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Desti ny Dol
difford D. Si mak
ONE

The place was white and there was sonething al oof and puritani cal and uncaring
about the whiteness, as if the city stood so lofty in its thoughts that the
crawm ing scumof life was as nothing to it.

And yet, | told nyself, the trees towered over all. It had been the trees, |
knew, when the ship started com ng down toward the landing field, riding on

t he hom ng beam we' d caught far out in space, that had nade ne think we'd be
landing at a village. Perhaps, | had told nyself, a village not unlike that
old white New England village | had seen on Earth, nestled in the valley with
t he | aughi ng brook and the flane of autumm maples clinbing up the hills.

Wat ching, | had been thankful, and a bit surprised as well, to find such a

pl ace, a quiet and peaceful place, for surely any creatures that had
constructed such a village would be a quiet and peaceful people, not given to
the bizarre concepts and outl andi sh nores so often found on an alien planet.
But this was not a village. It was about as far froma village as it was
possible to get. It had been the trees towering over the whiteness of it that
had spelled village in ny m nd. But who would expect to find trees that would
soar above a city, a city that rose so tall one nust tilt his head to see its
t opnost towers?

The city rose into the air |like a towering nmountain range springing up

wi t hout benefit of foothills, froma level plain. It fenced in the | anding
field with its massive structure, |like an oval of tall bleachers hetming in a
playing field. Fromspace the city had been shining white, but it no |onger
shone. It was white, all white, but soft satiny, having sonmething in conmon

wi th the subdued gl eam of expensive china on a candle-lighted table.

The city was white and the landing field was white and the sky so faint a bl ue
that it seenmed white as well. Al white except the trees that topped a city
whi ch surged up to nountain height.

My neck was getting tired fromtilting my head to stare up at the city and the

trees and now, when | |owered ny head and | ooked across the field, | saw, for
the first time, there were other ships upon the field. A great many other
ships, | realized with a start-nore ships than one would nornally expect to

find on even some of the larger and busier fields of the human gal axy. Ships
of every size and shape and all of them were white. That had been the reason

| told nyself, 1'd not spotted them before. The whiteness of them served as a
canoufl age, blending themin with the whiteness of the field itself.

Al white, | thought. The whol e dam planet white. And not nerely white, but a
speci al kind of whiteness-all with that same soft-china glow. The city and the
ships and the field itself all were china-white, as if they had been carved by



some industrious scul ptor out of one great block of stone to forma single

pi ece of statuary.

There was no activity. There was nothing stirring. No one was coming out to
meet us. The city stood up dead.

A gust of wind came from sonewhere, a single isolated gust, twitching at ny
jacket. And | saw there was no dust. There was no dust for the wind to bl ow,
no scraps of paper for it to roll about. | scuffed at the material which nmade
up the landing surface and nmy scuffing made no marks. The material, whatever
it mght be, was as free of dust as if it had been swept and scrubbed | ess
than an hour before.

Behind me | heard the scrape of boots on the ladder's rungs. It was Sara
Foster com ng down the |adder and she was having trouble with that silly
ballistics rifle slung on a strap across one shoulder. It was swinging with
the notion of her clinbing and bunping on the | adder, threatening to get
caught between the rungs.

| reached up and hel ped her down and she swung around as soon as she reached
the ground to stare up at the city. Studying the classic planes of her face
and nop of curling red hair, | wondered again how a worman of such beauty coul d
have escaped all the softness of face that woul d have rounded out the beauty.
She reached up a hand and brushed back a lock of hair that kept falling in her
eyes. It had been falling in her eyes since the first noment | had nmet her

"I feel like an ant,"” she said. "It just stands there, |ooking down at us.
Don't you feel the eyes?"

| shook ny head. | had felt no eyes.

"Any mnute now," she said, "it will Iift a foot and squash us."

"Where are the other two?" | asked.

"Tuck is getting the stuff together and George is listening, with that soft,
silly look pasted on his face. He says that he is hone."

"For the love of Christ,"” | said.
"You don't like George," said Sara.
"That's not it at all,” | said. "I can ignore the man. It's this whol e dea

that gets me. It nakes no sort of sense.”

"But he got us here," she said.

"That is right," | said, "and | hope he likes it."

For | didn't like it. Sonething about the bigness and the whiteness and the
qui etness of it. Something about no one conming out to greet us or to question
us. Somet hing about the directional beamthat had brought us to this |anding
field, then no one being there. And about the trees as well. No trees had the
right to grow as tall and big as those that rose above the city.

A clatter broke out above us. Friar Tuck had started down the | adder and
CGeorge Smith, puffing with his bul k, was backing out the port, w th Tuck
guiding his waving feet to help himfind the rungs.

"He'll slip and break his neck," | said, not caring too much if he did.
"He hangs on real good," said Sara, "and Tuck will help himdown."
Fasci nated, | watched them com ng down the | adder, the friar guiding the blind

man's feet and helping himto find the rungs when he happened to m sjudge
t hem

A blind man, | told mnmyself-a blind nman and a footl oose, phony friar, and a
femal e big ganme hunter off on a wild goose chase, hunting for a man who mi ght
have been no man at all, but just a silly legend. |I rmust have been out of ny
mnd, | told nyself, to take on a job like this.

The two men finally reached the ground and Tuck, taking the blind man's arm
turned himaround so he faced the city.

Sara had been right, | saw, about that silly smile. Smith' s face was w eat hed
in beatitude and a | ook like that, planted on his flabby, vacant face, reeked
of obscenity.

Sara touched the blind man's armw th gentle fingers.

"You're sure this is the place, George? You couldn't be m staken?"

The beatitude changed to an ecstasy that was frightening to see. "There is no
nm st ake, " he babbl ed, his squeaky voice thickened by emdtion. "My friend is



here. | hear himand he nakes me see. It's alnost as if | could reach out and
touch him™"

He nade a funmbling notion with a pudgy hand, as if he were reaching out to
touch someone, but there was nothing there to touch. It all was in his nind
It was insane on the face of it, insane to think that a blind man who heard
voi ces-no, not voices, just a single voice- could |ead us across thousands of
light years, toward and above the galactic center, into territory through

whi ch no man and no human ship had been known to pass, to one specific planet.
There had been, in past history, nmany people who had heard voices, but unti
now not too many people bad paid attention to them

"There is a city," Sara was saying to the blind man. "A great white city and
trees taller than the city, trees that go up and up for mles. Is that what
you see?"

"No," said CGeorge, befuddl ed by what he had been told, "No, that isn't what |
see. There isn't any city and there aren't any trees." He gulped. "I see," he
said, "l see..." He groped for what he saw and finally gave up. He waved his
hands and his face was creased with the effort to tell us what he saw. "I
can't tell you what | see,"” he finally whispered. "I can't find the words for
it. There aren't any words."

"There is sonething coming," said Friar Tuck, pointing toward the city. "
can't make it out. Just a shimrer. As if there were something noving."

| 1 ooked where the friar was pointing and | caught the shimer. But that was
all it was. There was nothing one could really see. Qut there, at the base of
the city wall, sonething seened to be noving, an elusive flow and sparkle.
Sara was | ooki ng through her glasses and now she slipped the strap over her
shoul der and handed themto ne.

"What do you think, captain?"

| put the glasses to ny eyes and noved themslowy until | caught the
noverrent. At first it was no nore than a noving blur, but slowly it grewin
size and separated. Horses? | wondered. It didn't make much sense that there'd
be horses here, but that was what they |ooked Iike. Wite horses running
toward us-if there were horses, of course they would be white! But very funny
horses and, it seened, with very funny feet, not running the way a nornma
horse would run, but with a crazy gait, rocking as they ran

As they came closer | could make out further detail. They were horses, al
right. Formalized horses-pert upright ears, flaring nostrils, arched necks,
manes that rose as if the wind were bl owi ng through them but manes that never
nmoved. Like wild running horses sone crummy artist would draw for a cal endar
but keeping the set pose the artist had given them never changing it. And
their feet? Not feet, | saw. Not any feet at all, but rockers. Two pair of
rockers, front and rear, with the front ones narrower so there'd be no
interference as the horses ran-reaching forward with the rear pair and, as

t hey touched the ground, rocking forward on them wth the front pair lifted
and reaching out to touch the ground and rock in turn

Shaken, | lowered the gl asses and handed themto Sara.

"This," | said, "is one you won't believe."

She put the gl asses up and | watched the horses coning on. There were eight of
themand they all were white and one was so |like the other there was no
telling them apart.

Sara took down the gl asses.

"Merry-go-round," she said

"Merry-go-round?"

"Sure. Those mechani cal contraptions they have at fairs and carnivals and
anmusenent parks."

| shook ny head, bew |l dered. "I never went to an armusenent park," | told her
"Not that kind of anmusenent park. But when | was a kid | had a hobbyhorse."
The eight canme rushing in, sliding to a halt. Once they halted, they stood
rocking gently back and forth.

The forenost of them spoke to us, enploying that universal space argot that
man had found already in existence when he'd gone into space nore than twenty



centuries before, a | anguage conposed of terns and phrases and words from a
hundred different tongues, forged into a bastard |lingo by which many diverse
creatures could converse wi th one anot her

"W be hobbies," said the horse. "My nane is Dobbin and we have cone to take

you in."

No part of himnoved. He sinply stood there, rocking gently, with his ears
still perked, his carven nostrils flaring, with the nonexistent breeze bl ow ng
at his mane. | got the inpression, sonehow, that the words he spoke cane out

of his ears.

"I think they're cute," Sara cried, delighted. And that was typical; she would
think that they were cute

Dobbi n paid her no attention. "W urge upon you haste,"” he said. "There is a
mount for each of you and four to take the luggage. W have but a small anpunt
of time."

| didn't like the way that it was going; | didn't like a thing about it. I'm
afraid | snapped at him
"We don't like being hurried,” | told him "If you have no time, we can spend

the night on the ship and cone in tonorrow norning."

"No! No!" the hobby protested frantically. "That is inpossible. There exists
great danger with the setting of the sun. You nmust be undercover by the tine
the sun is set."

"Why don't we do the way he says," suggested Tuck, pulling his robe tight
around hinmself. "I don't like it out here. If there is no time now, we could
cone back and pick up the |luggage later."

Sai d Dobbin, "W'IlIl take the |uggage now There'll be no time in the norning."
"It seens to me," | said to Dobbin, "you're greatly pressed for tine. If
that's the case, why don't you sinply turn around and go back where you cane
from W can take care of ourselves."

"Captain Ross," said Sara Foster, firmy, "I'mnot going to walk all that way
if there's a chance to ride. | think you' re being foolish."
"That may well be," | said, angrily, "but | don't like snotty robots ordering

nme around."

"W be hobbies," Dobbin said. "W not be any robots."

"You be human hobbi es?"

"I do not know your meaning."

"Human bei ngs made you. Creatures very nmuch like us."

"l do not know," said Dobbin.

"The hell you don't,"” | said. | turned to Smith. "George," | said.

The blind man turned his puffy face toward nme. The | ook of ecstasy still was
pasted on it.

"What is it, captain?"

"I'n your talk back and forth with this friend of yours, did you ever nention
hobbi es?"

"Hobbi es? Ch, you nean stanp collecting and..."

"No, | don't," | said. "I nean hobbyhorses. Did you ever nention hobbyhorses?"
"Until this nmoment," said the blind man, "I never heard of them"

"But you had toys when you were 'a child."

The blind man sighed. "Not the kind you are thinking of. I was born blind.
have never seen. The kind of toys other children had were not..."

"Captain," Sara said, angrily, "you are ridiculous. Wiy all this suspicion?"
"Il tell you that,” | said, just as angrily, "and it's an easy answer..."

"I know," she said. "I know Suspicion, tinme and time again, has saved that
neck of yours."

"Gracious |lady," Dobbin said, "please believe there is great danger once the
sun has set. | plead with you, | inmplore you, | urge you to come with us and
nost speedily at that."

"Tuck," said Sara, "get up that |adder and start getting down the stuffl!" She
swung belligerently toward me. "Have you objections, captain?"

"M ss Foster,"” | told her, "it's your ship and it's your noney. You're paying
for the show.'



"You're laughing at ne," she stormed. "You've |laughed all the way. You never
really believed in anything | told you. You don't believe at all-not in

anyt hi ng. "

"I got you here," | told her, grimy, "and I'Il get you back. That's the dea
we nmade. All | ask is that you try not to make the job any harder than it has
to be."

And i medi ately that | said it, | was sorry that | had. W were on an alien

pl anet and very far from home and we should stick together and not start off
wi th bickering. More than likely, | adnmitted to nyself, she had been quite
right; | mght have been ridicul ous. But right away, | anended that.

Ri di cul ous on the surface, naybe, but not in principle. Wien you hit an alien
pl anet, you are on your own and you have to keep your senses and your hunches
sharp. 1'd been on a lot of alien planets and had al ways managed and so, of
course, had Sara, but she'd always hit themw th a good-sized expeditionary
force and 1'd been on my own.

Tuck, at the first word fromher, had gone swarm ng up the |adder, with his
robe tucked up underneath his belt so he wouldn't trip, and now was handi ng
down the duffle bags and the other plunder to Sara, who was hal fway up the

| adder, taking the stuff fromhimand dropping it as gently as she could at
the | adder's base. There was one thing you had to say about the gal-she never
shirked the work. She was al. ways in there, doing 'her fair share and perhaps
a good deal nore.

"Al'l right," | said to Dobbin, "run your packhorses over here. How do you
handl e t hi s?"

"I regret," said Dobbin, "that we haven't any arms. But with the situation as
it is, youll be forced to do the packing. Just heap the |luggage on top the

hobbi es' backs and when the load is conmpleted, metal cinches will extrude from
the belly and strap the | oad securely."
"I ngeni ous," | said.

Dobbin made a little forward dip upon his rockers, in the senbl ance of hew ng.
"Always," he said, "we attenpt to serve."

Four of the horses canme rocking up and | began | oading them Wen Tuck got

t hrough wi th handi ng down the gear, Sara came and hel ped ne. Tuck cl osed the
port and by the tine he had clinbed dowmn the | adder, we were all set to go.
The sun was touching the city skyline and hunks were being nibbled out of it
by the topnost towers. It was slightly nore yellow than the sun of
Eart h- perhaps a K-type star. The ship would know, of course; the ship would
have it all. The ship did all the work that a man was supposed to do. It
gobbl ed up the data and pulled it all apart and put it back together. It knew
about this planet and about the planet's star, it knew about the atnobsphere
and the chemistry and all the rest of it and it woul d have been nore than
willing to give it out to anyone who asked. But | hadn't asked. | had neant to
go back and get the data sheet, but | hadn't counted on getting a reverse
bum s rush by a pack of hobbyhorses. Although, | told nyself, it probably

made, no difference, | could conme back in the nmorning. But | couldn't bring
nmyself to like the fact that I'd not |latched onto that data sheet.

"Dobbin," | asked, "what is all this danger business? Wiat are we supposed to
be afraid of ?"

"I cannot informyou," Dobbin said, "since |, nyself, fail to understand, but
| can assure you..."

"OK, let it go," | told him

Tuck was puffing and panting, trying to boost Snith onto one of the hobbies,
Sara al ready was on one of them sitting straight and prim the perfect
picture of a gal on the threshold of a very great adventure, and that, of
course, was all it was to her-another great adventure. Sitting there, proud,
astride her nount, with that ridiculous ancient rifle slung across her

shoul der, nattily attired in an adventure-goi ng costune.

| glanced quickly about the bowl that was the landing field, rimed in by the
city, and there was nothing stirring. Shadows ran out fromthe city's western
wal | as the sun went inching down behind the buildings and sone of those



western buildings had turned fromwhite to black, but there were no |ights.
Where was everyone? Where were the city's residents and all those visitors
who' d cone down on the spaceships standing |ike ghostly tonbstones on the
field? And why were the ships all white?

"Honored sir," Dobbin said to me, "if you please, would you get into ny
saddle. Qur time is running short."

A chill was in the air and | don't mind admitting that | felt a tw nge of
fright. I don't know why. Perhaps just the place itself, perhaps the feeling

of being trapped on the landing field rimred in by the city, perhaps the fact
that there seened no living thing in sight except the hobbies-if you could
call themliving and | suppose you coul d.

| reached up and lifted the strap of my laser gun off ny shoul der and,
grasping it in hand, swng into Dobbin's saddle.

"You need no weapon here," Dobbin said, disapprovingly. | didn't answer him
It was my own damm busi ness.

Dobbi n wheel ed and we started out across the field, heading toward the city.
It was a crazy kind of ride-smoth enough, no jerking, but going up and down
as much, it seened, as one was noving forward. It wasn't rocking; it was like
skating on a sine wave.

The city seened not to grow nuch larger, nor to gain in detail. W bad been
much farther fromit, | realized, than it bad appeared; the landing field was
| arger, too, than it had appeared. Behind me, Tuck let out a yell.

"Captain!"

| twisted in the saddle.

"The ship!" yelled Tuck. "The ship! They're doing something to it."

And they were, indeed-whoever they m ght be.

A | ong- necked nechani sm st ood beside the ship. It |looked |ike a bug with a
squat and massive body and a | ong and slender neck with a tiny head atop it.
Fromthe mouth of it sprayed out a m st directed at the ship. Wuere it struck
the ship, the ship was turning white, just |like those other tonbstone ships

t hat stood upon the, field.

| let out an angry yelp, reaching for a rein and yanking hard. But | mght as
wel | have yanked upon a rock. Dobbin kept straight on

"Turn around," | yelled. "Go back!"

"There is no turning back, nost honored sir," said Dobbin, conversationally,
not even panting with his running. "There is no tine. W must reach the safety

of the city."

"There is tine, by God," | yelled, jerking up the gun and aiming it at the
ground in front of us, between Dobbin's ears.

"Shut your eyes," | yelled to the others, and pulled the trigger one notch

back. Even through my eyelids, | sensed the flaring of the laser-light as it
bounced back fromthe ground. Under me Dobbin reared and spun, al nost swappi ng
end for end, and when | opened ny eyes we were headi ng back toward the ship.
"You'll be the death of us, crazy being," Dobbin noaned. "All of us will die."
| |1 ooked behind ne and the hobbies all were follow ng. Dobbin, it appeared,
was | eader and where he went they were content to follow But farther back
there was no sign of where the laser bolt had struck. Even at first notch
capacity it should have made a nmark; there should have been a snoking crater
back there where it struck

Sara was riding with one armup across her eyes.

"You all right?" | asked.

"You crazy fool!" she cried.

"I yelled for you to close your eyes," | said. "There was bound to be
reflection.”

"You yelled, then fired," she said. "You didn't give us tine."

She took her arm down and her eyes blinked at me and, hell, she was all right.
Just something else to bitch about; she never m ssed a chance.
Ahead of us the bug that had been spraying the ship was scurrying off across
the field. It nust have had wheels or treads underneath it, for it was
spinning along at a headlong clip, its long neck stretched out in front of it



inits eagerness to get away fromthere
"Pl ease, sir," Dobbin pleaded, "we are sinply wasting time. There is nothing
that can be done."

"One more word out of you," | said, "and this time right between the ears.”

W reached the ship and Dobbin skidded to a halt, but I didn't wait for himto
stop. | hit the ground and was running toward the ship while he still was

nmovi ng. Al though what | intended to do | had no idea.

| reached the ship and | could see that it was covered with sone stuff that

| ooked like frosty glass and when | say covered, | nean covered-every inch of
it. There was no netal showing. It |ooked unfunctional, |ike a nodel ship.

Reduced in size, it could have passed for those little nodel ships sold in
decorator shops to stick up on the mantle.

| put out nmy hand and touched it and it was slick and hard. There was no | ook
of metal and there was no feel of netal, either. | rapped it with ny gun stock
and it rang like a bell, setting up a resonance that went bouncing across the
field and cane back as an echo fromthe city walls.

"What is it, captain?" Sara asked, her voice sonewhat shaky. This was her
ship, and there was no one who could nmess around with it.

"A coating of something hard," | said. "As if it had been sealed."

"You nmean we can't get into it?"

"I don't know. Maybe if we had a sledge hanmmer to crack it, we could peel it
off."

She nade a sudden notion and the rifle was off her back and the butt agai nst
her shoulder. 1'Il say this for her: crazy as that gun m ght be, she could
handle it.

The sound of the shot was |oud and flat and the hobbies reared in terror. But
above the sound of the report itself was another sound, a w cked how ing that
al nost screaned, the noise of a ricocheting bullet tunmbling end for end, and

pitched | ower than the shrill howling of the slug was the boom ng resonance of
the mlk-white ship. But there was no indication of where the bullet m ght
have struck. The whiteness of the ship still was snoot h-uncracked,

unbl em shed, unmarked. Two t housand foot-pounds of netal had sl anmed agai nst
it and had not nmade a dent.

| lifted the laser gun and Dobbin said to ne, "There be no use, you foolish
fol k. There is nothing you can do."

I whirled on himangrily. "I thought | told you..." | yelled. "One nore word
out of you and right between the eyes."

"Violence," Dobbin told nme, perkily, "will get you nowhere. But staying here,
once the sun has set, spells very rapid death."

"But the ship!"™ | shouted.

"The ship is sealed,” said Dobbin, "like all the others. Better sealed with
you outside of it than with you still inside."

And al t hough | would not have admitted it, | knew that he was right in saying

there was nothing we could do. For | recalled that the field had been unmarked
by the | aser beam and undoubtedly all this whiteness was the same-the field,
the ships, the city, all coated, nore than likely, with some substance so
tightly bonded in its atomc structure that it was indestructible.

"I sorrow greatly for you," said Dobbin, with no sorrowin his voice. "I know
t he shock of you. But once on this planet, no one ever |eaves. Although there
is no need of also dying, | plead with you conpassionately to get into the
saddl e and let us head for safety.”

| looked up at Sara and she nodded quietly. She had figured it, |I knew, about
the way | had, although in ny case nost unwillingly. There was no use in

stayi ng out here. The ship was seal ed, whatever that m ght nmean or for

what ever purpose, and when norning cane we could cone back to see what we
could do. Fromthe noment we had met him Dobbin had been insistent about the
danger. There m ght be danger or there m ght be none-there was no way,
certainly, that we could determine if there were or weren't. The only sensible
thing, at the noment, was to go along with him

I swng swiftly to the saddl e and even before | found seat, Dobbin had whirled



about, running even as he |ed.

"W have | ost nost valued tine," he told me. "We will try with valiance to
make it up. We yet may reach the city."
A good part of the landing field lay in shadow now and only the sky was
bright. A faint, snokelike dusk was filtering through the city.

