for hours, he
thought, and that wasridiculous, for thischart in which

they walked could not have had adiameter of much more

than severd hundred fedt.

He struggled to catch up, plunging ahead. No longer

did hetry to duck the stars or the spidery webs of gas,
for now he could accept that they weren't there. But in
Spite of nothing being there, there seemed to be some sort
of substance that tried to hold him back. It was asif he

were desperately trying to wade through arushing torrent.

Ahead of him loomed adrift of thicker-than-ordinary
dust. Despite knowing that there was no rift of dust, he
tried to lower his head and duck benesth it, but it was
deeper than it seemed and it blinded him. The stars had
al pinched out, and he plowed into the blackness asif he
were butting head-first into awall, hislegsdriving him
forward, gtill with the pressure of the unknown torrent

pushing back againgt him.

He burgt from the dust cloud and there was light, far



more light than there had been before. Its source, he saw,

wasabrilliant, glowing star to theright of him, al misty

around the edges.

Beside him Enid said, "A nova. Maybe even a super-

nova. So obscured by the dust cloud that it can't be seen

from Earth."

In the moment that she spoke, he saw the other star

that was S0 close it seemed he could have put out his hand
to touchit. It was unspectacular—afaint, tiny yellow sar.
Thething that made him notice it was that someone—
someone?—had painted or drawn aprecise X over it, as
if that someone had picked up afine-point pen and marked
it, digtinguishing it from dl the other sarsinthe gdaxy,
marking it so that if it be seen again, it would be recog-

nized asavery specid dar.

"Boone, did you hear me?" asked Enid. "What isthe

meatter with you?'

He did not answer, but stepped forward, circling, so he
could see the star from another angle. As he moved, the

X moved with him. He changed his position, and the X



changed its pogition, too. Viewed from any angle, the X
till showed, centered on the star. That, he thought, was

impossible. It must beanilluson. ..

Enid grasped him by the arm. "Horsefaee has gotten
ahead of us. And, Boone, whereistheline? Weve lost

the whiteline. It's nowhere to be seen.”

He turned in response to the pressure on hisarm and
the hint of fear in her voice. Shewas|ooking al about,
searching everywhere for the vanished whiteness of the

line

"It'snot here," she said. "In our rush and al the won-

der of thisplace. . . What do we do now?"'

Boone shrugged. "WEl| retrace our steps and look for

it. Well find it."

But he had little confidence they would. It was so thin

aline, so inggnificant, that they might not pick it up.

A ghort distance away hung a great white star, spinning
medly onitsaxis, whilearound it sSvung amuch smaller

gar, white and bright, but its brightness paled by the brit-



tleglory of itslarger companion. The smdl star was spin-
ning so fast that its motion was a blur, rotating in amad
dance about its huge fellow, while between the two of
them extended abrilliant ribbon of flaming energy, flow-
ing from the larger body to the smaler one. A B-type sar,

Boone thought, circled by awhite dwarf.

"We can't go back," said Enid. "Right now we can't
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go back. We have to go on and find Horseface. Helll help

usfindtheline.

She hurried ahead and he followed her. They seemed

now to be going up aahill and that was insane, Boone

told himsdf. In this galaxy therewerent any hills. Swirls

of dust curled about their ankles, and the stars, it seemed,

were much thicker now and alot of them were bloated



red.

There was no question now that they were climbing a

long, steep hill. They labored up the dope and reached
the crest. Just beyond the crest they found Horseface. He

was standing, gaunt and hunched, staring straight ahead.

They stopped and stood staring with him at the swirling

darknessringed by flashing, sparkling flares of light.

"A whirlpool!" gasped Enid. "It'sspinning. It'sa

whirlpoal.”

"Thisisthe core of the gdaxy," Horseface said. "This

isthe very center of everything thereis. A huge black

hole egting up the gdaxy. The end of everything."

A hbitter wind was blowing, athough there should not
have been awind. It had theicy chill of emptiness, the
black glacial kiss of degth. It could be, Boone thought,
the black frost of defeated Time fleeing from the anni-

hilation esting at the center.

"Y ou said the end of everything," Enid objected. "It



can't be the end of everything. Of this galaxy perhaps.

But there are other galaxies. There are endless galaxies.”

"There may be those who know," said Horseface. "I

am not among them. Nor were any of my people.”

"How about those who fashioned thisthing we'rein?

Those who madethis chart?"

"Maybe," Horseface told her. "Maybe not. Perhaps

the truth might shrivel up the soul. Or there may be no

answer."

"Thento hell with dl of it," said Boone. "'l angoing

"We can't go back," Enid reminded him. "Welost the

line. Thethin whiteline, remember? Wetog it."

Horseface mumbled, startled. "Theline? Y ou say we

logtit?1 had dl forgottenit.”
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"So had we," said Enid.

"It can't be that much of aproblem,” Boone said.

"This chart we'rein, spread out even asit is, can't pos-
sbly be more than afew milesin diameter, not more than
two or three, perhaps. My impression, back on the High-
way, wasthat it covered only afew hundred feet. If we
wak inadgraight linein any direction, we should soon

be out of it."

Horseface rumbled at him, "There are no straight lines
here. Thereisonly twisting convolution, atrickery of the

NS

"Y ou went straight to the center,” said Boone. "Y ou
ran ahead of us, aming for the center. Y ou got where you

wished to go. There were no twisting convolutions...."

"True," said Horseface. "'l went to the center. | had
heard legends. The center held grest interest, and my in-
tuition took methere. Long ago | had heard of the black

nothingnessand ..."

"That isnothing new," Boonetold him. "The people

of my time knew about the center. They knew of the great



turbulencesin the centers of most galaxies and there were

those who said black holesand ..."

"Thisisgetting us nowhere," said Enid. "Our problem

isto find thewhiteline."

"We don't need to find theline," said Boone. "We can
get out without it. All we need to do iswalk astraight

line. Doing that, we will find the edge.”

"You did not listen to me," Horseface said. "l told
you that this straight line you speak of cannot exist here.
All istwisted, braided about, ameander of great

complexity.”

"You'retrying to tell uswe can't get out?"

"Not that. Blunder about enough and we shdl get out.

But it will be no easy task."

It was dl nonsense, Boone told himself. The problem,
despite al thistalk of great complexity, wasasmple one.
Y et when he looked about he could see, in part, what
Horseface meant. There were too many landmarks—no

one gtar, no single misty glow, no twisted blackness that
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he could remember—too many to remember. And there

was atwigtinessto everything.

Asif she sensed what he might be seeing, Enid said,

"Certainly thereis something that you can remember.”

"Thereis," said Boone. "Therewas a star with an X

uponit.”

"AnX?'

"Yes, an X. Asif someone had painted an X upon it.

It was an ordinary star, avery ordinary star. A main se-

quence star. Yellow. Probably aG dar, like our sun.”

"You never mentioned it to me."

"| forgot it when you said we had lost the whiteline."

"Y ou saw no star with an X upon it?' Horserace asked



Enid.

"No," shesaid. "l didn't. Who would go around paint-

ingan X upon agtar?'

Horseface asked Boone, "Anything else that you

remember?’

"No, not really," said Boone.

"Simple, then," said Horseface. "I have been standing

inthis place, never moving, staring at the black hole, snce

| first arrived. So we have a point of reference. When you

came upon me, was | standing with my back to you?"

"That isright,” Enid answered. "With your back to

"Elementary, then," said Horseface. "I will turn one

hundred and eighty degrees, and we will go downhill from

wherewe are"

Boone shrugged. It seemed much too eementary. It



took no note of other factors. But he could think of no

other way that they could go.

"Wemight aswell try it," hesaid.

All three of them turned about and started down the

hill. The going was easer. There was no surging current
to buck. Boone still could not fed asolid surface when
he put hisfeet down, and the stars still sang, but he paid
no atention to any of it. They came down off the hill, and
he kept on going. He was hurrying, eager to get out of

thismezeof illuson.
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Behind him, Enid cried out suddenly. “Theling" she

cdled. "Hereisthelineagan!”

Boone turned around and saw the two of them standing
dill, asif stricken, and staring at the line. Helooked to
hisleft and there, aso, wastheline. He was on one side
of it and they were on the other and it seemed to him quite

agpparent that he had walked through it without any notice



of it.

He walked back to where they were standing and al

three of them stood there, staring at the line.

"Now," said Enid, "we can follow it back and come

out where we started. How lucky that we found it."

"It stands to reason that we would find it," said Boone.

"Wewerewaking agraight line”

Horseface snorted. "A dtraight line, you say. | told you

and| toldyou. . ."

Boonedid not listen to histirade. Glancing up the hill,
he saw again the flare of the nova, or perhaps the super-
nova, that Enid and he had seen going up the hill. Off to

onesdeof itwasalittleyelow dar.

He started up the hill again, heading for the yellow dtar.

"Where areyou going?' Enid called to him.

"Comeon up," he said, without glancing back, hiseyes

steady on thelittle yellow star. "Come on up, and I'll

show you the star with the X upon it.”



Hewasfeding foolish even ashe sadiit, for it might
not be the star with the X upon it. There were alot of

yellow gars. Y ou saw them everywhere.

But there had been no need to worry. It wasthe star

with the X inscribed uponiit.

"Of someimportance,” said Horseface, coming up to

gtand beside him. "Otherwise, why isit marked?"

"It'sjust likeamillion other starsof itsclass" sad
Boone. "That'swhy it seems so strange. That'swhy |
was sure my eyes were playing tricks on me. One of these

darsisjust likeal the others.”

"Perhapsit isnot the star that isimportant,” suggested

Horseface. "Perhapsit may have aplanet and the planet

isimportant. But we can't see aplanet.”

"Just aminute," Enid said. "There may beaway ..."
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Shelifted the black box that she carried and aimed it

a the star. Immediately as shelifted it, she drew her

bregth in sharply.

"That wasit," shesad. "Thereisaplanet.”

Boone stepped up behind her and stared into the vision

plate. Ashe did so, the planet that was being showed

expanded tofill the plate. It went on expanding until they

could see only part of the surface—and what was on that

urface.

"A city," Horseface said. "The planet has acity.”

Huge structures speared up at them.

"Thisisit," said Horseface, his voice hushed but glee-

ful. "Thisiswherewe go. Thisiswerethelineled.”



"And when we get there?' asked Enid.

Horseface answered with another question, "How is

oneto know?"

And that was right, thought Boone—how was oneto

know short of going there?

Enid lowered the televisor and the plate went blank.

"Back we gdlop,” said Horseface, "tracing close upon

theline. Then we get uponthenet ..."

"Wait asecond,” Boone cautioned. "This is something

we want to talk about. We should give it thought.”

Horseface, however, did not stay to listen. Hewas gal-

loping off, following close upon theline,

Boonelooked at Enid. "You areright,” shesaid.

"WElIl havetotak it over."

"Then let's get out of here," said Boone,

They went more dowly than Horseface, but, even so,



they hurried. Both of them were anxiousto win free of

the chart.

Ahead of them they made out faintly the grayness of

the land they had left behind them. Then they caught the
loom of the cube and the tables surrounded by the chairs.
And just beyond the tables and the chairs, the outline of
Woalf, with the flat-headed robot standing side by side with

him.

When Boonefindly felt theimpact of the surface be-
neath hisfeet, he knew that he had |&ft the chart behind

him. He walked afew paces forward and said to Wolf,

"How areyou, boy? What isgoing on?' Wolf was sitting
on hishaunches. The Hat, till limp and mauled, lay in

front of him.

There was no sign of Horseface, but the trolley, Boone

saw, was coming down the tracks; and someone was Sit-

ting on the forward seet.

Timothy



10

The door unfolded outward and became

aramp. Horace waked through the door, but stopped

with hisfeet only one step ouit.
Behind him, Emmadhrilled, "Where arewe?

"] wouldn't know," said Horace. "Thereisno one here

toask"

Although, he redlized, when might have been the better

He should have known better, he scolded himsalf. Sure,
they had been in acrisgs Stuation, but there still would
have been timeto st the course. There had been no time,

of course, to think it through, to give his action the con-
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Sderation that he would like to have given it. But too

hasty arush to escape the ravening monster that was snap-

ping at their heelswasinexcusable.



It was not that he had been frightened, he assured him-
sdf. It had been no more than solid good sense to get out
of there as quickly as he could. There were many things,
Horace told himsdlf, that could be said of him: pompous,

probably, for at times he might seem a pompous man;

stubborn, but in most cases stubbornnesswas a virtue,
not afault; and fuddy-duddy, maybe, for hewasin al
thingsavery careful man. The one thing that could not

be said of him was that he was a coward.

After dl, hethought, everything had been fine until the
two from the twentieth century had burst upon the scene.
Morethan likely, though, the fault had been Martin's.
Martin should have known what was going on. But it was
gpparent that he had not known, had no inkling of it until
Corcoran had tipped him off by telling him that someone
was snooping around in London, asking about a place
caled Hopkins Acre. And what had he done then? He
had bolted, he and Stella. Thinking this, Horace felt bet-
ter. He had found someone on whom he could fasten dl
the blame. He, himsdlf, now was entirely innocent of any

blameat dl.

He took afew more steps down the ramp, but still



stayed oniit just in case aquick retreat was called for.

Thetraveler lay onthe dope of ahill, just below the

crest. Below wasasmdl valey in which stood a sprawling
black building, only one storey high, but with many angles
and extensions, asif after its construction anumber of
haphazard additions had been tacked onto the original

dructure.

Looking at it, with something of a shock, Horace re-
alized it was one of the many monagteries that had been
built by the Infinites. They might not, in fact, have been
monasteriesin the strictest sense, but people had called
them that because the Infinites had looked considerably

likelittle, hobbling monks.

Nothing tirred in the valey. It was an empty place.

Patches of grass grew here and there, and some thickets
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of smal growth; but there were no trees, athough there

were some rotting stumps where there had been trees at



onetime.

The sun had been behind a heavy bank of clouds. Now,
as he watched, the clouds parted for amoment and the
sun shone through. All dong the crest of the circling hills,
reaching far into the sky, was a sparkle and atwinkling,

asif someone had hung the sky with glittery tinsdl.

Behind him, Timothy spoke quietly, amost matter-of-
factly. "Thereyou see" hesaid, "what isleft of millions
of our race. Each of those little sparklesis an incorpored

human, put in place and waiting through dl eternity.”

"Y ou can't be sure of that," said Horace, fighting
againg the horror and the beauty of it. Y ou have never

seen anincorpored being.”

"I have seen our brother Henry," said Timothy. "He
isaclugter of those sparkles, ahuman who didn't make
it tothefina phase of hisincorporedity. Had he done

30, hewould have been one sparkle only and not the many

that heis"

Timothy wasright, Horace told himself. Timothy was



dways, and irritatingly, right.

"If | read the did correctly,” said Timothy, "we are
far into the future, some fifty thousand years beyond that

time when we fled into the past.”

"So the Infiniteswon," said Horace. "So thisisthe

end of it. We humans didn't sop them.”

Emma spoke to them from the doorway. "Y ou two

down there get out of the way. Spike is coming out. There

isn't room for al of you."

Horace looked quickly over his shoulder. Spike, look-

ing more than ever like arevolving porcupine, dready
was rolling down the ramp. Horace stepped quickly to the
ground and over to one side of the ramp, Timothy moving

with him. Spike started rolling down the hill.

"Hell get down there and stir up trouble,” said Hor-

ace. "He awayswas atroublemaker. The Infinitesin the

monastery haven't seen usyet.”

"Wedon't know if they have or not," said Timothy.



"There may be no Infinites. From the evidence up there
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on the hill they have done their job and left. This probably
isonly one array of the incorporeas. Throughout the

world there may be many others.”

Emma came down the ramp to join them. "We waited
too long," she said. "We should have |ft before. Then
we could have picked our time and place and not gone

off so franticaly, not knowing wherewed end.”

"l am going back," said Timothy, "assoonas| am
able. | made amigtake in coming dong with you. There

areal my booksand notesand ..."

"l notice," Horacetold him, coldly, "that you didn't
linger in your going. Y ou damn near ran over me. Y ou

were scared out of your britches.”

"Not really. Perhaps only dightly apprehensive. An au-

tomeatic defendve mechaniam, that isdl it was"

"We never did get around to burying Gahan,” said

Emma "That'sashameful thing. Wejust left him lying



there, all wrapped up in canvas on hisbier and the grave

il open.”

Spike had reached the foot of the hill and wasralling

steadily acrossthe plain toward the monastery.

A few fleecy clouds had moved over the sun. The bril-
liant glitter of the crystd latticework that crowned the

hills and soared into the sky glimmered less brightly.

Timothy looked up a them speculatively. "Just motes

of thought," he said. "Dust-sze philosophers. Tiny theo-
reticians generating dreams of greatness. No physica
functionsto congder, only the fine-tuned workings of the

humanmind..."

"Oh, shut up!" yelled Horace.

Something crunched on the hill above them and aloos-
ened pebble went bouncing down the dope. All three
turned toward the direction of the disturbance. A robot
was coming down the hill toward them. His metal body
shone dully in the weak sunlight, and he had an axe dung

across one shoulder.



Heraised ahand in salute to them. "Welcome, human
ones," hesaid in adeep voice. "It has been long since

we have seen one of you."

"We?' asked Horace. "Then you are not alone.”
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The robot came down the dope to a position where he

was dightly downhill from them and swung around to face

them.

"There are many of us," the robot told them. "Word
Is spread of you and there are others coming, thankful for

thesght of you."

"Then there are no humans here?'

"A few, but only afew," the robot said. " Scattered

very widdly, hiding out. A smdl band here, another there,

not too many of them. There are too many of us now.

Very few of us have humanswe can serve.”

"So how do you pass your time?" asked Horace.



"We chop down trees," the robot told him. "We chop
down al we can. But there are too many trees; we cannot

chopthemadl."

"l do not understand,” said Timothy. "Once you chop

them down, what do you do with them?"

"Werall them dl together and set fire to them once

they are dry enough to bum. We destroy them."

Another robot came clumping down the hill and ranged
himsdlf dongsdethefirst. Hetook hisaxe off hisshoulder

and, placing its head upon the ground, leaned upon the

handle,

He started off asif it had been he, and not the first
robot, who had finished talking. "The labor is arduous,”
he said, "because we have none of the marvelous labor-
saving mechanisms you humans once devised. At one
time, there were robots with technica knowledge, but
now they dl are gone. Once the humans retreated to the
amplelifeto cultivate their minds, there was no need of
them. All the humans needed then were very smplero-

bots—gardeners, cooks, and others of that ilk. Those



were the ones who were | eft, as the humans began to

disappear.”

Other robots were streaming down the dope, each one
carrying atool. They came singly and in twos and threes,
and dl of them grouped themsalves behind the two who

gtood facing the humans.

"But tdl me," said Timothy, "why this sdflessde-

votion to the destruction of trees? Y ou make no use of

them once you cut them down. Surely you have no rea

sonable quarrel with trees.”

"They arethe enemy," said thefirst robot. "Wefight

againg them for our rights.”

"Y ou mouth madness," Horace shouted. "How can

sample, unassuming trees be enemies of yours?'

"Y ou must surely know," said the second robot, "that
once al men are gone—and now they're dmost gone—

treeswill supersede them as the dominant race of Earth.”

"I have heard sometak of it,” Timothy told the as-

sembled robots. "L oose and speculative talk. | never paid



it much attention, dthough our Sster, Enid, thought it a
splendid idea. She fedlsthat, as adominant race, trees
would not be aggressive and would do little meddling with

other formsof life."

"It'sdl blathering," yelled Horace. "Enid is noted for

her fuzzy thinking. Why, atree has no sense—no sense
at dl. It can't do anything. It stands there and grows and
that isdl it does. After atime, it fals down and rots, and

that istheend of it."

"Thereare certain fairy stories,” Emmasaid, spesking

in her most timid voice, which was very timid.

"Fairy soriesare nonsense,” yelled Horace. "All of

thisis nonsense. No one but astupid robot would believe

it,"

"We are not stupid, sir," said the second robot.

"l suppose,” said Timothy, "that your animosity to-

ward thetreesis occasioned by the bdief that you should

be the ones to supersede the humans.”

"Why, yes, of course,”" said thefirst robot. "That is



exactly what we think. It standsto reason we are the ones
who should take the humans place. We are an extenson
of therace. We were made in theimage of therace. We
think the thoughts of humans and our behavior is pat-
terned after humans. We are the heirs of humansand are

being chested of our heritage.”

Emmasaid, "Spikeis coming back. And thereis some-

thing with him."

"] don't see him," Horace said.

"They're coming around the far corner of the monas-
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tery. Thething with Spikeisbigger than heis. He's bob-

bing aong behind it. They are heading thisway."

Horace squinted his eyes and findly he made out the
two of them. He recognized Spike immediately from his
erratic, bounding progress, but for atime he could not

make out what the other was. Then something flashed in



the wesk rays of the sun and there was no doubt at al.
Even from asfar away as he stood, he could see the spider

web and the Single gleaming eye.

Emmasad, "Itisakiller mongter. Spikeis playing with

akiller mongter. He playswith everything."

"Heisnot playing with it," said Horace, choking with

asudden wrath. "He'sherding it. HEs driving it to us."

Down the dope from him, there now were fewer robots,
he noted, than there had been before. Even as he watched
them, they continued to dribble away, leaving by ones
and twos and threes, not seemingly in any hurry, but sm-

ply walking off, going up the hill.

He asked Timothy, "What kinds of gunsdid you put

inthetravder?'

"l putin no guns" Timathy told him. "Y ou attended

to that detall. Y ou raided my gun collection without a

word to me. Y ou smply grabbed up guns, asif they be-

longed to you."



Emmadhrilled, "All therobots are leaving. They are

running away. They'll beno hdptous”

Horace snorted.' 'I never thought they would. They are

aweak-bdlied tribe. | never counted on them."

He started purposefully up theramp. "I think there was

athirty-naught-six,” hesaid. "Not asbig acaiber as|

might have liked, but if the cartridges are high-power, that

should handle dmogt anything.”

"The best thing we can do,” wailed Emma, "isget into

thetravder and leave"

Timothy spoke sharply. "We can't go without Spike.

Heisoneof us."

"Hestheone" said Emma, tartly, "whoiscausng

dl thetrouble. Heis dways causing trouble."

Therobots al were gone. The dope below the traveler

was empty; not aone of them was|left. It didn't matter,

Horace told himsdlf after aquick look around. Even if

they'd stayed, they would be no help. A flighty bunch of



people.

The mongter, herded aong by Spike, was closer now.
The two of them had covered haf the distance between

the monastery and the foot of the hill.

Horace siwvung about and went up the ramp into the
traveler. The gunswere there, as he had thought they
would be, their barrels protruding from beneath the pile

of blankets—a shotgun and a 30.06 rifle.

He grabbed the 30.06 and eased back the bolt. A car-
tridge was seated in the breech and the magazine was

|oaded.

For somelittle time, there had been afaint commotion
somewhere outside, the soft sound of running feet and the
rattle of disturbed pebbles bouncing on the hillside. Hor-
ace had been conscious of it while he had ingpected the
rifle, but now, suddenly, the commotion swelled and
boomed. A rock that must have been larger than apebble
banged with aloud metadlic clamor againgt the traveler.
Outside the doorway Emmawas yeling, athough he

could not make out the words.



He spun heavily about and lunged for the doorway.
From outside came not only Emmals bellowing, but the
heavy pound of many feet and the thudding sound of

heavy objects being hurled againgt the ground.

It could not be the killer monster being driven up the
dope by that unspeakably perverse Spike, for when Hor-
ace had ducked into the travel er, the two of them till had

been far out onthe plain.