Once on this planet, Dobbin had said, no one ever |eaves. But these were his
words al one, and nothing el se. Perhaps there was a real intent to keep us
here, which would explain the sealing of the ship, but there would be ways, |
told nyself, that could be tried to get off the planet when the tinme to go
shoul d cone. There were al ways ways.
The city was | ooming up as we drew closer, and now the buil di ngs began to
assune their separate shapes. Up till now they had been a sinple mass that had
t he appearance of a solid cliff thrusting up fromthe flatness of the field.
They had seened tall fromout in the center of the field; now they reared into
the sky so far that, this close, it was inpossible to follow with the eye up
to their tops.
The city still stayed dead. There were no lights in any of the w ndows-if,

i ndeed, the buildings did have wi ndows. There was no sign of novenent at the
city's base. There were no outlying buildings; the field ran up to the base of
the buil dings and the buildings then jutted straight into the sky.
The hobbi es thundered cityward, their rockers poundi ng out a ringing clangor
as they hunped along like a herd of horses galloping wildly before a scudding
stormfront. Once you got the hang of riding them it wasn't bad at all. You
just went sort of |oose and let your body follow that undul ating sine wave.
The city walls loomed directly in front of us, great slabs of masonry that
went up and up, and now | saw that there were streets, or at |east what | took
for streets, narrow slits of enpty blackness that |ooked |ike fractures in a
nonstrous cliff.
The hobbi es plunged into one of the slits of enptiness and darkness cl osed
upon us. There was no |ight here; except when the sun stood straight overhead,
there never would be light. The walls seened to rise all about us, the slit
that was a street narrowi ng down to a vanishing point so that the walls seened
on every hand.
Ahead of us one building stood a little farther back, w dening the street, and
fromthe level of the street a wide ranp ran up to massive doors. The hobbies
turned and flung thensel ves at the ranp and went hunping up it and through one
of the gapi ng doors.

W burst into a roomwhere there was a little light and the light, | saw, cane
from great rectangul ar bl ocks set into the wall that faced us.

The hobbi es rocked swiftly toward one of the blocks and cane to a halt before
it. To one side | saw a gnone, or what appeared to be a gnone, a small,
hunpbacked, faintly humanoid creature that spun a dial set into the wall

besi de the slab of gl owi ng stone.

"Captain, look!" cried Sara.

There was no need for her to cry out to nme-and | had seen it al nbst as soon as
she had. Upon the gl owi ng stone appeared a scene-a faint and shadowed scene,
as if it mght be a place at the bottomof a clear and crystal sea, its colors
subdued by the depth of water, its outlines shifting with the little w nd
ripples that ran on the water's surface.
A raw and bl eeding | andscape, with red |lands stretching to a mauve, stormtorn
hori zon, broken by crimson buttes, and in the foreground a clunp of savage
yel low flowers. But even as | tried to grasp all this, torelate it to the
kind of world it might have been, it changed, and in its place was a jungle
worl d, drowned in the green and purple of overwhel mi ng vegetation, spotted by
the flecks of screaming color that | knew were tropic flowers, and back of it
all a sense of lurking bestiality that nade ny hide crawl even as | | ooked at
it.

Then it, too, was gone-a glinpse and it was gone-and in its place was a
yel l ow desert lighted by a noon and by a flare of stars that turned the sky to
silver, with the lips of the marching sand dunes catching and fracturing the



nmoon and starlight so that the dunes appeared to be foam ng waves of water
charging in upon the | and.

The desert did not fade as the other places had. It cane in a rush upon us and
expl oded in ny face.

Beneath ne | felt the violent plunging of a bucking Dobbin and made a frantic
grab at the cantle of the saddl e which seened to have no cantle and then felt
nmysel f pitched forward and turning in the air.

| struck on one shoul der and skidded in the sand and finally came to rest, the
breath knocked out of me. | struggled up, cursing-or trying to curse and
failing, because | had no breath to curse with-and once on ny feet, saw that
we were alone in that and we had seen upon the gl owi ng bl ock.

Sara sprawl ed to one side of me and not far off Tuck was struggling to his
feet, hanmpered by the cassock that had becone entangl ed about his | egs, and a
little beyond Tuck, CGeorge was crawling on his hands and knees, whinpering
like a pup that had been booted out of doors into a friendless. frigid night.
Al'l about us lay the desert, desiccated, w thout a shred of vegetation

fl ooded by the great white moon and the thousand gl owi ng stars, all shining
like lamps in a cloudl ess sky.

"He's gone!" George was whinpering as he crawl ed about. "I can't hear him
anynore. | have lost ny friend."

And that was not all that was lost. The city was | ost and the planet on which
the city stood. W were in another place. This was one trip, | told nyself,
that | never should have nade. | had known it all along. I'd not believed in
it, even fromthe start. And to nake a go of it, you had to believe in
everything you did. You had to have a reason for everything you did.

Al though, | recalled, | had really no choice.

| had been committed fromthe nonment | had seen that beauty of a spaceship
standing on the field of Earth.

TWD

| had cone sneaking back to Earth. Not back really, for | never had been there
to start with. But Earth was where ny noney was and Earth was sanctuary and
out in space | was fair gane to anyone who found nme. Not that what | had done
had been actually so bad, nor was | to blane entirely, but there were a |ot of
peopl e who had lost their shirts on it and, they were out to get nme and
eventually would get me if | failed to reach Earth's sanctuary.

The ship that | was driving was a poor excuse-a fugitive froma junkyard (and
that was exactly what it was), patched up and stuck together w th binder tw ne
and bailing wire, but | didn't need it long. Al | wanted of it was to get ne
to Earth. Once | stepped out of it, it could fall into a heap for all it
mattered to me. Once | got to Earth, I'd be staying there.

| knew that Earth Patrol would be on watch for ne-not that Earth cared; so far
as Earth was concerned, the nore the merrier. Rather a patrol to keep

undesi rabl e characters like nyself fromfleeing back to Earth.

So | cane into the solar systemwth the Sun between nyself and Earth and
hoped that my slide rule hadn't slipped a notch and that | had it figured
right. |I piled on all the nornal -space speed | could nurse out of the heap and
the Sun's gravity hel ped considerably and when | passed the Sun that ship was
traveling like a hell-singed bat. There was an anxi ous hour when it seened |

m ght have sliced it just a bit too close. But the radiation screens held and
| lost only half ny speed and there was Earth ahead.

Wth all engines turned off and every circuit cut, | coasted on past Venus, no
nmore than five mllion mles off to ny left, and headed in for Earth.

The patrol didn't spot me and it was sheer |uck, of course, but there wasn't
much to spot. | had no energy output and all the electronics were doused and
all they could have picked up was a nmass of netal and fairly small, at that.
And | cane in, too, with the Sun behind nme, and the solar radiations, no
matter how good the equi pment you may have, help | ouse up reception

It was insane to try it, of course, and there were a dozen very nasty ways in



which | could have failed, but on many a planet-hunting venture |I had taken
chances that were no | ess insane. The thing was that | nade it.

There is just one spaceport on Earth. They don't need any nore. The traffic
isn't heavy. There are few people left on Earth; they all are out in space.
The ones who are left are the hopel ess sentinentalists who think there is
status attached to living on the planet where the hunman race arose. They, and

the ones like nyself, are the only residents. The sentinmentalists, | had
heard, were a fairly snooty crowd of self-styled aristocrats, but that didn't
bother nme. | wasn't planning on having too nmuch to do with them OCccasionally

excursion ships dropped in with a load of pilgrinms, back to visit the cradle
of the race, and a few freighters bringing in assorted cargo, but that was al
there was.

| brought in the ship and set it down and wal ked away fromit, carrying ny two
bags, the only possessions | had been able to get away with before the

vul tures had conme flocking in. The ship didn't fall into a heap; it just stood
there, its slab-sided self, the sorriest-|ooking vessel you ever clapped your
eyes on.

Just two berths away fromit stood this beauty of a ship. It gleaned with
smart efficiency, slimand sleek, a space yacht that seemed straining toward
the sky, inmpatient at its |eash

There was no way of know ng, of course, just by looking at it, what it had

i nside, but there is sonmething about a ship that one sinply cannot niss. Just
| ooking at this one, there was no doubt that no noney had been spared to make
it the best that could be built. Standing there and looking at it, | found ny
hands itching to get hold of it.

| suppose they itched the worse because | knew |'d never go into space again.

I was all washed up. I'd spend the rest of ny life on Earth the best way that
| could. If | ever left it, 1'd be gobbled up
| wal ked off the field and went through custons-if you could call it custons.

They just went through the nmotions. They had not hi ng agai nst me or anyone;
they weren't sore at nme, or anyone. That, it seenmed to ne, was the nicest
thi ng one could say of Earth.

| went to an inn nearby and once |1'd settled in, went down to the bar

I was on my third or fourth when a robot flunky canme into the bar and zeroed
in on ne.

"You are Captain Ross?"

| wondered, with a flare of panic, just what trouble | was in for. There
wasn't a soul on Earth who knew ne or knew that | was coming. The only
contacts | had nade had been with the custons people and the roomclerk at the
i nn.

"I have a note for you," said the robot, handing it to ne. The envel ope was
sealed and it had no marks upon it.

| opened it and took out the card. It read:

Captain M chael Ross,

Hlton Inn

If Captain Ross will be ny dinner guest tonight, | would be much obliged. My
car will be waiting at the entrance of the inn at eight o' clock. And, captain,
may | be anong the first to wel come you to Earth.

Sara Foster

| sat there staring at it and the bottle robot cane sliding down the bar. He
pi cked up the enpty gl ass. "Another one?" be asked.

"Anot her one," | said.

Just who was Sara Foster, and how had she known, an hour after ny arrival,
that | was on Earth?

| could ask around, of course, but there seenmed no one to ask, and for some
reason | could not figure out why | felt disinclined to do so.

It could be a trap. There were people, | well knew, who hated ne enough to
have a try at snuggling ne off the Earth. They woul d know by now, of course,



that | had obtained a ship, but few who would believe that such a ship would
carry me to Earth. And there could be none of themwho could even guess |'d
al ready reached the Earth.

| sat there, drinking, trying to get it straight in mnd, and | finally
decided | woul d take a chance.
Sara Foster lived in a huge house set atop a hill, surrounded by acres of
wi | derness that in turn surrounded nore acres of |andscaped | awns and wal ks,
and in the center of all of this sat the huge house, built of sun-warned
bricks, with a wide portico that ran the length of the house, and wi th many
chi meys thrusting fromits roof.

| had expected to be nmet at the door by a robot, but Sara Foster was there,
herself, to greet ne. She was wearing a green dinner dress that swept the
floor and served to set off, in violent contrast, the flame of her tunbled
hair, with the one errant |ock forever hanging in her eyes.
"Captain Ross," she said, giving me her hand, "how nice of you to cone. And on

such short notice, too. I'mafraid it was inpetuous of me, but | did so want
to see you."
The hall in which we stood was high and cool, paneled with white-painted wood

and the floor of wood so polished that it shone, with a massive chandelier of
crystal hanging fromthe ceiling. The place breached wealth and a certain
spirit of Earth-rooted gentility and it all was very pleasant.

"The others are in the library," she said. "Let us go and join them"

She |inked her armthrough mne and | ed me down the hail until we cane to a
door that led into a roomthat was a far cry fromthe hall which | had
entered. It m ght have been a library-there were sonme shel ves with books- but
it | ooked nore like a trophy room Munted heads hung fromevery wall, a

gl ass-encl osed gun rack ran across one end, and the fl oor was covered with fur
rugs, sone with the heads attached, the bared fangs forever snarling.

Two nmen were sitting in chairs next to the marmoth fireplace and as we entered
one of them got up. He was tall and cadaverous, his face |long and | ean and

dark, not so much darkened, | thought as | |ooked at him by the outdoors and
the sun as by the thoughts within his skull. He wore a dark brown cassock
| oosely belted at the waist by a string of beads, and his feet, | saw, were

encased in sturdy sandal s.

"Captain Ross," said Sara Foster, "May | present Friar Tuck."

He held out a bony hand. "My legal nanme," he said "is Hubert Jackson, but
prefer Friar Tuck. In the course of ny wanderings, captain, | have heard many
t hi ngs of you."

| looked hard at him "You have done rmuch wanderi ng?" For | had seen his I|ike
before and had |i ked none of what | saw

He bent his bony head. "Far enough," be said, "and always in the search of
truth?

"Truth," | said, "at tines is very hard to cone by." "And captain," Sara said,
quickly, "this is George Snith." The second man by this tine had funbled to
his feet and was holding out a flabby hand in nmy direction. He was a tubby
l[ittle man with a grubby | ook about himand his eyes were a mlky white.

"As you can see by now," said Smith, "I amquite blind. You'll excuse me for
not rising when you first canme in the room"

It was enbarrassing. There was no occasion for the man to so thrust his

bl i ndness on us.

I shook his hand and it was as flabby as it | ooked, as nearly linp as a living
hand can be. Imedi ately he funbled his way back into the chair again.
"Perhaps this chair,” Sara said to me. "There'll be drinks imediately. | know
what the others want, but..."

"I'f you have sone Scotch,"” | said.

| sat down in the chair she had indicated and she took another and there were
the four of us, huddled in a group before that [oomng fireplace and
surrounded by the heads of creatures froma dozen different planets.

She saw me | ooking at them "I forgot," she said. "You'll excuse ne, please.
You had never heard of ne-until you got my note, | nean."



"I amsorry, nmadam"

"I"'ma ballistics hunter," she said, with nore pride, it seemed to nme, than
such a statement called for

She coul d not have missed the fact that | did not understand. "I use only a
ballistics rifle," she explained. "One that uses a bullet propelled by an
expl osive charge. It is," she said, "the only sporting way to hunt. It

requi res a considerable anmount of skill in weapon handling and occasionally
some nerve. It you miss a vital spot the thing that you are hunting has a
chance at you."

"I see," | said. "A sporting proposition. Except that you have the first crack
at it."

"That is not always true," she said.

A robot brought the drinks and we settled down as confortably as we coul d,
fortified behind our glasses.

"I have a feeling, captain," Sara said, "that you do not approve."

"I have no opinion at all," I told her. "I have no information on which

opi nion coul d be based."

"But you have killed wild creatures."

"Afew " | said, "but there was no such thing involved as sporting instinct.
For food, occasionally. At tinmes to save ny life."
| took a good long drink. "I took no chance,” | told her. "I used a | aser gun

| just kept burning themas long as it seemed necessary."
"Then you're no sportsman, captain.”

"No," | said, "I amlet us say | was-a planet hunter. It seems |'m now
retired."

And | wondered, sitting there, what it was all about. She hadn't invited ne, |
was sure, just for ny conpany. | didn't fit in this room nor in this house,

any better than the other two who sat there with me. \Watever was goi ng on
they were a part of it and the idea of being lunped with themin any
enterprise left ne absolutely cold.

She nust have read ny mind. "l imagi ne you are wondering, captain, what is
goi ng on."

"Map'am" | said, "the thought had crossed ny nind."

"Have you ever heard of Lawrence Arlen Knight?" "The Wanderer," | said. "Yes,

I've heard of him Stories told about him That was | ong ago. Well before ny
tinme."

"Those stories?"

"The usual sort of stories. Space yarns. There were and are a | ot of others
like him He just happened to snare the imagination of the story tellers. That
nane of his, perhaps. It has aring to it. Like Johnny Appl eseed or Sir
Launcel ot . "

"But you heard..."

"That he was hunting sonething? Sure. They all are hunting sonething."

"But he di sappeared. ™

"Stay out there |long enough,” | told her, "and keep on poking into strange
areas and you're bound to di sappear. Sooner or later you'll run into sonething
that will finish you."

"But you..."

"I quit soon enough,” | said. "But | was fairly safe, at that. Al | was

hunti ng were new planets. No Seven Cities of Cibola, no nystic El Dorado, no
trance-bound Crusade of the Soul ."

"You nock at us," said Friar Tuck. "I do not |ike a nocker."

"I did not mean to nock," | said to Sara Foster. "Space is full of tales. The
one you mention is only one of nmany. They provide good entertai nment when
there's nothing else to do. And | mght add that | dislike correction at the
hands of a phony religico with dirty fingernails."

| put ny glass down upon the table that stood beside the chair and got up on
ny feet.

"Thanks for the drink," | said. "Perhaps some other tinme..."

"Just a monent, please,"” she said. "If you will please sit down. | apol ogi ze



for Tuck. But it's | you' re dealing with, not him | have a proposal that you
may find attractive."

"I've retired,"” | said.

"Per haps you saw the, ship standing on the field. Two berths from where you

| anded.

"Yes, | saw the ship. And admired it. Does it belong to you?"

She nodded. "Captain, | need soneone to run that ship. How would you like the
j ob?"
"But why ne," | asked. "Surely there are other nen."

She shook her head. "On Earth? How many qualified spacenen do you think there
are on Earth?"

"l suppose not many."

"There are none," 'she said. "Or alnost none. None |I'd trust that ship to."

| sat down again. "Let's get this straight,” | said. "How do you know you can
trust the ship to nme? Wat do you know about nme? How did you know | had
arrived on Earth?"

She | ooked straight at ne, squinting just a little, perhaps the way she'd
squint down a rifle barrel at a chargi ng beast.

"I can trust you," she said, "because there's nowhere you can go. You're fair
gane out in space. Your only safety would lie in sticking with the ship."
"Fair enough," | admtted. "And how about going out in space? The Patrol..."
"Captain, believe ne, there's nothing that can overtake that ship, And if
someone should set out to "do it, we can wear them down. W have a |long, hard

way to go. It would not be worth their while. And, furthernore, | think it can
be arranged so that no one ever knows you've gone into space.”
"That's all very interesting," | said. "Could you bring yourself to tell ne

where we mi ght be goi ng?"

She said, "W don't know where we're going."

And that was damm fool i shness, of course. You don't set out on a flight unti
you know where you are going. If she didn't want to tell, why couldn't she
just say so?

"M. Smith," said Sara, "knows where we are going."

I switched ny head to ook at him that great [unp huddled in his chair, the
sightless, mlk-white eyes in his flabby face.

"I have a voice in ny head," he said. "I have contact with soneone. | have a
friend out there.”

Oh, wonderful! | thought. It all comes down to this. He has a voice in his
head.

"Let me guess," | said to Sara Foster. "This religious gentleman brought M.

Smith to you.'

She suddenly was angry. Her face turned white and her blue eyes seened to
narrow to gleamng jets of ice

"You are right," she said, biting off the words, "but that's not all of it.
You know, of course, that Knight was acconpanied by a robot."

| nodded. "A robot by the nane of Roscoe.”

"And that Roscoe was a tel epathic robot?"

"There's no such thing," | said.

"But there is. O was. |'ve done ny honmework, captain. | have the
specifications for this particular robot. And I had them|ong before M. Snmith
showed up. Also letters that Knight had witten to certain friends of his.
have, perhaps, the only authentic documentation concerni ng Kni ght and what be
was | ooking for. Al of it acquired before these two gentl enen showed up and
obt ai ned from sources of which they could have had no know edge."

"But they could have heard..."

"I didn't tell a soul," she said. "It was-what would you call it? Perhaps no
nore than a hobby. Maybe an obsession. Bits and pi eces picked up here and
there, with never any hope of fitting themtogether. It was such a fascinating
| egend. .. "

"And that is all it is," |I said. "Alegend. Built up through the years by
acconpl i shed, but nonmalicious, liars. One tiny fact is taken and tw sted and



i nterwoven with other tiny facts until all these interwoven tiny facts, forced
into fictitious relationships with one another, become so conplicated that
there is not a shred of hope of knowi ng which is solid fact and which is
inspired fiction."

"But letters? And specifications for a special kind of robot?"

"That woul d be sonmething else again. If they were authentic."

"There is no question about their authenticity. 1've made sure of that."

"And what do these letters say?"

"That he was | ooking for sonething."

"I"ve told you they all were | ooking for sonething. Every one of them Sone of
them bel i eved the things they were | ooking for are there. Sone of them sinply
hypnoti zed themnmsel ves into believing it. That's the way it was in the old
days, that's the way it is right now. These kind of people need sone excuse
for their eternal wandering. They need to graft some purpose to a purposel ess
exi stence. They're in love with space and all those new unknown worl ds which
lie out beyond the next horizon. There is no reason in the world why they
shoul d be batting around out there and they know this, so they concoct their
reasons and..."

"Captain, you don't believe a word of it?"

"Not a word," | said.

It was all right with nme if she let these two adventurers |ead her on a

wi | d- goose chase, but | was not about to be a party to it. Al though,
renmenbering that ship standing out there on the landing field, | adnmt that I
was tenpted. But it was inpossible, | knew Earth was sanctuary and needed
sanctuary.

"You do not like nme," Friar Tuck paid to me. "And | don't |ike you, either
But let ne tell you, honestly, that | brought ny blind conpanion to M ss
Foster with no thought of nonetary gain. | am past all need of monetary gain.
Al | seek is truth."”

| didn't answer him O what use would be an answer? |I'd 'known his breed

bef ore.

"I cannot see," said Smith, speaking not to us, not even to hinmself, but to
some unknown person that no one knew about. "I have never seen. | know no
shape except the shapes that my hands can tell ne. | can envision objects in
nmy imagi nati on, but the vision nust be wong, for I do not know of col ors,
although | amtold there is such a thing as color. Red neans sonething to you,
but it is neaningless to nme. There is no way one can describe a color to a nman
who cannot see. The feel of texture, yes, but no way in the world to really
know of texture. Water to drink, but what does water |ook |ike? Whiskey in a
glass with ice, but what does whiskey |look like? Ice is hard and snooth and
has a feel I'mtold is cold. It is water that has turned to crystals and
understand it's white, but what is crystal, what is white?

"I have nothing of this world except the space it gives me and the thoughts of
ot her people, but how am!| to know that my interpretations of these thoughts
are right? O that, | can marshal facts correctly? | have little of this
world, but | have another world." He lifted his hand and with his fingers
tapped his skull. "Another world," he said, "here inside ny head. Not an

i magi ned world, but another world that's given me by another being. | do not
know where this other being is, although I've been made to know he is very
distant fromus. That is all | know for certain-the great distance that he
lies and the direction of that distance.”

"So that isit," | said, looking at Sara. "He's to be the conpass. W set out
in the direction that he tells us and we keep on going..."

"That is it," she said. "That was the way it was with Roscoe."

"Kni ght's robot ?"

"Knight's robot. That's what the letters say. Knight had it hinself-just a
little of it. Just enough to know there was someone out there. So he had the
robot fabricated."

"A made-to-order robot? A tel epathic robot?" She nodded.

It was hard to swallow. It was inpossible. There was something going on here



beyond all belief.

"There is truth out there," said Tuck. "A truth we cannot even guess. |'m
willing to bet my life to go out and see.”

"And that," | said, "is exactly what you would be doing. Even if you found the
truth..."

"If it's out there," Sara said, "someone, sone time, will find it. Wy can't

it be us?"

| 1 ooked around the room The heads gl ared down at us, fantastic and ferocious
creatures from nmany distant planets, and some of theml|'d seen before and
others | had only heard about and there were a nunber of themthat |'d never
heard about, not even in the alcoholic tales told by |onely, space-worn nen
when they gathered with their fellows in obscure bars on planets of which

per haps not nore than a thousand peopl e knew t he nanes.

The walls are full, | thought. There is no nore roomfor other heads. And the
gl amor of hunting and of bringing hone nore heads nmay be fading, too. Perhaps
not alone for Sara Foster, big game huntress, but for those other people in
whose eyes. her adventures on distant planets spelled out a certain kind of
status. So what nore logical than to hunt another kind of gane, to bring hone
anot her ki nd of head, to enbark upon a new and nore nmarvel ous adventure?

"No one," said Sara Foster, "would ever know you'd gone into space, that you
had left the Earth. You'd come here someday and a man woul d | eave again. He'd
| ook exactly like you, but he would not be you. He'd live here on Earth in
your stead and you'd go into space."

"You have noney enough to buy a deal like this?" |I asked. "To buy the loyalty
of such a man?"

She shrugged. "I have noney enough to buy anything at all. And once we were
wel | out in space what difference would it nake if he were unmasked?"

"None at all," | said, "except 1'd like to conme back with the ship-if the ship

comes back. "

"That could be arranged,"” she said. "That could be taken care of."

"The man who would be me here on Earth," | asked, "might neet with a fatal
acci dent ?"

"Not that," she said. "W could never get away with that. There are too many
ways to identify a man."

| got the inpression she was just a little sorry so sinple a solution was not

possi bl e.

| shied away fromit, fromthe entire deal. | didn't like the people and
didn't like the project. But there was the itch to get ny hands upon that ship
and be out in space again. A man could die on Earth, | thought; he could
suffocate. 1'd seen but little of the Earth and the little |I had seen |I'd
liked. But it was the kind of thing a man might like for alittle time and
then slowy grow to hate. Space was in nmy blood. |I got restless when | was out

of it too long. There was sonething out there that got beneath one's skin,

became a part of one. The star-strewn |oneliness, the silence, the sense of
bei ng anchored nowhere, of being free to go wherever one mght wish and to
| eave whenever one might wish-this was all a part of it, but not all of it.
There was sonething el se that no nman had ever found a way to put a name to.
Per haps a sense of truth, corny as it sounded.

"Think of price," said Sara Foster, "then double it. There'll be no
qui bbli ng."
"But why?" | asked. "Does nobney have no neaning for you?"

"OfF course it has," she said, "but having it also has taught ne that you mnust
pay for what you get. And we need you, Captain Ross. You've never traveled the
saf e spaceways, all marked out and posted. You've been out there ahead of al
the others, hunting for your planets. W can use a man |like you."

A robot stepped through the doorway. "Dinner is ready to be served, Mss
Foster."

She | ooked at me, chall engi ng ne.

"Il think onit,"” | prom sed.



THREE

And | should have thought on it nuch longer, | told nyself as | stood on that
nmoon-washed desert; | never shoul d have gone.
Smith still was craw ing around on his hands and knees and whi npering. H s

blind-white eyes, catching the moonlight, glinted |like the eyes of a hunting
cat. Tuck was getting his [ egs unwound fromthe ridicul ous robe he wore,
stunbling toward the noaning Smth. Wat was it, | wondered, that nmade the two
of them such pal s? Not honosexuality, for that would have been apparent in the
cl ose confines of the space trip out fromEarth; there nust be within them
some sort o spiritual need that reached out and touched the other. Certainly
Smith would be glad of someone to | ook after himand Tuck m ght well regard
the blind man and his voice in the head as a good sort of investnent, but
their friendship nust be sonething nore than that. Two funbling inconpetents,
per haps, who had found in each other's weaknesses a comon bond of conpassion
and of under st andi ng.

The desert was al nbst as bright as day and, |ooking at the sky, | saw it was
not the noon al one that accounted for the brightness. The entire vault of sky
was ablaze with stars, nore stars and bigger stars and brighter than | had
ever seen before. The stars had not been apparent in the quick glance we had
gotten of this place before the hobbies bucked us into it, but now they
were-stars that seened so close it seened a man coul d reach up his hand and
pick them Iike the apples off a tree.

Sara was on her feet by now, still grasping her rifle, carrying it at port
arns across her body.

"I managed to keep the nuzzle up," she told ne.

"Well, hurrah for you," | said.

"That's the first rule, always," she told ne. "Keep the uzzle up so it doesn't
clog. If I hadn't, the barrel would be full of sand."

Ceorge still was wailing and now his wailing took the formof words "Wat
happened, Tuck?" he screanmed "Were are e? What happened to ny friend? He has
gone away. | don't hear him anynore."

"For the love of Christ," | said to Tuck, disgusted, "get himon his feet and

dust him off and wi pe his nose and tell hi mwhat has happened.™"
"I can't explain," grow ed Tuck, "until soneone tells me what is going on."

"I can tell you that," | said. "W got took. W' ve been had, ny friend."
"They'll come back," howl ed George. "They'll cone back or us. They won't |eave
us here.”

"No, of course they won't,"'
back when the sun is up."
"The sun ain't up now, Tuck?"

"No," said Tuck. "The nmoon. And a-lot of stars."”

And | was stuck with this, | thought. Heaved into a place where | had no idea
where | was and | oaded down with a coupl e of ninconpoops and a white Di ana who
could only think about how she had kept he muzzle up

| took a | ook around. W had been dumped on the | ower slope of a dune and on
either side of us the dunes heaved up to neet the night-tine sky. The sky
itself was enpty of everything but the nmoon and stars. There was not a cloud
in sight. And the | and was enpty of anything but sand. There were no trees or
bushes, not a bl ade of vegetation. There was a slight chill in the air, but
that, | figured, would be dissipated as soon as the sun came up. Mre than
likely we had a | ong, hot day ahead and we hadn't any water

Long furrows in the sand showed where our bodi es had plowed through it,
pushing up little nounds of sand ahead of us. We had been thrown fromthe
direction of the other dune, and knowi ng exactly from where we had been
thrown, it occurred to nme, m ght have sonme inportance. | wal ked out a ways and
with the butt of my gun drew a long Iine in the sand and nade sone rough
arrows pointing fromit.

Sara wat ched me closely. "You think we can get back?" she asked.

"I wouldn't bet onit," | told her, shortly.

sai d Tuck, hauling himto his feet. "They'll cone



"There was a doorway of sone sort," she said, "and the hobbi es bucked us
through it and when we | anded here there wasn't any doorway."

"They had us pegged,” | said, "fromthe mnute we set down. They gave us the
busi ness, fromthe very start. W never had a prayer."

"But we are here," she said, "and we have to start to think how we can get
out."

"If you can keep an eye on those two clowns,” | said, "and see they cause no
trouble, I'lIl go out for a |ook."

She regarded me gravely. "Have you anything in mnd, captain? Anything in
particul ar?"

| shook ny head. "Just a | ook around. There could be a chance | mght stunble

on some water. We'll need water badly before the day is over." "But if you

[ ost your way..."

"I'"ll have ny tracks to follow," | told her, "if a wind doesn't cone up
suddenly and wi pe themout. If anything goes wong, I'll fire a beamup into
the sky and you | oose off a shot or two to gui de ne back."

"You don't think the hobbies will come back to get us?"

"Do you think so?"
"l suppose not," she said. "But what's the point of it? What did they gain by
it? Qur luggage couldn't be worth that rmuch to them™

"They got rid of us," | said.
"But they guided us in. If it hadn't been for that beam.." "There was the
ship," | said. "It could have been the ship that they were after. They had a

ot of ships out on the field. They rmust have lured a | ot of other people.”
"And all of themon this planet? O on other planets?"

"Could be," | said. "Qur job right nowis to see if there's any place better
than this desert we can go.. W haven't any food and we have no water."

| settled the strap of nmy rifle on ny shoulder and started to plod up the
dune.

"Anything else I can do?" asked Sara.

"You m ght keep those two fromtracking up that line | nade. If a wind cones
up and starts to blot it out, try to mark it somehow "

"You have a lot of faith in that line."

"Just that it's a good idea to know where we are."

"It mghtn't mean a thing," she said. "W nust have been thrown through sone

sort of space-time null-point and where we wound up wouldn't nean..."

"I agree," | said, "but it's all we have to go on."

| plodded up the dune and it was heavy going. My feet sank deep into the sand
and | kept sliding back | could make no tine. And it was hard work. Just short
of its crest | stopped to rest a nmonment and | ooked back down the sl ope.

The three of them stood there, |ooking up at me. And for sonme reason
couldn't explain, | found nyself loving themall three of them that creepy,
soft fool of a Smth and that phony Tuck, and Sara, bless her, with her
falling lock of hair and that ridiculous oldtine rifle. No matter what they
were, they were human bei ngs and sonehow or other |1'd have to get them out of
here. For they were counting on ne. To them| was the guy who had barnstorned
space and rode out all sorts of trouble. |I was the rough, tough character who
technically headed up the expedition. | was the captain and when the chips
were down it was the captain who was expected to cone through. The poor, dam,
trusting fools, | thought-1 didn't have the | east idea of what was going on
and | had no plans and was as puzzl ed and beaten and hopel ess as any one of
them But | couldn't let themknowit. |I had to keep on acting as if at any
monent |'d cone up with a trick that would get us all hone free.
| lifted a hand and waved to themand | tried to keep it jaunty, but | failed.
Then | cl ambered up the dune and over the top of it and the desert stretched
before me. In every direction that | |ooked, it was all the sane-waves of
dunes as far as | could see, each dune like the other and no break at all-no
trees that mght hint water, absolutely nothing but a sweep of sand.
| went plunging down the dune and clinbed another and fromits crest the
desert | ooked the sane as ever. | could go on; | admitted to myself, clinmnbing



dunes forever and there might never be a difference. The whol e dam pl anet

m ght be desert, without a single break. The hobbies, when, they'd bucked us
t hrough the gate or door or whatever it mght be, had known what they were
doing, and if they wanted to get rid of us, they could not have done a nore
efficient job of it. For they, or the world of which they were a part, hadn't
m ssed a lick. W had been tolled in by the beam and hustled off the ship and
the ship been sealed and then, without the tinme to think, with no chance to

protest, we had been heaved into this world. A bums rush, | thought, al
wor ked out bef or ehand.
I clinbed anot her dune. There always was the chance, | kept on telling myself,

that in one of those little valleys which |lay between the dunes there m ght be
somet hing worth the finding. Water, perhaps, for water woul d be the thing that
we would need the nost. Or a path that might lead us to better country or to
nati ves who mght be able to give us sone sort of help, although why anyone
woul d want to live in a place like this was nore than |I could figure.

Actual ly, of course, | expected nothing. There was nothing in this sweep of
desert upon which a man could build nuch hope. But when | neared the top of

t he dune-near enough so that | could see over the top of it-I spotted

somet hing on the crest of the dune beyond.

A birdcage sort of contraption was half buried in the crest, with its netallic
ribs shimrering in the noon and starlight, Iike the ribcage of sone great

prehi storic beast that had been trapped atop the dune, bawing out its fright
until death had finally quieted it.

| slipped the rifle off ny shoulder and held it ready. The sliding sand
carried me slowy down the dune, whispering as it slid. Wien | had slid so far
that | could no |l onger see over the crest of the dune, | set off at an angle
to the left and began to clinb again, crouching to keep nmy head down. Twenty
feet fromthe top | got down and crawl ed flat against the sand. Wen ny eyes
cane over the crest and | could see the birdcage once again, | froze, digging
inm toes to keep fromsliding back

Bel ow t he cage, | saw, was a scar of disturbed sand and even as | watched, new
bl obs of sand broke | oose beneath the, cage and went trickling down the slope.
It had not been long ago, | was sure, that the cage had i npacted on the dune
crest-the sand disturbed by its | anding had not as yet reached a state of

equi libriumand the scar was fresh

| mpact ed seenmed a strange word, and yet reason told ne that it mnust have

i npacted, for it was nost unlikely that anyone had placed it there. A ship of
some sort, perhaps, although a strange sort of ship, not enclosed, but
fashioned only of a frame. And if, as | thought, it were indeed a ship, it

nmust have carried life and the life it carried was either dead within it or
somewher e near by.

| glanced slowy up and down the I ength of the dune and there, far to the
right of where the birdcage lay, was a faint furrow, a sort of toboggan slide,
pl unging fromthe crest downward into the shadow that |ay between the dunes.
strained to penetrate the shadows, but could nmake out nothing. |1'd have to get
cl oser to that toboggan slide.

| backed of f down the dune and went spidering across it, angling to the right
this time. | noved as cautiously as | could to keep down the sound of the
sliding sand that broke free and went hissing down the dune face as | noved.
There m ght be sonething over on the other side of that dune, listening for
any sign of life.

When | thrust the upper part of nmy head over the dune crest, | still was short
of the toboggan slide, but rmuch closer to it and fromthe holl ow between the
dunes came a sliding, scraping sound. Straining my ears, it seened to ne that

| caught sone notion in the trough, but could not be sure. The Sound of
sliding and of scraping stopped and then began again and once nore there was a
hint of nmoverment. | slid nmy rifle forward so that in an instant | could aimit
down into the trough

I waited.

The slithering sound stopped, then started once again and sonet hi ng noved down



there (I was sure of it this tinme) and sonethi ng noaned. Al sound came to an
end.
There was no use of waiting any | onger.

"Hell o down there!" | called.

There was no answer.

"Hello," | called again.

It could be, | realized, that | was dealing with sonething so far renoved from

my own sector of the galaxy that the space patois famliar to that sector was
not used by it and that we woul d have no conmuni cations bridge.
And then a quavering, hooting voice answered. At first it was just a noise,

then, as | westled with the noise, | knewit to be a word, a single hooted
guesti on.

"Friend?" had been the word, "Friend," | answered.

"In need am| of friend," the hooting voice said. "Please to advance in
safety. | do not carry weapon."

"I do," | said, alittle grimy.

"OF it, there is no need," said the thing down in the shadows. "I amtrapped

and hel pl ess."

"That is your ship up there?"

" Shi p?"

"Your conveyance."

"Truly so, dear friend. It have cone apart. It is inoperative."

"I"'mcomng down," | told it. "I'lIl have nmy weapon on you. One nove out of
you..."

"Come then," the hooter croaked. "No nove out of me. | shall lie supine.”

| came to ny feet and went across the top of that dune as quickly as | could
and pl ungi ng down the other slope, crouched to present as small a target as
was possible. | kept the rifle trained on that shadowed area from which the
Voi ce cane.

| slid into the trough and crouched there, bending low to sight up its | ength.
Then | saw it, a hunmp of blackness lying very still.

"Al'l right," | called. "Mve toward me now. "

The hunp heaved and wal | owed, then lay still again, "Mve," it said, "I
cannot . "

"CK, then. Lie still. Do not nove at all."

I ran forward and stopped. The hunp lay still. It did not even twitch.

| rmoved cl oser, watching it intently. Now |l could see it better. Fromthe
front of its head a nest of tentacles sprouted, now lying linply on the
ground. Fromits rather massive head, if the tentacle-bearing portion of it
actually was its head, its body tapered back, four feet or so, and ended in a
bl untness. It seenmed to have no feet or arns. Wth those tentacles, perhaps,
it had no need of arms. It wore no clothing, upon its body was no sign of any
sort of harness. The tentacl es grasped no tool or weapon.

"What is your trouble?" | asked. "Wat can | do for you?"

The tentacles lifted, undulating |ike a basketful of snakes. The hoarse voice
cane out of a mouth which the tentacl es surrounded.

"My legs are short," it said. "I sink. They do not carry me. Wth theml| only
churn up sand. | dig with them a deeper pit beneath ne."

Two of the tentacles, with eyes attached to their tips, were ained directly at
nme. They | ooked ne up and down.

"I can hoist you out of there."

"It would be a useless gesture," the creature said. "I'd bog down again."
The tentacl es which served as eye-stal ks noved up and down, neasuring ne.
"You are large," it croaked; "Have you al so strength?"

"You nean to carry you?"
"Only to a place," the creature said, "where there is firmess under ne.

"I don't know of such a place,"” | said.
"You do not know... Then you are not a native of this planet."
"I amnot," | said. "I had thought, perhaps, that you..

"OF this planet, sir?" it asked. "No self-respecting nmenber of ny race would



dei gn to defecate upon such a planet."

| squatted down to face him

"How about the ship?" | asked. "If | could get you back up the dune to it..."
"I't would not help," he told nme. "There is nothing there."

"But there nust be. Food and water..."

And | was, | nust admit, considerably interested in the water

"No need of it," he said. "I travel in ny second self and | need no food or
water. Slight protection fromthe openness of space and a little heat so ny
living tissues come to no great harm"

For the |ove of God, | asked nyself, what was going on? He was in his second
self and while | wondered what it might be all about, | was hesitant to ask. |
knew how these things went. First surprise or horror or amazenent that there
could exist a species so ignorant or so inefficient that it did not have the
concept, the stammering attenpt to explain the basics of it, followed by a

di ssertation on the advantages of the concept and the pity that was felt for
ones who did not have it Either that or the entire thing was taboo and not to
be spoken of and an insult to even hint at what it might entail

And that business about his living tissues. As if there mght be nore to him
than sinply living tissues.

It was all right, of course. A man runs into some strange things when he
wanders out in space, but when he runs into them he can usually dodge them or
di sregard them and here | could do neither

I had to do sonething to help this creature out, although for the life of me |
couldn't figure just how | could help himnuch. | could pick himup and I ug

hi m back to where the others waited, but once |I'd got himthere he'd be no
better off than he was right here. But | couldn't turn about and wal k away and
simply leave himthere. He at |east deserved the courtesy of soneone
denonstrating that they cared what happened to him

Fromthe tine | had seen the ship and had realized that it was newly crashed,
the idea had arisen, of course, that aboard it | night find food and water and
per haps other articles that the four of us could use. But now, | adnitted, the
entire thing was a conplete and total washout. | couldn't help this creature
and he was no help to us and the whol e thing wound up as just another headache
and being stuck with him

"I can't offer you rmuch," | told him "There are four of us, mnmyself and three
others. We have no food or water-absolutely nothing."

"How got you here?" he asked.

| tried to tell himhow we had gotten there and as | groped and stunbled for a
way to say it, | figured that | was just wasting ny tine. After all, what did
it really matter how we had gotten there? But he seemed to understand.

"Ah, so," he said.

"So you can see how little we can do for you," | said. "But you would essay to
carry me to this place where the others are encanped?”

"Yes, | could do that."

"You woul d not mind?"

"Not at all,” | told him "if you' d like it that way."

| did mnd, of course. It would be no small chore to westle himacross the
sand dunes. But | couldn't quite see nyself assessing the situation and sayi ng
the hell with it and then wal king out on him

"I would like it very much," the creature said. "Qher life is confort and

al oneness is not good. Also in nunbers may lie strength. One can never tell."
"By the way," | said, "ny nane is Mke. | amfroma planet called the Earth,
out in the Carina Cygnus arm"

"Mke," he said, trying it out, hooting the name so it sounded |ike anythi ng
but Mke. "Is good. Rolls easy on the vocal cords. The |ocal e of your planet
is a puzzle to ne. The terns |'ve never heard. The position of mne neans
nothing to you, too. And nmy name? My nanme is conplicated matter involving
identity framework that is of no consequence to people but ny own. Please, you
pick a name for nme. You can call me what you want. Short and sinple, please."
It had been a little crazy, of course, to get started on this matter of our



nanes. The funny thing about it was that 1'd not intended to. It was sonething
that had just come out of me, alnost instinctively. | had been sonewhat
surprised when |I'd heard nyself telling himny nane. But now that it had been
done, it did make the situation a bit nore confortable. W no | onger were two
alien beings that had stunbl ed across one another's paths. It gave each of us,
it seemed, a greater neasure of identity.

"How about Hoot?" | asked. And | could have kicked myself the minute | had
said it. For it was not the best nane in the world and he woul d have had every
reason for resenting it. But he didn't seemto. He waved his tentacles around
in a snaky sort of way and repeated the name several times.

"I's good," he finally said. "Is excellent for creature such as ne."
"Hell o, Mke," he said.
"Hello, Hoot," | told him

I slung the rifle on ny shoul der and got ny feet well planted and reached down
to get both arns around him Finally | managed to hoist himto the other

shoul der. He was heavier than he | ooked and his body was so rounded that it
was hard to get a grip on him But | finally got himsettled and well -bal anced
and started up the dune.

| didn't try to go straight up, but slanted at an angle. Wth ny feet sinking
to the ankles with every step | took and the sand sliding under nme, and
fighting for every inch of progress, it was just as bad, or worse, than | had
t hought it would prove to be.

But | finally reached the crest and collapsed as easily as | could, letting
Hoot down gently then just |lying there and panting.

"I cause nmuch trouble, Mke," said Hoot. "I tax your strength, exceeding."
"Let me get ny breath," | said. "lIt's just a little farther."

I rolled over on my back and stared up at the sky. The stars glittered back at
me. Straight overhead was a big blue giant that |ooked like a flashing jewel
and a little to one side was a dull coal of a star, a red supergi ant, perhaps.

And a million others-as if someone had sat down and figured out howto fil

the sky with stars and had come up with a pattern

"Where is this place, Hoot?" | asked. "Were in the gal axy?"

"It's a globular cluster," he said. "I thought you knew that."

And that made sense, | 'thought. For the planet we had | anded on, the one that

great fool of a Smith had led us to, had been well|l above the gal actic pl ane,
out in space beyond the main body of the gal axy-out in gl obul ar duster
country.
"I's your home here," | asked.
"No. Far away," he said, and the way he said it, | asked himnothing nore. If
he didn't want to tal k about where he'd cone from it was all right with ne.
He might be on the lam he m ght be a refugee, or he m ght have been bani shed
as an undesirable. Al of these things happened. Space was full of wanderers
who coul d not go home again.

| lay looking at the stars and wondering exactly where we were. A gl obul ar
cluster, Hoot had said, and there were a ot of themand it coul d be,
supposed, any one of them Distance or proxinmity, | realized, wuld not nmake a
great deal of difference when one was shunted from one place to another by the
nmet hod that had been used to get us here.

Nor did it nake a great deal of difference where we were. If we failed to

| ocate water, we'd not be here for long. Food too, of course, but food was
less critical than water. | wondered rather vaguely why | wasn't nore upset.

It might be, I told nyself, that | had been in so many scrapes in so many
alien places and had al ways, sonehow, gotten out of them that | had cone to
think I'd al ways be able to get out of them O maybe it was the ingrown
realization that nmy margin of good |luck had been nore than overrun, that | was
overdue to neet the end | had escaped so many tinmes-a realization that someday
some planet or sone ornery critter would finally do ne in. And realizing that,
deciding that there was no great point to worry over it, for when that day
cane 1'd had it and prior worry would not help at all

| was trying to figure which it m ght be when sonething touched nme softly on



the shoulder. |I switched ny head and saw t hat Hoot was tapping me with one of
hi s tentacl es.

"M ke," he croaked, "you should take a | ook. W are not al one.™

| jerked bolt upright, grabbing at the rifle.

A wheel was coning up over the dune behind us, the one on which Hoot's
spacecraft had cone to grief. It was a big wheel and a bright one and it had a

green hub that glistened in the moonlight. | could see only part of it, but
t he nonstrous, gleam ng curve of it rose into the air above the dune a hundred
feet or so. Its tread was broad-ten feet or nore, | guessed-and it had the

shi ne of polished steel. Hundreds of silvery spokes ran fromthe inside of the
rimto the green and glistening hub

It was not noving. It hung there in the air, poised above the dune. The
nmoon-silvered ribs of Hoot's ship | ooked |like a smashed toy when neasured by
its size.

"Living?" asked Hoot .

"Perhaps,"” | said.

"Then we best prepare to defend..."

"We sit right here," | snapped. "W don't raise a hand against it."

It was watching us, | was sure. Whatever it was, it nmight have cone out to

i nvestigate the wreckage of Hoot's ship. There was nothing to indicate that
any part of it was alive, but the greenish hub, for sonme reason | couldn't put
a finger on, had the | ook of life about it. It might turn around in a little
whil e and go away. And even if it didn't, we were in no position to start
bangi ng away at anything that noved.

"You better slide down into the trough,” |I told Hoot. "If we have to nmake a
run for it, | can scoop you up."
He waggl ed a tentacle in disagreenment. "I have weapon you rmay need."