As he st hisfeet upon the ramp, he saw a scene of
milling nonsense, with what seemed to be hundreds of
robots, many of them loaded down with tools or logs.
Those with logswere busily engaged in carrying them to
severd spots, where they hurled their loads down upon

the ground and, turning swiftly, fled up the hill again.

Other robots with shovels, picks, mauls, or axeswere

making thedirt fly in dl directions as they went to work.

Long logs were rammed into deep holes, canted a

sharp anglesto the steepness of the hillsde. Other logs
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were being shaped by flashing broadaxes into squared tim-
bers. Augers bit into wood, driving holesfor heavy
wooden pegs, while other gangs of robotstoiled to heave
the timbersinto place, forming what seemed &t first glance

to be sensd ess structures.

Timothy said, quietly, "Do you redize that we are wit-
nessing what amounts to the mounting of a Roman de-
fenseline? Short, flanking fortifications, with ditches dug
infront of each fort, so Stuated as to support one another.
Those other structures are catapults, designed to break
up enemy attacksin force. The total defense could well

be based on a classc Roman model. However, they seem

to be rather overdoing it."

All around theline of hillsthat enclosed the circular

valey where the monastery stood, other gangs of robots



labored at their chores. Here and there, tendrils of smoke
rose from campfires the robots had kindled. If the signs

meant anything, this robot legion was settling in to Say.

"] cannot believe these robots are students of Roman
higtory," said Timothy. "The story of the Roman Empire
would be no more than apinch of history scattered ina
pile of blowing dugt. But the same thinking and the same
principles of engineering are as basic today asthey were

invery ancient times"

"But why?" screeched Emma. "Why arethey doing

thisto us?'

"Not to us, you ninny," Horace shouted. "They are

doingit for us. They are protecting us. Unnecessarily.”

He shook theriflein aclenched fist thrust above his head.

"We could have protected ourselves short of their

interference”

Out on the plain beyond the dope asmall whirlwind

was zigzagging, darting here and there.

"It's Spike and the mongter," Timothy explained.



"The mongter, seeing what is happening, istrying to get |t
away, probably back to the safety of the monastery. Spike »

isjust as determined hewill driveit up the hill."

"It isdl utter nonsense," Horace roared. "Why should
Spike want to drive the monster up to us? He knows what

kind of thing itis"

"Spikewasadwaysinsane" Emmasad. "David used
to stick up for him every now and then, and Henry always
had agood word for him. But to me heisjust abig

nothing."

One of the robots was climbing up the hill toward them.
The robot came to an abrupt hat at the foot of the ramp,
upon which Horace stood. He clicked hismeta hedlsto-
gether and raised hisright aram in abrisk salute. Looking
sraight up theramp at Horace, he said, "The Situation
issecured, Sr. We haveit well in hand.”

"To what Stuation do you refer?" asked Horace.

"Why," said therobat, "the Infinites. The dirty

Infinites”

"We're not even sure," said Timothy, "that there are

any Infinites. All we saw wasthe killer monger.”



"Thereisthe monagtery, Sir,” said therobot, fiffly,

asif somewhat miffed by any questioning of hisword.
"Where there isamonastery, there are dways Infinites.
Weve been watching this place for years. We have been

keepingtab onit.”

"How many Infinites have you sighted?' asked

Horace.

"Not asingle one, Sir. Not so far, we havent.”

"How long have you been watching?

"Not al thetime, you understand. But off and on, for

two hundred years or s0."

"In two centuries you have seen no Infinites?’

"Yes, that istrue, Sir. But if weld been watching all

thetime. . ."

"Oh, come off it," Emmasaid. "Cut out the Slly

games"

The robot stiffened violently. "My nameis Conrad,”



he said, "and | am the commander of thisexercise. We
are doing nothing more than our primary function, the
protection and the care of the human race, carrying out
our duty, | might say, with precise competence and

digpatch.”

"Very fine, Conrad," Horace said. "Please do carry

on."

The mongter and Spike had ceased their dusty waltz
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and stood together, neither of them stirring. The robots,
S0 many now that the circling hill sesemed to be covered
with them, gill were energeticaly building asolid de-

fense, ringing in the centra valley where the monastery

stood.

"Widl, | guessthereisnothing we can do about it,"



said Emma "1 might aswell go in and see to some food.

Areéther of you hungry?'

"l am," said Horace. He was aways hungry.

She went swiftly up the ramp and Horace came dowly

down it to stand beside Timothy. "What do you make of

it?' he asked.

"l am sorry for them,” said Timothy. "They've been

herefor centuries without a human to take care of ."

"And, suddenly, herewe are," said Horace, "dumped

dap-dab intheir Igps.”

"That'sabout it. No humansat dl, and then, al at

once, three humans who seem utterly defenselessto them,
and coming under threat. Part of it an imaginary threst,
for it appears quite definite that there are no Infinites. But

the killer mongter isred enough and extremely

dangerous.”



"So they went hog wild."

"It'snaturd that they should. Here they've been, out

of work for years and years."

"They've not been standing idle. They cut every tree

they find, they grub out ssumps and tend bonfires where

they burn thelogs.”

"Madework," said Timothy. "To do it to put any
muscleintoit, they must sell themselves on the belief that

treeswould follow humans as the planet's dominant life

force

"Y ou don't believe that tree business, do you?"

"Well, to tell you the truth, | am of two minds about

it. That trees should assume a position of dominance has
acertain gppeal to me. They probably would work out
better than the humans, the dinosaurs, or the trilobites,

al three of which turned out rather badly.”

"Thewholeideaiscrazy," protested Horace. "They'd



just be standing there, they'd not be getting anywhere.”
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"Youforget," said Timothy, "that they would have
billions of years. They could afford to St and let evolution
have a chance. That was the trouble with the human race.
We couldn't wait, SO we short-circuited evolution. But it
isamistake to put evolution down as being too dow. See
what it did inlessthan abillion years, from thefirst bare
flicker of lifeto ahighly intelligent animd. Onethat

proved too smart for itsown good ..."

"Thereyou go again," howled Horace, "putting down

your own kind."

Timothy shrugged. Perhaps, hetold himsdlf, Horace
might be right. He was putting down the human race. But
the fact wasthat it had put itself down. Men had been a
bungling band of primates. In the course of human his-
tory, there had been glory and accomplishment, but there
had also been too many fatal errors. Man had made every

error that was possible.

The sun was going down behind the western hill. Tim-

othy ambled dowly down the dope, leaving Horace where



he stood. As he approached the firg fortification, the la-
boring robots dropped their tools and sprang swiftly to

atention.

"It'sdl right," said Timothy. "Pay no attention to me.
Continue with your work. Y ou are to be commended. Y ou

aredoing very well."

The robots went back to their work. Conrad, sighting

Timothy, hurried up the hill to meet him.

"Sir, we havethem now," he said, "surrounded on all

sides. We'relooking down their throats. Let them so

much aswiggle and well be down upon them."

"Good work, Captain,” said Timothy.

"Sir," said Conrad, "I am not acaptain. I'm acolond.

A full colond, ar."

"My migake," said Timothy. "l gpologize. | intended

no offense.”

"And nonewas taken," said the colond.



From the door of the traveler, Emmayeled that dinner

was ready.

Timothy turned about and went swiftly up the hill. He

was hungry; it had been along time since held eaten.
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On the table Emma had placed a plate of cheese, an-

other plate of ham, alargejar of jam, and aloaf of bread.

"Do the best you can,” shetold the other two. "It dl

iscold. Either the stove is not working or | don't know

how to useit. It ressted dl my efforts.”

"Well makeout," said Horace.

"Youll haveto drink water," Emmawailed. "There

isteaand coffee, but without astove...."



"It'sdl right," Timothy comforted her. "Think no fur-

ther of it."

"| looked for beer. But there wasn't any.”

"Water will befine" said Horace.

They sat down and began to eat. It was not too bad.

The cheese was aged and crumbly, melting on the tongue,
the ham robust and tasty. The jam was brambleberry and,
despiteits heavy freight of seeds, was excellent; the bread

was crusty and substantia.

Emmanibbled on adice of cheese and munched adice

of bread dathered with jam. Between two bites, she

asked, "What do we do now?"

"For the moment," Horace told her, "we stay right

here. Thistraveler isluxurious by any standard. It will

serve as ashelter and a base of operations.”

"How long?' Emmaquavered. "I don't likethis

place”



"Until we learn what's going on. That Situation out
there seems chaotic to me, but in afew more days, it may

resolveitsaf, and then well know what we should be

doing."

"For my part,” said Timothy, "I am going back as soon

aspossible”

"Going back to where?' asked Emma.

"Back to Hopkins Acre. | never meant to leave. If I'd

had timeto condder it, | never would have | eft."
"But the mongter!" Emmacried in horror.
"By thetime | get back, the monster will be gone.”

"Why would you want to go back?" asked Emma. "l

can't understand. It could be dangerous back there."

"My books arethere," said Timothy. "And notes that

| worked years upon. | still have work to do.”

"Your work isfinished,” Horace told him harshly.
"No, it'snot. Thereistill much to do."
'Y ou were working for a hoped-for future. Y ou thought

you could find away for humansto reversetheir course,



to profit from the old mistakes and to make anew begin-
ning. Don't you understand you failed? Thisis your fu-
ture, and in it humanity, or the greater part of it, hasbeen
converted to those sparkling points of light you seeupin
the sky. The Infinites have done their work and left.”
"But some people are fill here. We could start over.”
"Not enough of them," said Horace. "A few one place,
afew somewheredse, dl of them hiding out. Somein
the past, some in the present time. The gene pool istoo

smdl for garting over.”

"It'sno usetakingto him," Emmasad. "Heisthe
stubborn one. Once he gets an ideaiin his head, he never
will let loose. No amount of talking and no kind of ar-

gument will convince him otherwise"

"Well tak again tomorrow," Horace said. "After a

good night'sdeep.”

Timothy got to hisfeet. "Can | have some blankets?
I'll spend the night outdoors. The weether's clement, and

it'snot too cold. I'll deep beneath the stars.”

Emmagot him blankets. "Don't wander off too far,”

shewarned him.



"l never wander," hetold her.

Night had falen. The blackness of the monastery was
swallowed by the darkness around it. The robot campfires
gleamed dl around the hills, and over dl wasthe twinkling
of the sky. Staring up, Timothy was able to make out some
gars, but only afew of the brighter ones, for the glitter

of the points of light served to blot out the dimmer ones.

Hefound asmall, benchlike terrace on the hillsde. It
wasfairly level and would serve well asabed. Hefolded
one of the blankets as a protection againgt the ground and

pulled the other blanket over him.

Helay flat upon hisback, looking at the glittering points

in the sky. He was content to watch. Up there, he saw

thefina phase of the human race. As segments of pure

thought, humanity could survive the extinction of both
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time and space at the end of the universe. Theintelligence
of man would remain untouched in the emptinessand
would pers<t forever. But persist for what? He tried to
conjure up what might come, if anything could, after time

and space were gone. He could think of nothing.

He had said to Horace that men had been impatient
with evolution, that they had not been content to wait.
Had he been wrong in saying that? Had the works that
men had created and the dreams they had held been as
truly evolutionary asthe dow process by which the small
pulse of life had come to man himsdf? Had the interven-
tion of the Infinites done no more than help man aong
the evolutionary track he had been meant to follow? Had
that first faint stir of lifein some shallow seabeenirrev-
ocably amed at the glinting sparkles set out overhead?
Could the universe dl dong, initsglory and itswonder,

have been only a hothouse in which to grow intelligence?

If that were true, then the human race had been the



Chosen People. Y et there would not have been one Cho-
sen People, but many Chosen Peoples. Rather than re-
lying upon asingle race, there would have been an attempt
to bring about many different intelligences, for one could
not be certain of surviva. Through foolish, perhapsin-
evitable mistakes, many would have died upon the way.
Others could have taken such unfavorable turns that de-
liberate dimination of them would have been the only
answer. Like many creatures of Earth, which spawned
thousands of eggsto insure that afew of their progeny
would survive to adulthood, so must evolution have
spawned vast numbers of intelligent racesto make certain

that afew, in the end, would win to full development.

It could not be, Timothy told himsdf. Thiswasfool-

ishness, amad thought even to entertain for amoment.

But why had humanity taken such astep at atime when
the sarswerefirmly in its grasp and when mankind
seemed about to regp the benefits of the journey along
the highway of technology? Why had man fdtered? Had
there been aracid tiredness, ashying away from anim-
plied respongibility which, in thelight of past achieve-

ments, he should have been fully capable and anxiousto

assume? Standing face to face with the unlimited space



and opportunity which stretched before him, had man

stepped back in fear of failure? Or in fear of something

dse?

Timothy tried to put a stop to thinking and make his
mind ablank, for he redized that al he was doing was
building up atroublesome confusion insde himsdf, and
that there were no conclusions to be reached. He shut his
eyes and fought to purge the tenseness from his body.
Findly the thoughtsthat had been surging in his skull did
dow. Hewent to deep, but it was afitful dumber. Time
and time again he came haf awake, puzzled by where he
was, ligtening to the shuffle and murmur of the legion il
at work upon theforts, disturbed by the pulsing ripples

in the sky—and then, recalling where he was, went back

to deep again.

Then someone was shaking him by the shoulder and
gpesking to him in aquerulous voice. "Timothy, wake

up! Wake up, Timothy! Spike has disappeared.”

He sat up, throwing the covering blanket to one side,
wondering at the urgency of the voice, knowing it was

Emmawho was shaking him to tdll him that Spike had



disappeared. He was considerably puzzled. Spike was al-
ways disappearing. Back at Hopkins Acre, Spike had
been gone agood part of thetime. They'd not see him

for days on end and had never worried about him. In good
time, in hisown time, he would show up again, asfrisky

asever, never harmed by absence.

Theland was sllvered by thefirgt light of dawn. The
valey floor ill lay in haf darkness. Smoke dribbled up
from the fires built among the forts. Why, Timothy won-
dered, should robots be so intent on building fires? Cer-
tainly not for cooking, for they never ae. Probably this
fire building was only another evidence of arobot's ever-

present urge to ape man, its creator.

Horace was standing a hundred feet or so away, talking
with Conrad and a gaggle of other robots. Horace was
shouting gruffly, but that meant nothing. Horace dways
shouted and his voice was dmost always gruff, astudied

affectation to show how tough he was.
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Emmawhined a Timothy, " Spikeis causng trouble
again. He aways causestrouble. | don't know why we

put up with him al these years.

Timothy staggered to hisfeet. He put up hisfiststo
scrub his eyes of deep, then walked dowly toward Hor-

ace and the robots.

Hearing his approach, Horace turned to face him. "It's
Spike again," he shouted. "He's playing games. Heis
hiding out somewhere. He thinkswell come and look for

him. Playing hide and seek."

Conrad spoke more softly than Horace, but hiswords

were clear. "The only place he can be isthe monastery.

Both he and the monster are gone. They'reinthe

monastery.”

"Well, then," yelled Horace, "why are you bothering

us? Why didn't you go and look in the monastery?'

"Notme," said the robot commander. "The monastery



isnot our business. It ishuman business. If you goin,

well go with you, but we won't go alone.”

Timothy came up and joined the group. "You are

sure," he asked Conrad, "that they didn't sneak through

your lines?'

"It would have been impossible. We were on watch al

night. We had the two of themin sght al thetime; then

suddenly they were gone."

"What were they doing al the time you were watching

them?'

"They were playing games, it seemed. They were chas-

ing one another, first one and then the other. They were

taking turnsat it."

"Spikeishel ontag,” said Horace. "Helikes nothing

better. I'm not going to waste any time on him. After a

while hell get tired of it and come dragging back."

"He'splayed usfoolsfor years," said Emma, joining



them. "Wed befools again if wewent looking for him."

Timothy said, "Thisgtuationisdightly different, |

think we should haveago & it. Thistime hemay bein

trouble"

"No!" howled Horace. "Not afoot! I'll not take a

blessed step.”
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"Maybe Timothy isright,” said Emmafaintly, not sure

she should be saying it. "After dl, hesfamily. Welet

him stay with us"

"If you don't want to go," Timothy told Horace, "then

I'll go done. Thetwo of you stay here. Give metherifle.”

Horace took along step backward. "l won't giveit to
you. Y ou don't know how to handleit. You'll end up

shooting off your foot."



"It'smy rifle, Horace."

"Y es, you own it. Which doesn't mean you know how

touseit.”

“Then I'l gowithout it."

"No, you won't," yelled Horace. "'l won't let you go
aone. Theresno telling what sort of scrape you'll get

into and no one there to get you out of it."

"If you're going with him," Emmatold Horace, "then

I'm going with you. | won't beleft donein thishowling

wilderness”

"I'm obliged to you," said Timothy, speaking to Hor-

ace. "I'll be glad to have you with me."

"I'll organize acompany,” said Conrad, "to furnish

you support.”

"Theresno need,” said Horace, iffly.

"l inggt,” Conrad told him. "We provide protection

here. Well continueto provideit.”



Conrad turned about and began snapping orders. Ro-
botswheded into line, sanding siffly at attention, each
shouldering thetool it had been carrying—ashove here,
acrowbar there, pickaxes, aheavy iron maul, a posthole

digger. ..

"Since you are determined to make fools out of dl of

us" Horace growled a Timothy, "let'sget it over with."

Timothy started down the dope, with Horace, rifle car-
ried dantwise across his body, to one sde and Emma
stumbling aong behind. In the rear came the clanking
legion with sergeants or their equivadents cdling out the

marching cadence.

Timothy went down the dope, fighting the steepness

of it, driving in hished'sto maintain his balance. Smdl

stones and pebbles did odged by the marching legion-
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naires went skittering past him, bouncing and rolling and

rasing little spatters of dust.

Where was Henry? he wondered. If Henry were only
here, he could infiltrate the monastery and spy out the
place. Then, if it were necessary that the others of them

should enter it, they wouldn't be going in blind.

They reached the bottom of the hill, and the company

of robots split into two files, to march on elther Sde of

them toward the monastery.

Conrad, who had been striding on ahead, snapped out

acommand, and the two files of robots halted. Conrad

came striding back to the humans. "Y ou tay here," he

sad. "I'll send out scouts.”

He bellowed another order and four robots went run-

ning ahead. "There must be adoor, maybe more than one

door,” Conrad said. "There hasto be away to get into



it,"

"Thisisfoolishness," protested Horace. "Thereisn't

any danger.”

"Not that one can see," Conrad told him, "but there
awaysisachance of danger in any new Stuation. There
could even be aplanned and studied attempt to make it

appear thereisno danger. In any casg, it never hurtsto

be just atrifle cautious.”

Timothy turned around to ook over his shoulder. There

were other robots on their way to join them. They came

tumbling out of the defense lines they had built upon the

hill, running madly. Others were Sreaming acrossthe

plain, hurrying to catch up with Conrad's squad.

"Therest of them arecomingtojoinus" hesad to

Horace. "The entire gang of them."

Horace turned around to look. He grunted his disgust

with robots.



They waited. A waiting slence settled over them. There

was no sound of wind, no chirring of insects. Finaly one
of the scouts came running around an irregular corner of
the building. He pulled up in front of Conrad and said,
"Sir, we have found an entrance. An open door. There

were other doors and they were locked; we did not try to

force them. We thought it would be wiser not to. Then

we found the open door."

"Did you enter?"

"Agan, wethought it better not to. The others are wait-

ing for thefull company to arrive.”

"Wdll, thank you, Toby," Conrad said. "Y ou acted

wisdly." He said to Horace, "Are you ready to proceed?”

"Weve been ready dl thetime," said Horace. "It was

not our decison to sand here and dawdle."

The column lurched into motion and the three humans
marched ingdetheir lines, with the reporting scout hur-
rying on ahead. They came to the monastery and skirted

its outer rim. Close up, it was adowdy building. The outer



walls appeared to be constructed of some metal that was
beginning to rust. Thewalls had no windows, but &t in-

tervalstherewere doors and dl of them were closed.

Findly they came to the door the scouts had found. It

opened into the main building.

"Well wait here," said Conrad. "I'll send in asquad

to have alook, and thenwecangoin.”

They waited again and findly one of the squad members

appeared at the door and beckoned.

"Wegoin, but, please, without unseemly haste," said

Conrad.

They went in without unseemly haste. The company of

robots spread out, scouting ahead.

Theinterior waslit by agreenish glow. When Timothy
looked for the source of it, he was unable to locate one.
The light, he decided, emanated from the walls and the

domed ceiling.

At firgt glance, there was nothing much to see. The one



vast room into which they had entered seemed empty.
Open doors here and there led into the various additions
that had been tacked onto the origind main structure.
Robots kept ducking into the doors and almost immedii-
ately returning, asif to indicate they had found absolutely

nothing.

As his eyes became accustomed to the faint green light,
Timothy made out a pockmarked section of thefloor. The

pocks were lopsided circles or scooped-out holes. But
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there was no furniture of any kind—no desks or chairs,

no storage bins, no filing cabinets, no machines.

No machines, of course! He was thinking.in terms of
humans and thiswas an dien building, constructed for
alien purposes. One would not expect to find desks,
chairs, or filing cabinets. But there should be other

items—dien items—and there were none of these.



Emmanudged himintheribs. "Look up there," she

said. He looked where she was pointing and saw the
Strange objects hanging from the ceiling. Therewere
hundreds of them, al suspended by strings or cords. They

fluttered in the dight circulation of air that flowed in the

building.

"They look like Infinites™ sad Emma

"If they are," said Conrad, who was standing just a

little digance off, "thereisno lifein them. | can detect

no life. If there werelife, even alittle, my senseswould

tell me so. If they are Infinites, they are dead and hung

uptodry."

Since entering the building and walking a short distance

into it, they had scarcely moved. Now, from degp inside

of it came ahumming of excitement.

"The boys have found something,” said Conrad. "L et

usgo and see”



The four of them hurried forward, coming upon the ro-
bots, who had formed into a circle and were watching

something with exclamations of wonder.

"Let usthrough,” said Conrad, speaking sharply.

"What is going on? Make room for us."

The robots parted, and there, in the center of thecircle,
Spike and the killer monster were dancing arigadoon. But
whether it was a dance or acombative circling, with each
opponent waiting for an opening to attack the other, there
was no way to determine. They jigged and skittered, mov-

ing very fast, making tentative lunges at one another and

then turning quickly aside.

" Stand back, the rest of you," screamed Horace. "I'll

put an end to thigl"

He had therifle hafway to his shoulder when the build-

ing rocked so violently that the humans and many of the
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robots were thrown off their feet. Ashefdl and skidded



onthetilting floor, Timothy heard the damming of adoor.

Hefédl into something. When he attempted to scramble
out, the texture of whatever he had fallen into was so dick
that he could find no purchase point to hoist himself out

of it.

Assuddenly asit had started, the bucking of the build-
ing ceased and Timothy redlized that what he had fallen
into was one of the holes scooped out of thefloor. His
body fitted the hole neatly and he thought that if aman
could curl upinit, the hole would be arestful placeto
deep. Perhapsthat waswhat it was; concelvably dl these
holes were bedsfor Infinites. Being somewhat smdler
than humans, their bodies must havefitted into the holes

mogt trimly.

"Areyou stuck in there?' Conrad asked, bending over

him.

"No, not stuck. It'sjust difficult to get out. Lend me

ahand, if youwill."

Conrad extended a hand, pulled him free, and set him

on hisfest.



"| think," the robot said, "that we may bein trouble.

| suspect we have been moved."

"Moved?'

"Thebuilding moved.”

"It threw me off my feet."

"I think it did more than that."