"You said you had no weapon."

"Dirty lie," he booted, cheerfully.

"You could have taken me," | protested, angrily, "any time you wi shed."

"Ch, no," he said. "You cane as mnmy befriender. Had | told you, you m ght not
have cone."

| let it pass. He was a tricky devil, but for the nonment he was on ny side and
I had no objections.

Soneone call ed back of ne and | swiveled ny bead around. Sara stood on top of
the next dune and off to the left of her, two heads poked above the ridge. She
was planted on the crest, with her silly rifle at the ready and | was scared
stiff that any m nute she mght start throw ng | ead.

"Are you all right, captain?' she called to ne.

"I"'mall right,"” | said.

"Can we be of any hel p?"

"Yes," | said. "You can lug ny pal back to canp with you."

| said camp because, for the life of ne, | could think of no other way to put

it.

Qut of the side of nmy mouth, | snarled at Hoot. "Cut out the goddammed
fool i shness and slide down into the trough."

I switched ny attention back to the wheel. It stayed where it was. | still had
the feeling that it was looking at me. | tw sted around and got ny feet

pl anted under me, ready to take off if the situation should denand.

| heard Hoot go sliding down the slope. A nonment |later Sara called to ne.
"What is this thing? Were did you find it?"

| |1 ooked around and she was standi ng over Hoot, staring down at him

"Tuck," | yelled, "get down there and help Mss Foster. Tell Smith to stay
exactly where he is."

| could envision that damm fool of a blind man trying to foll ow Tuck and
getting all fouled up

Sara's voice was plaintive and a little sharp. "But captain..."

"He's lost just like us," | told her. "He doesn't belong here and he's in
trouble. Just get himback to canp.”

| |1 ooked back at the wheel. It had finally started to nove, revolving slowy,



al nrost nmmj estically, wal king up the dune slope and | oom ng hi gher every

m nut e.

"CGet out of here," | yelled at Tuck and Sara, w thout | ooking back

The wheel stopped. It was alnpst at the crest. Very little of it was hidden by
the dune. It |oomed high into the sky.

Now that | had a better chance to look it over, | saw that the strange thing
about it was that it was actually a wheel and not just sonething that m ght
ook like a wheel. Its outer rimwas forned of some sort of very shiny
substance, with a tread ten feet across, but perhaps no nore than a foot
thick. For all its massiveness, it had a slender |ook about it. As it had
clinmbed slowy up the dune, the rimhad picked up sand and carried it up its
rearward surface, with the sand spilling free as the wheel noved forward. The

greeni sh hub floated in the center of the wheel-and floated was the word for
it, for the fragile spokes, despite the nunber of them could not have held
the hub in place. And now | saw that the spokes, thin as they were, were
crisscrossed by even finer wires (if they, indeed, were wires) to nake the
entire area between the hub and rima sort of spider web. The thought stopped
t here, however, for the hub itself had no senblance to a spider. It was sinmply
a sphere of sonme sort, hanging in the center of the wheel

| 1 ooked quickly over ny shoul der and there was no sign of the others. The

sl ope of the dune was scarred with deep tracks, where they had clinbed it.

| got to my feet and went sliding down the slope and | abored up the face of
the dune. At the top, | turned and had a | ook. The wheel had stayed where it
was. | went down the rope and clinbed the dune behind which | had left the
others. They were all down there, | saw, and the wheel still hadn't noved.
Maybe this was the end of it, | thought. The wheel m ght have come out to have
a |l ook and now, satisfied at what it had seen, m ght go about its business.

I went sliding down the slope and Sara cane clinbing up neet ne.

Her face was very solemm. "W may have a chance,” she said.

"A chance of getting out of here?"

"You told this Hoot of yours what happened,” she said. "He seens to know about
this sort of thing."

| was astonished. "I wasn't even sure he knew what | was tal king about," |
told her.

"He didn't understand entirely, but he asked sone questions and now they're
working on it."

"They?"

"Tuck and George are hel ping. CGeorge is very good at it. It seens he is able
to pick out the door."

"Ceorge would be able to," | said.

"I wish you'd stop not liking George," she said.

It was no time to get into a hassle with her, so | went on down the dune.

The three of them were squatting in a rowor at |least the other two of them
were squatting and Hoot was lying there, with his legs buried in the sand.
Tuck was staring fixedly ahead and Snmith had an intense, excited | ook upon his
flabby face. All Hoot's tentacles were extended straight in front of himand
the tips of themwere quivering.

| |1 ooked where Tuck was | ooking and | couldn't see a thing. There was just the
sl ope of the other dune pitching upward to the sky.

| stood quietly behind them and Sara came up and stood beside ne. W didn't

stir a muscle. | didn't know what was goi ng on, but whatever it m ght be,
didn't want to interfere. If they thought there was a chance to bust that door
wi de open, | was all in favor of it.

Suddenly Hoot's tentacles went |inmp and sagged down to the ground. Tuck and
Smith slunped in, upon thenselves. It was quite apparent that whatever they
had tried had fail ed.

"More strength we need," said Hoot. "If all of us, perhaps..."

"Al'l of us?" | asked. "I'mafraid Fmnot good at this sort of thing. Wuat is
it you are trying?"

"We strain upon the door," said Hoot. "W try to pull it



open."

"It still is there," said George. "I can sense the edges of it." "W can try,"
said Sara. "That's the | east that we can do." She squatted down besi de Hoot.
"What do we do?" she asked

"You try to visualize the door," said Tuck

"Then you pull," said Hoot.

"Pull with what?' | asked.

"Wth your mind," Tuck said, nastily. "This is a time, captain, when a big
mout h and nuscles do not help at all."

"Friar Tuck," said Sara coldly, "that was very nuch uncalled for."

"That's all he's been doing," Tuck declared, "ever since we set foot upon the
ship. Yelling at us and pushing us around.”

"Brother," | said, "if that is what you thinks once we're out of this..."

"Be quiet, the two of you," said Sara. "Captain, if you please.”

She patted the sand beside her and | squatted down with the rest of them
feeling nortified and foolish. In all ny life, 1'd never seen such downri ght
stupidity. Ch, there was no doubt about it-there were sonme alien fol k who
could acconplish wonders with their nental powers, but we were human beings
(all of us but one) and the human race had never been noted for anything |like
that. Al though, | thought, take a couple of jerks |like Tuck and George and
anyt hi ng m ght happen.

"Now, please," said Hoot, "all of us together |eave us bring forth the door."
Hs tentacles shot out in front of him so fast they seemed to snap, standing
out rigidly with their tips a-quiver

God knows, | tried to concentrate. | tried to see a door in front of us, and,
so help me, | did see it, a sort of ghostly door with a thin edge of Iight
around it, and once | sawit, | fried to pull on it, but there was nothing on

it for a man to grab a hold of and with nothing to grab a hold on there was
little chance of pulling. But | tried just the same and kept on trying. |
could alnmost feel the fingers of nmy mind trying to get hold of its snooth and
slippery surfaces, then slowy sliding off.

W woul d never make it, | knew. The door seened to be coming open a bit, for
the crack of light around it appeared to have wi dened. But it would take too
| ong; we never could hold out, to get it open w de enough so we could slide

t hr ough.

| was getting terribly tired-both nmentally and physically, it seened-and
knew the others could be in no better shape. W would try again, of course,
and again and again, but we'd be getting weaker all the tine and if we
couldn't get it open in the first several tries, | knew that we were sunk. So
| tried the harder and | seemed to get sonme small hold on it and pulled with
all ny might and could feel the others pulling, too-and the door began to
open, sw nging back toward us on invisible hinges until there was room enough
for a man to get his hand into the crack, that is, if the door had been really
there. But | knew, even as | pulled and sweated nmentally, that the door had no
physi cal existence and that it was sonething a man coul d never lay a hand on
Then, with the door beginning to open, we failed. Al of us together. And
there was no door. There was not hing but the dune clinbing up the sky.
Sonet hi ng crunched behind us and | junped up and swung around. The whee

| oomed tall above us, crunching to a halt, and swarm ng down fromthe green
mass in the center, swi nging down the silvery spider web between the rimand
hub was a blob that dripped. It was not a spider, although the basic shape of
it and the way it came scranmbling down the web brought a spider to one's mnd
A spider woul d have been friendly and cozy al ongside this nonstrosity that
cane crawl i ng down the web. It was a quivering obscenity, dripping with sone
sort of filthy slime, and it had a dozen |l egs or arms, and at one end of the
dri ppi ng bl ob was what m ght have been a face-and there is no way to put into
words the kind of horror that it carried with it, the | oathsome feeling of
uncl eanliness just fromseeing it, as if the very sight of it were enough to
contam nate one's flesh and m nd, the scream ng need to keep one's distance
fromit, the fear that it mght come close enough to touch one.



As it cane down the web it was making a noise and steadily, it seened, the
noi se becane | ouder. Although it had what one could inmagine was its face, it
had no nmouth with which to make the noise, but even with no nouth, the noise
cane out of it and washed over us. In the noise was the crunch of great teeth
splintering bones, mxed with the slobbering of scavenger gul ping at a hasty,
putrid feast, and an angry chittering that had unreason in it. It wasn't any
of these things alone; it was all of themtogether, or the sense of all of

t hem t oget her, and perhaps if a man had been forced to go on listening to it
for Iong enough he m ght have detected in it other sounds as well.

It reached the rimof the wheel and | eaped off the web to | and upon the
dune-spraddl ed there, |loom ng over us, with the filthiness of it dripping off

its body and splashing on the sand. | could see the tiny balls of wet sand
where the nastiness had dropped.
It stood there, raging at us, the noise of it filling all that world of sand

and bounci ng off the sky.

And in the noise there seened to be a word, as if the word were hidden and
enbedded in the strata of the sound. Bowed down beneath that barrage of sound,
it seemed that finally |I could feel-not hear, but feel-the word.

"Begone!" it seemed to shout at us. "Begone! Begone! Begone!"

From somewhere out of that noonlit-starlit night, fromthat |and of heavi ng
dunes, canme a wind, or sonme force like a wind, that hamered at us and drove
us back-al though, come to think of it, it could not have been a wind, for no
cloud of sand came with it and there was no roaring such as a wind woul d make.
But it hit us like a fist and staggered us and sent us reeling back

As | staggered back with the | oathesonme creature still spraddl ed on the dune
and still raging at us, | realized that there was no | onger sand underneath ny
feet, but sone sort of paving.

Then, quite suddenly, the dune was no |onger there, but a wall, as if a door

we could not see had been sl ammed before our faces, and when this happened the
creature's stormof rage canme to an end and in its stead was sil ence.

But not for long, that silence, for Smith began an insane crying. "He is back
again! My friend is back again! He's is in my nmind again! He has come back to
ne.
"Shut up!" | yelled at him "Shut up that yammering!"

He quieted down a bit, but he went on nuttering, flat upon his bottom wth
his legs stuck out in front of himand that silly, sickening | ook of ecstasy
pai nted on his face.

| took a quick | ook around and saw that we were back where we had come from
in that roomwith all the panels and behi nd each panel the shimering features
of anot her worl d.

Safely back, | thought with some thankful ness, but through no effort of our
own. Finally, given time enough, we m ght have haul ed that door w de enough
for us to have gotten through. But we hadn't had to do it; it had been done
for us. A creature fromthat desert world had conme al ong and thrown us out.
The night that had lain over the white world when we had been brought there
had gi ven way to day. Through the nassive doorway, | could see the faint

yel low light of the sun bl ocked out by the towering structures of the city.
There was no sign of the hobbies or the gnoneli ke humanoi d who had picked the
world into which the hobbies threw us.

| shucked up ny britches and took the gun off ny shoulder. | had sonme scores
to settle.

FOUR

W found themin a | arge room which appeared to be a storeroom one flight
down fromthe | obby that had the doors to all those other worlds.

The little gnonelike creature had our |uggage spread out on the floor and was
going through it. Several bundles of stuff had been sorted out and he was
goi ng through another bag, with the rest of it all stacked neatly to one side,
wai ting his attention.



The hobbies stood in a senmicircle about him | ooking on and rocki ng nost
sedately and while they had no expression on their carven faces, | thought
that | detected in thema sense of satisfaction at having made so good a haul
They were so engrossed in what was going on that none of them noticed us unti
we were through the door and had advanced several paces into the room Then

t he hobbi es, seeing us, reared back upon their rockers and the gnonme began to
straighten slowy, as if his back m ght have grown stiff from standing al

bent over to go through our things. Still half bent over, he stared up at us
through a tangle of unruly hair that hung down across his eyes. He | ooked |ike
an English sheepdog | ooki ng up at us.

Al'l of us stopped and stood together. W didn't speak, but waited.

The gnome finally, straightened up by degrees, very cautiously and slowy. The
hobbi es stayed notionl ess, reared back on their rockers.

The gnome rubbed his gnarled hands together. "W were about, nmy lord," he
said, "to cone after you."

| motioned with ny gun toward the |uggage on the floor. He | ooked at it and
shook hi s head.

"Anmere formality," he said. "An inspection for the custons."

"Wth a viewto a heavy tax?" | asked. "A very heavy tax."
"Ch, not at all,"” he said. "It is nerely that there are certain things which
must not be all owed upon the planet. Al though, if you should be willing, a

smal |l gratuity, perhaps. W have so little opportunity to collect anything of
val ue. And we do render services of which you are much in need. The shelter
agai nst the danger and the..."

| 1 ooked around the storeroom It was piled with crates and baskets and ot her
ki nds of |ess conventionalized containers and there were articles of all sorts
al | heaped and pil ed together.

"It seens to me," | said, "that you've been doing not too badly. If you ask
me, | think you had no thought to get us. W could have stayed in that desert
world forever if it had been up to you."

"I swear," he said. "We were about to open up the door. But we became so
interested in the wonderful items that you carried with you that we quite | ost
track of time."

"Way did you put us there to start with?" Sara asked. "In the desert worl d?"
"Why, to protect you fromthe deadly vibrations," be explained. "W,

oursel ves, took cover. Each time a ship lands there are these vibrations. They
al ways cone at night, before the dawning of the day that follows the | anding
of the ship." "An earthquake?" | asked. "A shaking of the planet."” "Not of the
pl anet," said the gnone. "A shaking of the senses. It congeals the brain, it
bursts the flesh. There can nothing live. That is why we put you in that other
worl d-to save your very lives."

He was lying to us. He sinply had to be. O at |east he was |ying about his
intention to bring us back fromthe desert world. The kind of rat he was,
there was no reason that he should. He had everything we had; there would have
been nothing for himto gain by getting us out of the world he'd thrown us

i nto.

"Buster," | said, "I don't buy a word of what you say. Wy should the |anding
of a ship set off vibrations of that kind?"

He | aid a crooked finger alongside his bul bous nose. "The world is closed,"” he
said. "None is welconme here. Wen visitors do conme the world makes certain
that they die before they can |l eave the city. And if they should so nanage to
escape, the planet seals the ship so they can't take off again and spread the
word of what they found."

"And yet," | said, "there is a strong directional beam a homi ng beam
reaching well out into space. A beamto lure themin. You lured us in and you
got rid of us in the desert world and you had everything we had taken fromthe
ship. You had everything but the ship and maybe you are working on how to get
the ship-our ship and all the others that are standing out there, sealed. No
wonder the hobbies insisted on bringing all our |uggage in. They knew what
woul d happen to the ship. Apparently you haven't figured out how to beat this



seal i ng busi ness yet."

He shook his head. "It's a part of the closed planet routine, sir. There mnust
be a way to get around it, but it's not been ciphered yet."

Now t hat he knew | had hi m pegged, he'd not bother to deny it. He'd admit
everything or al nost everything and hope to gain sone credit for being frank
and forthright. Wiy was it, | wondered, that so many primates, no matter where
you found them turned out to be such stinkers?

"Another thing that |I can't cipher," said the gnone, "is how you all got back
here. Never before has there been anyone who coul d cone back from one of the
other worlds. Not till we let themout."

"And you claimyou were going to let us out?"

"Yes, | swear we were. And you can have all your things. W had no intention
of keeping any of them"
"Now, that is fine," | said. "You re becom ng reasonable. But there are other

t hi ngs we want."
He bristled a little. "Li ke what?" he asked.

"Information,” | told him "About another man. A humanoid very nuch |ike us.
He woul d have had a robot with him"
He gl anced around, trying to make up his mnd. | twitched the nuzzle of the

gun and hel ped himnmake it up

"Long ago," he said. "Very |long ago."

"He was the only one to cone? The only one of us?"

"No. Even longer than himthere were others of you. Six or seven of them They
went out beyond the city and that was the last | saw of them"

"You didn't put theminto another world?"

"Why, yes, of course,"” he said. "All who come we put there. It is necessary.
Each arrival triggers another killing wave. Once that killing wave is done, we
are safe until another ship arrives. We put all who arrive into another world,
but we always bring them out."

Perhaps, | admitted to nyself, he was telling us the truth. Although maybe not
all the truth. Perhaps he had anot her angle that he hadn't sprung on us.

Al t hough now, | was fairly certain, even if be had another one he m ght
hesitate to spring it. W had himdead to rights.

"But there is always another killing wave," | rem nded him "when another ship
arrives."

"But only in the city," he told me. "Qut of the city and you are safe from
it."

"And no one, once they arrive, stays in the city?"

"No. They always |eave the city. To hunt for sonething they think they'll find
outside the city. Al of them always bunt for something."

God, yes, | thought, all of themare on the trail of sonething. How many ot her
intelligences, in how many different forns, had heard that voice Smith had
heard and had been lured to followit?

"Do they ever tell you," Sara asked, "what it is they hunt for?"

He grinned crookedly. "They are secretive," he said.

"But this other humanoid,"” Sara reninded him "The one who cane al one,
acconpani ed by the robot..."

"Robot ? You nean the netal humanoid very like hinself?"

"Don't play dumb,” | snapped. "You know what a robot is. Those hobbies there
are robots."

"We not be robots," Dobbin said. "W be honest hobbies."

"You shut up," | said.

"Yes," said the gnone. "The one with the robot. He al so went away and did not
cone back. But in tine the robot did. A though he would tell ne nothing. He
had not a word to say."

"And the robot still is here?" asked Sara.

The gnome said, "A part of himl have. The part that makes him function,

regret very much, is gone. The brain | suppose you call it. The brain of him
is gone. | sold it to the wild hobbies that dwell in the wlderness. Very nmuch

they wanted it, very nmuch they paid. Still | could not refuse them It was



worth ny life to do it."

"Those wi |l d hobbi es?" | asked. "Were do we go to find thenP"

He nade a shrugging nmotion. "No telling that," he said. "They wander w de and
far. Mbdst often they are found north of here. Very wild indeed."

"What did the wild hobbies want of Roscoe's brain?" asked Sara. "What possible
use could it be to thenP"

He spread his hands. "How could | know?" he asked. "They are beings one does
not question closely. Very rough and wild. They have a hobby's body, but heads
t hey have like you, and arms, and they yell nobst loudly and are

unr easonabl e. "

"Centaurs," said Tuck. "There are nmany of them 1 understand, spread

t hr oughout the gal axy. Al npbst as comon as the hunmanoi ds. And they are, |
understand, as the gentleman here says, nobst unreasonable. Although | have
never nmet one."

"You sold themonly the braincase,"” | said. "You still have the robot's body
here.”
"They did not want the body. | still have it here.”

| dropped the space lingo and switched to English, speaking to Sara. "Wat do
you think?" | asked. "Do we try to track down Knight?"

"He woul d be the one..."

"If he is still alive, he'd be an old, old man by now. | think the chances are
he is not alive. The robot cane back. He'd not have left Knight if he were
still alive."

"W mght find out where he was heading," Sara said. "If we could get the
brai ncase and put it back in Roscoe's body, he m ght have sone idea of what
Kni ght was | ooking for and where it nmight be found."

"But he wasn't talking. He wouldn't tell the gnone."

"He mght talk to us," said Sara. "After all, we're his people. It was people
like us who made himand if he had any loyalty, which | suspect he had, that
loyalty also was to a hunman being."

| turned back to the gnone. "All right," | said, "we'll need the robot's body
and maps of the planet. A supply of water. The hobbies to carry us and our
packs and..."

He threw up his hands in horror, backing away from ne, shaking his head
stubbornly fromside to side. "The hobbies you can't have, he said "I have
need of them nysel f"

"You didn't let me finish.," | said. "W are taking you al ong."

"That you cannot do," shrilled Dobbin. "He nust stay to warn the creatures on
i ncom ng ships and get them under cover against the killing wave. Sire, you
nmust understand..."

"We'll take care of all of that," | said. "W'Il shut off the beam If there
is no beamto lure them no one will ever cone."

"But you can't shut it off," wailed the gnome. "No one can do that, for the

| ocation of the transmitter is something that we do not know | have never
found it. | have hunted and the others before nme hunted and it has not been
found. "

He stood before us, dejected. Sonehow or other the props had been knocked out
from under him

"Well, I'lIl be dammed,"” | said.

"It nmakes sense,"” said Sara. "It had me puzzled all the tinme. Woever built
this city installed the beamand our scrawny friend is not the kind of people
who could have built this city. He is sinply living here-a savage living in a
deserted city, picking up whatever scraps he can."

| should have thought of it myself, | knew But |I had been so burned up at
being tossed into the desert world, and burned up, too, when I found the gnone
goi ng through our things that |I'd been out for blood. If that little twerp had
made one wong step, | would have mowed hi m down.

"Tell us," Sara said to him "exactly what you are. It wasn't your people who
built this city, was it?"

H s face was contorted with rage. "You have no right to ask," he screeched.



"It is bad enough wi thout you asking it."

"W have every right to ask," | said. "W need to know exactly what is going
on. I'lIl give you about five seconds."

He didn't take five seconds. He | egs coll apsed and he sat down hard upon the
floor. He wapped his scrawny arms about his middle, hard, and rocked back and
forth as if he had the bellyache.

"Il tell,"” he npaned. "Do not shoot-1'Il tell. But the shame of it! The
shanme, the shane, the shane."
He | ooked up at ne with beseeching eyes. "I cannot lie," he said. "If | could,

| would. But there is soneone here who would know if | were |ying.

"Wio is that?" | asked

"It is ne," said Hoot.

"What have you got?" | asked "A built-in lie detector?"

"One of nmy feeble capabilities,” said Hoot. "Do not ask me how, for | cannot
tell you. Deficiencies | have in amplitude, but of this and several others |
have good command. And this personage, aware of it, has been telling a

senbl ance of the truth, although not in all its fullness."

The gnome was still staring up at me. "It seens that in tinmes like this," he
pl eaded, "us humanoi ds shoul d sonehow stick together. There is a conmon
bond. . ."

| said, "Not between you and |, there isn't."

"You are being hard on him" said Sara.

"M ss Foster," | said, "I haven't even started. | intend to hear this."

"But if he has any reason. "

"He hasn't any reason. Have you a reason, Buster?" He had a good | ook at ne,
then he shook his head.

"My pride is in the dust,” he said. "The nenories of my ancestors are

besmi rched. It has been so |l ong-we pretended for so long that at tinmes even we
oursel ves believed it-that we were the ones who raised this wondrous city. And
if you had et me alone, if you had never cone, | finally could have died
believing it, warmin the pretence that it were we who built it. Then it would
have been all over, it would not have mattered if sonmeone, or all the

uni verse, should know we were not the architects. For | amthe last of us and
there is no one further to whomit will ever matter. There are no others after
me. The duties |I've perforned then will be passed on to the hobbies and in the
fullness of tine they may find sone other to whomthey can pass those duties
on. For there nmust be someone here to warn and save those who arrive upon this
pl anet . "

| 1 ooked toward Dobbin. "Could you tell me," | asked, "what this is al

about ?"

"Nothing I will tell you, sire," said Dobbin. "You cone to us with a heavy
hand. We save your life by putting you in another world, then you suspicion we
will not get you out. You are incensed greatly when you find your benefactor
sati sfying no nore than normal curiosity in an exam nation of your |uggage.
And you talk of the giving of five seconds and you throw your weight around
and act vastly ungracious in every sort of way and you. "

"That's enough fromyou!" | shouted. "I won't take that kind of talk froma
crummy robot!"
"W not be robots," Dobbin primy said. "I have told you, yet and yet again,

that we be but sinple hobbies."

So we were back to that again, to this ridicul ous assertion. This strange and
stubborn pride. If I'd not been so sore at them | would have bust out

| aughing. But as it stood, |I'd had about as much of what was going on as | was
able to take.

| reached down and grabbed the gnonme by the slack of his robe that hung about
his chest and lifted him He dangled and his scrawny | egs kicked and kept on
kicking as if he were trying to run, but couldn't, since his feet were in the
air.

"I"ve had enough of this,” |I told him "I don't know what it is all about and
| don't give a damm, but you're giving us what we need and wi thout any



qui bbling. If you don't, I'll snap your filthy neck."

"Look out!" screaned Sara and as | jerked ny head around, | saw the hobbies
charging us, rocking forward on their rear rockers and their front rockers
lifted menacingly.

| threw the gnonme away. | didn't | ook where | was throwing him | just heaved
hi m out of there and brought up ny gun, renenbering, with a sinking feeling,
the I ack of inpression the | aser beam had made upon that crystal |anding
field.. If the hobbies were fabricated of the sane material, and it |ooked as
if they were, 1'd do just as well by standing off and pegging rocks at them
But even as | brought the rifle up, Hoot scurried quickly forward and as he
scurried forward, suddenly he bl azed. That's an awkward way of saying it, but

I can't think of any other way of describing it. There he was, scanpering
forward, his little feet clicking on the floor, then his body quivered with a
bl ui sh sort of haze, as if he were an electrical transformer that had gone
haywi re. The air seemed to shake and everything did a funny sort of jig, then
it all was over and the way it was before. Except that all the hobbies were
piled into a far corner of the room all tangled up together, with their
rockers waving in the air. | hadn't seen them nove-they just suddenly were
there. It was as if they had been nmoved w thout actually traveling through
space. One instant they had been charging us, with their rockers lifted, the
next instant they were jamred into the corner

"They be all right," said Hoot, apologetically. "They damaged not at all. They
be di scommoded for the nmonment only. They be of use again. Sorry for surprise,
but need of noving rapidly."

The gnome was picking hinmself up slowy fromthe tangle of barrels and boxes
and baskets where | had thrown himand | could see, just by looking at him he
had no fight left in him Neither had the hobbies.

"Tuck," | said, "get moving. Get the stuff together. As soon as we can get the
hobbi es | oaded, we are noving out."

FI VE

The city pressed close. It towered on every side. Its walls were straight up
into the sky and where they stopped (if they did stop, for down at their base
one had the feeling he could not be sure) there existed only a narrow strip of
bl ue, sky so far and faint that it faded out alnost to the whiteness of the
wal I's. The narrow street did not run straight; it jogged and twi sted, a
trickle of a street that ran between the boul ders that were buildings. The
buil dings all were the sanme. There was slight difference anong them There was
no such a concept as architecture, unless one could call straight |ines and
massi veness a kind of architecture.

Everything was white, even the floor of the street we foll owed-and the fl oor
could not be thought of as paving; it was, instead, a floor, a slab that

ext ended between the buildings as if it were a part of them and a slab that
seened to run on forever and forever, without a single joint or seam There
seened no end to it, nor to the city either. One had the feeling that he would
never | eave the city, that he was caught and trapped and that there was no way
out .

"Captain," said Sara, wal king along beside nme, "I'mnot entirely sure
approve of the manner in which you handl e things."
| didn't bother to answer her. | knew that dissatisfaction with me had been

ni bbling at her for days-on board the ship and after we had | anded. Sooner or
later, it was certain that she would get around to chewi ng on me about it and
there was nothing | could have said that would have nade a difference.

| threw a gl ance over ny shoul der and saw that the others were coning al ong
behi nd us-Smith and Tuck riding two of the-hobbies and the rest of them | oaded
with our supplies and tins of water. Behind the hobbies came Hoot, |ike a dog
hazing a flock of sheep, and at tines sidewheeling along the way a dog will
run. H's body was built Iowto the ground and on each side of it he had a
coupl e of dozen stubby legs, like a centipede, and | knew that so |ong as he



was back there behind them the hobbies would try no nonkey busi ness. They
were scared pink of him

"You are heavy handed," Sara said when | didn't answer her. "You sinply bul
ahead. You have absolutely no finesse and | think in tine that can lead to
trouble."

"You are tal king about the gnone,"” | said.

"You coul d have reasoned with him"

"Reasoned with himand he about to steal us blind?"

"He said he woul d have gotten us out of that other world," she said, "and |I'm
inclined to have believed him There have been other parties here and he nust
have pul |l ed them back out of the worlds he put themin and | et them go ahead."
"In such a case,"” | said, "please account for all that |oot he had the
storeroom jamed with."

"He maybe stole sone of it," admtted Sara, "or he ran a bluff and got sone of
it before they started out or sone of the expeditions failed and he went out
and picked up the stuff after they had failed."

It was possible, | knew, any one of the alternatives she suggested could be
possi bl e. But sonmehow | didn't think so. The gnone had said that we had been
the first to get out of one of the other worlds without any help fromhim but
that coul d have been a lie, perhaps calculated to make us feel good about
being so smart we had gotten out of it. And we really hadn't gotten out of it.
W' d been thrown out of it, and there was a good chance that sone of the other
parties that had | anded here had been thrown out as well. The residents of

t hose other worlds nust by now be tired of having soneone keep on dunpi ng
aliens in on them

But not all of the people dunped into those other worlds would have been
thrown out and that woul d have meant that the gnone and his pals, the hobbies,
woul d have had good pickings. Although what good all that stuff was doing them
was hard to figure out. They couldn't begin to use all of it and on a pl anet
such as this, with a built-in trap for any who night land on it, there'd be
little chance of trading with soneone out in space. The gnome apparently did a
little local trading, for he'd sold Roscoe's braincase to a centaur tribe, but
the local trading couldn't anount to so very nuch.

"Speaki ng of the gnone," said Sara. "At first you threatened you'd bring him
along with us and then you didn't bring him Personally, since we're running

this kind of show, I'd feel better if we had himwhere we could keep an eye on
him"
"1 couldn't stand his whining and his bawing," | told her, shortly. "And,

besi des, once it becane apparent we weren't hauling himal ong, he got so happy
about it that he let us take the other things we needed w thout any argumnent.
Including what is left of Roscoe and all that water and the naps."

We wal ked in silence for a nonment, but she still wasn't satisfied. She was
sore at me. She didn't like the way | operated and she neant to tell me so,
very forcefully, and she wasn't having much success.

"I don't like this Hoot of yours,"” she said. "He's a crawmy sort of creature."

"He saved our necks when the hobbies went for us,” | said. "I suppose you're
all knotted up because you don't understand what he used to hit the hobbies.
Me, | don't care what he used, just so he still has it and can use it again if

we get into ajam And | don't care how crawly he may seem just so he stays
with us. W need a guy like him"

She flared at me. "That's a crack at the rest of us. You don't |ike George and
you don't like Tuck and you're barely civil to me. And you call everybody
Buster, | don't |ike people who call other people Buster."

| took a | ong, deep breath and began to count to ten, but | didn't wait til
ten.

"M ss Foster,"” | told her, "you undoubtedly recall all that noney you
transferred to my account on Earth. All I'mtrying to do nowis to earn al
that lovely noney. And I'mgoing to earn it no matter what you do or say. You
don't have to like nme. You don't have to approve of anything | do. But you're
signed onto this harebrained schene just like all the rest of us and I'min



charge of it because you put nme in charge of it and I"'mgoing to stay in
charge of it and you haven't a dammed thing to say about it until we're back
on Earth again-if we are ever back."

| didn't know what she might do. | didn't care too nuch.

Thi s busi ness had been building up for a long time now, since shortly after we
had taken off from Earth and there had to be an end to it or we'd all go down
the drain. Although, to tell the truth, | figured we were part-way down the
drain al ready. There was somet hing about the planet that nmade a nman
uneasy-sonething furtively vicious, a hard coldness like the coldness of a
squinted eye, a thing a man couldn't put a finger on and perhaps was afraid to
put a finger on because of what he'd find. And how were we to get off the

pl anet with our ship seal ed shut?

| thought maybe she'd stop right there in the street and throw a tantrum at

me. | thought maybe she nmight try to brain me with her rifle or maybe try to
shoot nme.

She did nothing of the sort. She just kept wal ki ng al ong besi de nme. She never
broke her stride. Then quietly, alnost conversationally, she said, "Wat a

sl eazy son-of-a-bitch you turned out to be."

And it was all right. | probably deserved it. 1'd been rough on her, but 1'd
had to be. She had to understand and, anyhow, |'d been called | ot worse things
than that.

W kept wal king along and | wondered what tine it was.

My watch said we'd been wal king down the street for a bit better than six
hours, but that didn't nmean a thing, for | hadn't the | east idea of how I ong
this planet's day m ght be.

| tried to keep a sharp | ookout as we went along, but | had no idea what | was
wat ching for. The city seemed deserted, but that didn't mean there couldn't be
somet hing very nasty in it that mght come popping out at us. It was all too
qui et and innocent. A place like this begged for someone or something to be
living init.

The streets were narrow, the one that we were followi ng and the others that
ran off fromit. The buildings rose straight up fromthem and went soaring
upward. There were occasional breaks in the blank, white walls that probably
were wi ndows, but didn't | ook Iike windows. Usually several small,
unpretentious doors fronted the street fromeach building, but at tinmes there
were great ranps |eading up through a recess sliced out of a building' s front
up to massive doors that stood several stories high. Sel domwere any of these
doors cl osed; nost of them stood open. Soneone, sonetime, had built this city
and used it for a while and then had wal ked away fromit, not even bothering
to close the doors when they turned their backs on it.

The street jogged suddenly and as we canme around the corner we were | ooking
down a narrow | ane where the street ran straight for a nuch greater distance
than it had run straight all the tine we had traveled on it. And far off, at
the end of the street, stood a tree, one of those great trees that towered
above the city. W had seen sonme of them when we'd been out on the | anding
field, but this was the first one we'd seen since. Traveling in the street,

t he buil dings stood so high that they cut off the sight of everything that
wasn't directly overhead.

| stopped and Sara stopped beside nme. Behind us the hobbies shuffled to a
halt. Now that the clanking of the hobbies' rockers was still | could hear the
crooni ng sound. | had been hearing it for sone tinme, | realized, but had paid
no attention to It, for it had been blotted out by the noise nmade by the
rockers.

But the hobbi es were standing silent now and the crooning still kept on and
when | swung around | saw it came fromSnmith. He was sitting in the saddl e,
rocking gently back and forth and he was meki ng these cooi ng sounds like a
happy baby.

| was standing there and sayi ng not hi ng when Sara said, "Wll, go ahead and
say it."

"I haven't said a thing," | told her, "and | won't say anything. But if he



doesn't shut his trap, I'lIl rig a nuzzle for him"

"I't's only happiness," said Tuck. "Surely, captain, you can't conplain at a
little happiness. W are getting very close, it seens, to the creature that
has been talking with himall these years and he's al nost beside hinmself with
an i nner happiness."

Smith paid no attention to what was going on. He just sat hunped there on the
hobby, crooning to hinself Iike a half-wit baby.

"Let's get on," | said. | had been ready to call a halt so we could rest and
have a bite to eat, but for some reason this didn't seemto be the place for
it. Although naybe that wasn't it at all-maybe | wanted to get going so that

t he sound of the hobbies' rockers would drown out that sound of crooning.

| expected Sara mi ght protest that | was driving everyone too hard, that it
was tinme to take a rest, but she fell into step beside me and we went on down
the street wi thout a word from her.

The tree that stood at the end of the street kept getting bigger all the tine,
or seemed to be getting bigger. It was only, of course, that as we drew cl oser
toit, we began to get a better perspective of it. Finally we could see that
it stood a little distance beyond where the street cane to an end and that it
seened to be twice as tall, perhaps nore than twice as tall, as the buil dings
that stood on either side of the street. And that nmeant twi ce as tall as any
of the buildings in the city, for the buildings here were as tall as any we'd
seen in the center of the city.

The sun was slanting toward the west when we finally reached the end of the
street, and it really was the end. The city stopped, just like that, and open
country lay beyond, a red and yellow | and, not exactly desert, but very close
toit, aland with buttes and the far-off blue of nmountain ranges and here and
there the trees. There was other vegetation, little scrubby stuff, but the
only thing that reached any height were those nonstrous trees. Only the one of
them was cl ose, perhaps three mles or so away, although it was hard,
admttedly, to judge its distance.

The street ended and a trail went on as a continuation of it-not a road, but a
trail that over many years had been worn down a couple of feet or so into the

very soil. It went winding out, twisting and turning, into that red and yell ow
land. A nile or so beyond the city stood a single building, not as nassive as
the buil dings that made up the city, but still good-sized. It was not |ike the

buil dings of the city, not just one huge rectangul ar nass. Rather, it was a
frothy sort of thing, but solid and w thout any foolishness about its
frothiness. It was built of sone kind of red material and that al one was
enough to set it out fromthe whiteness of the buildings in the city. It had
spires and towers and what seened to be w ndows, high up, and a huge ranp
sprang up to three mghty doors that stood open on its front.

"Captain Ross," said Sara, "perhaps we should call a halt. It's been a | ong,
hard day."

Maybe she expected that | would argue with her, but | didn't. It had been a
long, hard day and it was time to call a halt. | should have done it sooner
perhaps, but | had felt an itch to get out of the city, if that were possible.
W' d been marching steadily for eight hours or nmore and the sun still was only
alittle better than hal fway down the western sky. There still would be
several hours of light, but we'd done enough for one day. The days nust run
long here, | told nyself.

"Over by the building," | suggested. "After we set up camp, we can have a | ook
at it."
She nodded and we started out again. Smith still was crooning, but you could

only hear the crooning in between the creaking sounds made by the rockers of
the hobbies. If he kept it up once we set up canp, |'d be hard put to keep
frombelting himinto at [east a senblance of silence. To let himkeep on with
that silly sound was nore than a nman should have to stand.

Inside the city we had been shielded fromthe sun, but now the sun was

war mnot hot, but warm wi th that wel come, hearteni ng warmess one associ at es
with spring. It felt good just to be walking in the sunlight. The air was



clean and had a sharpness to it and it carried in it a redolent scent of
vegetation, a resinous, spicy scent that tingled in the nostrils.

Ahead of us the red building stood stark agai nst the cloudl ess sky, its towers
and spires seeming to reach up to pierce that very sky. It was good to get out
of the city, to be where we could see the sky again, and it gave nme the
feeling that we were finally on our way, wherever we were going.

I wondered once again just how crazy one could get. If we followed this
snaking trail we just mght find the centaur people who had bought Roscoe's
brain and if they still happened to have it they might sell it back to us, and
if we could get it sonehow we could pop it back into Roscoe's body and just
possi bly he might be able to tell us what the whole thing was about.

In ny tine |'d been on w | d-goose chases of my own, but to whonp up a honey, |
told nyself, it took a fenmale big gane hunter and a dreaming blind man and a
sneaky little religico with dirty fingernails. There m ght be better

conbi nati ons, but until a better one cane along, those three would stand as

t ops.

W were about hal fway to the building when behind nme startled, frightened
screans burst out and as | turned | saw the hobbi es chargi ng down upon us.
Hardly thinking of what | was doing, | dived sidewi se off the trail and as |
di ved caught Sara around the waist and carried her along with me. Together we
rolled out to one side of the path and the hobbi es went rushing past us, their
rockers noving so fast they seemed to be a blur. Both Smith and Tuck where
hangi ng on to the saddl es desperately and Tuck's brown robe was fl ow ng out
behi nd him snapping in the wind. The hobbi es were pounding as hard as they
could go straight for the ranp that led into the building, scream ng as they
went - screans that sent cold shivers running up ny spine.

| was hal fway to nmy feet when sonething expl oded just above ny head, not a

| oud expl osion, but rather a nuffled thunp, and dark red pellets went whizzing
t hrough the air and bounci ng on the ground.

| didn't know what was going on, but it was quite apparent that this was not a
pl ace to stay. The hobbi es m ght know what was happeni ng and they had headed
for the ramp and | was nore than willing to do ny best to follow | jerked
Sara to her feet and we started running for the ranp.

Of to the right was another thunmp and nore of the dark-red pellets went
skittering across the ground, raising little puffs of dust as they bounced

al ong.

"It's the tree!" cried Sara, gasping for breath. "The tree is throw ng things
at us!"

| jerked up my head and saw that a number of dark balls were flying through
the air above us and they certainly did seemto be coming fromthe tree.

"Look out!" | yelled at Sara and gave her a push that sent her staggering to
the ground, falling there myself. Above us the dark balls were going thunp!

t hunp! thunmp! and the air seenmed to be filled with the pellets, whizzing

wi ckedly. One caught me in the ribs and it felt as if a mule had kicked me and
anot her clipped nme on the cheek

"Now " | yelled at Sara and jerked her to her feet She broke free of ny
clutching hand and beat me to the ranp. Al around us the dull thunps were
expl odi ng and the floor of the ranp danced with the bouncing pellets, but 'we
made it up the ranp without being hit and stunbled through the door

The others all were there, the hobbies huddled in a frightened group and Hoot
scurrying up and down in front of them like a worried sheepdog. Tuck was
slunped in his saddle and Smith had quit his crooning, but instead of
slunping, he was sitting straight or as straight as his tubbiness would | et
him and his face was glowing with a silly sort of happi ness that was

downri ght frightening.

Qut side the door the dark balls still were plunging in and exploding wth
their nuffled crunps, throwi ng out sprays of the whizzing pellets that struck
and bounced in dancing frenzy all along the ranp.

| took a | ook at Sara and she was - sonewhat nussed. Her natty explorer outfit
was wrinkled and dusty and she had a dark snudge across one cheek



I grinned at her. Through it all, | saw, she'd hung onto her rifle. | wondered
if she had it glued to her

Sonet hing small and running very fast went past nme and then another one and as
the tiny runners burst out onto the ranp | saw they were ratlike creatures.
Each of them grabbed one of the bouncing pellets in their mouth, grabbing them
even as they bounced, and then they were coming back, with their rodent teeth
| ocked about the pellets.

From t he darkness behind us cane a rustling sound, interspersed with squeaks,
and a second | ater hundreds of those ratlike creatures were pouring past us,
runni ng between our feet, bunping against our legs in their nmaddened haste,

all heading for the ranp and t he bounci ng pellets.

Wth the coming of the ratlike horde, the hobbies had scurried to one side,
beyond the doorway, to get out of the way. We followed the hobbies. The little
scurrying animals paid us no attention. Their only interest were the pellets
and they dashed back and forth, fetching and carrying as if their lives
depended on it, running into one another, |eaping over one another, each one
for itself.

Qutside the dark balls kept coming in, bursting with dull thunps, continuing
to scatter pellets.

Hoot came over beside ne, pulled up his feet and col |l apsed upon his belly. He
et his tentacles down upon the floor

"They harvest food," he said, "against the com ng of the great hunger."

| nodded. It made sense, of course. The dark balls were pods filled with seeds
and this broadcasting of themwas the nmethod by which the trees could give
them distribution. But they |ikew se were sonething nore than pods of seed.
They coul d be used as weapons and they had been used on us. As if the tree had
been aware of us and once we'd cone in range, had opened fire. If the range
had been a little shorter and if we'd been trapped out in the open, they could
have done us damage. My ribs still ached fromthe hit 1'd taken and there was
alittle scratch along one cheek that was very tender. W had been extrenely

l ucky that the building had been cl ose.

Sara sat down upon the floor and laid her rifle in her lap

"You all right?" | asked.

"Tired is all," she said. "I suppose there is no reason we can't canp right
here.”

| 1 ooked around and saw that Tuck had gotten off his hobby, but Smith stil

was sitting in the saddle, bolt upright, as straight as he could sit, with his
head held tall and rigid, twisted a little to one side, as if he were
listening. On his face he still wore that idiotic, terrifying happi ness.
"Tuck," | said, "would you and George unl oad the hobbies. 1'll | ook around for
wood. "

W had a canp stove with us, but there was no sense in using up the fuel if we
could rustle wood. And there is, as well, sonething to be said in favor of a
canpfire as a thing to sit around and tal k.

"I can't get himdown," said Tuck, alnmost weeping. "He won't listen to ne. He
won't pay attention.”

"What's the matter with hin? Was he hit?"

"I don't think so, captain. | think he has arrived."

"You nean the voice..."

"Right here in this building," said Tuck. "At one tine it m ght have been a
temple. It has a religious look to it."

From the outside, come to think of it, it had had a churchy | ook but you
couldn't get much idea of how it |ooked inside. By the door, with the sunlight
slanting fromthe west, there was plenty of light, but other than that the
interior was dark.

"We can't leave himsitting there all night," | said. "W've got to get him
down. You and | together can pull himfromthe saddle."

"Then what ?" asked Tuck

"What do you nean then what ?"

"W take himdown tonight. What do we do tonorrow?"



"Way, hell," | said, "that's sinple. If he doesn't snap out of it, we boost
himin the saddle. Tie himon so he can't fall off."

"You mean you'd cart himoff again when be finally had arrived? When he had
finally reached the place he's been yearning toward for a great part of his
life?"

"What are you trying to say?" | yelled. "That we shoul d hunker down and squat
right here and never | eave because this blubbering idiot. "

"I must remind you, captain,” Tuck said, nastily, "that it was this bl ubbering
i di ot who charted the way for us. If it had not been for him "
"CGentlenen," said Sara, getting to her feet, "please | ower your voices. |
don't know if you realize it, captain, but we may not be | eaving here as soon
as you mght think."

"Not |eaving here," | said, between ny teeth. "Wat is there to stop us?"
She gestured toward the doorway. "Qur friend, the tree," she said, "has us
zeroed in. |'ve been watching. Al the stuff he's throwing at us is |anding on

the ranp. There aren't any misses. It would be worth your life to step outside
that door. Fast as they are noving and little as they are, those
seed-gat hering animals are taking casualties,"

| saw that the ramp still seenmed alive with the bouncing, dancing seeds and
here and there upon it lay tiny bodies, linmp and notionl ess.

"The tree will get tired of it," I said. "It will run out of energy or out of
anmmuni tion. "

She shook her head. "I don't think so, captain. How tall would you say that

tree mght be. Four nmiles? Five mles? Wth foliage froma few hundred feet
off the ground to its very top. The spread of the foliage at its w dest point
close to a mle, perhaps. How many seed pods do you think a tree |ike that

m ght bear ?"

| knew that she was right. She had it figured out. If the tree wanted to, it
coul d keep us pinned down for days.