Someone had opened the door by which they'd entered,
and robots were pouring out of it, fleeing from the build-
ing. Horace, who apparently had stepped outside, came
back through the door, fighting hisway againgt therush
of fleeing robots. Coming toward Timothy, he waved the
rifleinthe air and bellowed, "The building was atrap. It
sucked usin and then it took us somewhereelse." He

asked Conrad, "Have you any ideawhere we are?"

Conrad shook his head. "Not theleast," he said.

Timothy stood confounded, not sure what was going

on, what Horace might be saying. "Somewhere e 27"

heasked. "There should be no problem. A matter of some



miles, perhaps.”
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"Youfool," said Horace, harshly, "that isnot what |

meant. Not miles. Light years, morethan likely. Thisis

not our planet. We're not on the Earth. Take alook

outsde.”

Horace grabbed him by the arm and jerked him roughly,

propelling him toward the door.

"Go out and look!"

Timothy staggered toward the door, thrust forward by

Horace's broad hand between his shoulder blades.

It was dusk or dawn. The air was crisp and fresh, and



the Sky looked strange. Theland lay infolds; ralling hills
led to other, ever-higher ralling hills, fading to afar ho-

rizon line. Above the horizon hung a bloated yellow

moon.

Perhaps there was something about it that Horace had

seen to make him think it was adifferent planet. To Tim-

othy it appeared a quiet place, with no peculiarities. The

ar was breathable and the gravity like that of Earth.

One of the robots asked, "Is everyone out? Clear of

the monagtery?

"Everyoneisout,” replied another robot voice.

"Controls?' Horace was ydling. "Did anyone spot

controls?!

"Controls?"

"Y es, controls, something to operate the monastery.

To control and guideit.”

“"No onedid, I'm sure," Conrad answered. "It's not

avehicle. Therewould be no controls."



"It moved from there to here" cried Horace, "It

moved. Otherwise, how are we here?"

"It isbeginning to break up,” said another robot. "It

iscracking a the seams. Ligentoit.”

They listened, and the groaning and the screeching of

the structure could be heard—the rending of too-ancient

metd.

"It barely held together to get us here," said Conrad.

"Thisistheend of it. A few years more and it would not

havemoved a al."

"Damnit!" Horace bdlowed. "Damnit! Damn it!

Damnit!"

"I agreewith you," said Conrad, speaking quietly.

"There are times when nothing works out right.”

Timothy turned about and walked free of the crowd

packed in front of the collapsng monastery. It wasjust



aswdll, hethought. If the monastery had proved, in fact,
to be an operative traveler, there would be no telling what
sort of harebrained scheme Horace would cook up. At
least here they were momentarily safe and in an environ-
ment that up to now had been congenia. They could
breathe and move about, the temperature was not op-
pressive, and probably there would be food of some sort

they could est.

He was stlanding on a hillside and there was turfbeneath
his feet—Dbut what kind of turf? It still wastoo dark to
seg, dthough to hisright the sky was becoming lighter.
Horace had said they were on another planet, but there
was nothing as yet to support hisassertion. The hills

looked like Earth hills. It till wastoo dark to see much

of anything.

Someone moved up the hill toward him and he saw that
it was Emma. He walked down to meet her. "Areyou

dl right?" he asked.

"I'mdl right,” saild Emma, "but I'm frightened. Hor-
ace sayswe are no longer on the Earth. He saysthere
are two moons and Earth does not have two moons, and

| don't understand at al how it could have happened.”



"Two moons? There's only one moon. It'shanging in

the west. Or what | take to be thewest ..."

"There's another directly overhead,” said Emma. "It

isasmdler moon."

He craned his neck to look and there the moon was,

directly overhead. AsEmmahad said, it wasasmdll

moon, lessthan hdf the sze of Earth'smoon. So that is

how Horace knew.

The monagtery till was groaning. The esstern sky was

brighter than it had been before. In another little while

the sun would come popping up.

"Have you seen Spike?' Emmaasked.

"Not asgnof him."
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"He's off playing hisslly gameswith that supid

monger.”

"I'm not surethey're games," said Timothy.

"What could it be but games? Spike dwayswas playing

some foolish sort of game.”

"Yes, yourelikdy right,” hetold her.

The gang of robots that had been massed downd ope
from the monastery were withdrawing, trooping down the
hill to apoint wheretheinclineleveled out to avaley
floor. A sharp command rang out and the robots began

swiftly shifting into military conformations.

The dawn light had strengthened and it was possible to
see alittle better. The surge of ralling hillslost the sark-
ness of the night, their profiles softening. Looking first at
them in the dark, he had envisioned them as green hills,
but now he saw there was no greennessin them. They
were tawny, the color of alion or a cougar, beneath a
violet sky. Why should a sky be violet—not asmall part

of it, but dlover violet?



Horace came clumping up toward them. He stopped

just downdope, therifle dung in the crook of hisarm.

"Weve been had,” he said, angrily. "Wewere kid-

napped and flung into this place, wherever it may be."

"But weare not done," said Emma. "We havethe

robots with us."

"A tribe of fools," said Horace. "A pack of

sumblebums.”

"They'll be some help,” said Timothy. "Conrad strikes

me as competent—he can get things done."

"We have logt everything we had,” cried Emma. "All
the stuff that wasin the traveler. The blankets! And all

therest of it! The skillets and the pots!”

Horace put an arm around her shoulder. "They brought
the blankets and some other stuff,” he said. "Well man-

age somehow."



Sobbing, she clung to him; clumsily he held her, patting
her back. Timothy watched uncomfortably. It wasthe
firs timeindl hislife hed seen Horace display even the

dightest affection for hissgter.

The east was brightening rapidly, and now it could be
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seen that ariver ran through the valey that lay between
the hillsand that small groves of trees grew dong theriver
and on the lower dope of some of the hills. They were
funny trees, however; they had the gppearance of giant
fernsor overgrown rushes. On the hillsabove the valey,
the tawny growth that could be grass billowed in the wind.
Good pasture, Timothy thought, but there were, so far as
he could see, no herds of herbivores nor, infact, any

snglegrazer.

A metd plate did from the collgpsing monastery and
skated for afew feet down the hill. The Structure, by this
time, had completely falen in upon itsdf to become only

aheap of flattened metdl.



Downinthevaley the robots military formation had
broken up. All that remained of it was aphaanx, the
hollow square, Timothy thought, that had been classic,
from Alexander's Macedonians through the centuries to
Napoleon'slast stand at Waterloo. The rest of the robots
were scattering like scurrying bugs fleeing from the cen-
ter. Apparently they were setting out as scouts to look

the country over.

Three of them were heading purposefully up the hill
toward the humans. The three reached them, placing
themsalvesin such away asto partialy surround them.
One of them spoke, "Sirs and madam, Conrad has sent

usto escort you to the safety of the camp.”

"You cdl that hollow square acamp?’ growled

Horace.

""We are out searching for fud to make afire. Others

will bring in water and what € se may be needed.”

"Wel, dl right," Horace agreed, grudgingly. "I don't

know about you two, but I'm hungry.”

He started down the hill with Emmatrotting at hisside



and Timathy following,

The sun had cleared the horizon by now. Glancing over

his shoulder, Timothy noted its smilarity to the sun of

Earth—perhapsalittle larger and alittle brighter, a-

though that was hard to judge. In alot of ways, this planet

was much like Earth. Underneath hisfeet grew fine-tex-

tured grassintermixed with avindlike ground cover.
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From the hollow sguare below them rose awisp of

smoke.

"They found fud," said Horace. " Something that will

burn. Well have ahot breakfast after all."

Inside the protective square, Conrad told them about

thefud. "Wood," hesaid, "from thefern trees. Not as



good awood as one might like, but it burns, giving heat
and light. A hollow center surrounded by a pith, but a

fairly dense pith. Also wefound cod.”

He thrust his hands out to show the coal, shattered dabs

of shiny black.

"We dug it out of arock formation in the river bank.

Not topnotch coa, more like lignite, but coa. Well keep

looking aswetravel and we may find better codl. Between

poor wood and poor coal, however, we have fire. Back

on Earth mogt of the coa had long since been mined and

burned.”

"Travd?' Emmaquavered. "Where will wetraved?'

"We haveto travd somewhere," Conrad told her. "We

can't stay here. We haveto find a place where we can

get shelter and food.”

"Pood?'

"Yes, of course, madam, food. Thelittle that you have



will not lagt."

"But it might be poison!”

"Well test it," Horace said.

"We have no way to test it."

"l agree," said Horace. "No laboratory. No chemicals,
no knowledge of chemisiry even if we had the chemicas.

But thereisaway. Well use ourselves as guineapigs.”

"Thisisoneyoull haveto do yoursdves," said Con-

rad. "Robots cannot help you."

"Well take atiny bite," said Horace. "WEell test the
taste. If it tastes bad, burns the tongue, or puckers up the
mouth, well spit it out. If it tastes good, well swalow a

tiny piece of it, then well wait and see.”

One of the robots cried out awarning, gesturing up the
hill. A vehicle—aflie—of gleaming metd was stresking
down the hill toward them. It flew only afew feet above

the ground. It swooped upon them and passed over them,



then turned sharply to bank againgt the hills beyond the
river. It swung around and followed the dope of the op-
posite hillsto crosstheriver a apoint somewhat up-
Stream from them, then came about to come skimming
down the stream, no more than ten feet above the ground,
passing amogt directly above the hollow square of robots.
It continued down the river for some distance, then lazily

climbed up therange of hills, flying far above them until

it finaly disgppeared.

"We're being watched,” said Conrad. "They cameto

look usover."

"What can we do about it?' Horace asked. "What

should we do to protect ourselves?!

"Well keep closewatch," said Conrad. "WEell look

out for them."

Latein the afternoon, the scouts who had gone down
theriver returned to report that the stream findly flowed
into an extensive swamp. During the night, the upriver
scouts came back. The hills, they said, gave way some
miles ahead to ahigh plateau, with mountainsthrusting

up inthe distance.



"That's what we needed to know," said Conrad. "We

go upriver."

In the morning they started out. Asthe hillsclosedin

on the stream, the going got harder. Thick veins of coa
lay in the sheer rock faces dong the stream. Thetrees
began to change. Those that looked like giant fernsand
rushes grew fewer. Honest, earth-type trees took over.
The hills perssted. They lay in ranges, separated by nar-
row valeys, each range risng higher. Conrad did not push
the march. He and Horace bickered from timeto time,

but never went beyond the bickering.

They came on food that wasfit for human consump-
tion—acouple of kinds of tubers, ayelow fruit that was
fairly common, beansthat grew in stubby pods on a crawl-
ing ground vine. Thetesting of each food wasdonein a
gingerly fashion. Some possibilities were rejected out of
hand—they smelled or tasted bad. Horace picked up a
touch of gastritisfrom berriesthat he sampled; that was

the only nasty episode. The robots brought in small mam-
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mals, dl but one proved good eating. The fish they took

from the streams they came upon smelled so foul that they

did not try them.

The robots made hunting weapons, but the bows were

awkward and the arrows often failed to fly true. They

essayed flint-napping, but from the lack of proper stone

and technique, most of the projectile points turned out

lopsided. Y et the ranging robots did manageto bring in

sSome game.

The good westher held. No clouds showed in the violet

sky. The dayswere hat, the nights only dightly cooler.

Findly the hills ended, and they came out on agreet,



flat, dry plateau sprinkled with buttes, with the white-blue
of distant mountains poking above the horizon. Carrying
water in casks laborioudy fashioned out of native wood,
the band started across the level plain. Tempers were be-

ginning to run short.

There had been no further sghting of the ship that had
buzzed them when they firgt arrived, dthough Timothy

had the eerie feding that they were being watched.

Severd timesthey caught amomentary sight of Spike

and the killer monster outlined againgt the sky. Although
he could not be certain, Timothy had the impression that
Spike had gained some sort of ascendancy, harrying the

mongter, driving him.

The plain seemed endless. Day after day they plodded
aong, and little changed. The mountains kept their dis-
tance, never seeming nearer. There was nothing but end-
less distances. At the foot of one of the buttes they found
asmadl, rductant spring and from it collected sufficient
water tofill the empty casks. The smal stream that flowed
from it ran less than a quarter mile before it disappeared

into the thirsty ground. Horace groused continudly;

Emmawrung her hands. Conrad paid smdl| attention to



them; he kept the march moving, boring ever deeper into

the barren wastdland.

L ate one searing afternoon, the flatness of the plain
broke, dipping down into a canyon. From thelip of the
break, they sighted, at the bottom of the canyon, aribbon |

of ariver, flanked by narrow strips of vegetation on either \

sde. Totheir left amassive butte reared up, itswestern
dope cut sheer in ages past by the ancient river that had
carved the canyon. Between the edge of the dope and the
steepness of the canyon wall lay alevel bench with the
crumbling ruins of what a onetimewould have been a

andl town.

They wagted little time upon the ruins. Scurrying robots
found anarrow path that led down to the bottom of the
canyon, and the party madeitsway cautioudy aong the
trail which wound itsway aong the face of atowering
cliff of rose-red rock. At the bottom of thetrail, the cliff
turned in upon itsdf, forming an extensve rock shelter.
From the opening of the shelter came adrift of cooler air,

providing somerelief from the blasting of the sun.



Conrad, followed by the three humans, stepped off the

trail to enter the shdter.

"Here," said Conrad, "we will tarry for atime. It's

not al 1'd hoped we'd find, but at least well have some
protection while we plan our further move. The water
from theriver isonly alittle distance off. Along its banks,

we may find food that humans can consume.”

Emma sat down on the stonefloor. "Thisisgood,” she
sad. "Were away from the sun until it setslatein the
day. And we won't have to measure out the water. Maybe

| can even have abath."

"It's better than nothing," Horace said in agrudging

tone. "It is better than the open plain.”

The next day an exploring robot found the junkyard. It
lay againgt the base of the cliff that hemmed in the canyon.
It was broad of base and extended hafway up the cliff.
He ran back to the party, shouting the news. Everyone

hurried to explore the discovery.

Most of the junk was metd. Originally, undoubtedly,
there had been alot of other trash, but over the ages since

it had been dumped, the less durable items had wasted



away and disappeared. Only the metal, some strangely
shaped stones, and afew large pieces of wood remained.
The strange thing about it was that most of the metal had
not deteriorated. It remained bright and shiny; therewas

no sign of rus.
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"Andloy," said Conrad, "that was unknown on Earth.

Most of it, all of it, perhaps, as good as the day that it

wasjunked."

The metal camein al shagpes and Sizes—smple pieces

of scrap, isolated machined parts, broken instruments and

tools, metal formed into convoluted shapes, and massive



blocks of metal. Some of it was recognizable in agenera
sort of way; most of it made no sense at al. Therobots
spread the more easily accessible parts on the ground and
wandered about through the outspread display, vastly

puzzled asto what they were seeing.

"Andientechnology,” said Conrad. "It might take us

forever to figure out what some of this could be."

It was apparent that the junk must have been thrown
from the bench above the canyon, possibly by the inhab-

itants of the forsaken town that now lay in crumbling

ruins.

"It seemsto be alot of stuff to be discarded by so small

atown," said Horace.

"It may have been apublic dump serving alarge area,”
sad Timothy. " At onetimedl that plain we crossed might
have had many other towns. Perhapsit was an agricultural

areaand well populated. Then therainsfaled and the

economic basewasgone..."

"We can usethe metd," Conrad told him. "We can



make machineswe need.”

"Y ou mean well huddle here while you concoct ma-

chines. What kind of machines?"

"Toals, for onething.”

"Y ou have tools. Y ou have spades and shovels, axes

and saws, crowbars and pesthole diggers ..."

"Wesgpons," Conrad said. "Better wegpons than we
have. Better bows. Arrowsthat fly true. Thismetd is

strong but flexible. Maybe crossbows. Spears and lances.

Catapults.”

"A hobby!" Horace growled. "Y ou have found a

hobby troveand ..."

"Likewise," said Conrad, continuing, "we could con-

trive awagon to transport water for you, and what food

we can gather. We have robots who can haul the coach

and wagons. We might, aswell, be able to contrive an

enginerun by seam ..."



"Y ou're out of your skull!" Horace shouted.

"WEell think onit," Conrad told him. "Well put our

brainsto work ..."

In the following days they put their brainsto work.

They squatted in huddles. They drew designsin the sand.
They mined coa fromasteamileor so avay, sstupa
forge, and got to work. Horace fumed and fretted. Emma,
remembering the days spent crossing the plateau, was sat-
isfied to stay where there was water and protection from

the sun. Timothy went exploring.

He climbed thetrail and spent long hours snooping
through the ruins of the town. Pawing through the sand
and dust, he came up with occasiond artifacts. primitive
weapons, rods up to three feet long, made of metal that
was flecked with rust; and strangely shaped ceramicsthat
might have been idols. He crouched and looked at what
he'd found and the artifacts added up to nothing. Still,

the ruins had an abnormal fascination for him, and he went

back again and yet again.

Here, God only knew how many centuries ago, had

lived an intelligence that had developed asocid and an



economic sense. What kind of intelligence, the ruinsgave
no clue. The doors giving access to the buildings were
circular and so smdll that it was achorefor himto wriggle
through them. The rooms were so low that he had to go
on hands and kneesto explore them. There were no stairs
to the upper storeys, but metal polestoo dippery for him

to cdimb.

Findly he climbed the massive, chopped-off butte. Its
dopeswere littered with precarioudy perched boulders
waiting for no more than the dightest push to send them
hurtling down. In between the boul ders was treacherous,
shifting scree that he had to scrabble over, being careful

of the boulders.

It made sense, he told himsdlf, that the people of the
town might have maintained awatch post on top to spy
out the approach of strangers, or to watch for game herds,

or perhaps for other purposesthat he could not bring to
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mind. But when he reached the top, he found no watch
post. Thetop was aflat plane of stone, sand, and clay.

No plants grew in the sand or clay, no lichens on the rock.
The wind keened over it, and it was as desolate a piece

of real estate as he had ever seen.

Below him the country spread out in awonderful
array—the brown and yellow of theflat plain over which
he had traveled in the robot march, with other buttes,
darker in appearance than the plain, dotted here and
there. To the west was the gash of the rose-red canyon,

and beyond the gash, far off, the blue loom of jagged

mountains.

Hewalked to the edge of the western extension of the

butte's top and looked down into the canyon, thinking he

might see some sign of the activity of the robot legion;

but he could glimpse no sign of activity. The blueness of



the river writhed through the canyon floor, bordered on
each bank by a strip of green. Beyond theriver, the red-

ness of the canyon wall tipped upward toward the yellow

flatness of the continuing plateau.

And now he'd have to climb down off this butte—and
must proceed most carefully, for the descent could be

more dangerous than the climb.

He heard the click of astone behind him and spun
around. His heart tried to legp into histhroat, choking
him. Charging toward him was akiller monster, and be-

hind the monster was Spike, rolling swiftly in an erratic

pattern.

Timothy legped quickly to one Sdeto get out of the

way of the oncoming mongter. The monster, apparently
seaing for thefirgt time the yawning gulf before him,
dodged aswell, bearing down upon the human. Quickly
Spike moved to head it off and the monster turned again
in the opposite direction. Timothy stubbed histoe and fell
upon hisside. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the

mongter, fighting desperately to stop its headlong



progress, go over the edge of the chopped-off butte. For

amoment it seemed to hover in mid-air, then plunged out

of Sght.

Scrabbling erect, Timothy rushed to thelip of the pre-

cipicein timeto see the mongter strike aclump of boulders
that clung to the face of the butte. It struck and bounced,
dangling momentarily in the air, and began to come gpart.
Shattered fragments exploded in dl directions and began
raining across the face of the dope. The scattered seg-
ments went tumbling down the incline above the canyon
floor, with the various parts battered into even smdler

pieces.

Timothy turned to look for Spike, who was just afew
feet away, dancing ajig of find victory, spinning and re-
volving, legping high into the air, and skittering dong the

ground.

"Y ou and your goddamned gamed” yelled Timothy,

athough he knew, even as he spoke, that if it had ever

been agame, it had been adeadly one.

"Soyou findly ran him down," said Timothy. "Y ou



never stopped the chase. You tried, that first day, to run
him up the hill to us, knowing Horace would use arifle

on him; and when that failed, you kept on running him.”

Spike had ceased hisjigging and was standing now,

rocking dowly back and forth.

"Spike," said Timothy, "we underestimated you. All
these years, we took you only for aclown. Come on. Well
go down and join the others. They will be glad to see

you."

But when he moved. Spikerolled to intercept him. He

moved again, and Spike headed him off.

"Goddamn it, Spike," he shouted. "Now you're herd-

ing me. | will not stand for it."

He heard afaint humming and turned around to find
what it might be. A shining aircraft was skimming toward
them, like the one that had buzzed them their first day

on the planet. It lowered gently to the ground and rested
there. Thetop of it dowly levered up. In the forward
section sat amongtrosity. A proportionately small heed

sprouted out of broad shoulders. What started out as an



upturned nose split into twisted twin antennae. The skull
swept back to apoint that was tufted by angry red feath-
ers, resembling misplaced wattles, A single compound

eye protruded between the nose and the spearlike ter-
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mination of the skull. The head turned toward Timothy

and acluttering came out of it.

Hetook a careful, tentative step toward the flier and
itsmongtrosity of apilot. Curiogity consumed him. Here
wasintelligence again, but of a higher order, more than
likely, than that represented by the ruined town. Spike
moved around him to one side, then quickly reversed his

course and spun to the other side.



"You can quit driving me," said Timothy. Spike did

not quit; he kept up his double spinning. Timothy took
another forward step and yet another. He was not being
driven, hetold himself; hewas moving on hisown. He

wanted aclose look at the dien craft. Spike kept pressing

him forward.

"Oh, dl right," said Timothy. He walked up to the rear

part of theflier and laid his hands upon it. The metdl was
warm and smooth. He rubbed hishands dong it. Insde
was what appeared to be a passenger compartment. There
were no seats, but the floor and sides were padded, and
aong theinside of the compartment ran aset of railsthat

might be hand holdsfor passengers.

But thiswasfar enough; he was not about to get into

this contraption. He turned about to face the spinning
Spike and as he did. Spike rushed swiftly a him. The
backs of hisknees struck the edge of the flier and he went
over backward, tumbling into the passenger compart-
ment. Like aflash. Spike legped in, the compartment

cover came down with abang, and the flier was taking

off.



Suckered, Timothy told himself. Abducted by Spike

and the hideous pilot and headed for aplace not of his

own choosing. Hefdt alittle fear, but not much. What

he felt was outrage.

He scrambled to his knees and, holding therail, looked
out through the canopy. Below him was the receding east-

ern rim of the canyon wall, the rose-red rock shining in

the sun.

Thefamily had been scattered and now it was further
scattered. He wondered vaguely whether it would ever

come back together. The chances were, hetold himself,

that it would not. They were being moved about like
pieces on agame board. Someone or something was using

them as pawns.

He recalled Hopkins Acre and how he had loved the
place—the ancient baronia home, his study with the
walls of books and the desk overflowing with hiswork,
the broad sweeping lawn, the groves of trees, and the

brook. It had been agood life, and there he had done his



work; but thinking back on it, he wondered what hiswork
had amounted to. At the time it had seemed important,
but had it reslly been? Added &l together, what had it

amounted to?

The canyon had disappeared well beyond the eastern
horizon and now they wereflying at alow dtitude over
the endless desert of the high plateau. As Timothy
watched, however, some of the dry brownness went
away, and again he saw the billowing yelow of the prairie
grass, interspersed at intervals by streams and groves of

trees. The aridity of the desert land was being left behind.

Ahead the mountains loomed, much higher than they
had seemed before, peaks stabbing at the sky, bare rock
faces staring out across the land. For amoment it ap-
peared the flier would crash straight into the mountain
wall, then there was space ahead, with looming walls of
rock to either sde hemming them in. For breathless mo-
mentstheflier hung between the walls of rock; suddenly
there was openness ahead and the machine nosed down
over awide green valley that lay in the bosom of the
mountains. For ashort distance, ahigh ridge ran dong
the valley floor, and hdfway up itsdopewasawal of

soft and pearly white that humped continuoudy dong the



ridge. On top of theridge was a cluster of white buildings
risng many storeys high, and among the trees dl around
the clumped skyline were what he took to be residences.
Some of them seemed to be low-dung barracks, others
were compounds enclosing huts, still otherslooked no
better than ums, and there were some that he could not

figure out.

Theflier skimmed aong theridge, following itsdope

until it reached the top. Then it began to drop toward a
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wide green lawn, a one sde of which stood ahouse. It
settled on the lawn and the canopy came up. The pilot
chittered at them and Spike rolled out on the lawn. Some-
what confused, Timothy followed him and stood beside
theflier. Looking up the dope of lawn, he stared at the
house, drawing in his breath in astonishment. With afew

differences, it was the house on Hopkins Acre.



A gangling creature that had adender body, bowed

legs, and dangling arms was coming down the dopeto-
ward them. It headed Straight for Timothy and stopped
infront of him. It said in English, "I am your interpreter
and companion and, | trust, your friend. Y ou may cal me
Hugo, which is not my name, of course, but | understand

itisanamethat comes easily to your tongue.”

Timothy gulped. When he could spesk, he asked, "Can

you tell mewhat isgoing on?"

"Everything," said Hugo, "inits own good time. But

firgt, accompany meto your domicile. There ameal

awvats”

He gtarted up the lawn, with Timothy trailing after and
Spike gamboling to one sde of them. Behind them the

flier wasrisng from the ground.

There were certain variaions, but for al intentsand
purposes, the place appeared to be another Hopkins Acre.
Thelawn waswell groomed, the treeswell placed, the

contour of theland very smilar. There was one incon-



gruity—everywhere one looked mountains rose against
the skyline, while at Hopkins Acre the nearest mountain

had been hundreds of miles away.

They reached the house and climbed the wide stone
stairsto the massive door. Spike had deserted them and

was skittering happily down the lawn.

Hugo pulled open one of the doors and they stepped

in. Insgde there might be differences, but it took sometime
to see them. Ahead of them lay the dark drawing room,
with shadowy furniture crouched within, and beyond was

the dining room with the table set and ready.

"Thereisasaddle of mutton,” Hugo said. "We un-

derstand it isafavorite dish of yours. A smal one, but

there are only thetwo of usto eat it."
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"But mutton—herel"

"When we do things here," said Hugo, "we do them

properly, or as closely aswe can. We have immensere-



gpect for the varying cultures that resde within this

community.”

Timothy stumbled across the drawing room to cometo
the dining room. The table was set for two and there was

aclatter in the kitchen.

"Of course" said Hugo, "you will not find the guns

of Horace in the gun room, dthough thereisagun room.
Thereisyour study, also, but quite empty, I'm afraid.
We could not duplicate your books and notes, for which
we areregretful, but there are certain limitations that
could not be surmounted. | am certain thereis materia

we can furnish that will replace the books.”

"But wait aminute," protested Timothy. "How did
you know about Horace and his guns, about my study and
my books, and about the mutton? How did you know all

this?'

"Think amoment, if you will," Hugo told him, "then

make an educated guess.”

"Spike! We harbored, dl these years, aviper in our

midst?"



"Not aviper. A very diligent observer. If it had not

been for him, you would not be here."

"And the others? Horace and Emma? Y ou pounced on

me. How about the others? Can you go back and get

them?'

"We could, | suppose. But wewon't. You are the one

wewant."

"Why me? Why should you want me?*

"Youll learn of that intime. | promiseyou it will be

nothing bad.”

"The other two are human, too. If you want hu-

mans..."

"Not just humans. A certain kind of human. Think on

it and tell metrue. Do you like Horace? Do you admire

the way he thinks?'

"Wadll, no. But Emma..."
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" Sheld be unhappy without Horace. She has grown to

be very much like Horace."

It wastrue, Timothy admitted to himsdlf. Emmadid
love Horace, and had come to think as he did. Even so,
it wasn't right that the two of them beleft in that arid

desert while, he supposed, held beliving here.

"Mease take your place a thetable," Hugo told him.
"Your placeisat the table's head, for you are the lord

of the manor and so should conduct yourself. | shall St

at your right hand, for I am your right hand person. Y ou
have perceived, perhaps, that | am ahumanoid. My bodily
system works much the same as yours does and | ingest
my food asyou do, athough I must admit that | had some
troublein adjusting my palate to the sort of food you edt.

But now | have come to enjoy the greater part of your



fare. Mutton ismy favorite dish.”

Timothy said, fiffly, "We ae many other things."

"Oh, I know very well you did. Spike, | must tell you,
missed very few details. But now let usst and | shdl ring

the kitchen that we are here and hungry.”

Timothy pulled out the chair at the head of thetable

and sat down in it. He noted that the tablecloth was clean
and white as snow, the napkins correctly folded. Some-
how that made him fed more comfortable. Hugo rang the
kitchen bell and sat down at Timothy'sright hand.

"Here," he said, reaching for abottle, "we have an ex-

cdlent port. Would you carefor it?'

Timothy nodded. Three other humanoids, dmost exact
copiesof Hugo, came out of the kitchen. One of them
carried aplatter bearing the mutton. He saw that some

of the meat had been diced and that was one thing, he
thought with indelicate glee, that Spike had bollixed up.
No one diced aroast or abird in the kitchen; the carving
of good mesat was reserved as an important table rite. An-
other brought in atureen of soup and served it, ladling it
into the soup bowls st at the two places. Thethird put

down alarge dish of vegetables besde the roast.



The soup was excellent, arich broth with vegetables,

grips of ham, and noodles. With the first spoonful of the

soup, hunger came upon him and, forgetting good man-

ners, heladled it into his mouth with unseemly speed.

"Good, isn't it?" asked Hugo. "That Becky isturning

into acook of no mean skill, but it took alot of training."

He chattered on. ™Y our menage does not have the com-
mand of the language that | have. They can understand
the smpler words and can speak after afashion, but are
beyond any rea conversation. It isapity that you are not
telepathic, but then | would not have the pleasure of being

inyour service"

"Are most peoplein thiscommunity telepathic?' Tim-

othy asked.

"No, but agood percentage of them are, and we have

the Basic. But you don't know the Basic, and it would

take sometimeto leam.”

"TheBadc?'



"A common language. A contrived language combining
eadly spoken words from many languages. Lackingin
grammar, of course, and not elegant, but one speaking
Basic can be understood. There are many species here
who do not communicate by sound, nor, infact, by te-
lepathy. However, ways have been worked out by which

al can be understood.”

They finished their meal and pushed back from the
table. "Now," said Timothy, "would you mind telling

me exactly where we are? What sort of placeisthis?!

"That might take some extensve explanation,” said
Hugo. "For now, let me say that we are agaactic center
composed of many cultures from widdly scattered
planets. We are thinkers and investigators. Wetry to
make some sense of the universe, Herein this center, we
meet and converse, in whatever way, as equas. We pool
our thinking and our theories and discoveries. Questions

are posed and defined, and ways are sought to answer."

"Then you missed with me; you came up ablank. I'm
no great thinker and | am dow. | chew on thoughts before
| write them down or spit them out. Mathematicsisa

complete mystery to me and | know no science. What



little I havefigured out, | did on my own. | had no training.

| hold no academic degrees. My fascination iswith history
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and philosophy. | tried, during many years, to come

to an understanding of how my race took the course it

did, and I came up with very little. I can't imagine how

Spike. . ."

"He saw morein you than you seein yoursdf."

"'l find that hard to believe. Spike always seemed aslly

thing. He played silly games. He had one game where he

jumped from square to square, except that there weren't



any squares. They wereimaginary.”

"Much of what we seein the universe," said Hugo,
"garts out asimaginary. Often you must imagine some-

thing before you can cometo termswithiit.”

"Wearemumbling in circles,” said Timothy. "We are

getting nowhere. | accept this place aswhat you say it is

and | redizetha I'mamidfitinit. So tell mewhy I'm

here"

"Y ou areto provide us evidence."

"What kind of evidence? What is expected of me?"'

"l cantell no more," said Hugo. "I have beenin-

structed to tell you no more of it. Tomorrow | shdl take

you where you are supposed to go. But it grows late, and

| believe we should retire."

For hours Timothy lay in bed before he went to deep,

his thoughts spinning in his skull as he went over, time

after time, what little he had been told by Hugo.

It wasrational, of course, that there should be agaactic



center where the intelligences of the galaxy could pool
their knowledge and work together toward their mutual
good. But what would the problems be, what the ques-
tions asked? Thinking on what they might be, he could
marshd many in hismind, but on examination of them,
some seemed lacking in necessary depth and others
sounded plain ridiculous. His human view wastoo nar-
row; human culture had been shaped by tunnel vision.
Although, he thought, that must necessarily have been

true, origindly, of al the culturesthat were represented

here.

Findly hewent to deep. Then someone was shaking

him awake. "l am sorry, Sr," said Hugo, leaning over

him. ™Y ou were so sound adeep it seemed a shameto

wake you. Y et breakfast is ready and we must be on our
way. | have asurface vehicleand it isavery pleasant

drive"

Grunting with displeasure, Timothy roused himsdlf and
sat on the edge of the bed, reaching for the clothes that

he had hung on the chair.



"I'll beright down," he said.

Breakfast was bacon and eggs, both done as he liked

them. The coffee was acceptable.

"Do you grow coffee here?' he asked.

"No, we don't," said Hugo. "We had to scurry around
to find it on one of the planets colonized by your people

millenniaago.”

"Those colonieswere successful and still exig?'
"They arethriving. After ahard initiad period, of

course.

"Y ou got dl thisfood from those colonies?"

"Enough for awhile," said Hugo. "We aso got cattle,
hogs, chickens, and the seed to grow corn, wheet, and a
long list of vegetable crops. We have resources and avast
file of information. We were told to spare no effort. We

spared none.”

"Just to feed one man? Or are there other humans

here?'

"You'rethe only one" said Hugo.



The ground car waswaiting outside, and they got into
it, with Hugo at the controls. Other residences showed
up along the road, mostly screened by heavy growth. On

thelawn of one that seemed to be mostly underground,

half adozen woolly cresturesrolled and tumbled happily

in childish play.

"You'll meet dl sortsof people here,” Hugo told him.
"You'll be surprised how quickly you become accus-

tomed to them."

"Y ou sound asif I'm to be a permanent resident. | had

the fedling that you would throw me out, once you used

me.

"Never that. Once theinterview isover, well supply
you with informationa material so you can get to work

again. Y our work will probably involve thinking about
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problems and solving them or suggesting approaches by

which to tackle them."

Timothy grunted.

"You dont likeit?' Hugo asked.

"Y ou shanghaied me—you and that unspeakable Spike

who must have spied on usfor years.”

"Y ou were not singled out. We seek information and

talent on many planets. Information can be garnered from

mogt worlds, but tlent israre.”

"You think I'm talent?"

"You could be."



"But the talent you find often could turn out not to be

at al what you expected of it. What do you do then?"

"We keep them on. We owe them something. We al-

ways pay our debts."

They passed aminiature pink castle sanding on ahill,

al gussed up with battlements and towers, with brave

pennonsflying.

"A fary cadtle" said Hugo. "I think | havetheright
word. Up in that castle are an accomplished people who
see the universe as acomplex mathematica structure and

areworking onit. Thereis some hope that in time they

may supply the necessary key."

The road now joined a hard-surface highway and there
were other cars—not many of them; there was nothing
like atraffic jam. In the distance loomed aclutter of tall

buildings, risng clean and crigp, with no fanciness about

them.

"That iswhereweregoing?'



Hugo nodded. "In your language, you'd cal it an ad-
ministration center. That'swhere much of thework is
done, athough many of our people work in their homes
or in retreats tucked among the hills. But hereiswhere
it al comestogether. There are laboratories, observato-
ries, libraries, instrument and machine shops, and con-
ference rooms. And certain other facilitiesthat in your

language | cannot put in words."

They came into the center and wheeled dong thewide
boulevards. Cars were parked upon the streets. Vast

parks opened up, separating the buildings. A few mon-
strosities moved along the sdewalks, some of them ar-
rayed in colorful and outrageous clothing, othersinnocent

of clothing. There were humpers, crawlers, skitterers, and
striders. Some carried bags and cases, and one of the bum-

pers dragged a cart |aden with stacked parapherndia

"Thisplace," said Timothy, "seemsamost like

Earth—the Streets, the parks, the buildings..."

"The problem of partitioning working areasisquitea
smpleone," said Hugo. "Y ou take so many cubic feet
of gpace and enclose it. Here the buildings were erected

with onething in mind: to make them as smple and func-



tional as might be possible. To have been anything but
smple might have offended some of the culturesthat are
represented here. There was no pleasing everyone, so
we've done our best to please no one, using humdrum

architecture with sraight and smplelines”

He pulled over and stopped in front of the entrance to
one building. "Hereiswhere you go. I'll walk you to your
place of gppointment, but | can't go in with you. Y ou enter
aone. You'l beinasmall room with one chair. Sit down
and wait. Don't be uneasy. After afew moments, it will

seemdl right.”

The room was close to the entrance. The building
seemed nearly empty. They halted in front of adoor, and
Hugo turned back toward the entrance. Timothy pushed

gently at the door, and it swung open eeslly.

A smdl room, Hugo had said; and it was asmall room,
but an attractive one. Carpeting covered the floor and
there were decorations on thewalls. The chair faced a
wall entirely covered by one such decoration. Timothy
walked across the room and sat in the chair, studying the
decoration. It was agaggle of soft colors. It was loaded

with designs, but dl of them were smal and tangled up



with one another. He could not tell where one ended and

another began.

A voice spoke to him, seeming to come out of thewall.

"Welcometo the Center. Y our nameis Timothy. Do you

have another?"

"I have afamily name, but my family never useditin
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recent years. First names were enough. The family name

isEvans”

"Very wdl, Mr. Evans" thevoice said, "thisisan

inquiry into astuation concerning which you have some



knowledge. We have heard many witnesses, but none
whose testimony should bear more weight than yours.

Please answer frankly and forthrightly.”

"To the best of my knowledge and ability, yes."

"Fine, then well proceed. For the record, you are Tim-
othy Evans, human from a planet you cdl Earth. Until

recently, you have lived theredl your life."

"That's correct. Why don't you show yoursdf?1 dis-

liketalking withawall."

"My not facing you directly isa courtesy, Mr. Evans.

Y ou have been here only a short time and have met only
Hugo. Given afew more days to meet others, you may
understand. While | am, | assure you, afriendly and com-
passionate creature, | would appear to you amongter.
There are others. A pane of usislistening to you, d-
though | am the only one who talks with you. Most of the
panel would aso be mongtersin your eyes. A row of mon-

sers gtaring at you. Now can you appreciate our

atitude?'



"l can," said Timothy. "It is condderate of you."

" S0 let us get on with the questions. Y ou are acquainted
with certain missionaries your people caled the Infinites.

What did those missionaries preach or advocate?"

"They sought to convince peoplethat it would be ad-
vantageous to trade their corporeal bodiesfor an incor-

pored dtate.”

"In ingtances where they convinced people of their

thinking, did they have the ability to affect this

transformation?"

"You say that asif you are pogtive.”

"l am. | came upon a place recently where many
incorporeal beings were affixed—or seemed to be &f-
fixed—to somekind of lattice in the sky. Also, abrother
of mine entered the transformation process, but it

didn't teke ..."

"Y ou mean the Infinitesfailed in your brother's case?"



"Either that or he pulled out of the process. | never
quite got the straight of it. He would say one thing one

time, then something dsethe next.”

"What effect did that have upon your brother?

"He became a shadowy person, composed of many
shiny sparkles. My understanding isthat if he had con-
tinued in histransformation, he would have been con-

densed to asingle sparkle”

"Theincorporea beingsyou saw upon the lattice that

you mentioned were single sparkles?’

"There were many single sparkles. They were located
above aformer Infinite dweling placewhichwe cdled a

monagery.”

"Please explain that to me.”

"Monagteries are houses occupied by clerical orders
that we cal monks. Monks wear distinctive habits, and
the Infinites looked like little monks, so we caled their

places of residence monagteries.”



"We may come back," said the voice, "to certain spe-
cificsonce again. But | would like to get to the crux of
the matter now. It appears from what we have learned
that the greater part of Earth's human population indeed
became incorpored. Y our family didn't. How did that

come about?"

"Wefled the Infinites. We fled into the past. My family
were not the only fugitives. There were many others. |

have no ideahow many."

"Youfledintime That meansyou had time

meachines."

"We stole the process for congtructing the machines
from the Infinites. We had no part in developing time
travel. We smply blindly followed a pattern. We knew

amog nothing of the technology.”

"Why should you have fled? The vast mgority of the

Earth's population did not flee."

"Wewere adifferent kind of people, different in our
outlook. We were the outlanders—the hillbillies, if you

know that term?"



"| think | do. The disadvantaged people who, because
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of environmental factors and cultura outlook, lagged be-

hind. Perhapswith reason.”

"Entirely with reason,” said Timothy. "We kept sight

of the old valueswhich the rest of the population had

abandoned."

"Therefore you could not accept the philosophy of the

Infinites?'



"We gagged on their philosophy. It went against our

gran."

"Y et, once again, most of Earth's people accepted it."

"The rest of the people completely abandoned the old
vaues. They rejected technology, which in many ways,
had served them in good stead and could have served
them better if they had bothered to develop a stronger
ethicd code. They waked away from progress. In dl fair-
ness, | must say that progress, in certain instances, was
detrimental. Y et it lifted usfrom beaststo afairly rea
sonable and decent society. We scrapped nationalism, we
conquered amost every disease, and we arrived at an

equitable economic policy."

"Still these other people walked away from what you
describe asthe old values at the very point when they
could have brought about a nearly perfect society. What

happened? Did the race grow old and tired?"

"I've wondered about that off and on. There were, |
would suspect, no data upon which aconclusion could be
based. The strangest thing about it isthat there seemed

to be no one who was preaching it; there were no ad-



vocates of the change in attitudes, no one pushing for a
new life style. The idea seemsto have dribbled aong until,
after some years, everyone seemed to be doing nothing
except gtting around and talking. They had the idea that
they were engaged in great philosophical discussions, but
actudly al they were doing wastaking. Through the his-
tory of mankind there have aways been cults. They'd
spring up here and there and would flourish briefly, but
inthe end they dl faded out. But the abandonment of
progresswas not a cult. Each man seemed to decide sud-

denly for himself that progress was meaningless and tech-

nology not worth the cost. It was amost asif a contagious

disease had struck.”

"Could it have been adiscase?’

"No one ever hinted that it was. In fact, therewas

amost no discussion about it. The attitude was accepted

and that was the end of it."

"So the society wasripefor the Infinites.”

"Apparently. Not too much attention was paid to them



at first. Then their philosophy began catching on quietly.
There was never any great uproar about it. It went dowly,
but grew in strength as the years went on. It was, you
might say, aquiet catastrophe. The human race, iniits
history, had faced a number of possible catastrophes.
There was atime when we nearly poisoned our world
environment by the use of chemicals, but cameto our
senses just in time to escape that fate. We could have
been wiped out by war, but found the way to peace at the
last possible moment. But in the Infinite catastrophe, we

lined up and went willingly to our doom."

"There were people, however, who did not go

willingly."

"Not too many. A few. A few thousands went out into
gpaceto find other planets. Some of usfled into time. By
the time wefled, the Infinites had started to push hard.
They saw the chance, | suppose, of converting an entire
race of people. By thetime | was born it was beginning
to get rough for dissdentslike us. All I havetold you of
events before that isthe history | wastold.”

"The history could have been colored by pregjudice.”

"To some extent, | suppose. We were becoming de-

fensveinmy day."



"What arguments were used by the Infinitesto per-
suade members of your race to accept the transfor-

mation?"'

"They offered acertain kind of immortaity. Anincor-

poreal being could not die. It could survive the death of

the universe. It would beimmunefrom dl physcd ills.

Free of the body, the mind would soar. That, the Infinites

sad, wasthetrue god of any intellectud being. Intelli-

gence wasthe only quality that counted. Why contend,
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they asked, with the physical world—all its dangers and

disappointments? Sough it off, they said, and beredlly



"That must have been compdling logic for many.”

"For most of them," said Timothy.

"But not for you and your felows? Y ou sill thought

of it aswrong?"'

"l find it hard to characterize exactly what our fedings

might have been. | can only sumit up by saying wefelt

agreat revulson a what the Infiniteswere doing."

"Y ou feared and hated them?Y ou thought of them as

enemies?

”YS,"

"How do you fed about it now that it apparently is

over, that the Infinites have accomplished what they set

out to do?"

"It'snot al over,” said Timothy. "The human race



dill lives. There are human colonies on other planetsthat

| am told are doing well, and there are afew dissidents

hiding in the pagt.”

"What do you fed for the humans who went the route

the Infinites pointed out?'

Timothy hesitated for along moment. Finaly, he said,

"Perhapsthey had it coming to them. | would guessthey

asked for it. They turned their back on what the race had

done"

Thevoice said nothing. Timothy waited, then asked,

"Thisiswhat you wanted to talk with me about? May |

ask your interest?"

Thevoicesad, "Thisisan inquiry into the purpose and

the motive of the Infinites. We have questioned many

others"



"Other races that werevictims of the Infinites?"

"Some of them were."

"But arethe Infinites il pursuing their missonary

efforts?' i

"'Not for sometime. We have segregated them on their
planet. They are being held in quarantine while we pro-
ceed inthisinquiry. Y ou must recognize that whilewe

here at the Center respect the free will of any people, we

till must take some note of where atoo-aggressive free

will may leed.”

"The creatures that we termed killer monsters. What

of them?"

"They were hired hands. Enforcers," said the voice,

"that the Infinites, in their arrogance, hired to carry out
their wishes. Thekillers have not been segregated, but

are being destroyed. Such an element cannot be tolerated.
A few are dtill free, but we hunt them down. Y our friend,

Spike, destroyed one of the last of them.”

"l saw himdoit,” Timothy said.



"It was the arrogance of the Infinites that brought our
attention to them. Thereis, in thisgalaxy, no room for
arrogance. Almost anything can be tolerated, but not

arrogance."

Aganthedlence

"Isthat dl?" asked Timathy.

"For the moment,” said the room. "L ater, well talk
further. Y ou now are one of us. It ishigh timethat we

had a human here. Go back to your house and there you'll
find informational materid that will tel you in some detall
who we are and how we function. From time to time, welll

cal onyou to consder certain matterswith us.

After atime Timothy rose from his chair and walked
dowly to the door. Down on the street Hugo lounged

againg the car, waiting for him.

Timothy Evans, human, newest member of Galactic

Center, walked down the steps to the waiting car.
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Henry

Ihetrail had been long and hard to puz-

Zle out, but here was the end of it, and everyone was gone.
Ontherim of acuplike valey, thetraveler sood empty.
Over the dished impression gouged into the earth hung a
covering dome of sparkle. Henry knew ingtinctively that
each of the sparklesin the dome was one incorpored

human.

The situation was puzzling. The ones he had been track-
ing had been here, rather recently, but they had |eft with-

out atrace. As Enid had also left no trace.

Thetraveler was empty of the suppliesthat Horace had

put init. So, Henry told himsdlf, their leaving had not



been precipitant. The leaving had been planned; there had
been time to collect their supplies and take them wherever

they had gone.