"Dobbin," | said, "maybe you can tell us what is going on. Wiy is the tree
peggi ng pods at us?"

"Noble sir," said Dobbin, "nothing will | tell you. | go with you. | carry
your possessions. No further will | do. No information will we give and no

hel p. Most shabbily you have treated us and in nmy heart | cannot find the
reasons for doing further for you."

Hoot came anbling out of the dark interior of the building, his tentacles
wavi ng, the eyes on the end of the two of themshining in the |ight.

"M ke," he hooted at nme, "a curious feel this place has about it. O old
nmysteries. O much tine and strangeness. There be sonething here, a sonething
that falls mnutely short of a soneone being."

"So you think so, too," | said.
| had another look at Smith. He hadn't noved a nuscle. He still sat bolt
upright in the saddle and his face still was frozen with that dreadful

happi ness. The guy was no |longer with us. He was a uni verse away.

"I'n many ways," said Hoot, "there is a confort in it, but so strange a confort
that one nust quail in fear at the concept of it. | speak, you understand, as
an observer only. One such as | can take no part in such a confort. Mich
better confort and refuge can | have if | so desire. But it be information

impart nmost willingly if it be of service."

"Well," said Sara, "are you two going to get George down off that hobby or do
you plan to | eave himthere?

"It looks to me," | said, "as if it makes no difference to himif he stays up

there or not, but let us get himdown."

Tuck and | between us hauled himfromthe saddl e and | ugged hi macross the
floor and propped hi mup against the wall beside the door. He was |inp and
unresi sting and he made no sign to indicate that he was aware of what was
goi ng on.

I went over to one of the hobbies and unl ashed a pack. Rummaging in it, |
found a flashlight.

"Come on, Hoot," | said. "lI'"mgoing to scout around and see if | can find sone



wood. There nust be sone old furniture or such.”

Movi ng back into the building, | saw that it was not as dark as | had thought
at first. It was the contrast of the brightness of the sunlight pouring

t hrough the door that had made it seem so dark. But neither was it light. An
eerie sort of twilight filled the place |ike snoke and we noved through it as
t hough we moved through fog. Wth Hoot pattering al ong beside nme, we went
deeper into the interior of the building. There wasn't nuch to see. The walls
were bl ocked out by the twilight mst. Here and there objects | ooned up
darkly. Far overhead a glint of light showed here and there, let in by sone
chink or window Of to our right flowed a tide of busy little ratlike
creatures harvesting the seeds. | shone the light on themand little red,
burni ng eyes glowed fiercely back at us. | snapped off the Iight. They gave ne
t he creeps.

Sonet hing tapped ny arm | gl anced down and saw that Hoot was tapping me with
a tentacle. He pointed silently with another one. | |ooked and saw the heap, a
mound of bl ackness, not neat and rounded, but a little ragged, as if a pile of
junk had been thrown into a pile.

"Maybe wood, " said Hoot

W wal ked toward it and it was | arger and farther off than we had thought it
was, but we finally reached it and | threw a beam of |ight upon it. There was
wood, all right-broken, shattered sticks and chunks of it, as if soneone had
smashed up a bunch of furniture and heaved it in a pile. But there was nore

t han wood. There was netal, too, sone of it rusted and eroded, but sone of it
still bright. At one time chunks of netal had been fashioned, apparently into
tools or instruments, but they had been bent and tw sted out of shape. Soneone
had done a good wrecking job, as good a one upon the netal objects as had been
done upon the furniture. And there was, as well, what seened to be hunks of
torn cloth and sone strangely shaped chunks of wood with fiber tied about

t hem

"Much rage," said Hoot, "expended upon objects of inanimtion. Mystery very
deep and logic hard to come by."

I handed himthe flashlight and he wapped a tentacle about it and held it
steady so | could see. | knelt and began to pick up wood and load it on one
arm selecting pieces that were canpfire length. It was dry and heavy and it
shoul d make good fuel and there was a lot of it and we'd not run out of it, no
matter how | ong we mght be forced to stay. | picked up one of the strangely
shaped pieces with fabric tied about it and, seeing ny nistake, was about to
throwit to one side when the thought occurred to nme that the fiber m ght
serve as, tinder, so left it on the |oad.

| built nyself a good arm oad and rose slowy to ny feet. The wood was | oaded
in the crook of ny left armand | found that | needed my right hand to keep
the load fromsliding | oose.

"You hang onto the light," | said to Hoot. "I need all the arnms | have."

He didn't answer and when | | ooked down at him | saw that he was rigid. He
had stiffened out like a dog pointing at a bird and two of his tentacres were
poi nted straight up at the ceiling-if the building had a ceiling.

| glanced up and there was nothing there to see, except that | had the feeling
I was | ooking up onto a great expanse of space, that the space extended,

wi thout interruption, fromthe floor on which | stood up to the very top of

all the spires and turrets.

And out of that extent of space came a whisper that grew in volune-the sound
of many w ngs beating frantically and fast, the sane harsh whi spering that
could be heard when a flock of feeding birds burst froma marshy stretch of
ground and beat across the sky. But it was no sudden rush of hurried flight
that existed for a nonment and then was done with. As we stood |istening on the
floor below, it kept on and on and on. Sonewhere up there in the msty

dar kness that marked the building' s upper structure a great mgration seened
to be taking place, with mllions of wings beating out of nowhere into
nowhere. They-whatever they coul d have been that had the beating w ngs-were
not merely circling in that space above our heads. They were flying with a



steady, alnmost frantic, purpose, and for a nmoment of that flight they crossed
t hose few thousand feet of enptiness that | oomed above us and then were gone
whil e others took their place, a steady streamof others, so that the rush of
wi ngs was never broken. | strained ny eyes to see them but there was nothing
to be seen. They were too high to see or they were invisible or, | thought,
they m ght not be even there. But the sound was there, a sound that in sone
other time or place m ght not be remarkable, but that here was remarkabl e and,
unaccount ably, had the freezing inpact of the great unknowable. Then, as
suddenly as they had conme, the beating wings were gone; the m gration ended,
and we stood in a silence that was so thick it thundered.

Hoot |let down his two pointing tentacles "Here they were not," he said ' They
wer e ot herwhere”

I mredi ately as he said it, | knew he had been feeling the same thing |I'd been
sensing, but had not really realized. Those w ngs-the sound of those w ngs-had
not been in that space where we had heard them but in some other space, and

we had only heard them through some strange spatio-tenporal echo. | don't know
why | thought that; there was no reason to.
"Let's get back," | said to Hoot. "All of us must be hungry. It's been a |ong

time since we've eaten. Or had any sleep. How about you, Hoot? | never thought
to ask. Can you eat the stuff we have?"

"I in nmy second self," he said. And | recalled what he had said before. In his
second sel f (whatever that m ght be) he had no need of food.

W went back to the front of the building. The hobbies were standing in a
circle, with their heads all pointing inward. The packs had been taken off

their backs and were stacked against the wall, close behind the doors.
Al ongside themsat Smith, still slunped, still happy, still out of the world,
like an inflated doll that had been tossed against a wall, and beside hi mwas

propped t he body of Roscoe, the brainless robot. The two of them were ghastly
things to see, sitting there together

The sun had set and outside the doors lay a dusk that was not quite so thick
as the dusk inside the building. The ratlike creatures still were pouring out
t he door and pouring back again, harvesting the seeds.

"The firing has slacked off," said Sara, "but it picks up again as soon as you
stick out your head."

"l suppose you did," | said.

She nodded. "There wasn't any danger. | ducked back in again, real fast. I'ma
terrible coward when it comes to things like that. But the tree can see us. |
amsure it can."”

| dunped my arnl oad of wood. Tuck had unpacked sone pots and pans and a coffee
pot stood ready.

"Just about here?" | asked. "Close to the door so the snpbke has a chance of
getting out"

Sara nodded. "I'm beat out, captain,” she said. "Fire and food will be good
for all of us. Wat about Hoot? Can he..."

"He isn't doing any eating or any drinking," | explained. "He's in his second

state, but let's not talk about it."

She caught my meani ng and nodded.

Tuck came up beside ne and squatted down. "That |ooks to be good wood," he
said. "Were did you find it?"

"There's a heap of junk back there. Al sorts of stuff."

| squatted down and took out mnmy knife. Picking up one of the smaller sticks,
began to whittle off sonme shavings. | pushed themin a pile, then reached for
the piece of wood that had the fiber tied to it. |I was about to rip sonme of
the fiber | oose when Tuck put out a hand to stop ne.

"Just a second, captain.”

He took the piece of wood out of ny hands and turned it so that it caught sone
of the feeble light still coming fromthe doorway. And now, for the first
time, | saw what it was that | had picked up. Until that noment it had been
not hing nore than a stick of wood with some straw or grass tied to it. "A
doll," said Sara, in surprise



"Not a doll," said Tuck. H s hands were shaking and he was cl utching the dol
hard, probably in an attenpt to keep his hands from shaking. "Not a doll. Not
an idol. Look at its face!"

In the twilight the face was surprisingly plain to see. It was barely human.
Primate, perhaps, although I couldn't be sure it was even that. But as |

| ooked at it, | felt a sense of shock; human or not, it was an expressive
face, and never had | seen a face with so nuch sadness in it or so nuch
resignation to the sadness. It was no fancy carving. The face, in fact, was
crude, it had been sinply hacked out of a bl ock of wood.

The whol e thing had about it the | ook of a primtive corncob doll. But the
knowi ng hands that had carved the face, driven by God knows what sadness of
their own, had caught within its planes a msery of existence that wenched
one's heart to see.

Tuck slowy raised the doll in both his hands and clutched it tight against
his breast. He | ooked fromone to the other of us.

"Don't you see?" he cried at us. "Don't you understand!"

SI X

Ni ght had fallen. The fire carved a magic circle of I|ight out of the darkness
that pressed in all about us. Back of me |I could hear the gentle creak as the

hobbi es rocked gently back and forth. Smith still spraw ed |inp against the
wall. We had tried to rouse himto give himfood, but there was no such thing
as rousing him He was sinply a sack, still with us in body, but certainly not

in mnd; his mnd was sonewhere el se. Beside himleaned the nmetallic body of
the mi ndl ess robot, Roscoe. And off a little ways sat Tuck with that doll of
his clutched tight against his breast, not noving, with his eyes staring out
into the darkness.

W were off to a damm poor start, | thought. Already the expedition had
started to fall apart.

"Where is Hoot?" asked Sara.

"OFf sonewhere,” | said. "Prowing. He's a restless sort of being. Hadn't you
ought to try to get some sl eep?"

"And you'll sit up and watch?"

"I"mnot Launcelot,” | told her. "if that's what you're getting at. You can
depend on it-1'll rout you out later on so | can get sone sack tine."
"Inalittle while," she said. "Did you happen to notice this place is built
of stone?"

"I suppose | had," | said. "I hadn't thought about it."

"Not like the buildings in the city," she said. "This one is made of honest
stone. I'mnot up on stone. Looks like granite, maybe. You have any idea what
the city m ght be nade of ?"

"Not stone," | said. "That stuff was never quarried fromthe ground. Sone sort

of fabricated material, nost |likely. Chemical, perhaps. The atons bonded nore
tightly than anything we know. Nothing in God's world, nmore than likely, could
pull that stuff apart. When | fired the laser bolt into the landing field, the
field wasn't even scorched."

"You know chenistry, captain?"

| shook ny head. "Not so you would notice."

"The people who built this building didn't build the city. A nore ancient

peopl e.

"We can't know that," | said. "There is no way of knowing how long the city's
stood. It would take millions of years for it to show any wear or erosion-if
it would ever showit."

W sat in silence for a moment. | picked up a stick of wood and poked the

sticks in the fire together. The fire blazed up

"Come norning, captain?" she asked.

"What do you nean come norni ng?"

"What do we do' then?"

"W go on if the tree will let us. W have sonme footl oose centaurs to find, to



see if they have a braincase and if we can get the braincase.
She nodded her head in Snmith's direction. "What of hinP" she asked.

"Maybe he'll cone to by then. If not we sling himon a hobby. And if Tuck
doesn't snap out of his trance by then, 1'll kick himback to life."

"But George was | ooking for sonething, too. And he has found what he was

| ooking for."

"Look," | said, "who was it that bought the, ship and paid the bill? Wo
brought Smith to this place? Don't tell nme that you are ready to cave in and
stop short of what you are | ooking for because a creep like Smith goes all of
a sudden linp on us."

"l don't know," she said. "If it hadn't been for him.."

"Al'l right, then." | said. "Let's just |eave himhere. If that is what he
wants. |If he's gotten to the place he was ainmng for..."

"Captain!" 'she gasped. "You wouldn't do a thing like that!"

"What makes you think I wouldn't?"

"There nust be some humanity in you. You wouldn't turn your back..."

"He's the one who is turning his back on us. He has what he wants. . ."

"How do you know he has?"

That's the trouble with women. No logic. She had told ne that this silly Smith
had gotten where he was going. But when | said the sane thing, she was set to
ar gue.

"I don't know anything," | said. "Not for certain.”

"But you'll go ahead and nmake deci sions."

"Sure," | said. "Because if | don't we could sit here forever. And we're in no
situation to be sitting still. W may have a long way to go and we've got to

keep on noving. "

| got up and wal ked over to the door and stood there, |ooking out. There was
no moon and the night was dark and there were no stars. A whiteness of the
city was distinguishable in the darkness. A hazy and uncertain horizon | ed off
beyond the city. There was nothing el se that could be seen

The tree had stopped its bombing and with all the seeds duly gathered in, the
ratli ke creatures had gone back to wherever they had come from

Maybe, | thought, if we sneaked out right now we mght be able to make it past
the tree. But | sonehow doubted it. | didn't think darkness made that nuch
difference to the tree. It certainly didn't see us, for since when did trees
have eyes. It nust sense us in some other way. It had stopped the bonbing,

per haps, because it figured it had us pinned down, knowing that it could start
up again if we so nuch as tried to nove, maybe even know ng sonmehow we'd not
be apt to nove at night.

But even so the thought of trying for it in the dark had sone attraction for
me. But we'd be plunging headlong into terrain we knew nothing of, trying to
follow a path that we could not see and had never travel ed. And, besides, we
were too beat out to try it. W needed a good night's rest.

"Why are you here with us, captain?' asked Sara fromthe fire. "Even fromthe
first you had no belief in the venture."

I went back to the fire and sat down beside her

"You forgot," | said. "All that nmoney that you shoved at ne. That's why |'m
doing it."

"That's not all of it," she said. "The noney woul d not have been enough. You
were afraid you' d never get back into space again. You saw yourself cooped up
on Earth forever and even that first day you landed, it was gnawi ng on you."
"What you really want to know," | said, "is why | had to make the run for
Earth, why | sought sanctuary. You' re aching to know what sort of crimna

you' ve been traveling with. How come you didn't get all the sordid details?
You knew everything else, even to the mnute | would Iand? 1'd shake up that
intelligence systemof yours, if | were you. Your operatives failed."

"There were a lot of stories," she said. "They couldn't all be true. There was
no way of telling which one of themwas true. But I'Il say this nuch for
you-you have space shook up. Tell me, Captain Ross, was it the swi ndle of al
time?"



"I don't know," | said. "I wasn't out to break a record, if that is what you
mean. "

"But a planet was involved. That is what | heard and it made sense because you
were a planet hunter. Was it as good as they said it was?"

"M ss Foster," | said, "it was a beauty. It was the kind of planet Earth was
before the Ice Age hit."

"Then what went wong? There were all sorts of stories. One said there was a
virus of some sort. Another said the climate was erratic. One said there
wasn't any planet."

| grinned at her. | don't know why | grinned. It was no grinning natter

"There was only one thing wong," | said. "Such a little thing. It already was
i nhabited by intelligences."

"But you woul d have known..."

"Not necessarily," | said. "There weren't nmany of them And they were hard to
spot. What do you | ook for when you search a planet for intelligence?"

"Way, | don't know, " she said.

"Nor do I" | said.
"But you. "
"I hunted planets. | did not survey them No planet hunter is equipped to

survey a planet. He can get an idea of what it's |like, of course. But he
hasn't got the gadgets or the manpower or the savvy to dig deeply intoit. A
survey made by the man who finds it would have no | egal standing.

Under st andabl y, there might be certain bias. A planet must be certified.

"But certainly you had it certified. You could not have sold it until it was
certified."

| nodded. "A certified survey," | said. "By a reputable surveying firm It
cane out conpletely clean and | was in business. | made just one mi stake.

paid a bonus for themto pile in their equipnment and their crews and get the
job done fast. A dozen realty firnms were bidding for the property and | was
afraid that someone el se might turn up another planet that woul d be
conpetitive."

"That woul d have been nost unlikely, wouldn't it?"

"Yes, | suppose so. But you nust understand that a man could hunt ten
lifetimes and never conme in snelling distance of a planet half as good. \Wen
somet hing i ke that happens you fall victimto all sorts of fantasies. You
wake up sweating at night at the imaginings that build up in your mind. You
know you' Il never hit again. You know this is your one and only chance to make
it really big. You can't bear the thought that something mght come al ong and
snatch it all away."

"I think | understand. You were in a hurry."

"You're dammed right | was," | said. "And the surveyors were in a hurry, too,
so they could earn the bonus. | don't say they were sloppy, but they m ght
have been. But let's be fair with them The intelligent life forns lived in a
rather restricted stretch of jungle and they weren't very bright. A mllion
years ago Earth m ght have been surveyed and not a single human have turned
up. These life forns were on about the sanme level, let us say, as

Pi t hecant hropus. And Pithecant hropus woul d not have made a splash in any
survey of the Earth at the time he lived. There weren't many of himand, for
good reason, he would have stayed out of sight, and he wasn't building

anyt hing that you could notice."

"Then it was just a big m stake."

"Yeah," | said. "Just a big mstake."
"Vell, wasn't it?"
"Ch, sure. But try to tell that to a mllion settlers who had noved in al nost

overni ght and had laid out their farns and surveyed their little towns and
been given tine enough to really appreciate this new world of theirs. Try to
tell it to arealty firmwith those nmllion settlers howing for their noney
back and filing damage clains. And there was, of course, the matter of the
bonus. "

"You nmean it was taken for a bribe."



"M ss Foster," | said, "you have hit it exactly on the head."

"But was it? Was it a bribe, | nmean?"
"I don't know," | told her. "I don't think so. I"'mfairly sure that when |
offered it and, later, paidit, | didn't think of it as a bribe. It was sinply

a bonus to do a good job fast. Although | suppose, unconsciously, that the
conpany m ght have been disposed to do a little better for me than they woul d
have done for soneone el se who didn't pay a bonus, that they m ght even be
inclined to shut their eyes to a thing or two."

"But you banked your nmoney on Earth. In a nunbered account. You'd been doi ng
that for years. That doesn't sound too honest."

"That's nothing," | said, "that a man can be hanged for. Wth a | ot of
operators out in space it's just standard operating procedure. It's the only
pl anet that all ows nunbered accounts and Earth's banking setup is the safest
one there is. A draft on Earth is honored anywhere, which is nore than you can
say for many of the other planets.”

She smled at me across the fire. "I don't know," she said. "There are so nany
things | |ike about you, so many things | hate. Wiat are you going to do with
CGeorge when we're able to | eave?”

"I'f he continues the way he is," | said, "we may bury him He can't go on

living too I ong without food or water. And |I'm not an expert on force feeding.
Per haps you are."

She shook her head a little angrily. "What about the ship?" she asked,
changi ng the subj ect.

"Well, what about it?"

"Maybe, instead of leaving the city, we should have gone back to the field."
"To do what? To bang a little on the hull? Try to bust it open with a sl edge?
And who has got a sl edge?"

"We'll need it later on."

"Maybe," | said. "Maybe not. We may know nore then. Pick up an angle, maybe.
Don't you think that if a ship, once covered by that goo, could be cracked
open by main force and awkwar dness someone el se woul d have done it |ong ago?"
"Maybe t hey have. Maybe soneone cracked their ship and took off. How can you
know t hey haven't?"

"I can't, of course. But if this vibration business is true, the city is no
pl ace to hang around."

"So we're going off without even trying to get into the ship?"

"M ss Foster," | said, "we're finally on the trail of Lawence Arlen Knight.
That's what you wanted, wasn't it?"

"Yes, of course. But the ship.

"Make up your mind," | said. "Just what in hell do you want to do?"

She | ooked at nme levelly. "Find Knight," she said.

SEVEN

Just before dawn she shook nme awake.

"Ceorge is gone!" she shouted at me. "He was there just a m nute ago. Then
when | | ooked again, he wasn't there.”

| came to ny feet. | was still half asleep, but there was an al arni ng urgency
in her voice and | forced nyself into sonething |ike al ertness.

The place was dark. She had let the fire burn low and the light fromit
extended out for only a little di stance. George was gone. The place where he

had been propped against the wall was enpty. The shell of Roscoe still |eaned
grotesquely and a heap of supplies were piled to one side.

"Maybe he woke up," | said, "and had to go..."

"No," she screaned at me. "You forget. The man is blind. He'd called for Tuck
to lead him And he didn't call. He didn't nove, either. | would have heard

him | was sitting right here, by the fire, |ooking toward the door. It had
been only a noment before that | had | ooked at George and he was there and
when | | ooked back he wasn't and. "

"Now, just a second,"” | said. There was hysteria in her voice and | was afraid



that if she went on, she'd beconme nmore and nore unstuck. "Let's just hold up a
m nute. \Were is Tuck?"

"He's over there. Asleep." She pointed and | saw the huddl e of the man at the
firelight's edge. Beyond hi mwere the hunped shapes of the hobbies. They
probably weren't sleeping, | told nyself, rather stupidly; they undoubtedly
never slept. They just stood there, watching.

There was no sign of Hoot.

What she had said was right. If Smth had awakened from his coma and had
want ed somet hing-a drink of water or to go to the can or sonething of that
sort-he'd have done nothing by hinself. He would have set up a squall for
Tuck, his every-watchful, ever-loving Tuck. And she would have heard himif
he'd nade any nmovenent, for the place was silent with that boom ng qui etness
that fills an enpty buil ding when everyone had left. A dropped pin, the
scratching of a match, the hiss and rustle of clothing rubbing agai nst
stone-any of these could have been heard with alarnming clarity.

"Al'l right, then." | said. "He's gone. You didn't hear him He didn't call for
Tuck. We'll ook for him W' Il keep our heads. W won't go charging off."

| felt cold and all knotted up. |I didn't give a damm for Smith. If he were
gone, all right; if we never found himthat would be all right, too. He was a
goddammed nui sance. But | still was cold with a terrible kind of cold, a cold
t hat began inside of me and worked out to the surface, and | found nyself
hol di ng nyself tight and rigid so | wouldn't shiver with the cold.
"I"'mfrightened, Mke," she said.

| stepped away fromthe fire and wal ked the few strides to where Tuck | ay

sl eepi ng.