The entire dope of the bowllike depresson was
strangely pitted, with a number of crude devices planted
onthedope. A hurriedly constructed defense line, more

than likely, but what had been here to defend against?

Hefound and identified the spoor of Emma, Horace
and Timothy, and Spike's scent aswell. Also hefound
the abundant traces of many other beings. Humanlike
footprints were pressed into the dust; examining them
closdly, he was convinced they were not human

footprints.

Down on the floor of the bowl! he came upon arectan-
gular impression where a building might have rested not
too long before. Associated with it was afaint odor he

had known long ago—the smdll of Infinites.

The family was gone. Enid had disgppeared, David was
deed, and now the other three were missing. He was | eft

aoneinthisfar future place.



If only he could cut back along thetimelineto the
moment when the three of them had first come upon this
place—if he could do that, then it would be smple. But

he knew it wasimpossible. Time could be traveled in quite
fredy but it could not be used in areas where interference
with asequence of events was possble. He could, in dll

reasonableness, recogni ze the need for such restriction;

but when he sought to grasp the machinery of its oper-
ation, he could think of not asingle principle that might
apply. Wasit possible, he asked himsdlf, that the prin-
ciples of the universe were, after dl, based on smple

ethics?

Hefloated, running dl of it through hismind. Hewas
without family or friends, engulfed in aworld hedid not
know or like. He could go back to Hopkins Acre, but now
it would be alonely place, haunted by visons of the past,
an acreage in which hewould be lost. He could track down
Corcoran, the single person who was | eft, but Corcoran
was not family. He was no more than a stranger who had

stumbled into Hopkins Acre.
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He should be up there, he thought, with al those other
littering points of light; for better or for worse, he should
‘e one of them. Long ago, through his obstinacy and

ride, he had bungled that; he did not belong with them.
‘erhaps he was better off than they. He once had thought

tiat and he might have been right.

Again hetook up the chore of quartering in al direc-
ions, like ahunting dog, in the faint hope he might pick
ipthetrail again. It was ahopelesstask. Thetrail ended

n the scooped-out valley.

Corcoran

12

Morcoran followed the path up from

the meadow where the traveler had landed, coming to the
crumbling wall that had once surrounded along-forgotten
city. He might be engaged in awild goose chase, he

warned himsdlf. When he had stepped from the traveler,



he'd stood and had along look at the hilltop ruins, and
there had been no tree. Y et he was sure now that he had
not imagined it.

Probably he had to position himself correctly to seeit.
He had been able to see the traveler outside thewall of
the Everest only when he looked for it at acertain angle.

It might be the same way with thetree. Hemust stand in
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acertain place and look for it at a narrow angle before

he could seeit.

He shifted the shotgun from one hand to the other, re-



suming his climb. He reached the gate, half expecting to
find the old man there, but he saw no one. Perhapsthe
old spaceman was off somewherein the hills, talking to

histrees and hisrocks.

Corcoran picked hisway through the rubble and came
into the city, finding the path that he and David had fol-

lowed. Still therewas no tree.

He continued making hisway through the tangled ruins,

working up the dope.

On the hilltop, he glimpsed awavering in the ky and

when he took another step he saw the tree—that incred-
ible, massive tree that soared high into the Sky. When he
took another step, the tree came clearer and he saw the

dtaircase that wound itsway around it.

Sobbing in hiseffort, he plunged up the hill toward it.

Stay there, he pleaded with it, stay there, do not go away.

It stayed there, assuming more redity as he clambered
up the hill to reach it. Findly he collgpsed at the foot of
it, gagping from the physica effort of running up the hill.

He put out his hand and laid the pam against the bark,



which was rough and solid, asred asany tree, no different

from any other tree except for its height and girth.

The gtairs, he saw, were constructed of solid metal and

had, aswell, an outsiderailing.

He rose from the ground and moved toward the sairs,
then halted and sat down again. Not, hetold himself, until
| have my breath back, not until I'm ready. He laid the
gun on the ground and dlipped the rucksack off his shoul-
der. Opening it, he checked its contents—food, a canteen
of water, a heavy jacket, ablanket for extrawarmth, and
alength of rope he could useto tie himsdlf to the stairs

if he should have to spend the night on them.

He repacked the sack and leaned back against the tree.
Not until I'm reedy, heinssted to himself. Down the
dopelay the ruins and below them the valley where he

and David had walked a path to reach atiny town.

Fifteen minutes later he rose, dipped into the rucksack,

picked up the gun, and started up the staircase. The climb-
ing was not difficult. The treadswere at proper intervals,
and therail was stout and sturdy, helping him aong and

giving him afedling of security.



He did not ook down or back until he was forced to
rest. Then he peered through therailing, and was sur-
prised at the distance he had climbed. He had to crane
his head out between the railing supportsto see the ruins
thet lay at the base of the tree. From his height, they
appeared to be no more than a huddle of gray stone. The
broken wall that ran around them showed as athin and
jagged line. Beyond the ruinslay agreen tangle of rugged
hills and ridges with no break showing in them except the
occasond glint of riversthat ran in valeys between the
hills. Looking upward aong the tree trunk, he could see
no end to it. It speared upward until it disappeared in the

blueness of the sky.

He climbed again. When he stopped the second time

to rest, he found with some surprise that he could not
make out the ruinsthat lay at the base of thetree. The
rugged hillsthat stretched away in al directions no longer
showed distinct lines of elevation. The bole of thetree
had shrunken to some extent, although it was till of much

greater girth than even the largest ordinary trees.

He must, he estimated, be at least three miles above

the surface. That wasimpossible; no man could climb to



such aheight with only two stops for rest. And he had
detected no drop in temperature or noticeable changein
the dengity of the air. More than the Sze of thetree

seemed to be beyond al rules he knew.

He had been debating whether to continue the climb,
wondering what he was trying to prove and what he ex-
pected to find. But these mysterious effects surrounding
the tree decided him. He must continue. Somewhere up
there, hetold himsdlf, there must be an answer to the
puzzle of the tree. He had comethis far and he could not
stop now. He would aways wonder what he had missed

by not going to the top.

The sun was only an hour above the horizon when he

took up the climb again, and below himtheland lay in
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darkness except for one high ridge. Sometime later, he
redlized he had forgotten the gun he had rested butt down
on one of the steps. But he did not need the gun and felt
no need to return for it. He went on climbing, finding that
the going was easier now, unhampered by itsweight. As
he climbed, the sun went down and dusk came on—not
ablue dusk such as he was accustomed to, but agray one.
Soon, he knew, he would have to stop, tie himself se-
curely to the stairs with the length of rope heldd brought,
have something to eat, and try to deep. He wasfairly

sure, however, that he would get but little deep.

Ashe climbed, hewas il trying to consder the puzzle
of thetree, the stairs, and the mysterious forces that
somehow seemed to prevent normal fatigue on his part
and to hold the atmospheric pressure congtant around
him. Calm reason should tell him that there could be no
such tree as this and no staircase that rose around it for

milesinto theair, circling around and around to nowhere,

But there was such atree, though he seemed to be the
only onewho could seeit, using the strange vision he had

developed after the accident that should havekilled him.



David had seen no tree, and the old man, who seemed
much concerned with trees, had not mentioned it. Surely

if anyone else had seenit, the fact of its existence would
be common knowledge, awonder to be advertised world-

wide and much talked about.

Thinking of dl this, helost some of his concentration
and did not pay enough attention to his climbing. Histoe
caught the edge of astep, and he sumbled. Faling, he

reached out adesperate hand to catch therail . . .

Something seemed to gtitch across his consciousness,
likeaflash of lightning striking. Everything went black.

Thenitwasgone...

There was no rail. He scrabbled wildly to catch hold
of the stairs so he would not go tumbling down. There

wasn't any stair; helay upon aflatness.

Puzzled and frightened, he levered up the forepart of
his body from the flatness. All he saw wasthe flatness
and agrayness. Thetree and itsencircling sairswere

nowhere to be seen.

Heroseto his knees and looked around him and still

al he saw was gray flatness—gray fog swirling over a



gray, flat ground. Except there was no swirling; there
seemed to be no fog. He could see where he was; there
was nothing to stop his seeing, but there was nothing to

be seen.

Carefully, heroseto hisfeet. In front of him, ashort
distance away, was what seemed to be aline running
acrossthe gray land. He walked toward it. When he
reached it, he saw that it was aroad that was only a
dightly different shade of gray from theland on which it
lay. It ran in either direction from where he stood and
was arrow-gtraight. In the center of it were two parale
darker streaksthat had the look of trolley tracks, some-
thing that he recdled from his earliest childhood. To con-
firm the nature of the tracks, atrolley of very primitive
design came out of the distant grayness and bore down
upon him. It carried on itstop astriped awning and, de-
spiteitsrickety appearance, it madeno sound at dl. As
it approached him, he stepped out of itsway and it went
running past him; but after going only ashort distance, it
cameto adiding hat and then reversed itsdlf. When it
reached him, it sopped. Without even considering that
he should do otherwise, he clambered aboard and took a

sedt.



There was no question that the trolley wastaking him

to an unknown destination, but it was better, he thought,

to be proceeding toward an unknown place than to stay
where there was nothing to be seen but an unending gray-
ness. Evenriding on thetrolley, the grayness till per-
ssted. There was nothing to be seen, but in alittle while
he saw, some distance off, a cubicle of some kind and
people moving about. Tables and chairs stood in the space
between the cubicle and thetrolley track, although some

of thetables and chairs were partialy obscured by afilmy

cloud that was spangled by many points of light.

Thetrolley moved at a stately and sedate pace down

therails and when it came closer he saw that two of the

people had seen its approach and were staring at it. One

of the people seemed familiar to him and amoment later,
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recognition of the man burst suddenly upon him. Not

waiting for the trolley to come to ahalt, Corcoran legped

out of it and went running down the road.

"Tom!" he shouted. "Thank God, man, it'syou. What

areyou doing here?'

He came up to Boone and grasped him by the shoulders.

"l went hunting you," he said. "Finally | had word about

youand..."

"Simmer down," said Boone. "Everything'sdl right.

Y ou remember Enid, don't you?"'

Corcoran looked at the woman standing by Boone's

side. "Why, of course, | do."

Enid held out her hand to him. "It's good to see you,

Mr. Corcoran. Thisisafar cry, isn't it, from Hopkins

Acre?'



"It surely is," Corcoran agreed.

"And hereisWolf," said Boone. "I guessyou don't

know Wolf."

Corcoran looked where Boone was pointing and saw

the gray wolf grinning a him.

"Not Wolf, perhaps," he said. "But | saw some of his

kinsmen back in that place where you killed the mongter.”

"I did not kill the mongter," Boonetold him. "It was

the bull that killed the mongter; then | shot the bull."

Corcoran shook hishead. "It seems| don't know what

isgoing on."

"Neither dowe," Enid told him. "Were il trying to

Oet it ciphered out.”

"Let'sgt down at thistable here,” said Boone. "From
al the banging and the clatter that is coming from the
cube, it would seem that the robot who runsthiswayside

restisbusy withamed."



Asthethree headed for the table, Horseface came bum-
bling out of the fogginess of the gdactic chart and made

hisway toward them.

"The chart," hetold Boone, "is making itsway back

into the chest with no help from me. Which isathing of
luck, for | am sure, had | essayed the chore, | would have
bungled it. And who, may | inquire, isthis personage who

has joined our party?'

Boone said to Corcoran," Meet our friend Horseface.™
Horseface rumbled at him, "I am pleased to meet you,

ar.

"My nameisJay Corcoran,” Corcorantold him. “I'm

alongtimefriend of Boone."

"Well," said Horseface, "we are dl together and safely
back at base. | don't mind saying | am glad our forceis
augmented by thisfriend of Boone. And hereisWolf. And

TheHat."

The Hat was Sitting at the table, erect in hischair, no
longer dumped over. Hishat was ill pulled across his

face, if hehad aface.



Looking more closdly at him, Boone observed that he
was somewhat rumpled, gpparently from Wolfsplay.

Here and there, toothmarks showed.

The robot came up to the table with atray balanced
onitshead. "I have naught to offer you," he said,

"but pig hocks and sauerkraut. | trust you can get dong
with that. For the carnivore, | have a plate of hocks
without the kraut. | mistrust that he would relish the

kraut."

"Hell eat anything that isof anima origin,” said

Boone. "But | am sure you are correct about the kraut.”

Enid, stting next to Boone, put her hand on hisarm.

"Doyou like kraut?' she asked.

"l likeit well enough,” he answered. "1 have learned

to eat dmogt anything.”

"Horace was the one who redlly liked his hocks and
kraut," said Enid. "He aways made apig of himsdf when

we had them. He got grease up to hiselbows.”



Corcoran changed the subject. "Can anyonetdl me

where we are? What isthis place?'

"TheHat sad it'sthe Highway of Eternity," said

Boone.

"He must have been kidding you."

"l don't think so. He seemsto know. If he saysit'sthe

Highway of Eternity, I'll go dong with him."

"Y ou stepped around one of your cornersto get here?”’

"That | did—when my subconscious worked up a
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dream to scare me enough. Wolf came aong with me.

And what about you? Y ou didn't step around acorner.”

"No. | climbed atree—abig tree with a staircase wind-

ing around it. What happened then, I'm not quite sure.”

"That'sridiculous," said Boone.

"No more ridiculous than your corner stepping.”

They atein slencefor atime and finaly pushed aside
their plates. Wolf had finished more quickly and was

curled comfortably at Boone's feet.

Enid asked Corcoran, "Will David be coming soon? He

waswith you in thetraveler, wasn't he?!

Corcoran squirmed uncomfortably. "1 have sad news,
MissEnid. Davidisdead. 'm sorry. | ... I'm very

oy

For amoment, she sat stricken, saying nothing. She

sobbed, then fought to regain control. "Tel me what

happened.”



"Henry cameto us. He'd found where you and Boone
landed, but you were both gone. He tracked your traveler
into the future and found that you had been there, but

had left. So the three of us went back to the prehistoric

period, hoping that we ..."

"Buthow...?'

" A sabertooth," said Corcoran. "David had his shot-

gun and hekilled it when it attacked us. But it reached

him beforeit died.”

"David killed by a sabertooth?"

Corcoran nodded dumbly.

"He never would fireagun,” she said. "He went hunt-

ing, but dwayswith an empty gun. Hetook the shells

out."

"Back there," said Corcoran, "l indsted he keep it

loaded. When the cat came at us, he acted to protect both

of us. If he hadn't, the cat would havekilled us both."

"Y ou were with him when he died?”



"Just for amoment. He was amost dead when |

reached him."

"Did he sy anything?"

Corcoran shook hishead. "He didn't have thetime. |

buried him asbest | could. A rock-lined grave with stones

on top. | said some words over him. I'm not sure the right

ones. I'm not good at that."

"And Henry?'

"Henry left before it happened. He went to track down

thethird traveer.”

Enid rose from the chair. She said to Boone, "Will you

wak with me?'

"Certainly," said Boone. "Whatever you may wish."

They moved out from the area, Enid clinging to Boone's

arm. Wolf trailed dong behind them.

At the table, when they were out of hearing, Horseface

said to Corcoran, "l have afedling that what you told was



not the entire truth. Y ou embroidered it."

"Of course | embroidered it. What would you have
done?| was adeegp when the cat killed him. It carried him

off to eat. Would you tell that to hisaster?”

"l would not. Y ou have akind soul.”

"I'm astupid coward," said Corcoran.

Down the road, Enid said to Boone, "I don't want to
cry. David would not have wanted meto dissolvein

tears.”

"Go ahead and cry," said Boone. " Crying sometimes
helps. | fed like crying mysdif. | liked David. During the

short timel waswith him, | liked him very much.”

"Inthefamily,” she said, "he was my favorite person.

We could talk together and we had our private jokes.
David seemed happy-go-lucky, but he was never slly. He
was an expert with the traveler and ran errandsfor usto
other times. He brought books and the gunsfor Timothy,
liquor for Horace, other stuff for Emma. | never asked

him to get anything for me, but he dways brought me



gifts—jewdry, abook of poetry, perfume.

"And now he's dead. Buried in the prehistoric past.

And hefired agun. | never thought he could. Hewastoo

civilized, too much the gentleman. But when it cameto

life or death, hedid.

"Now I'm going to cry. | don't want to, | shouldn't—

but | an. Please hold me, Tom, whilel cry.”

The crying lasted for atime, but finaly lessened and
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cameto an end. When it was all done, she lifted atear-

streaked face, and Boone kissed her gently.

"Let'sgo back," she said.



When they reached the table again, Horseface and Cor-
coran were Sitting where they had been before, talking to

each other.

"Weve been discussing further moves,” Corcoran
said. "What should we do next? Neither of us has any

sound ideas."

"Going isno problem," Horseface told them. "The net

will take uswherever we may lig."

"We could return to Hopkins Acre," Boone suggested.

Helooked At Enid. "Would you like that?"

She shook her head emphéticaly. "There's nothing

there"

"There wasthat star wefound,” said Boone. "The one
with the X painted on it. It has an inhabited planet. Enid's

televison showed that."

Horseface rumbled doubtfully. "Y ou think that it'sim-
portant because it hasthe X. So did | at first, but I'm not

so sure now. The X could be meant to warn usto stay



anay.

"I hadn't thought of that," Boone admitted. "It could
well be. Like the signs of a cross marked on the doors of

plague-stricken housesin the Middle Ages.”

"I would much liketo vigt the center of the gdaxy,”

Horseface suggested. "We could gointhenet ..."

Boone had legped to hisfeet. Behind Horseface and
Corcoran, afaint flicker glimmeredin theair, and there
was athump. A traveler cameto rest just beyond the

table.

The rest of them, except for The Hat, jumped up. The

Hat continued Sitting, saying nothing.

"That'smy traveler!" Enid shouted. "It istheonel

logt, theonel left behind.”

"The one that was stolen from you," said Corcoran.

"Henry told methat he found the traveler had been hauled

avay."

"But if it was solen," Enid asked, "why should it be

here?'



The port came open and a man stepped out, staring
about and then looking at them. Corcoran moved toward
him. "Martin," he said. "Fancy meeting you here. Is

Sdlawith you?'

"No, she has other interests now," Martin answered.

He seemed uncertain, asif confused at what he saw.

Enid asked quietly, "Isthisthe Martin who held the

outpost for usin New Y ork?!

"None other," Corcoran answered. "He ran away
when | told him someone was inquiring about aplace

cdled HopkinsAcre."

"And now he has stolen my machine.”

"You are Enid, aren't you?' Martin asked. "Yes, you
must be. | did not steal your traveler. | purchased it from
the man who stoleit. Anignorant man. Scared aswdll.
The key was dill init, but hewas afraid to turn it on. He
had no ideawhat might happen and was glad to el the
traveler for apittance. Since | then had two machines, |

took this one, and Stella kept the other.”



"Y ou found Enid's machine and now you cometo us,"

said Boone. "Tdl ushow you did it."

Martin glanced around again, then shrugged. "There

areways," hesad vagudly.

"I'll bet there are,” said Corcoran. "And you'd be the

oneto know them. For whom are you working now?"

"For no one. For mysdf. I'm working on my own,"

Martin answered.

"And doing well, | suppose?'

"Not too badly. Corcoran, | can't understand your hos-

tility. | dways paid you wel, gaveyou alot of business!

"Y ou conned me," said Corcoran. "Y ou conned

everyone."

A face peeped out of thetraveler.

"An Infinite" cried Enid. "Y ou have an Infinitein

there!"



Martin turned and ydlled at the peeping Infinite. "All
right! 1 told you not to show yoursaves until | called you.
But you couldn't wait, you had to look. Now you might

aswdl comeout.”

Three Infinites tumbled out of thetraveler and stood

242

CLIFFORD D. SIMAK

HIGHWAY OF ETERNITY

243

in an awkward line. They were crazy-looking crestures,
not more than four feet tall and rigged out in what ap-
peared to be black robes and cowls. From under the
cowls, pinched features peered out.

"So you're working for them now," said Boone.

"At the moment. They aredl refugees. TheInfinites



are held in somekind of quarantine by agroup called the
Galactic Center, which hastaken it upon itsdlf, with no
authority, to imprison them on their planet. Thesethree

managed to get loose. | heard of their plight and agreed

to help them.”

One of the Infinites stepped forward and spokein a
liquid voice. "We plead your understanding. Y ou are
members of arace to whom we gave our services. We
made most of your race immortal, free of any threet. We
are ahighly mora people, doing good for others and ask-
ing nothing in return. Now we are victims of injustice,
seeking friends who will stand with us and speak on our

behdf againg the crud and unjust quarantine...”

"You fed you areill-treated?' Enid asked, too gently.

"Y es, wedo, milady."

"And you want usto help you?'

"That isour earnest wish."

"You drove usinto exile" said Enid, "and when we

fled, you sent killer monstersto hunt usdown ..."



"Wethree, the most of us, had nothing to do with killer

mongters. There was a certain faction among us, bloated

by arrogance ..."

"Those of bloated arrogance are till with you?'

"We suppose they are. But we had nothing to do with

them. They are aseparate problem. Wethree are refugee

ambassadors who seek understanding and help.”

Boone asked Martin, "How much do you haveto do

with this?'

"Almogt nothing,” Martinsaid. "'l only hire

conveyance."

Enough of this, avoice said in their minds.

"Who wasthat?' asked Martin, sartled.

"It'sTheHat," Boone sad. "That'sthe way hetalks,

directly to you without bothering with spoken words."

"Just amoment,” said Enid. "Before we go further, |



want this Martin to hand me back the keysto the

travder.”

"| think that's a reasonable request,” said Corcoran.
Helooked at Martin, who fidgeted, uncertain, then fum-
bled the keys out of his pocket and handed them to Cor-

coran. Corcoran took them to Enid and gave them to her.

"I would not havetried to get away," said Martin,

trying to restore hisruffled dignity.

"Of course you wouldn't," said Boone. He turned to

The Hat. "I'm sorry for the interruption. Y ou were about

to say?'

| was about to say, said The Hat, that thereisonly one
logical destination for us. Not the core of the gdaxy, nor
any star with an X upon it, whatever that is. Who ever

heard of astar with X painted on it?

"It was on the chart," said Horseface. "One star had

an X marked onit."

"So what place would you suggest?" asked Boone.
"If you are going anywhere," announced the robat,

coming out of hiscubicle, "I am going, too. For too long



| have stayed here with no one showing up except this
Hat, who never so much as passesthe time of day with
me. I'll take my stove and the mechanism that supplies
thefood | cook. Y ou'll need me along, or you might
garve. Therésno teling where this crazy Hat will take
you. He never eats and knows nothing of comforts or

necessities. Heis..."

"That isquite enough,” said Boone. "Y ou've con-
vinced us." Heturned to Horseface and asked, "Will the

net hold al of us?'

"Indeed," said Horseface. "The net will take us.”
"What will we do with thetraveler?' Enid asked.
"It will besafehere”" Horsefacetold her. "Thenet is

far better.”

"But where are we going?* asked Corcoran. "That

Gadactic Center sounded attractive, if anyone knows how

toreachit.”

We go to the planet of the Rainbow People, said The
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Hat. ThelInfinites ask for justice and justice they will find

there.

"l don't give adamn what the Infiniteswant,” Boone

said. "We need some place where we can get some an-

swers. There have been too many daft places and mad

happenings. Thisroad. Jay'stree..."

Y ou are confused? asked The Hat.

"Considerably.”

Then we go to the Rainbow People, said The Hat. They

can supply answers.

"Very wdl," Horseface growled. "Well go to the

Rainbow People. So let usload the net with what we take

and climb aboard."

Something bumped against Boone'sleg. He looked

down at Woalf.

"You, too," he said. "WEell take you aong, but stick



closeto me. Thisone could be creepy.”

Horace

13

Bhe robot swung the axe, severing the

rope that held the ballista cup in place. The great arm,
responding to unleashed tension, swung up swiftly, hurl-
ing the boulder that lay in the cup againgt thewadl. Againgt
thewall, but not flying over it. At theimpact of the boul-
der, thewadll rang like the clanging of amighty bell. The
boulder came tumbling down the dope from which the

wall rose. Robots scattered, getting out of the way of the

rolling stone, which barely missed the ballista before com-

ing to ahdlt.

Two primitive steam engines, earlier used to haul the
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baligtainto place, stood alittle distance off, panting under

thair head of steam.

Conrad plodded dowly to where Horace stood.

"It'sno use," the robot said. "We aren't going to be

able to heave a stone over that wall. 1t's the configuration
of thewall that defeats us. It flares up and out at the top
and we are forced to position the machine too far back
to give usthe arc we need. And besides, to tell you the
honest truth, which | have told you many times before,

| fail to grasp the point of it."

"The point,” said Horace, "isthat somehow were

going to attract the attention of whoever isliving inthe
city. They can't just Sit there and ignore us, asthey have
been doing dl thistime. They have to be madeto rec-

ognize that we are here and come out to talk with us."

"I'm not quite sure why you are so set on that,” Conrad
told him. "If | were you, I'd beinclined to be better sat-
isfied if they continued to pay no attention to us. We don't
know who or what they are. Once we attract their atten-

tion, if we do, we may be sorry that we did.”

Horace glowered up at the wall. It was amonstrous



dructure, looming high into the sky, amilky white barrier

that ran for milesal around the ridge top, closing in the

Gity.

Emmasaid, alittle piteoudy, "Why don't we let it be,
Horace? Y ou have become obsessed with it. Y ou spend

al your time scheming a how you are going to get at those

people.”

"They know we're here," Horace fumed. "They send

out flyers every now and then to look us over, then go
back. We are knocking at their door and we get no answer.
That'snot right, | tell you. That smply isn't right. This
isthefirgt timein my lifel have been ignored and | won't

gand forit."

"I don't know what €lse we can do," said Conrad. "We
have modified the boul der-thrower and we still can't pitch

anything over thewdl."

"If wedid," said Horace, "they'd pay us some atten-
tion. Tossafew boulders over that wall and they'd pay

atention to us."
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"Why don't you come over to the tent," suggested
Emma. "Sit down for awhile. Eat something, maybe.

Y ou haven't eaten for hours. Y ou must be hungry.”

Horace paid her no attention. He kept staring at the

white, defiant wall.

"Wevetried everything," hesaid. "Wecircled the
entirewall, looking for doors or gates. We built firesand
sent up smoke signals. Someone would have seen them.
They ignored the sgnds. Wetried to climb thewall and
it can't be climbed. It's smooth. Thereisno placeaman
can get hold of it. It isn't stoneand it isn't metal. It looks
more like aceramic. But who can make a ceramic that

can withstand athrown boulder?'

"Whoever isin there can," said Conrad. "Don't ask

me how they doiit."

"We talked about atower that would reach the top of

thewall," said Horace, with aquestion in hisvoice.

"It wouldn't work," said Conrad. "It would haveto

be high. We have trees from which we can make timber,



but not the kind of timber to build the tower you havein
mind. Also, thereisthe question of anchoring its base

Securdy.”

"We a s0 talked about aramp. | suppose that's out of

the question, aso."

"Thereis no way we could move enough dirt to build

that sort of ramp.”

"l suppose s0," said Horace. "If we only had aflier.”

"Look," said Conrad, "my robotsand | have done the

best we can. We built steam engines, and they are working
well. We can build dmost anything that runs on the
ground, but air travel isbeyond our skills. We don't know
the theory; we couldn't machine the parts. And the en-
ergy? Y ou couldn't power aflier with wood and coal .

He hesitated for amoment. "I don't know how long we
can keep the ballistaworking. We're running out of rope.

Every timewe useit, we waste ten feet of rope.”

"Y ou can splicerope.”

"That we have done," said Conrad. "But each time



you spliceit, you lose afew feet of it.

"We could make more rope."
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"We can try. The material wevetried has not worked

out wdll."

"You see" sad Emma. "It isnt any use. Thewall has

got you stopped.”

"No, it hasn't!" Horaceraged. "I'll find away to beat

it. Il force the people in that city to pay me some

dtention.”

A robot standing nearby said, "Thereis something

coming.”

When they turned around to look, they saw that aflier



from the city was gpproaching for alanding.

Horace legped into the air, waving hisarmsin triumph.

"Fndly," heydled. "Findly someoneiscoming out
totalk. That isall we ever wanted. Just someone to come

out and talk."

Theflier landed and the passenger was getting out of
it—ahuman, not some kind of crummy dien. Therewas
andieninit, but it sayed intheflier. More than likdly,

Horacetold himsdf, the dien wasthe aviator.

Emma started forward uncertainly, then stopped and
dared, asif not believing what she saw. Then she moved
again, running toward the man who had climbed out of

theflier.

"It's Timothy," muttered Horace, talking to himsdif.

"Wouldn't you know it would be Timothy?"

Then he was hurrying forward, with Conrad trailing

aong behind him.

"Soit'syou," said Horace, sourly, coming up to Tim-



othy. "What are you doing here? We thought we'd seen

thelast of you."

"lan't it wonderful!" gushed Emma. "He's back with

usagan.”

Timothy thrust out hishand, briefly meeting Horace's

unwilling dasp.

"l seeyouredill at it, Horace," he said. "Asuncouth

asever."

"l don't suppose,” said Horace, "that you are here to

extend an invitaion."

"I'm hereto tell you to cut out your inane doings. Wed

gopreciateit if you'd halt your banging onthewal.”

IIWe/?I

"The othersin the city. And mysdlf, of course. All your

life you've embarrassed me and you il aredoing it.”

"There are peoplein the city?' Emma asked breath-

ledy. "Peoplejust like us?!



"Not people just like us. In appearance, some of them

arefairly dreadful. But they are people and your throwing

rocks at them has them somewhat perturbed.”

"So they don't likeit, huh?' said Horace.

"Some of them are outraged.”

"Who are those mongtersin there? Just what isthis

place?'

"This" Timothy told him, "isthe Galactic Center."

"Then what are you doing in there?'

"l am one of them. I'm the only human member of the

Center."

"Y ou mean you pretend to represent the human race.”

"I represent no one. All I can dois present the human

viewpoint. That isdl they ask."

"Well, then since you are one of them, why don't you

justinviteusin? That's all we want, to have some atten-



tion paid to us. All you've doneisignore us. Weve been

knocking at the door—that's al we've been doing.”

"Hammering, you mean. Y ou never knock, Horace.

All you ever do ishammer.”

"Y ou mean you won't do anything for us?"

"I'd take it upon mysdlf to invite Emmawith me. Sheld

be more comfortable insde the city than out here.”

Emma shook her head. "I'll stay with Horace. | thank

you, Timathy, but | am staying with him."

"Then | guess| can do no more."

"Y ou mean that'sit?" asked Horace. "Y ou just come

out here and threaten usand that is all therestoiit.”

"I don't intend to threaten you. | only ask you hold it

down."

"And if wedon't hold it down?'

"Next time, it won't be me who comes. It'll be some-

one ese. They may not be as courteous as | have tried



tobe"

"Y ou certainly have not been the soul of courtesy.”
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"Perhapsnot,” said Timothy. "At times, it issome-

thing of adtrain to be courteousto you."

"Stopit!" screamed Emma. " Stop it, the two of you!
Y ou're acting as you've dways acted. At one another's

throats."

Sheturned to Horace. "You! Y ou say you've been only
knocking at the door. It's more than that. 1t's throwing

stones a windows. That'swhat you've been doing.



Throwing stones a windows."

"One of these days," said Horace, "I'll bregk awin-

dow. Oncel do that, the city will pay attention to me."

"I'll tll you what I'mwilling to do,” said Timothy.
"I'm willing to go back to the council once again. I'll try
to put your caseto them. It's barely possible | can get

you and Emmain, but not the robots.”

"That would be dl right with us" said Conrad. "We're

not the ones who want in. We are doing it for Horace.
Wed be just as satisfied to be left out here. We've got

an entire planet to fool around with. A chanceto build a
robot society. A chance to make something of ourselves.
Thereisalot of good farmland here. We could grow food

for thecity. Therearealot of other thingsto do.”

"How doesthat sound to you?' Timothy asked

Horace.

"Well," said Horace reluctantly, "if that iswhat they

want."

"Back on Earth," said Conrad, "we had our war with

thetrees. If wewere gtill back there, weld go on fighting



trees. But here it makes no senseto fight againgt anything
at al. Left on our own, we will make out. Well begin to
build alife. Thereisno end to the possibilities of what

we might be ableto accomplish.”

Timothy looked at Horace, who shuffled hisfeet, say-
ing nothing. He looked like aman who'd had thewind

knocked out of him.

"So I'll go back and do what | can,” said Timothy.
"But if they let youin, youll haveto behave yoursdf,
you'll have to keep your mouth shut. No more trouble-
making. | have ahouse much like the one at Hopkins

Acre. You'll be welcome there. It's a pleasant place to

live. If you get obnoxious, you'll beredtricted toit. Isal

this satisfactory to you?'

Emmaanswered for him. "It's satisfactory to him. I'll
seeitis I'mtired of thiswilderness. So you go back,

Timothy. Do the best you can for us."



The Rainbow People

V Vherethe net had landed, huge up-

thrust blocks of ice-white crystal humped up to makea
sarrated skyline above the plain, which was aso made of
white crysta blocks, laid like paving stones. The sky was
s0 deep abluethat it was nearly black. The horizon
seemed too near and was marked by aline of purple.
Naked space came down close to the surface of the planet,
with only apuny shield of atmosphere sandwiched be-
tween the surface and emptiness. Y et breathing was not

difficult. It looked cold, but it wasredlly shirt-deeve

comfortable.

No one had yet said aword. Boone turned slowly, look-
ing around. There was nothing to see but the crystal
blocks encircling thetiny plain on which they'd landed.
There seemed to be no sun, athough therewaslight and

warmth.
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Color flickered briefly above the skyline, then was

gone.

"What wasthat?' asked Enid.

No one answered her.

"Thereitisagan!" cried Enid.

Thistimetheflicker perasted and climbed in acurving
arc above the notched horizon, bending over and reaching
down. It glowed and steadied, forming an arch of pastel

color that loomed high above the surface.

"A rainbow!" Corcoran said. "Thisisthe place.”

"Itisnot,” rumbled Horseface, "asmple rainbow.

Mayhapsit could be the Rainbow People.”

Asthey watched, more rainbows formed. They flick-
ered out of nothing, then reached into the sky, bent and

formed their arches. They clustered, rainbow bisecting



rainbow until the plain picked up the colors, glowing with

the soft light thet glimmered in the sky,

Although the rainbows seemed stable enough, there il
was about them the sense of not being fixed. Therewas
afeding of acertain ddicacy, amisty etheredity, asif

they were a phenomenon that was not meant to stay.

The robot had hauled his equipment off the net and was
working on his stove, paying no attention to the rainbows.
Enid and Corcoran stood not far away, staring up into the
sky. The Hat was hunkered down close against the sur-

face. Horseface loomed over him.

"Oneof usisn't here," said Boone, startled at the fact
of the missing one. "Martin isn't here. What happened

tohim?'

"Hefdl through the net," said Horseface. "The net

let him go."

"And you said nothing about it?'Y ou never even men-

tioned it?"

"Hewas not meant to be with us. The net knew."

"TheInfinitesare sill here," said Corcoran.
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The three of them, huddled together, were standing

quite apart from the others.

"l think it'shorrible," said Enid. "Y ou say Martin fell.

Y ou are sure you didn't shove him?'

"l wasfar from him. | could not reach him to shove."

"I, for one," said Corcoran, "shal shed no tearsfor

him."

"Have you any ideawhere he could be?' asked Boone.



Horseface shrugged eaborately.

The Hat spoke to them. | speak not for myself, he said.
| am the tongue of the Rainbow People. Through me, they

Speak to you.

"But where are the Rainbow People?" asked Boone.

They arethe onesyou call therainbows, said The Hat.

They welcome you. Later they will talk to you.

Enid asked, "Y ou mean the rainbows, the thingswe

cal the rainbows, are the people that you told us of ?*

"They don't look like peopleto me," said Corcoran.

Wolf moved close against Boone'sleg and Boone spoke

softly to him. "It'sdl right,” he said. "Stick close. It's

you and | together."

"That isdl the Rainbow People haveto say to us?'

asked Enid. "That we are welcome, and later they will

tak?'

That isdl, The Hat informed her. What further do you



wish?

Therobot said, "Hamburgersare dl that | can manage

on quick notice. Will you be satisfied with them?'

"If they arefood,” Horsefacetold him, "I'll be

sdidfied.”

Above the horizon the clumped rainbows lost their in-
tengity, the color fading out. Then they were gone. The
fading of the rainbows, Boone thought, had taken some
of the warmth away. He shivered as he thought it, even
while he knew there was no reason for the shiver. The

place was aswarm as ever.

It was The Hat, hetold himsdlf, that got usinto this.

The Hat had not alowed consideration of the suggestions

that had been made by others. The Hat might even be a

Rainbow agent—he knew who they were, where they

might be found, and he was the one who spoke for them.

"l vote," he said, "that we get on the net and leave.



Just what the hell are we doing here?!

"So you fed it, too," said Corcoran.

We came here, said The Hat, for the judging of the
Infinites. To the only court that could hear them fairly,
the onejudiciary with the knowledge to render them their

judtice.

"Then let'sget it over with," said Corcoran. "Let us
get them judged and |eave. Better yet, let'sjust leave the
Infinites here to recelve their jugtice. 1, for one, don't care

oneway or the other how the verdict will turn out.”

"But | do," said Enid, sharply. "These were the ones
who wrecked the human race. And | want to know what

isto happen to them.”

Thejudgingisnot dl of it. The Hat told them. There

may be here something of interest to al the others of you.

"l can'timaginewhat," said Corcoran.

The Rainbows are an ancient race. The Hat said. One

of thefirg, if not thefirst, people of the universe. They

have had the time to evolve beyond anything you can even



guess a. Their knowledge and their wisdom encompass
more than you can conceive. Now that you are here, it
would be well to hear them out. It will demand of you no

morethan alittle of your time.

"The most ancient people of the universe” said

Boone, then said no more. For if they were the most an-
cient people, then they had been given the time to work
out their evolution to what probably wasits ultimate

condition.

His mind spun as he thought of it. It seemed fantastic—
and yet, perhaps no more fantastic than what the humans
had accomplished in afew million years, lifting them-
selvesfrom cunning, but endangered, beaststo apostion
from which their shrewd and sharpened minds, linked
with dextrous hands, had enabled them to take charge of
their planet, devising means by which they could survive
the animosities of an environment that could turn hostile

without notice.
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But the Infinites, he thought—good lord, if what the
Infinites clamed was tme, then the incorporedity they
offered was proof againgt any physica condition, while
the Rainbow People, if they had not advanced beyond the
energy form they were taking here, ill could die of en-
tropy. On the day the universe flattened out to astate
where there were no differences, when space and time
and energy stood till, the force by which the Rainbow
People survived would be gone and they would die with

the universe.

And The Hat had claimed that these Rainbow People
were the ones who could and should stand in judgment

of theInfinited

Y et, Boone wondered, could it be possible that the In-
finites, while able to offer a perfect survivor syssemto
others, were unable, for some reason, to useit for them-
selves? The Infinites, standing back there on the Highway

of Eternity, had cringed, begging help and mercy.

Here they were cringing ill, the three of them. They
had formed acircle, facing one another, so that their robes

seemed to be a part of asingle organism.



They had begun adolorous chant that held withinit the
sound ofloneness and lostness. It was not a death chant,
for adesth chant, even at itswordt, strikes a defiant note.
The chanting of the Infinites had no defiance and no

hope—it was adirge to the end of everything.

Out of the dtillness that hung over and enclosed the

chant, avoice with no sound, and no inflection said: Y our
snisthat you have erred. Y ou Infinites have snned be-
cause of pride of self. There isno question that your tech-
niqueisof the highest qudity, but you used it too soon.

Y ou have condemned members of araceto alower state
of intelectudity than wastheir destiny. The people of the
planet cdled the Earth were not in the final stages of their
development, asit seems you thought; they were smply
resting. Given time, which you did not give them, they
would have developed anew intelectudity. In acting too
soon, you have made them junior citizens of the universe.
Of this, you stand condemned and cursed. Y ou shdl be

returned to your people so that you may inform them of

HIGHWAY OF ETERNITY

257



thisjudgment. Their punishment, and yours, isthat you
shdl know and accuse yourselves throughout the re-

mainder of your racid life of the injustice you have done.

Thevoice ceased. The Infinites did not sand huddled

likeasmdl black tent; they were not thereat all.

Corcoran let out his breath, asif he had been holding

it for along time. "I'll be damned,” he said.

"Anyhow," said Horseface, "we are done with them.

Now that judgment has been passed, let usleavethis

place." Having said this, he began to climb aboard the

net.

There were saven of them, Boone told himself, ticking
off each of them—Enid, Corcoran, Wolf, Horseface, the
robot, The Hat and, last of all, himsalf. There had been
eleven of them, but Martin had falen through the net, and

the three condemned Infinites were gone.

"We become fewer and fewer," he said, speaking to

himsdf. "Who will be the next to go?"

Y ou cannot go, said The Hat. Thereisfurther still to



come.

"Hat, we've had enough of it," said Corcoran.
"Enough of you and your Rainbow People, enough of
judgments and delay. We have played your little game

longer than waswise."

Wolf came sdling over. Boone squatted down and
threw an arm around the animal. Enid moved to the two
of them and leaned over them. She garted to say some-

thing. Then she disappeared.

Boone no longer was on the angular whiteness of the
crysta world. Instead he crouched. Wolf gill within the
circleof hisarm, at the head of adegp and wild ravine
flanked by towering hillsthat doped sharply upward into
apaeblue sky. The hillswere covered by ancient, twisted
trees and embedded bouldersthat thrust like gray, shaven
skullsout of the doping terrain. A boisterous wind was
blowing up theravine. Far in the distance, down the sav-

age gully, Boone could seethe glint of sun on water.

Heroseto hisfeet, gazing al about him. The crysta

world was gone; no single festure of it remained. He and
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Wolf were quite donein this different place. The others

were not there.

He had, he thought, stepped around another comer,
athough there had been no reason he should have done
s0. There had been no danger and no threat; he had been
aware of none. He had done nothing, he was sure, to bring

him and Wolf to this other place.

He spoke to Wolf. "What do you think of it? What have

youto say?'

Wolf made no answer.

"Boone!" avoice called. "Boone, are you here? Where

areyou?'

"Enid!" Boone shouted.

There shewas, up the hillsde from them, running down

the dope that was too steep for safe running.



Boone plunged up the hill toward her. She started to
fall and he leaped to catch her. But even as he leaped he
himsdf wasfaling, theloose soil giving way benesth the

driving effort of hislunge.

They tumbled down together to where Wolf waited.
Sitting up, only afew feet apart, they burst out in laughter,
half-gpologetic laughter at the silliness of what had hap-
pened. Boone tried to sweep back alock of hair that had
falen across her face. Hisdirt-smudged hand, dirtied in

thefal, left astreak of soil across her nose.

"What happened?' she asked. "What brought us here?

Did you duck around another comer?”

He shook his head. "I didn't duck around acomer.
There was no threat, nothing that could have triggered

me"

"Thenwhat?'

"I don't know," he said. He moved closer to her and

reached out ahand. "Y our noseisdirty. Let mewipeit

off."



"And the others?"

"l suppose they're where we left them.”

"Boone, I'm scared. Can you tel me where we are?!

"l don't know," he said. "And I'm as scared as you."

They sat Sde by side, staring down the wild, wind-
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whipped ravine. Wolf sat solidly, determinedly in front

of them.

The soundless voice of the Rainbow People spoke to
them, from no direction, out of nowhere, the wordsring-
ing in their minds. There was no threet in the voice and
no assurance. It was a dead, flat voice.

Lisen closdly to us, it said. Let ustalk of the universe.
"It would be presumptuous of meto talk of the uni-
verse," said Boone. "I have no knowledge of it."

One of you, the voice said, has given thought to it.

"l have givenit no thought,” said Enid. "But there



have been times| have pondered on it. | have wondered
what it isand the purpose of it."

Then pay attention, said the voice. Listen very closdly.
And then came arush of thought that beat savagely
againg them. It was an overpowering force, agush of half-
heard words and wordless thoughts filled with

information.

Boonefdt hislegs buckling under him, asif he stood
againg astrong and deadly wind that battered at his body

and hismind.

"Oh, my God!" he whispered and collgpsed upon the
hillsde. Asif through aveil, he saw Enid sitting just a
few feet distant and tried to crawl to her, trying to reach
some warmth and oneness that he lacked in this storm of

information that pounded steadily againgt him.

Then the storm lifted and was no more, and he lay
sprawled on the dirt. Wolf was crouched close against the

dope, whining to himsdif.

Crawling, Boone reached Enid and hoisted himsdlf to
adgtting position. She sat frozen, asif not knowing he was

there, not knowing she was anywhere. He reached for her



and pulled her within hisarms. She came close against

him and he hdd her hard.

"Do you know what happened?' he asked. "Do you

remember any of what they said?’

Shewhispered a him, "No, | don't. | fed it adl tamped

hard insgde me, but | know none of it. My mindisfull to

burding ..."
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Another voice shouted a them—a rough, loud voice—

avoice that could be heard and was made of honest words.

Boone legped to hisfeet. Something wasflapping in the
air above them and he saw that it was the net. Horseface
stood upon it, riding on its flapping like adrunken sailor

erect upon a storm-tossed boat.

"Move swiftly," Horseface roared at them. "Climb

upon the net. We will leave this place as soon asyou are

onthenet."



The net was fluttering lower and Boone, lifting Enid of f
her feet, threw her bodily upon it. Wolf dready wasin
theair, leaping for it. Horseface cameto its edge and
reached down ahand. "Up you come," he said, grasping
Boone's outdtretched arm and jerking him through the air

to aplace besde him.

Corcoran was on the far side of the net, hunkered down
and fiercely hanging on toit. Therobot waswailing. "All
my equipment gonel" he howled. "All of it left behind.

Without it, how am | to feed you?"'

"We had to leavein ahurry,” growled Horseface.

"That shoddy sham of crystal was dissolving benegth our

feat."

"How did you know where to reach us?' Enid asked.
"That visor you stole on the pink-and-purple world,"
Horseface said. "It was lying face up on the net. | looked
at it, wondering at the same time where you could have
gone, and | saw you herein the glass. When | saw you,
the net knew where it was and came here to pick you up.”

Corcoran shouted a him, "Where are we going now?"



"Where we should have gonein thefirst place" said
Horseface, "had we not listened to The Hat. To that star
the chart showed, the one with the X marked oniit."
"And The Hat?' asked Boone. "He's not with us."
"Mogt unfortunate,” said Horseface, unctuoudy. "He

was unableto reach the net in thetime remaining.”

Henry

15

| he bloated redness of the sun hung

above the world—anearly empty world, aworld without
grass or other vegetation except for the lone, ancient tree
that stood down the ridge from Henry. Hefloated, his
sparkles pulled together asif he cringed againgt thisfor-
bidding world, athough he was not cringing. In hisyears

of wandering, he had seen too much to cringe.