Bendi ng over him | saw that he slept |ike no honest man. He was curled up in
a fetal position, with his brown robe wapped snugly about himand in the
huddl i ng pl ace forned by his knees and chest, and with his arns clutching it,
was that silly doll. Sleeping with the thing like a three-year-old m ght sleep
with a Teddy Bear or a Raggedy Ann in the fenced-in security of the crib.

| put out nmy hand to shake him then hesitated. It seened a shanme to wake t hat
huddl ed thing, safe in the depths of sleep, to the nightnmare col dness of this
enptied building on an alien planet that made no sort of sense.

Behind me Sara asked, "Wiat's the matter, captain?"

"Not a thing," | said.

| gripped Tuck's scrawny shoul der and shook hi m awake.

He canme up out of sleep drugged and slow. Wth one hand he rubbed at his eyes,
with the other he clutched that hideous doll nore closely to him

"Smith is gone," | said. "W'll have to hunt for him"

He sat up slowy. He still was rubbing at his eyes. He didn't seemto
understand what | had told him

"Don't you understand?" | asked. "Smith is gone."

He shook his head. "I don't think that he is gone," he said. "I think he has
been taken."

"Taken!" | yelled. "Who the hell would take hin? What woul d want hi n?"

He | ooked at ne, a condescending | ook for which I gladly could have strangl ed
hint. "You don't understand,"” he said. "You have never understood. You'l

never understand. You don't feel it, do you? Wth it all around us, you don't
feel a thing. You're too crass and materialistic. Brute force and bonbast are
the only things that mean anything to you. Even here. "

| grabbed his robe and twisted it to pull it tight around himand then rose to
nmy feet, dragging himalong with me. The doll fell fromhis grasp as he raised
his hands to try to loosen nmy hold upon the robe. | kicked it to one side,
clattering, out into the darkness.

"Now," | yelled, "what is all of this? What is going on that | don't see or

feel, that | don't understand?"

I shook himso hard that his hands fl opped away and hung down at his side; his
head bobbed back and forth and his teeth chattered.

Sara was at ny side, tugging at ny arm

"Leave him al one," she screamed at ne.



I let |oose of himand he staggered a bit before he got his feet well under
hi m
"What did he do?" Sara demanded. "Wat did he say to you?"

"You heard," | said. "You nust have heard. He said Smith had been taken. Taken
by what is what | want to know. Taken where? And why?"
"So would I," said Sara.

And, so help ne, for once she was on ny side. And just a while before she had
called ne Mke instead of captain.

He backed away from us, whinpering. Then suddenly he made a break, scuttling
out into the darkness.

"Hey, there!"™ 1 shouted, starting after him

But before | could reach him he stopped and stooped, scooping up that
ridiculous doll of his.

| turned about, disgusted, and went stal king back to the fire. | took a stick
of wood off the stack of fuel and pushed the burning enbers together, found
three or four small sticks of wood and laid them upon the coals. Flanes

i medi ately began to |lick up about them

Squatting by the fire, | watched Sara and Tuck wal ki ng back toward me. |
waited for themto cone up and stayed there, squatting, |ooking up at them
They stopped and stood there, looking at ne. Finally Sara spoke.

"Are we going to | ook for Ceorge?"

"Where do we | ook?" | asked.

"Why, here," she said, with a wave of her armindicating the dark interior of
t he buil di ng.

"You didn't hear himleave," | said. "You saw him just as he had been al

ni ght, then a nmonent |ater when you | ooked back, he wasn't there. You didn't
hear himnove. If he had noved, you would have heard him He couldn't just get
up and tiptoe away. He didn't have the tinme to do it and he was blind and he
couldn't have known where he was. |If he had awakened, he would have been
confused and called out."

| said to Tuck, "Wat do you know about this? What was it you tried to tel
ne?"

He shook his head, like a sulky child.

"You must believe nme," Sara said. "I didn't go to sleep. | didn't doze. After
you woke me to get sone sleep yourself, | kept faithful watch. It was exactly
as | told you."

"I believe you," | said. "I never doubted you. That |eaves it up to Tuck. If

he knows something, let us hear it now before we go rushing off."

Neither Sara nor | said a word. W waited for himand finally he spoke. "You
know about the voice. The voice of the person George thought of as a friend.
And here he found his friend. Right here. In this very place."

"And you think," | said, "he was taken by this friend of his?"

Tuck nodded. "I don't know how," he said, "but | hope that | amright. George
deserved it. He had something good com ng after all the years. You never liked
him There were a | ot of people who never liked him He grated on them But he
had a beautiful soul. He was a gentle sort of person.”

Christ, yes, | thought, a gentle sort of person. Lord save nme fromall these
gentl e, whining people.

Sara said to ne, "You buy any of this, captain?"

"I don't know," | said. "Something happened to him | don't knowif this is
it. He didn't walk away. He didn't make it under his own power."

"Who is this friend of his?" asked Sara.

"Not a who," | said. "A what."

And, squatting there by the fire, | renenbered the rush of beating wings I'd
heard, flying through the upper darkness of this great abandoned buil di ng.
"There is sonething here," said Tuck. "Certainly you nust feel it."

Faintly out of the darkness cane a sound of ticking, a regular, orderly, rapid
ticking that grew |l ouder, seeming to draw closer. W faced around into the

dar kness fromwhich the ticking cane, Sara with the rifle at the ready, Tuck
clutching the doll desperately against him as if it night be sonme sort of



fetish that would protect himfromall harm

| saw the shape that went with the ticking before the others did.

"Don't shoot!" | yelled. "It's Hoot."

He cane toward us, his many little feet twinkling in the firelight, ticking on
the floor. He stopped when he saw all of us facing him then cane slowy in.
"Informed | am" he said. "I knew himgo and hurried back."

"You what?" | yelled.

"Your friend is go. He disappear from sense."

"You mean you knew the instant he was gone? How coul d you?"

"Al'l of you," he said, "I carry in my mnd. Even when | cannot see. And one is
gone fromout nmy mind and | think great tragedy, so | hurry back."

"You say you heard himgo," said Sara. "You mean just now?"

"Just short ago, "said Hoot.

"Can you tell us where? Do you know what happened to hinP"

Hoot waved a tentacle wearily. "Cannot tell. Only know is gone. No use to seek
for him"

"You nmean he isn't here. Not in this building?"

"Not this edifice," said Hoot. "Not outside. Not on this planet, maybe. He is
gone entire."

Sara gl anced at nme. | shrugged.

Tuck said, "Why is it so hard for you to believe a fact that you can't touch
or see? Wiy nust all mysteries have possible solutions? Wiy rmust you think
only in their terms of physical laws? |Is there no roomoutside your little

m nds for sonething nore than that?"

| should have cl obbered him | suppose, but right at that nmonment it didn't
seeminportant to pay attention to a pipsqueak such as him

| said to Sara, "W can look. | don't think we'll find him but we still could
have a | ook."

"I"d feel better if we did," she said. "It doesn't seemquite right not to
even try."

"You disbelieve this thing | tell you?" Hoot inquired. "I don't think we do,"

| said. "Wat you say nost undoubtedly is true. But there is a certain loyalty
in our race-it's a hard thing to explain. Even when we know there is no hope,
we still go out to look. It's not |ogical, perhaps."

"No logic," said Hoot, "assuredly and yet a ragged sense and adnmirable. | go
and help you | ook."

"There is no need to, Hoot."

"You withhold nme from sharing of your |oyalty?"

"Ch, all right, then. Cone al ong."

Sara said, "I'mgoing with you."

"No, you're not," | said. "We need soneone to watch the canp.”

"There is Tuck," she said.

"You shoul d know very well, Mss Foster," Tuck said, petulantly, "that he
woul d not trust ne to watch anything at all. Besides, it all is foolish. Wat

this creature says is true. You won't find George, no matter where you |ook."
El GHT

W had gone only a short distance into the interior of the building when Hoot
said to me, "l cane to carry news, but | did not divulge it, its inport
seeming trivial with the | anented absence of your conpani on. But perhaps you
hear it now "

"Co ahead," | said.

"It concerns the seeds," said Hoot. "To this feeble intellect, great mystery
is attached."”

"For the love of Christ," | said, "quit talking around in circles.”

"I inprove upon mere talk," said Hoot. "I point it out to you. Please veer
slightly with nme."

He started off at an angle and | veered slightly with himand we cane to a
heavy metal grating set into the floor. He pointed at it sternly with a



tentacle. "Seeds down there," he said.

"Well, what about it?"

"Pl ease observe," he said. "lllunmnate the pit."

I got down on ny hands and knees and shone the flashlight down into the pit,
bendi ng down to see between the gratings until nmy face was pressed agai nst the
net al

The pit seened huge. The beam of |ight did not reach the walls. Underneath the
grating, seeds lay in a massive heap- many nore of them | was certain, than
the ratlike creatures had carried in the day before.

I 1 ooked for sonething that mght explain the great inmportance Hoot attached
to the pit, but | failed to find anything.

I got up and flicked out the light. "I don't see anything too strange,” | told
him "lIt's a cache of food. That is all it is. The rats carry the seeds and
drop themthrough the grating.

"I's no cache of food," Hoot contradicted ne. "Is cache of permanent. | | ook.
stick ny | ooker down into the space between the bars. | wiggle it around.
survey the well. | see that space is tight enclosed. Once seeds get in no way

to get themout."

"But it is dark down there."

"Dark to you. Not dark to ne. Can adjust the seeing. Can see to all sides of
space. Can see through seeds to bottom Can do nore than sinple eye. Can
expl ore surface closely. No opening. No opening even closed. No way to get
themout. Qur little harvesters harvest seeds, but for sonething else.”

| had another |ook and there were tons of seeds down there.

"I's not only storage place," Hoot grated at ne. "There be several others."

"What el se?" | asked, irritated. "How many ot her things have you turned up?"
"I's piles of worn-out commdities such as one from which you obtained the
wood, " he said. "Is marks upon the floor and walls where furnishings uprooted.

Is place of reverence..."

"You nean an altar?"

"I know not of altar," he said. "Place of reverence. Smell of holy. And there
be a door. It leads into the back."

"Into the back of what?"

"I nto outdoors," he said.

| yelled at him "Wy didn't you tell ne this before?

"I tell you now," he said. "I hesitate before in respect of mssing person.”
"Let's have a look at it."

"But," said Hoot, "first we search nore carefully for |ost conrade. W conb,
however hopel essly. ."

"Hoot . "

"Yes, Mke."

"You said he isn't here. You are sure he isn't here."
"Sure, of course," he said. "Still we look for him"

"No, we don't," | said, "Your word is good enough for ne."

He coul d see into a darkened bin and know that it was closed. He could do nore
than see. He didn't nerely see; he knew. He carried each of us in his mnd and
one of us was gone. And that was good enough. When he said Smth wasn't here,

| was nore than willing to agree he wasn't.

"I know not," said Hoot. "I would not have you. "

"l do," | said. "Let us find that door."

He turned about and went pattering off into the darkness and, adjusting the
rifle on nmy shoulder, | followed cl ose behind him W were wal ki ng through an
enptiness that boonmed back at us at the slightest sound. | |ooked over ny

shoul der and saw the tiny gash of light that was the open door in front. It
seened to me that | caught a glinmpse of someone noving at the edge of it, but
could not be sure.

W went on into enptiness and behind us the sliver of light grew smaller
whi |l e above us it seened that | could feel the very presence of the | oomn ng
space that went up to the roof. Finally Hoot stopped. | had not seen the wall,
but it was there, just a few feet ahead of us. A thin crack of |ight appeared



and grew wi der. Hoot was pushing on the door, opening it. It was small. Less
than two feet wide and so lowthat | had to stoop to get through it.

The red and yel |l ow | andscape stretched away before me. To either side the
dark-red stone of the building nade a fence. There were other trees, far off,
but | could not see the tree that had been shooting at us. It was bl ocked off
by the structure.

"Can we get that door open again if we go out?" | asked.

Still holding it open, Hoot sidled around and had a | ook at its outside panel
"Undoubt ed not," he said. "Constructed only to be opened frominside."

| hunted for a small boul der, kicked it out of the ground and rolled it over
to the door, wedging it tightly so the door would stay open

"Come along,"” | said. "W'lIl have a | ook. But be sure to stay behind ne."

| headed to my left, walking along the wall. | reached the corner of the
bui | ding and peered out. The tree was there.

It saw me or sensed nme or sonmehow becane aware of me the second | poked ny
head around the corner, and started shooting. Black dots detached thensel ves
fromit and cane hurtling toward ne, ballooning rapidly as they cane.

"Down!" | yelled to Hoot. "Get down!"

| threw nyself backwards and against the wall, huddl ed over the crouching
Hoot, burying ny face in ny fol ded arns

Qut beyond nme the seed pods thudded. Sone of them apparently struck against
the corner of the building. The seeds went whizzing, with dull whistling
sounds. One struck ne on the shoul der and another took me in the ribs and they
did no damage but they stung like fury. Others slanmed agai nst the wall above
us and went ricocheting off, howing as they spun

The first burst ended and | half stood up. Before | got straightened, the
second burst came in and | threw nyself on top of Hoot again. None of the
seeds hit me solidly this tine, but one grazed the back of nmy neck and it
burned like fire.

"Hoot," | yelled, "how far can you run?"

"Scranmbl e very rapidly," he said, "when materials at ne are being hurled."
"Then listen."

"I hearken nost attentively," said Hoot.

"It's firing in bursts. Wen the next burst ends, when | yell, try to nmake it
to the door. Keep close to the wall. Keep low. Are you headed in the right
directi on?"

"In wong direction," said Hoot. "I turn myself around."

He twi sted underneath ne.

Anot her salvo cane in. Seeds peppered all around ne. One nicked me in the |eg.
"Wait," | said to Hoot. "When you get in tell Mss Foster to get the packs on
t hose hobbi es and get them noving, W're getting out of here.”

Anot her burst of pods cane storming in on us. The seeds rattled on the walls
and skipped al ong the ground. One threw a spray of sand into ny face, but this
ti me none hit ne.

"Now " | yelled. Bent low, | raced for the corner, the rifle in my hand, and
intensity lever pushed to its final notch. A blizzard of seeds caught nme. One
banged nme on the jaw, another caught ne in the shin. | staggered and half went
down, then caught nyself and went plow ng on. | wondered how Hoot was doi ng,
but didn't have the tinme to | ook

Then | was at the corner of the building and there was the tree, perhaps three
mles away-it was hard to judge the distance.

| brought the rifle to nmy shoul der. What | ooked |ike black gnats were swarm ng
fromthe tree, coning at ne, but | took ny time. I got ny sight and then I
pressed the trigger and twitched the rifle downward, sidewise in a slicing
nmoti on. The | aser beam blinked for a nonment, then was gone, and in that

i nstant before the seeds struck, | threw nyself flat upon the ground, trying
to hold the rifle high so it didn't absorb the full inpact of the fall
A mllion fists were hammering at ny head and shoul ders and | knew what had

happened- some of the pods had struck the corner of the building and expl oded,
showering me with seeds.



| struggled to ny knees and | ooked toward the tree. It seemed to be reeling
and, as | watched, began to topple. |I w ped the dust out of ny eyes and
watched as it cane farther and farther out of plunb. It fell slowy at first,
reluctantly, as If it were fighting to stay erect. Then it picked up speed,
com ng down out of the sky, rushing toward the ground.

| got to my feet and wi ped the back of ny neck, and the hand, when it cane
away, was bl oody.

The tree hit the ground and beneath ne the earth bounced, as if it had been
struck a mghty blow. Above the place where the tree had fallen a geyser of
dust and other debris billowed up into the sky.

| took a step to get turned around, headed back toward the door, and stunbl ed.
My head bal | ooned and as it ball ooned, was filled with fuzziness. | saw that
Hoot stood to one side of the open door, but that the way through it was

bl ocked by a perfect flood of the ratlike creatures. They were piling up over
one another, as if a wide front of them running hard, had converged upon the
narrowness of the door and now were funneling through it |ike water through a
hi gh- pressure hose, driven on by the press of their frantic need to gather up
the fallen seeds.

| fell-no, | floated-down through an eternity of tine and space. | knew that |
was falling, but not only was | falling slowy, but as | fell the ground
seened to draw away fromne, to surge downward, so that no matter how | fell
it always was as far away, or farther, than it had been to start with. And
finally there was no ground at all, for night had fallen as | fell, and now I
was pl ungi ng down through an awful blackness that went on and on forever.
After what seened an endl ess tinme, the darkness went away and | opened ny
eyes, for it seenmed that | had closed themas | fell into the darkness. | lay
upon the ground and when | opened ny eyes | found that | was |ooking up into a
deep- bl ue sky in which the sun was rising.

Hoot was standing to one side of nme. The ratlike things were gone. The cl oud
of dust, slowy settling back to the ground, still stood above where the tree
had fallen. To one side of nme the red stone wall of the great building reared
up into the sky. A heavy, brooding silence hung above the | and.

| rose to a sitting position and found that it took all the strength | had to
| ever up the top half of nmy body. The rifle lay to one side of me and

reached out and picked it up. It took no nmore than a single glance to see that
it was broken. The shield of the tube was twi sted out of shape and the tube
itself had been knocked out of alignment. | dragged it to ne and laid it
across ny lap. | don't know why | bothered; no man in his right nmnd would
ever dare to fire that gun again and there was no way | could fix it.

"Drink your fluids |I have done," Hoot honked cheerfully, "and put them back
again. | hope you have no anger at ne."

"Come agai n?" | croaked.

"No need to conme again," he hooted at nme. "Done it is already."

"What is done al ready?"

"Your fluids | have drunk..."

"Now wait just a goddamm minute,"” | said. "Wat is this fluid drinking?"
"Filled you were with deadly substances,"” he said, "from being struck by
seeds. Deadly to you, but deadly not at all to ne."

"So you drank my fluids?

"I's only thing to do," said Hoot. "Procedure is approved."

"Lord love us," | said. "A wal king, breathing dialysis contraption."

"Your words | do not grab," he conplained. "I enpty you of fluids. | subtract
t he substances. | fill you up again. The biol ogic punp you have inside you
scarcely mssed a punp. But worry worry worry! | think | was too |late.

Apparently now | wasn't."
| sat there for a long nonent-for a long, |long nonent-and it was inpossible.

And yet | was alive, weak and drained of strength, but still alive. | thought
back to how nmy head had bal |l ooned and how I'd fallen slowy and there had been
somet hing very wong with nme, indeed. | had been hit by seeds before, but only

gl anci ng bl ows that had not broken skin. This tinme, however, there had been



bl ood upon ny hand when | w ped ny neck

"Hoot," | said, "I guess | owe . . ."
"No debt for you," he hooted happily. "I the one who pay the debt. My life you
saved before. Now | pay you back. We all even now. | would not tell you only

that | fear great sin | had conmtted, maybe. Perhaps against some belief you

hol d. Perhaps no wi sh to have body tanpered with. No need to tell you only for
this reason. But you undi smayed at what | do, so everything all right."

I managed to get to nmy feet. The rifle fell fromny lap and | kicked it to one

side. The kick alnbst put me on ny face again. | still was wobbly.

Hoot watched me brightly with his eyed tentacles.

"You carry me before," he said. "I cannot carry you. But if you lie down and
fasten yourself securely to ny body, | can drag you. Have nmuch power in |legs."
| waved the suggestion off.

"Cet on with you," | said. "Lead the way. I'Il make it."

NI NE

Tuck tried to play the man. He and Sara got ne hoisted up on Dobbin's back and
then he insisted that Sara ride the second unl aden hobby and that he | ead the

way on foot. So we went down the ranp and up the trail, with Tuck striding in
the fore, still with the doll clutched against his chest, and with Hoot
bringing up the rear.

"I hope," Dobbin said to me, "you have failure to survive. | yet will dance
upon your bones."

"And the same to you," | said.

It wasn't a very brilliant answer, but | wasn't at ny best. | still was fairly
shaky and it was about all that | could do to hang onto the saddle.

The trail led up a short rise and when we reached the top of it, we could see

the tree. It was several niles away and it was bigger, even at that distance,
than | had imagined it would be. It had fallen squarely across the trail and
the inmpact of its fall had shattered the trunk fromits butt up al nost half
its length, as any hollow tree mght shatter when it falls victimto the axe.
Pouring out of the great rents in the wood were crawl i ng, creeping things,
gray and even fromthat distance, with a sliny look to them There were great
pil es of them heaped along the fallen trunk and nore were crawl i ng out and
others of themwere crawling down the trail, hunping in their haste. Fromthem
cane a thin and reedy wailing that set ny teeth on edge.

Dobbi n rocked nervously and whinnied with what m ght have been di sgust or
fright. "This you will regret,” he shrilled at ne. "No other things have ever
dared to put hands upon a tree. Never in all tine have the tenants of the tree
been | oosed upon the |and."

"Buster," | told him "the tree drew a bead on ne. There don't nothi ng shoot
at ne that | don't shoot back."

"We'| | have to go around," said Sara.

Tuck | ooked up at us. "Around that way is shorter,"” he said. He swept his arm

toward the left, where the stunp of the free still stood, sliced diagonally by
the | aser beam

Sara nodded. "Co ahead," she said.

Tuck stepped off the trail and the hobbies foll owed. The ground was rough
strewn with rounded stones the size of a person's head, studded with small,
ground- huggi ng plants armed with heavy thorns. The ground itself was sand,
interspersed with a reddish clay and m xed in both the sand and clay were
shattered chips of stone, as if throughout mllions of years busy little
creatures had beaten rocks with hamers to reduce their nmass to shards.

As soon as we noved off the trail to begin our detour around the tree, the
heavi ng mass of gray and slinmy creatures noved out convulsively in their

bunpi ng, hitching notion, to cut us off. They noved in a mass, a flow ng sheet
of nmotion with nmany tiny bobbing eddies, so that the entire group of them
seened to be in constant agitation. They | ooked very much, | thought, like an
expanse of choppy water



Tuck, seeing themnove to cut us off, increased his pace until he was al nost
gal l opi ng, but stunmbling and falling as he galloped, for the ground was npst
uneven and treacherous to the feet. Falling, he bunped his | egs and knees

agai nst the rounded stones and his outstretched hands, flung out against the
falls, smashed into the thorn-bearing vegetation that flowed al ong the ground.
He dropped the doll and stopped to pick it up and blood fromhis thorn-torn
fingers ran into the fabric.

The hobbi es increased their pace as well, but slowed or canme to a halt each
time that Tuck, his legs entangled in his robe, came crashing down.

"We' |l never make it," Sara said, "with himout there floundering around. |'m
going to get down."

"No, you're not," | said.

| tried to vault out of the saddle and | did get out of it, but it was an
awkwar d operation and could by no stretch of inmagination have been called a
vault. | landed on ny feet, but it was only with the utnost effort that | kept
fromfalling on ny face, right into a patch of the prickly vegetation.
managed to stay upright and ran ahead and grabbed Tuck by the shoul der

"Cet back and clinb up on Dobbin," | panted. "I'Il take it fromhere on."

He swung around on ne and there were tears of anger in his eyes. H s face was
all squeezed up and there was no question that he hated ne.

"You never let ne have a chance!" he screaned. "You never |et anyone have a
chance. You grab it all yourself."

"Cet back there and get on that hobby," | told him "If you don't, 1'Il

cl obber you."

| didn't wait to see what he did, but went on ahead, picking ny way as best |
could over the difficult terrain, trying only to hurry, not to run, as had
been the case with Tuck.

My legs were wobbly and | had a terrible, unhinged sense of enptiness in. ny
gut; my head had a tendency to float lazily upward and take on a spin.