The sky was dark, the kind of darkness that would come

with an gpproaching storm, athough here there was no

gorm nor any hint of one.

The end of the world, he wondered, the beginning of
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the end, with adying, now unstable sun undergoing the

first stages of ared giant sequence?

The tree down the ridge cast no shadow. And for the
first timein hislife, Henry experienced utter sllence. No
bird was crying in the sky, no insect chirping from the
ground, and there was no soughing of awind. Everything

stood till.

Then avoice spoke within him: Y ou are astranger here?

If he had till possessed abody, his surprise would have
made him gulp. But there was no way that he could now.
He answered, calm and clear: Yes, | an astranger. | have

only now arrived. Who isit that speaksto me?



Theinner voice said, | am thetree. Why don't you come

to me and rest within my shade?

But you have no shade, said Henry. Thisbloated sun

casts no shadow.

| speak from olden habit, said the tree, harking back to
that time when | did have shadeto offer. It has been so
long since | have bespoken another that | now forget. |
aminclined at timesto stand herein my londiness and
make loud and senseless declamations. | am smply talk-

ing to myself, since there is no one else to speak to.

| do not need your shade, said Henry, whichiswell,
since you have no shade. But your company | need and

your information, if you will favor mewithit.

Saying which, he floated to a postion close to the londly

tree.

What information do you wish? the tree asked of him.

My store of it may not be amplefor you, but I'll giveyou

what little | may have.

Y ou are asentient tree, said Henry, and you bolster a



belief some ancient humans had. My long-lost agter, |

recal, believed quite firmly—and the others of usthought
unredistically—that trees would follow man. Now, mest-
ing you, it occurs to me that she could have been correct.

Shewas amost perceptive person.

Does it happen you are human? asked the tree.

A partid human. Henry told him. A fragmented one.
A beaten-up human at the best. Which leads me to another

question. What has happened to the clustered sparkles

that at one time were gtationed in the sky? Once there

were many of them.

| recal them faintly, said the tree. Searching far back

in memory | bring them to my consciousness. Therewere
many lightsin the sky. Some of them were stars and some
of them were what you term the sparkles. There till are
gars, and in alittle time well see them. Whenthesun
snksto just above the horizon in the west, they'll begin
appearing in the east. The sparkles you will not see; they
have been gonefor long. They drifted off. They became
lessand less. I'm surethey did not die; they only drifted

off, asif they were going dsewhere. Can you tell me what



humans were? Werethey al like you?

Not at dl likeme, said Henry. | am, you must under-
stand, afreak. | started out to be a sparkle, but it didn't

take. It'salong story. If we have thetime, I'll tell you.

Wehavedl thetimethereis.

But the sun?

I'll be withered up and dead, al trace of me vanished,

before the sun isany actual danger. Intimeto come, it

will kill the planet, which is closeto dead dready. Not

for somelittletime.

That's good to hear, said Henry. Y ou asked me what

ahuman was. | take it there are no humans now.

Once, very long ago, there were creatures that were

formed of metal. Some said they were not humans, but

copies of humans.

Robots, Henry said.

They were not known by that name. | can't be certain

they existed. There are many storiestold. One was that



the metal creaturestried to eliminate the trees by cutting

them down. There was no explanation of why they should

havetried, or evidence that they did.

The robots now are gone?

Even metd, said the tree, does not live forever. But

you and | are here, and we are talking. Perhaps we could

befriends.

If youwish it. Henry said. | have not had afriend for

far too long.

Then let it be so, said the tree. Let us settle down and
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talk. Y ou said that some thought trees would follow man.

Does that mean take the place of man?

That iswhat it meant. Even then, an untold time ago,
there was awel |-founded perception that the human race

would end and that something €l se must take its place.

Why must something esetakeits place?

| cannot tell you that. Thereisno solid rationdefor it,
but the belief seemed to be that there must be a dominant
race upon this planet. Before men were the dinosaurs and

before the dinosaurs were the trilobites.

| have never heard of either dinosaurs or trilobites.

They didn't amount to much, said Henry. The dino-

saurs were big and perhaps there were not too many of

them. The trilobites were small and there were alot of

them. The point isthat dl the trilobites and the dinosaurs

died out.

And man took the place of dinosaurs?

Not immediately. Not al at once. It took alittletime.



And now mysdlf, atree?| am dominant?

| think perhapsyou are.

The strange thing, said the treg, isthat | never thought
of mysdlf as dominant. Perhaps at this late date, domi-
nanceisof dight importance. Wasit different with the

trilobites, the dinosaurs and men?

| don't know about the trilobites, said Henry. They
were astupid lot. The dinosaurs were astupid tribe as
well, but they had a hunger in them. They ate everything

in sight. The humans had a hunger, too; they controlled

everything.

We had no hunger, said the tree. We got our living from

the soil and air. We interfered with no one, had no ene-

mies, and were enemiesto no one. Y ou must be mistaken;

If it takes great hunger to be dominant, we were never

dominant.

Y et you can think and talk.



Oh, yes, wedid alot of that. Time was, when there
were many of us, weraised astorm of chatter al across
theworld. We were the wisest thingsin al theworld, but
we did not use our wisdom. We had no way to use our

wisdom.

Can you tell me, perhaps, asked Henry, some of that

wisdom?

Y ou cometoo late, thetree told him sadly. | grow old
and senile. | am swamped with forgetfulness. Perhapsit
required acommunity of effort and of thought and chatter

to hold the wisdom intact. Now there is no community.

Y ou cometoo late, my newfound friend; thereis nothing

| can giveyou.

| am sorry, said Henry.

Another failure, hetold himsdf. Thetrilobites, the di-
nosaurs, and men, at least upon thisworld, had failed.
Andthetreesaswell. Even if the trees had persisted and

gone on, they'd till have been afailure. Wisdom of itself

was usdless. If there were no way to act upon it, it had

novaue.



You aretroubled, said the tree.
Y es, troubled, Henry told him, athough | don't know

why | should be; | should have known the end.

TheFamily

16

limothy leaned back in hischair and

thrust hislong legsout in front of him.

"Findly, after months" he said, "I'm beginning to

catch on to what isgoing on here. I'm learning the basic
gaactic language. Hugo has been ahdp to me from the
very start, of course. He has guided me, counsaled me,
and seen that | met other beings who have been of help

tome."

"Don't betakenin by dl of this" Emmatold Enid.
"Hedlill follows hisold habits. He staysin his study for

daysat atime, not even coming down for medls. Some



of Hugo's people had to carry them up to him, and now
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that silly robot that came with you carriesthem up to him

ad..."

"The robot has been agreat help ever sncehe ar-

rived,” said Hugo. "My people worked very hard to run
the kitchen and do other chores around the place, but the
robot moved immediately to take over. Heisawizard at

cooking and he seemsto have the knack."

Horace grumbled from the far sde of theroom. "He
till doesn't know how to turn out agood saddle of

mutton.”

"Do you haveto complain dl thetime?' Emmaasked
tartly. "If it isn't the cooking, then it is something else.

Y ou remember, don't you, what Timothy told you when
he agreed to bring us here. Don't make any trouble, he

asked. That'sal he asked of you."



"He dsotold me" yelled Horace, "to keep my mouth
shut. All | ask of you, he said, isto keep your big mouth

shut."

"I must say," said Timothy, "that you've not done too

wdl ait."

"Except for complaining dl thetime," saild Emma,
"he's not done too badly. He's not set afoot off the prop-
erty and he's not quarreled with any of your ridiculous

neighbors. | don't see how you put up with them.”

"Sofar as| am concerned,” said Enid, "I cannot see
any need to step off the property. Thisplaceissmply
perfect. Except for the mountains, | don't see much dif-

ference between it and Hopkins Acre."

"You areright,” said Corcoran. "It isas plessant a
place as| have ever seen. It reminds me much of Hopkins
Acre. Booneand I, of course, were only there for ashort

time, but ..."

Boone said to Horseface, "1 can't imagine how you

knew that the star with an X marked on it would lead you



here.

"| told you," Horseface rumbled. "The X made meto

think it must be aspecid place, so | headed for it."

"But you were the one who suggested that the X could

have been meant asawarning," said Corcoran.
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"It could have been," Horseface agreed. "But some-

times| liketo take big chances."

"For my part,” said Timothy, "I am glad you took the
chance. It waslonély here, among all the diens, consd-
erate asthey may have been. Now the family, what is|eft

of it, istogether again.”



"Have you had any word at al of Henry?' Enid asked.

Horace answered, "No word at al. Henry you could
never tell about. Despite what the rest of you may say,

he was a spook. Always dipping in and out.”

"There goesthat big mouth again,” said Emma. "You
never did like Henry. Y ou were aways saying terrible
things of him. | would think you would be different now.

Henry may be dead.”

"Henry dead!" Horace roared. "Hell never die. There

never was athing that could get to him."

"Thelast | saw of him," said Corcoran, "hetold me
he was leaving to find you people who werein Martin's

travde "

"Well," said Horace, sourly, "he never found us. He

probably found something elsethat interested him."

They sat in the drawing room, taking their ease at talk
following asplendid lunch. From the dining room came

the subdued clatter of the staff clearing away the china



and theslver.

Timothy waved at the bar. "Anyone who wants arefill,

help yoursdves."

Horace heaved himself up and stalked to the bar for

more brandy. He was the only one.

Corcoran said to Timothy, "Y ou seem contented

here"

"l amwell content,” Timothy told him. "Thereisan
old familiarity to the house and grounds. And | have work
again. Why don't you stay here with us? | am sure Center

would, without difficulty, find aplace for you."

Corcoran shook his head. "My homeis back in the

twentieth century. | have abusinessthereand | find my-

sdf anxiousto get back to it."

"Y ou have decided, then," said Boone.

"Horseface has agreed to take me. Y ou won't be going

withus?'



"No. | think | shal stay here."

"And you, Horseface?" asked Enid. "Will you be com-

ing back to us?'

"Perhaps on vidts, if you are willing to have me. But
there are many thingsto seg, light yearsto travel, and far

placesto pokeinto."

"Before you go, therés one thing you must tell me."

"Please ask."

"What redly happened to Martin? Y ou said hefdl

through the net. | think you shoved him off."

"l never ladd ahand on him," protested Horseface. "'l

only told the net.”

"Y ou told the net to throw him off?"

"You makeit sound so heartless.”

"Well, it was heartless, wasn't it? Y ou dumped him

into space.”

"That | did not do," said Horseface. "'l told the net to



dump him into another place and time. On Earth, inthe

twenty-third century.”

"Why there?"

"I wish the man no harm. | just wanted to get rid of
him, to put him where he cannot leave and start trouble.

Hewill have no traveler, so once there, he hasto stay."

"Onething gill puzzlesme," said Corcoran. "Who the

hell was Martin? | had been under the impression that he
somehow was connected with Hopkins Acre and the oth-
ersin your group—the Pleistocene and Athens. Some sort
of outpost man. But when he learned that someone was
asking about a then nonexistent place—Hopkins Acres—
hetook it on the lam. The next we saw him, he was work-
ing for the Infinites, carting them around in astolen

travder.”

"Not stolen,” objected Horseface. "He claims he paid

forit"

"Still it was stolen," said Boone. "It had been stolen

from Enid. Probably not by Martin, but by someone

d="



"Asl recdl it," said Horace, nadtily, "it was you, Cor-
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coran, who told him someone was inquiring about Hop-

kinsAcre."

"He had hired me," said Corcoran. "l did ajob for

him, that'sal. He paid me handsomely for what | did. |
have been wondering since how he got that money. Not
from you folks, certainly. My impressionisthat you had

nowhere near that kind of money."

"Areyou sureit was real money?' Horace asked.



"It could have been," Enid said. "He had two trav-
elers—the big one and the one Stellatook. When you can
travel through time, it isn't hard to locate treasure, towin
lotteries, or use some such meansto get money. That's
how David got the small amounts he needed to pay for

the supplies he brought back to usfrom histrips.”

Timothy nodded. "I doubt well ever know who Martin
was. Undoubtedly, avery devious man. | must tell you
that we had full confidencein him, athough we never

liked him. David met him in New Y ork and took himin

didike. Not anice man. Very far from being nice."

"Hewasatraitor," Horace stated. "When he heard

there might be trouble for us, he deserted us."

"As| say," said Timothy, "well probably never know.
Areyoufairly sure" he asked Horseface, "that you got

rid of him?Hell not rise again to plague us?’

"Heistrapped,” said Horseface. "Without atraveler,

thereis nowhere he can go."

"Weadll fed better now that you've told uswhat you
did with him," said Enid. "Thanksfor telling us. There

isone more thing you can do for us."



"Nameit, MissEnid," Horseface said. "My debt to

you never will bepadinfull.”

"Could you pick up thetraveler we left on the Highway
of Eternity and bring it back to us? A traveler isahandy

thing to have."

"Als0," said Timothy, "Center would like alook at

it,"

Wolf emerged from a corner where he had been deeping

off aplate of beef, bumbling across the room to collgpse

beside Boone's chair.

"Hewantsout," said Enid.

"Heisn't asking yet," saidBoone. "Just thinking about

it. Making up hismind. When hes madeit up, hell ask.”

Horace heaved himsalf up and crossed the room for

another refill of brandy.

"Onething | forgot to tell you,” Timothy said. "Some-

thing that | ran across while going through some tapes and



papers. A copy of adocument dating from the twenty-
fourth or -fifth century. It'sthefirst reference to Earth
that | have run across since coming here. Earth isn't men-
tioned by name, of course, but certain internd evidence
indicatesthat it was the Earth. The document tells of the
rise of areligion that centered around amysterious arti-
fact. The account isnot clear onitsactual nature, but it
seemsto have served asa sort of messiah that railed
againg technology and preached a philosophic attitude of
reaching within to find oné's true sdlf and rgjecting ma:

teridigtic progress. Doesthat sound familiar?”

"Of courseit does,” said Enid. "It wasthat attitude
that undermined the human race and set us up for the

Infinites”

"Thetime span'stoo long," Boone objected. "Ideas
don't surviveamillion years. They lose vdidity and be-

come obsolete”

"I'm not so sure,” Timothy told him. "'If the cult

goread widdly at fird, it would survive among some—
particularly if the artifact endured for along time. And
when certain socia stresses occurred—as they tend to do
repeatedly—the hard core of the cult that survived could

spread it further. Look at the belief in magic, which kept



being put down by rationalism and popping up in various

guisesamogt to our time."

"] suppose it could happen,” Corcoran admitted. "Cer-

tanly, cultsrelaed to bdief in magic were multiplying in

my period."”

"Our people never knew of it," said Emma. "If it was

there, we should have heard of it."

"But the attitudes it taught were there," Timothy told

her. "Maybein timeit did die out—because its purpose

was accomplished. The people had aready accepted its

teaching. It could have gradually become a part of the
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public consciousness. People could have forgotten the or-
iginof it and believed that the philosophy developed from

it was the result of their own inescapablelogic, their own

findy tuned intdligence.”

"I don't believeaword of it," said Emma. "It'sjust

an ancient myth."

"It may well be," Timothy conceded. "But it'smore

than commonly interesting.”

"Y ou seem to have fdlen into aniche that was made

especidly for you," Corcoran told Timothy.

"l wasafraid at firgt," said Timothy, "that al the work

of the Center would be so strange that | could find no
placewherel could fit in. But even my sketchy knowledge
of Earth's history seems vauableto the study being made
of how cultures grow or fail. Center is deeply concerned
with what enabled the Infinites to succeed in therr efforts.
Timetravel isanother matter in which Center is con-
cerned. There were rumors that the Infinites had it, of

course, but they never reveded its nature. And now that



the Rainbow People have taken them over, al contact
with them has been cut. But if we could secure the traveler

that was left on the Highway of Eternity ..."

"| pledgeyou," Horseface promised, "that it will be

placed within your hands.”

"Better yet," suggested Timothy, "if we could have

your net for just alittletime. Just to look at it."

Horseface shook hishead. "'I'm sorry, but | will not
let it go, even for amoment. It isa heritage of my people.
Sages from my deepest past rose up in my mind to help

megainit, and | could not ask them to give that help to

others."

"l understand,” said Timothy. "In your placel would

do the same."

"Wasit difficult," asked Enid, "to work with the diens

a the Center?"

"At the beginning,” said Timaothy, "but not now. |



have become accustomed to them and they to me. At my
first direct contact with them, | was not allowed to see
them because they feared | would think them monsters.”

He shrugged his shoulders. "Many of them till are mon-

ders, but faceto face, | no longer shrink from them, nor

do they shrink from me. | work with them in comfort.”

Wolf roseto hisfeet, wriggling closer to Boone, laying

hismuzzlein Boone's|ap.

"Now he'sasking,” said Enid.

"l do believe heis. I'll open the door for him."

"No," said Enid. "I'll take him out. It is getting stuffy

in here. | need abreath of air."

Sherose and spoke to Wolf. He followed her

aopreciaively.

"I'll beright back," shesaid. "A breathisall | need.”

Boone spoke to Wolf. "Be adecent anima," he said.
"Don' chase anything. Behave yoursdf. Don't you raise

aruckus."



Then the two of them were gone.

Horace rose, heading again for the brandy bottle.

"Don't you think you've had enough?' suggested Tim-

othy. "It'sgill early inthe day.”

Emmablazed at him. "Why do you have to keep on
humiliating him?* she asked. "'Y ou humiliated him when
you brought us here. Y ou've kept on ever since. Y ou talk
to him exactly as Boone talked just now to Wolf. Behave

yoursdf, hesad.”

"That'swhat | didtdl him," said Timothy. "It was
part of the bargain that we made. | couldn't leave you out
therein that howling wilderness and you wouldn't leave

without him. So | talked with the council at Center ..."

"Heworried about Conrad and the robots," Emma

sad. "He had grown very closeto them."

"I couldn't have convinced Center," Timothy told her,
"to allow that gang of robotsin. In any case, they would

not have come. They'd be miserable here. Out there they



aredoing dl right by themselves. They're bregking alarge
acreage on avirgin prairie that they found and they'll be

raising food for Center."

Horace, paying no attention to the argument, wasre-

filling hisglass. Emmawent over to him and took him by

the elbow. "Comeon," shesaid. "We don't need to stay

here and be insulted. Well go upstairs. Maybe you can

catcchanap.”
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Without protest, Horace went up the stairs with her.

He took along the bottle.

When they had disappeared, Timothy stirred uncom-

fortably. "I must gpologize,” hetold the others, "for this



unseemly family squabble. It or other versons of it hap-
pen dl thetime. What | said to Emmaistrue. | couldn't
leave her outsidethewalls. It took alot of persuading for
the council to agreeto letting Horace in. HE'd been mak-

ing anuisance of himsef for months."

"Think nothing of it so far aswe are concerned,” said
Corcoran. "Boone and I, back at Hopkins Acre, saw Hor-

ace a hisfinest. We can understand.”

"Center is happy with therobots," said Timothy.

"They'll solve some awkward food problems. They have
apair of sseam engines and have built some gang plows.
They're plowing the prairie and harrowing it—severd
thousand acres, if | remember correctly. By thistime next

year, they'll beraising tons of produce.”

Corcoran changed the subject. "Y ou've told us of what
happened to you after you left Hopkins Acre, landing on
the rim of the crater, with the monastery down on the
floor. What | don't understand is who moved the mon-

adery herewhileyou wereiniit.”

"It must have been the Infinites" said Timothy. "They

left it booby-trapped, set for anyone who walked into the



monastery. We were the oneswho sprang it.”

"It seems strange that they would st it to come here,”
Corcoran objected. "Has it occurred to you that the trap
could have been set by those here at the Galactic

Center?'

"| asked, and they claim no knowledge of it. | guess

well never know who did it,” Timothy said. He shrugged
and changed the subject. "When Horseface brings us En-
id'straveler, it should be possible to pick up the other
two machines we know about. But, while Horace read
the dials when he landed at.the crater, he can't remember.

What about the machine you left near the ruined city?"

Corcoran shook hishead. "I can't help you. | had the

logbook David kept, but | Ieftitin the traveler.”

"Well, well keep working onit," Timothy said. "We

may find some way to locate a |east one of them.”

Corcoran asked, "What about the Rainbow People?
Y ou said the Center had never heard of them until we

brought word."

"Weweretotdly unaware,” Timothy admitted. "I



think some effort may now be made to contact them, but

it may proveto betoo difficult.”

"l would think it might," said Corcoran. "The Hat said

they were the oldest intelligence in the universe.™

Boone pushed himsdlf out of hischair. "If you'll excuse
me," hesaid, "'l think | should go out and seeif Wolf is

causing any trouble. He requires somelooking after.”

He waited for amoment, but none of the others seemed
to have an urgeto join him. They were content to remain

exactly where they were.

Once out the door, he saw that Enid was Sitting in one
of the severd lawn chairsthat stood halfway down the

parklike dope that lay before the house.

When he reached the chair, he bent over to kiss her.
She put up her arms and held him there. He kissed her

agan—amuch longer kiss.

"l waswaiting for you," she whispered. "Why did you

take solong?'



"Wegot to taking."

"When you're with Timothy, you aways get to

telking"

"| likethe man," said Boone. "He's an easy man to

like"

"Pull over achair and sit down herebeside meg," she
sad. "Wehavealot to talk about.”

Far down the dope, just above the road that ran at the

bottom of the property. Wolf was nosing around, inves-

tigating shrubbery.

"Tom," asked Enid, "how much do you remember of

what the Rainbow People forced into our heads?!

"A little" said Boone. "It's coming back to mein bits

and pieces. They packed it into usin an indigestible mass,

but now it's beginning to float up.”

"They gave usabody of knowledge," shetold him,
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"that should have taken daysto absorb. We haven't

talked about it, but maybeit'stime wedid."

Boone nodded. "Maybe. | fill can't understand why

they chose us."

"They must have discerned that | had been pondering
on the sgnificance of the universefor years. You, | think,
were recognized as atrained information gatherer. What

do you remember?'

"Not too much yet. What | seem to remember most
clearly,” said Boone, "isthat certain very specia con-
ditions are needed in auniverse to produce life. Most of
the physics and chemigtry till escape me, but there was

something about the ways unstable stars were possible.



In addition to stable ones, such stars were needed to go
supernovato spray out the heavier elements that made

lifepossble”

Enid crinkled her forehead. "I remember some of that.

But it makes my head ache just to think of it. They seemed
to betdling usthat the universe was formed as asort of
factory to create life, out of which—at least out of some
life—intelligence would sprout. They seemed to regard
the universe as a machine to produce life and conscious-
ness. Without consciousness and intdligence, the uai-

versewould lack meaning.”

"They aso talked about the origin of the universe—
not astheory, but asif they knew. But it's beyond me,
athough, evenin my time, the astrophysicists were trac-
ing things back to afraction of amicrosecond after the
beginning of the universe. In your time, Enid, had that

fina fraction been traced?"

"l don't know. Remember, Tom, we were the hillbillies
of our culture," she said. "The Rainbow People spoke
about ahigher order of intelligence, an ingtinctiveintel-
ligence that did not rely on reason. They spoke asif they
had reached that higher level. Maybe we can't ever un-

derstand al of whet they said."



"Perhaps. But more will become apparent and under-
standable astime goes by, | think," hetold her. "We

havetowait."

And maybe, he thought, they could never understand

fully. Maybe even the Rainbow People could not reach a
full understanding of life and the universe. But he knew
they were gtill searching. Here, a the Gaactic Center,
others were seeking answersin different ways. Theend
was till hidden. Y et the drive to know existed. So long
asthedriveto learn existed, there was hope that the puz-

Zle of universa purpose would eventudly be solved.

They sat quietly Sde by sde, holding hands. The
warmth of the sun beat down on them, and they could
amell the perfume of the flowers blooming in scattered

beds. There was contentment in the sweep of the lawn.

"Corcoran and Horserace will soon beleaving,” Enid
sad. "I hateto see them go. Timothy told methat Center
could use them, and he will dso missthem. | thought you

might be leaving, too, even when you said you would stay.



But today, you promised Center you would remain to

study here."

"That was my excuseto stay. | had to tell them some-
thing,” said Boone. "I couldn't bring mysdlf totell them
the redl reason—that I'm staying because thereisa

woman | found in time and have learned to love."

"Y ou never told methat before," shesad. "I've
known | loved you since you held mewhile | wept for
David. | needed strength and you gave me strength and

underganding.”

"I couldn't tell you before," Boonetold her. "I'm good
with hard words, words of facts. But other words do not

comeeasly tome”

Down at thefoot of the lawn, acommotion erupted.

Boone legped to hisfeet. "Wolf!" heydled.

"He's got something,” said Enid. "He's chasing

something.”

Wolf emerged from athicket. He tossed something in

theair and caught it in his mouth, then cametrotting up



toward them. It was The Hat, hanging limply from his

moulth.

Wolf dropped The Hat before them. He pranced with

happiness.

"He's got hisold plaything back," cried Enid. "He has

found hisdall."
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The Hat came dive and sat up.

Y ou do not understand. The Hat said. Then he col-

lapsed again.

Wolf scooped up the limp doll and went serenely up

thelawn.
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A utterly miserable world, hetold himsdf, with no
money, no credit, few, if any, opportunities, and only the
dightest sense of law; each man was hisown law, if he

had the muscle to enforceit.

There was aworldwide economic depression, if Mar-
tin's judgement was correct. He could not be sure, since
he had no data, and no one seemed to know what was
going on. There gtill wasradio, he had been told, although
in the sun-scorched, shabby hamlet near which he had
been deposited, no one had aradio set, let done atele-
vison, if there till was such athing astelevison. When

he had asked about newspapers, the residents of the vil-



lage had looked blankly at him. They had never heard of

newspapers.

When, weeks before, he had come plodding down the
path that led into the village, the people had shied away
from him, gathering in clumpsto stare at him asif he were
somewild anima comefrom hislair among the distant
buttes. After atime, one aged, tottering man, who seemed
to hold some measure of |leadership, had come up to him
and talked in atongue that he could understand, athough
filled with unfamiliar intonations and words. Hearing

what Martin had to say and not believing him, the old man
had thrust afinger closeto hisbrow, movingitincircles

to indicate one afflicted with afechle mind.

They had, out of the goodness of their hearts, given him
food to eat and a place to deep. In the days that followed,
he learned from talk with some of them that hewason
Earth and in the twenty-third century, athough they did
not know the actual year. Hearing this, heinwardly
damned the Horseface monstrosity, since he was sure that

it had been Horseface who had hurled him off the net.

He managed for some weeks, athough he was not sure

how many. Inthat village, it wasridiculoudy easy to lose



count of dmost everything. He helped in hoeing corn, a
chorelittleto hisliking, and in carrying water to the corn
from asmdl, reluctant stream that gurgled its dow, dif-
ficult way acrossthe land about ahdf milefrom thevil-

lage. He learned to set snaresfor rabbitsand tried to

achieve some proficiency in archery, but with small

SUCCESS.

In histalk with the villagers he learned of aroad,
scarcely better than the track he had followed to the vil-
lage, that lay some distance to the north, atrack which
eventualy reached awider road that ran straight east and
west; by following that, one would finaly cometo cities.
Martin suspected those would be no more than dightly
larger villages, but with more people in them and some-
what easier living. From mention of lessand lessem-
ployment, of the dackening of trade activity, and of the
disappearance of al money, he deduced that hewasin a

land and century deep in aworldwide economic collapse.

It had been by accident that he found the beaten-up
solar-powered vehicle, sheltered in alean-to built against
one of the ramshackle huts that made up the village. Ex-
amining it, he became convinced thet it ill had in it some

degree of operating life. When he tracked down its owner,



It was gpparent that the man had no further usefor it;

there was nowhere he wished to go and he had no idea
of how to operate it. After much dickering, it cost Martin
hiswrist watch, for which the man had no more need than
for the vehicle; the time of day was of no interest to the

people of thevillage.

Now here hefindly was, Stting in an arroyo, waiting

for the beaten-up machine to recharge its batteries. Yes-
terday he had reached the wider road of which he had
been told, recognizing it aswhat was | eft of one of the
great transcontinental highways which had plunged

across the nation, coast to coast. He had headed west,
for he believed he had landed somewherein the American
southwest. It should thus not be too far to the Pacific area,
where he might find some of thelarger cities, pitiful at

the best, but better than the village he had | ft.

During the one day he had been on the main highway,

he had been passed by only three cars. One of them had
been solar-powered, but alater model and much better
designed than his. The other two cars had been propdlled

by interna combustion engines. The sweetish smell of
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their exhaustsled him to believe that they burned acohol

asfud.

Now off the road, parked on theflat floor of the arroyo,
he climbed wearily from the single bucket seat of hiscar.
Even on the smoother surface of the ancient freeway, his
vehicle provided arough and punishing ride. Every one
of hismuscles, it seemed, ached from the pounding he

had taken.

He walked afew feet from the car and stretched. The
arroyo was slent. There was no wind and not even any
insect sounds. The high sky above him was paeblue. In
it was asingle high-soaring bird, maybe an eagle, more

likely abuzzard. On either sde of the gulch, thewalls



came down, duiced and streaked by erosion, crumbling

at the edgesin thefierce blast of sunlight. Here and there
small boulders and thin stone strata thrust partway from |
the soil. At thefoot of the walls, where they joined the 3
now dry streambed floor, lay scattered mounds of falen"*

stone.

Just beyond where he stood the arroyo bent, swinging
around abruptly to take a different direction. He followed
it and stopped, staring at the wall to hisleft. Protruding
from thewall were the dead whiteness of old bone and
the burnished gleam of ancient horn. A skull buried be-
negth the surface had been revealed by the erosion of the

wall.

It was a bovine skull, but the Skull was too massive and
the one projecting horn too heavy and too long to ever

have belonged to even the largest of the longhoms.

It had to be a bison, but not a bison of the Old West.
What he was looking at, hetold himsdf, was a prehistoric
bison, one of the monstrous brutes that had been hunted
by the first menin America Looking at the floor of the
arroyo beneath the skull, Martin saw the fractured white-

ness of other bits of bone. How long ago, he wondered,



had this buried beast cropped the prairie grass? A prairie
then, but adesert now. Twenty thousand years, hetold
himsdlf, probably more than that. There might have been

atime when such adiscovery would have the promise of

some profit. But if the world of the present was actually

in the shape he had deduced, thereld be no profit now.

A smdll buttress of thewall, a section that for the mo-
ment had resisted the power of rushing water, thrust out
afew feet into the gully. As he stepped around it, the flare
of reflected sunlight caught him in the eyes. He hated,
puzzled. The flare had come from something embedded
inthewall. The flare was gone, but whatever was embed-

ded there il glittered.

He advanced dowly and stood in front of the shining
object. It was asphere, highly polished, looking for all
theworld like one of the crystal spheres used by phoney
fortunetellers. It was the size of abasketbal and its sur-
face was so smooth and reflective that he saw the image
of himsdlf reflected in it with the sort of reflection that a

curved mirror would project.

Heraised hishandsto lift it from thewal and it spoke

tohim.



Kind gr, it said, take mein your hands and hold me.
Give me the warmth of other life and your loving kind-

ness. | have been aone so long!

Martin froze, his hands gtill extended, but not moving

to pick the sphere from out the wall of earth. Histeeth
chattered with sudden fright. Something had spoken to
him, deep ingde hismind, for he was sure there had been
no sound of words—the same sort of speech aswas used

by that doll-like smpleton. The Hat.

Free me, the voice pleaded. Lift me down and keep
me. | shal beafriend to you, afaithful servant to you.

| ask no more than that you keep mewith you. | could

not bear the agony should you reject me, should you walk

away fromme.

Martin tried to speak. The words rattled in his throat.
Fear me not, the voice said. As| am, | have no power

to harm you and, if | had, | would have no wish to do so.
| have waited for so long, for along eternity. Please, kind
gr, have mercy on me. You'rethelast and only hopel

have. Therewill be no other chancefor me. | cannot face



forevemessdone.

Wordsfinaly cameto Martin, gulping, hurried words,
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asif hefeared he could not get them out. "What are you?"

he asked. "Areyou redly speaking to me?"

| am redlly speaking to you, said the sphere. | hear you

inmy mind and speak to you from my mind. Y our spoken

words mean nothing to me. | can hear no sound. Once |

had an auditory sense, but that long sinceis gone.

"But what are you?"

My higtory isalong one. Sufficeit now to say that |



am an ancient artifact from amyserious race of which

thereis now no record.

Thedamn thing islying, Martin told himsdlf.

The sphere protested: | do not lie to you. Why should

| lieto you, my rescuer?

"l did not say that you werelying. | spoke not aword

toyou."

Thethought lay within your mind. | thought that you

spoke to me.

"My God," said Martin, "you read my mind. Can you

read the minds of everyone?'

That ismy manner of conversing, said the sphere. And,

yes, | can read the mind of any thinking creaturethat is

close enough.

“All right,” sad Martin. "All right.”

He advanced a step and lifted the sphere from the wall.



It left behind it the imprint of itself. It had agood heft to

it, afeding of solidity, but it was not heavy. Heheld it

for amoment, then placed it gently on the smooth floor

of the arroyo, squatting down besideit.

Kind sir, asked the sphere, does this mean you'll keep

me?

"Yes, | think I'll keep you."

You never shal regret it, said the sphere. | shdl bethe

best friend you've ever had. | will beyour . . .

"Let usnot talk of it now," said Martin. "Well talk

about it later."

He picked up the sphere and walked aong the gully,

heading for the car.

Wherearewe going, Sir?

"I'm taking you to my ear," said Martin. "I'll place

youinit. Then| have afew thingsto do. I'll leave you

there, thenlater I'll join you."



Y ou will return? Kind friend, you will return?

"Y ou have my promise,” Martin said.

He placed the sphere in the car and walked away, back
down the arroyo, well beyond the point where he'd found
the sphere. Thiswill be far enough, he told himsdlf. It

can't reed my mind over such adistance. Or, at least, he
hoped it couldn't. He had an idea by thetail and he needed

timedoneto think it out,

Thiswas something new, hetold himself. There must

be profit init. It could be the key, wisdly used, to a better
lifein this godforsaken world. Hismind skittered rapidly
as he thought about it. He took theideaand turned it
round and round. The sphere had possibilities, alot of

possibilities, and he had to think of them long and hard.

In this benighted world, there must be something one
could offer that would have some apped. The world was
filled with hopel essness, and maybe that wasiit. The peo-
ple could not be promised riches, for there were no riches
to be given. The hope of richeswould be an empty hope

and everyone would know that. But hope itself—pure and



naked hope—that might be something ese. If there were
someway to give them hope, they'd buy it. They'd flock

in thousands for awhiff of hope. But it would haveto be
more than a namby-pamby hope. It must be such asto

touch off ahowling fanaticiam.

He thought about fanaticism and that it was hard to

come by. He paced back and forth, thinking of hope and
fanaticism and what he might gain by arousing a hopeful
fanaticism. Somewhat easer living, perhaps, but not alot
of money. What could be gained, perhaps, would be po-
sition and power. Given position and power, acanny man

coulddo alot.

He wrestled with the idea he had snared and the mys-
tery of an ancient artifact, dthough he till did not entirely

buy that the sphere wasredlly an ancient artifact.

A dash of rdigion might turn thetrick. That, by God,

wasit—religion! A new messiah and an ancient artifact

performing in a sacred mystery atmosphere.
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He squatted down and thought about it. Hed have to
take it easy to start with, hetold himself. No big splash,
no circus background. Start small and humble and let the

crusade grow by word of mouth.

To makeit go, he would haveto tell the people what
they wished to hear. By dow degrees he must find out

what they wanted, then feed them what they wanted.

There was one question still: What was the sphere? Not
an ancient artifact from along-lost race, asit had told
him. Although, true or not, it was agood approach to
what he had in mind. Hetried to think of al thethingsit
might be and rejected them one by one. He was wasting
time, hetold himsdlf. He did not need, right now, to know
what the sphere actualy might be. He could useit without

knowing.



He went back over the plan and thought it through,

point by point, searching for glitchesthat could trip him

up. Hefound nonethat he could not circumvent. After

al, ahopeless people, offered hope, would not question

it too closdly. They'd be eager for it, they would lap up
apromised salvation and would scream for more. Worked
out right, hetold himself, the scheme was fool proof. It
would take agreat ded more thinking and more planning,
and hewould giveit those. HeEd think it out in every detall
before he went ahead with it. It was asolid and workable

plan, and he was the one who could work it out.

He rose from his crouch and headed for the car. He
had been in the arroyo longer than held thought. The sun

was about to set.

Y ou came back, the sphere shrieked joyoudly at him.

| had thought you might not. | agonized you might not.

"No need for you to have agonized," said Martin. "l

am here

He checked the battery and it was up, as up asit would
ever get. He moved the sphere to the well beside the seat

and climbed in to start the car.



"One question,” he asked the sphere. "How about

your ethics? Have you any ethics?

JVhat are ethics? asked the sphere. Please explain to

atdToS” Martintold it- "You™ dO- we" -ke

He turned the car around and headed for the road.

Horseface
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Hor

| lorseface sat at ease at atable that

stood in front of the cafe hut, now empty of the robot and

equipment. Near him floated the net with the chestin

which the gdactic chart had been locked away. The visor



that Enid had thought she stole was on the table, close
to hand. Thetrolley car till stood on itstrack, waiting
for the next passenger, who might never come. And

around al thiswas wrapped the foggy grayness of the

Highway of Eternity.

As he had done many times before, Horseface pondered
on the Highway. So far, dl his pondering had cometo

nothing, and he supposed it dways would. He wondered

who or what had engineered this never-ending thread of
road, yanked askew and canted out of normal time and
space. He had first heard of it very long ago and very far
away, from an incredible creature that seemed to mock
al the needs and qualities of life. It wasthisincredibility
who had cdled it the Highway of Eternity, but who did
not answer when he asked the reason for the name.

"Don't go looking for it," theincredibility had warned

him. "It cannot be found by looking. It must be sumbled

upon.”

Horseface had ssumbled upon it millenniaago and, cur-
ioudy, had then found its representation worked into the
ancient galactic chart. But he was sure hisrace had never

built it, though they had been aware of it.



Having stumbled upon the Highway, he had decided it
might make aplaceto St and ponder his various choices
of action. He had installed the hut with the tables and
chairs, and had put the robot in charge. Since the tracks
were there, he had placed the trolley on them and had
rigged darms so that he would be notified should someone

or something appear along this section of the Highway.

For many centuries, nothing happened. Then, only a
few years before, the darms had been tripped by Boone
in hisfirst stepping around acorner. That strange hap-
pening had seemed to provide apossible key for which
Horseface had been |ooking to solve the problem pre-

sented by the humans at Hopkins Acre.

He had been hopeful, but not completely convinced,

until Boone's second appearance. Then he had recognized
that he was witnessing an entirdly new talent in arace
from which he had not suspected such talents. The talent
itsdlf waslessimportant than the fact that within therace
there existed a capacity to devel op masked new capabil-
itiesin an evolutionary mode. With hisredlization of that,

Boone had become central to his project.



Now that project, Horseface told himsdlf, wasfinaly
underway, working out far better than he had hoped.
What now remained were years of monitoring and close

watching to make certain no hitches devel oped, but he
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would have help with that. Spike and The Hat would be

accepted by the family, as Spike had been for years.

Horseface chuckled as he thought of that. Galactic Cen-
ter had considered Spike their undercover agent, and he
had been inserted into the family a the moment they were
about to flee into the past to escape the Infinites. Spike's
reports to Horseface had reinforced his hunch that this

band of humans was worth his close attention.



Of course, there was no guarantee that he would not

fal inthis project ashe had failed in othersin the past.
Intelligence, it appeared, had a miserable chance of de-
veloping to itsfull capacity. There had been other races
he had tried to help over long centuries of effort, and each
had been afailure. There had been races he had not helped
who had failed aswell. The Rainbow People had failed
finaly because they had logt dl true values by repressing
their emotions until such emotions had shriveled away.
The Infinites had becomelost in their drive toward their
fanatical crusade. Even Horseface's own people had
failed when their too-successful search for immortality

had caused a sacrifice of racid fertility that Ieft him, fi-

naly, asthelast surviving member of hisrace.

A soft plopping sound jerked his attention from hisre-
miniscenses. The Hat sood opposite him, shaking himsdlf
as adog would shake off water. With the shaking, his
disarranged garmentsfell into their accustomed places.

The Hat sat down carefully.

| am not deserting my post, The Hat told Horseface. |
shall return and carry on my duties. | cometo escape the
wolf. He tosses me about and shakes me. He walks away,

making me hope he has deserted me; then he turns and



pounces on me. His teeth have battered and chewed upon

me, and. ..

"You must put up withit," Horseface said. "ltisa

réle you must play. While you seem only aragged dall,
they will not suspect you spy upon them. Consider the
rolel must play. | must act aclown, talk asthey would
expect from an uncouth dien, tell them untruths, and play

seedy tricks upon them.”

Likethetrick he had played upon thelittle Enid, making

her believe she must hold her finger upon apoint while

he tied aknot. He had gained her confidence by making
her fed she helped to create the net, which, of course,
had been there al dong, needing only histhought to make

itvishle

And to convince her of her importance on the net, he

had |et her believe that she was stedling the visor he had
placed on the pink-and-purple world where he had | eft the
chart chest. The compulsion to go to it had been put into
her mind while she believed they were both thinking a

each other. Then he had let her think she was saving him

from the purple mongter that was only trying to ridethe



net with them.

Y ou need not have done any of it. The Hat said, if you
had minded your own business. But you mugt interfere
inthelives of others. No one seeks your advice or help.

Y ou are simply an objectionable busybody.

"Perhaps| am," Horseface admitted. "But | cannot

do otherwise, when asmall push might place some race

on the path toward afull development of the intellectud

powers possible.”

And | have helped you, said The Hat. | have even acted
on my own many times. That ishow | got in trouble with
the wolf. There your precious Boone was, stupidly dozing
by his campfire, with the wolf edging up on him. The wolf
would have torn out histhroat in another minute hed |

not taken over its smal mind and engulfed it with asense

of brotherhood for Boone and doglike devotion to him.

"Yes," said Horseface. "You did well, as| have said
before. Y ou did wel in programming the travelers when-
ever the family fled in them. Even when you programmed

Martin'sto bring him and the Infinites here, you did



well—although | did not think so when hefirst appeared.”

And | saved Corcoran while you werein the chart, The
Hat added. | watched him and when | saw he was about
tofal, | zapped him unconscious and brought him to the
Highway. And now | become aplaything for the wolf so
that | can spy on your chosen Enid and Boone. It isnot

aproper reward for ...
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Horseface interrupted. "Tell me, do you see any sgns

that the two of them will mate?"

They have done so dready. The Hat answered. | think
Enidisfeding guilty that it took place before the rite they

term awedding. | do not understand this wedding



business.

"Don't try," Horseface told him. "The sexud ethics
of al races make little sense. And the syndrome that hu-

manscal loveisbeyond dl underganding.”

But The Hat was no longer listening. The Hat had col-
lapsed into hisrag doll phase and lay limply acrossthe

table.

Poor little tyke, Horseface thought in sudden sympa

thy. Perhaps he had been used hardly and deserved arest.

Horseface recalled the day he had found the creature,
tucked away in adisplay niche of an ancient museum of
his own people, perhaps | eft againgt atime when the race
would be gone. He had glanced at The Hat and passed
on, unwilling to load himself down with relics of the past.
L ater, however, he had gone back to retrieve the doll. He
never ceased to bless the urge that led him to do so, for
The Hat had strange abilities beyond any he could un-
derstand, such asthe power to move and carry across

space and time without such aids asthe net.

So Enid and Boone had mated and the die was cast. It



was, Horseface knew, a genetic gamble, but better than
many other gambles he had made. Horseface knew much

about genetics.

From their union, there was a chance that anew race
would spring—an offshoot of humanity that combined the
evolutionary trend shown by Boone and the toughness of
that small group of humanswho had stubbornly dared to

res s the menace of the Infinites.

He had admired that stubbornness and he had helped
the rebels, recognizing the promise in them. He had sup-
plied them with one of the most smple of thetime ma-
chines developed by hisrace as an ancient forerunner of
the net. The Infinites had time travel, of course, but theirs

were such complicated devices that the rebels could not

have understood them. Lying again, Horseface had let the

rebels believe they were gedling it from the Infinites.

That was before he discovered Boonein astroke of
pure luck. But having discovered him, there had been the
problem of getting him in contact with the Hopkins Acre
family. More shifty-footed maneuvers had been cdled
for—awhisper of rumor to Martin to send him to Cor-

coran and another rumor for Corcoran to taketo Martin



to scare him into leaving without hislarger traveler.

Horseface had |earned of Corcoran's weird vision be-
foreand of hisfriendship with Boone. A little prodding
of Corcoran had sent the man to the Everest to gaze at

Martin's suite and see the traveler.

Corcoran, Horseface admittted to himself, could have
been amistake. He had expected Boone to step around
acomer into the traveler done, leaving Corcoran behind.
He had underestimated Boone's talent. But fortunately,

Corcoran had caused no trouble. The discovery of the

strange tree had been a danger point, but al had worked

out wdl in theend.

Someday, Horseface told himsdlf, he must take thetime
to find out what Corcoran'stree redly was, though he
could probably never learn what race or people wasre-
gponsblefor it, nor why it had been placed in that period

on Earth.

In the end, he decided, al comes out better even than
he could have hoped. There was still work to do, of

course. He would have to find mates for the yet unborn



children of Boone and Enid. Perhaps suitable ones could
be found on one of the planets colonized by the humans.

But the big job was done.

Idly, he pulled the visor closer to check on Martin. He
seemed to have an odd compulsion to keep track of Mar-
tin, though the man was stashed away where he could not

escape. Still, Martin was adippery character.

Inthe visor plate, he saw theinterior of atemplefilled
with starry-eyed worshippers. Martin, decked out in gold
and purple vestments, stood before an ornate dltar. The
killer monster's brain case rested on a pedestal against

thedtar, glowing in theflickering light of many candles.
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It was apparent that Martin was in the middle of apirited
harangue. Suddenly he flung up his arms and the crowd

legped to its feet, mouths open in what must have been

wildly happy response.



Martin had it made. He had the power that he had
wanted and no oneto chalenge him. He was safely trap-
ped in his own sdlf-glorification. And yet, Horseface knew

with some disgust, he/d keep on checking on Martin.

There was gtill one more chore to do now. It was not
necessary, perhaps, but in al decency it should be done.
The visor showed the far future now, where aglitter of
sparkles rested in the faint shadow of an ancient tree while
theworld swirled dowly inits orbit around a swollen,

blood-red, dying sun.

As Horseface began to clamber onto the net, The Hat

came awake again and sat up groggily.

What are you doing now? he asked.

"I'm bringing Henry back to the family,” Horseface
told him. "I don't know what Henry may think about it,
but the rest of the family will be glad to seehim. Do you

want to come dong?'

The Hat shook his head. There you go again, hetold

Horseface. Interfering. Still abusybody.



The net vanished, and The Hat collapsed upon the

table, alimp, lumpy, and much-abused plaything.
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