During all of this, the wobbly |l egs, the enpty gut, the floating head, | stil
managed to keep plunging ahead at a fairly steady pace and at the sane tine
stay aware of the progress of that flow ng blanket of gray slimness that
poured out fromthe fallen tree

It was noving alnost as fast as we were noving and it was proceedi ng on what a
mlitary man probably woul d have called an interior line and I could see that
no matter what we did we couldn't quite escape it. We would brush against the
outer edge of it; the creatures in the forefront of the mass woul d reach us,
but we'd escape the main body of them

The keening of the creatures, as the distance between us | essened, becane

sharper-an unending wail, like the crying of |ost souls.
| |1 ooked back over ny shoulder and the others were coming on, very close
behind nme. | tried to speed up a bit and al nost came a cropper, so settled

down to covering ground as rapidly as | could with safety.

W could swing a little wider on the detour, and have had a chance of

out di stancing the wailing horde that hunped across the |and. But the chance
was not a sure one and would lose a lot of time. As we were going, we would
just graze the outer edge of them

There was no way, of course, to figure out beforehand what danger they mn ght
pose. |If they should prove too dangerous, we could always run for it. If the

| aser rifle had not been broken, we could have handl ed al nost any danger, but
the ballistics weapon Sara carried was all that we had |eft.

For a nonent | thought that after all we would reach our point of intersection
before they had arrived, that we woul d nove on past them and be on our way and
free of them But | mniscalculated and they cane rolling up on us, the edge of
t hat great hunping carpet of themhitting us broadside as we cross their

front.

They were small, not nore than a foot or so in height and they | ooked |ike
naked snails except that instead of snail faces they had a parody of human
faces-the kind of ridiculous, vacant, pitifully staring faces that can be
found upon certain cartoon characters, and now their keening wails turned into



words-not into the actual sound of words, perhaps, but inside one's head that
sound of wailing turned into words and you know what they were crying. Not al
of them were crying the sane thing, but crying about the same thing and it was
horri bl e.

Horrel ess, they cried in their many tongues. You have made us homnel ess. You
have destroyed our hone and now we have no hone and what wi |l becone of us? W
are lost. W are naked. W are hungry. W will die. W know no other place. W
want no other place. W wanted so little and we needed so little and now you
have taken that very little fromus. Wat right did you have to take that very
little fromus-you who have so much? What kind of creatures are you that you
fling us out into a world we do not want and cannot know and cannot even live
in? You need not answer us, of course. But there will be a tinme when an answer
wi Il be asked of you and what will be your answer?

It wasn't that way, of course, not all of it flow ng together, not connected,
not a definitive statement, not a structured question. But in the bits and

pi eces of the crying that hammered in on us that is what it nmeant, that is
what those sliny, bumping, bereft creatures nmeant to say to us-know ng,

think, that there was nothing we could do for themor would be willing to do
for them but wanting us to realize the full enormty of what we'd done to
them And it was not only the words that were carried in their crying, but the
| ook of those thousands of pathetic faces that hurled the cries at us-the
angui sh and the | ostness, the hopel essness and the pity, yes, the very pity
that they felt for us who were so vile and so abandoned and so vicious that we
could take their home fromthem And of all of it, the pity was the worst to

t ake.

W won our way free of them and went on and behind us their wailing faded and
finally dropped to silence, either because we were too far away to hear it or
because they had stopped the wailing, know ng there was no | onger any purpose
to it, know ng, perhaps, that there had never been a purpose to it, but stil
constrained to cry out their conplaint.

But even with the wailing no | onger heard, the words beat in ny brain and the
know edge grew and grew and grew that by the sinple act of pressing a trigger

| had killed not only a tree, but the thousands of pitiful little creatures
that had nade the tree their home and | found nyself, illogically, equating
themw th the fairies which, in nmy boyhood, 1'd been told lived in an anci ent

and nmajestic tree which grew behind the house, although these wailing things,
God knows, |ooked not in the least like fairies.

Dul | anger rose inside nme to counterweigh the guilt and | found nyself trying
to justify the felling of the trees and that part of it was easy, for it could
be stated and set forth in very sinple terns. The tree had tried to kill me
and woul d have killed me if it had not been for Hoot. The tree had tried to
kill me and | had killed it instead and that was as close to basic justice as
anyone could cone. But would | have killed it, | asked nyself, if | had known
that it had been the home of all the wailing creatures? | tried to tell nyself
that I mght not have acted as | had if | had only known. But it was no use. |
recogni zed a lie even when | told it to nyself. | had to admt that | would
have acted exactly as | did even if 1I'd known.

A sharp ridge rose up ahead of us and we began to clinmb it. As we started up
it the sharpened upper edge of the tree stunp barely showed above the ridge,
but as we clinbed nore and nore of the massive stunp canme into view At the
time | had used the laser | had been facing north and had ained at the tree's
western face, then had raked the | aser down, cutting the stunmp on a sharp

di agonal, making the tree fall eastward. If |I had used ny head, | told nyself,
I could have started on the eastern edge and made the tree fall to the west.
That way it woul d not have bl ocked the trail. It beat all hell, | told mnmyself,

how a man never thinks of a better way to do a thing until he'd already done
it.

Finally we reached the ridge-top and fromwhere we stood | ooked down upon the
stunp, the first tinme we had really seen it inits entirety. And the stunp was
just a stunp, although a big one, but in a neatly drawn circle about it was a



carpeting of green. A mle or nore in dianmeter, it stretched out fromthe
stunp, an oasis of green-lawn neatness set in the mddle of a red and yell ow
wi |l derness. It nmade one ache to look at it, it |ooked so nuch |ike home, so
much i ke the meticul ously cared-for |awns that the human race had carried
with it and had cultivated or had tried to cultivate on every planet where
they had settled down. 1'd never thought of it before, but now I thought about
it, wondering what it was about it, wondering what it was about the trimed
neat ness of a greensward that made the humanoi ds of Earth carry the concept of
it deep into outer space when they left so nuch el se behind.

The hobbies spread out in a thin line on the ridge-top and Hoot cane
scranbling up the slope to stand beside ne.

"What is it, captain?" Sara asked.

"l don't know, " | said.

And that was strange, | thought. For | could have said it was a |l awm and | et

it go at that. But there was sonmething about it that told ne, instinctively,
that it was no sinple |awn.

Looking at it, a man wanted to wal k down on it and stretch out full length
upon it, putting his hands behind his bead, tilting his hat over his eyes, and
settle down for an easy afternoon. Even with the tree no | onger standing to
provi de the shade, it would have been a pleasant spot to take a m dday nap
That was the trouble with it. It |looked too inviting and too cool, too
famliar.

"Let's nove on," | said.

Swinging a little to the left to give the circular patch of green plenty of
room | set off down the ridge. As | wal ked | kept a weather eye cocked to the
ri ght and not hi ng happened, absolutely nothing. | was prepared to have sone
great and fearsome shape burst upward from an expanse of sward and cone
charging out at us. | inagined that the grass might roll up like a rug and
reveal an infernal pit out of which horrors would come pouncing.

But the | awn continued to be a | awn. The massive stunp speared up into the sky
and just beyond it lay the mighty bulk of the shattered trunk-the ruined home
of the hunping little shapes that had cried out their anguish to us.

Ahead of us lay the trail, a slender, dusty thread that wound out into the
tortured | andscape, leading into a di munknown. And | ooning over the horizon
ot her massive trees that towered into the sky.

I found that | was tottering on ny feet. Now that we were past the tree and
swi ngi ng back onto the trail, the nervous tension that had held nme together
was swiftly running out. | set nyself the task of first one foot, then the
other, fighting to stay erect, nentally measuring the slowy decreasing

di stance until we should reach the trail

W finally did reach it and | sat down on a boul der and let nyself cone

unst uck.

The hobbi es stopped, spread out in a line, and | saw that Tuck was | ooking
down at me with a | ook of hatred that seenmed distinctly out of place. There he
sat atop Dobbin, a scarecrow tricked out in a ragged robe of brown and with
the ridiculous doll-like artifact clutched against his chest. He | ooked like a
sul ky, overgrown girl, but with a strange w stful ness about him if you left
out his face. If he'd stuck his thumb into his nouth and settled down to
sucking it, the picture would have been entirely rounded out. But the face was
the trouble, the inpression of the ragged little girl stopped when you saw

t hat hatchet face, alnost as brown as the robe he wore, the great, pool-like
eyes glazed with the hatred in them

"You are, | presune,"” he said, with his rat-trap nouth biting off the words,
"quite proud of yourself."

"I don't understand you, Tuck," | said. And that was the solem truth;

didn't understand what he had in mind with that sort of talk. | had never

understood the man and | supposed | never woul d.

He gestured with his hand, back toward the cut-down tree.

"That," he said.

"I suppose you think I should have left it there, taking shots at us."



I had no yen to argue with him | was too beat out. And it was beyond ne why
he should be up in arns about the tree. Hell, it had been taking shots at him
as well as the rest of us.

"You destroyed all those creatures,” he said. "The ones living in the tree.
Think of it, captain! What a magnificent achievenent! A whole comunity w ped
out!"

"I didn't know about theni | said. | could have added that even if | had, it
woul d have nade no difference. But | didn't say it.

"Well," he demanded, "have you nothing nore to say about it?"

| shrugged. "It's their tough luck," | said.

Sara said, "Lay off him Tuck. How could he have known?"

"He pushes everyone," said Tuck. "He pushes everyone around."

"Most of all hinself," said Sara. "He didn't push you, Tuck, when he took your
pl ace. You were funbling around."

"A man can't take on a planet," Tuck declared. "He has to go along with ft. He
has to adapt. He can't bull his way through."

| was ready to let it go at that. He had done his grousing. He'd got it off
his chest. He had had his say. It nust have been hunmiliating, even for a jerk
i ke Tuck, when | took over from himand he had sonething comng. He had a
right to take it out on ne if it hel ped him any.

| struggled off the boulder to my feet.

"Tuck," | said, "I wonder if you'll take over now. | need to ride a while."

He got down of f Dobbin and as | noved up to mount we came face to face. The
hatred still was there, a nore terrible hatred, it seened to nme, than had been
in his face before. His thin |lips scarcely noved and he said, alnbst in a

whi sper, "I'll outlast you, Ross. |I'Il be alive when you're | ong dead. This

pl anet will give you what you' ve been asking for all your entire life."

| didn't have too nmuch strength left, but | had enough to grab himby an arm
and fling himout, sprawling, into the dusty trail. He dropped the doll and
grovel ed, on his hands and knees, picking it up

| hung onto the saddle to keep fromfalling down. "Now |l ead out,” | told him
"And, so help me Christ, you do one nore stupid thing and I'lIl get down and
beat you to a pulp.”

TEN

The trail wound across the arid land, crossing flats of sand and little pools
of cracked, dried nud where weeks or nonths, or maybe even years before,

rai nwat er had collected. It clinbed broken, shattered ridges, angling around
grotesque land formations. It wended its way around dome-shaped buttes. The

| and stayed red and yel |l ow and sometines bl ack where | edges of gl assy vol canic
stone cropped out. Far ahead, sonetines seen, sonetines fading in the horizon
bl ueness, lay a snmudge of purple that | thought were nountains, but could not
be sure.

The vegetation continued sparse-little bushes that crouched cl ose against the
ground, the sprawing thorn that ran along the surface. The sun bl azed down
out of a cloudless sky, but it was not hot, just pleasantly warm The sun,
was sure, was smaller and fainter than the sun of Earth-either that, or the
pl anet lay a greater distance fromit.

On some of the higher ridges were little, cone-shaped houses of stone, or at

| east structures that |ooked |ike houses. As if someone or sonething had
needed tenporary shelter or protection and had gathered up flat slabs of
stone, which lay about the ridges, and had constructed a flinsy barrier. The
stones were laid up dry, with no nortar, piled one atop another. Sone of the
structures still stood much as their builders nust have left them in nmany of
the others stones had fallen out of place, and in still others the entire
structure had coll apsed and lay in fallen heaps.

And there were the trees. They loonmed in all directions, each one standing
alone and lordly in its |oneliness and each of them several miles fromany
other. W cane close to none of them



There was no life, or none that showed itself. The land ran on and on
noti onl ess and set. There was no w nd.

| used both hands to hang onto the saddle and continually | fought against
falling down into the darkness that stole upon nme every time | forgot to fight
it back.

"You all right?" asked Sara.

| don't remenmber answering her. | was busy hanging on to the saddl e and
fighting back the darkness.
W stopped at noon. | don't renenber eating, although |I suppose | did. | do

renenber one thing. W had stopped in a rugged badl ands area bel ow one of the
ridges and I was propped up against a wall of earth, so that | was |ooking at
another wall of earth and the wall, | saw, was distinctly stratified with
various strata of different thicknesses, sone of themno nore than a few

i nches deep while others would have been four or five feet, and each of thema
distinctive color. As | |ooked at the strata | began to sense the tine which
each one represented. | tried to turn it off, for with this recognition was
associ ated a nmost unrestful feeling, as if | were stretching all ny faculties
to a straining point, as if | were using all my energy and strength to drive
deeper into this sense of tine which the wall of earth invoked. But there was
no way to turn it off; for sone reason | was comitted and must keep on and
could only hope that at sone point along the way | would reach a stopping
point-either a point where | could go no further or a point where | had

| earned or sensed all there was to | earn or sense.

Time becane real to ne in a way | can't express in words. Instead of a
concept, it became a material thing that | could distinguish (although it was
not seeing and it was not feeling) and could understand. The years and eons
did not roll back for me. Rather, they stood revealed. It was as if a
chronol ogi cal chart had becone alive and solid. Through the wavering |ines of
the tine structure as if the structure night have been a pane of gl ass nade

i nexpertly, | could faintly glinpse the planet as it had been in those ages
past - ages which were no longer in the past but now stood in the present, as if
| were outside of time and independent of time and could see and evaluate it
exactly as | could have seen and eval uated sone material structure that
coexisted with ne on ny owmn time |evel

The next thing | renenber was waking up and for a nonent it seenmed to ne that
I was waking fromthat interval when | saw tinme spread out before nme, but in a
little while | realized that could not be so, for the badl ands now were gone
and it was night and I was stretched out on ny back with bl ankets under nme and
anot her covering ne. | |ooked straight up at the sky and it was a different
sky than | had ever seen. For a noment | was puzzled and lay quietly, trying
to work out the puzzle. Then, as if soneone had told nme (although no one did),
| knew that | was |ooking at the gal axy, all spread out before me. Al nost
directly overhead was the brilliant gl ow of the central area and spread out
all around it, like a gauzy whirl pool, were the arns and outlying sectors.

| turned my head to one side and here and there, just above the horizon, were
brilliant stars and | realized that | was seeing a few of the gl obul ar
clusters, or more unlikely, other nearby stars, fellows with the star about
whi ch the planet | was on revol ved-those outl aw nenmbers of the gal actic system
which in ages past had fled the systemand now lay in the outer dark at the
edge of gal actic space.

A fire was burning-al nost burned down-just a few feet fromne and a hunched
and bl anketed figure lay close beside the fire. Just beyond the fire were the
hunched- up hobbi es, gently rocking back and forth, with the dimfirelight
reflecting fromtheir polished hides.

A hand touched ny shoulder and | twi sted around to face in that direction.
Sara knelt beside ne.

"How do you feel ?" she asked

"I feel fine," | said, and that was the truth. Somehow | felt new and whol e
and ny head and thoughts were clear with an echoing, frightening clarity-as if
| were the first human waking to the first day of a brand-new world, as if



time had been turned back to the first hour that ever was.
| sat up and the covering bl anket fell off ne.

"Where are we?" | asked

"A day's journey fromthe city," she told ne. "Tuck wanted to stop. He said
you were in no condition to be traveling, but | insisted we keep on. | thought
you'd want it that way."

| shook ny head, bew |l dered. "I remenber none of it. You are sure Tuck said

that we should stop?"

She nodded. "You hung onto the saddle and were terribly sick, but you answered
when we spoke to you. And there was no place to stop, no good canping spot."
"Where's Hoot ?"

"Qut on guard. Prowling. He says he doesn't need to sleep.”

| got up and stretched, like a dog will stretch after a good night's sleep. |
felt fine. God, how fine | felt!

"I's there any food?" | asked.

She got to her feet and | aughed.

"What are you laughing at?" | asked.

"You," she said.

" NB?"

"Because you are all right. I was worried. Al of us were worried."

"It was that damm Hoot," | said. "He drained ny blood."

"I know," she said. "He explained it to me. He had to. There was nothing el se
to do."

| shivered, thinking of it. "It's unbelievable," | said.

"Hoot himnsel f," she said, "is unbelievable."

"We're lucky that we have him" | told her. "And to think that | alnost left
hi m back there in the dunes. | wanted to | eave him W had troubl e enough

wi t hout reaching out for nore."
She led the way to the fire.

"Build it up," she said. "I'lIl fix sone food for you."

Beside the fire was a little pile of brush, tw sted branches broken from sone
of the desert trees. | squatted down and fed sone of themto the fire and the
flame bl azed up, licking at the wood.

"I"'msorry about the laser gun," | said. "Wthout it, we stand sort of naked."
"I still have ny rifle," she pointed out. "It has a |lot of power. In good
hands .

"Li ke yours," | said.

"Li ke mine," she said.

Beyond the fire the heap of blankets lay unnoving. | gestured toward them

"How i s Tuck?" | asked. "Any sign of him snapping out of it?"

"You're too hard on him" she said. "You have no patience with him He's
different. He's not like the two of us. We are very nmuch alike. Have you
t hought of that?"

"Yes," | said, "I have."
She brought a pan and set it on the coals, squatting down beside ne.
"The two of us will get through,"” she said. "Tuck won't. He'll break up

somewhere al ong the way."

And strangely | found nyself thinking that perhaps Tuck now had less to live
for-that since Smith had di sappeared he had | ost at least a part of his reason
for continuing to live.

Had that been why, | wondered, he had appropriated the doll? Did he need to
have sonmething he could cling to, and make cling to himby offering it
protection? Al though, | recalled, he had grabbed hold of the doll before
CGeorge had di sappeared. But that mght not apply at all, for he may have
known, or at |east suspected, that George woul d di sappear. Certainly he had
not been surprised when it had happened.

"There's another thing," said Sara, "you should know. It's about the trees.
You can see for yourself as soon as it is light. W' re canped just under the
brow of a hill and fromthe hilltop you can see a |lot of country and a | ot of
trees, twenty or thirty of them perhaps. And they're not just haphazard. They



are planted. | amsure of that."

"You nean |ike an orchard?"

"That is right," she said. "Just like an orchard. Each tree so far from every
other tree. Planted in a checkerboard sort of pattern. Someone, at sone tine,
had an orchard here.”

ELEVEN

W went on-and on and on.

Day foll owed day and we traveled fromdawn until the failing of the Iight. The
weat her held. There was no rain and very little wind. Fromthe appearance of
the country, rain cane sel dom here. The country changed at times. There were
days when we struggled uphill and down in tw sted badland terrain; there were
ot her days on end when we traveled land so flat that we seemed to be in the
center of a concave bow -a shallow dish-with the horizons clinbing upward on
every hand. Ahead of us what at first had been a purple cloud lying | ow
agai nst the horizon became unm stakably a far-off nountain range, stil
purpl ed by the distance.

Now there was life, although not a great deal of it. There were honking things
that ran along the hilltops when we crossed the badl ands area and went
streaki ng down the painted gulleys, gobbling their excitenent. There were the
ones we called the striders, seldomseen and always at a distance, so far off
that even with our glasses we never got a good |ook at them but fromwhat we
saw incredibly twisted Iife forns that seenmed to be wal king on stilts,
lurching and striding along at a rapid rate, not seeming to nove swiftly but
covering a lot of ground. And out on the desiccated plains the
whi zzers-animals (if they were animals) the size of wolves that noved so fast
we were unable to see what they really were or how they travel ed. They were a
bl ur com ng toward us and a whi sh goi ng past and anot her blur as they went
away. But although they cane cl ose, they never bothered us. Nor did the
honkers or the striders.
The vegetati on changed, too, fromone type of |andscape to another. Qut on
some of the plains strange curly grasses grew and in sone of the badl ands
areas distorted trees clung to the hillsides and huddled in the gullies. They
| ooked nore like palms than pines, although they were not palns. Their wood
was incredi bly tough and oily and when we passed through regi ons where they
grew we collected as many of their fallen branches as the hobbies could carry
to serve as wood for canpfires.
And al ways there were the trees, the great nonsters that towered niles into
the sky. Now we knew, without any question, that they had been planted, that
the I and had been surveyed and they had been laid out in orchards, formng a
geonetric gridwork over the face of the land. W did not come closer than a
mle or so to any one of them The trail seenmed to be engineered to avoid
them And while at tinmes we saw them shooting out their seed pods, they never
shot at us.

"It's alnost,"” Sara said, "as if they'd learned a I esson. As if they knew
what m ght happen to themif they fired at us."

"Except it wouldn't happen now," | rem nded her, blam ng nyself once again for
having left the ship wi thout going back to the control roomto get the extra
| aser gun and the repair kit for it.

"They don't know that, of course," she said.

But | wasn't quite as sure as she was.
At tinmes, watching through gl asses, we saw swarns of the little ratlike
creatures scurry out of burrows sone distance fromthe trees to collect the
seeds fromthe thrown pods, carrying themto what undoubtedly were hidden pits
to deposit them W never tried to investigate the pits; they were too cl ose
to the trees. If the trees were willing to |l eave us alone, we were quite glad
to reciprocate.

The trail kept on, at times growing faint, at other times broader and better
marked, as if at some tine in the past parts of it had been nore heavily



travel ed than were other sections of it. But the travel in any event could not
have been heavy. W did not nmeet a soul

One day the trail was crossed by what at one tine had been a paved road, with
only a few of the paving blocks remaining. The few that did remain were either
shattered or canted out of place, but standing at the point where it crossed
the trail, alnost at right angles, one could |look for a |long distance either
way al ong the slash marked out by the road, running straight w thout a single
curve.

W held a conference. The road sonehow was attractive, in sone ways seened
nore inmportant than the trail we had been following. In tines past it would
have |inked points of sone inmportance, while the trail went dawdling across
the land in a nost haphazard way. But the trail did bear some signs of ancient
travel. The road bore none at all. It still existed only because enough tine
had not passed to erase it fromthe | andscape. And the trail trended in a
northerly direction and it was to the north that we understood we m ght find
the centaurs. The road ran east and west. Another point. The trail undoubtedly
was ol der than the road; it had an ancient | ook about it. In certain places
where it was constricted by geographic features and thus not allowed to
wander, it had been cut to a depth of three or four feet into the soil. The
evi dence was that it had been used for millennia, that it had been a route of
travel in tines beyond all telling.

Wth some reluctance, we nade our decision, conposed half of l|ogic, half of
hunch. W continued on the trail

Soneone had been here-how | ong ago? Sormeone who had built the city and laid
out the road and planted the trees. But now the city stood silent and enpty
and the road had fallen into ruin. What did it nean, | wondered. A great dea
of time and energy had been spent upon this planet. And then the spenders of
this time and energy had left, taking steps before they left to insure that
anyone who | anded on the planet would have no chance to | eave. Landing
otherwhere than in the city, a ship undoubtedly would be safe and coul d take
of f again. But any ship approaching the planet would al nost certainly |and
nowhere but in the city, lured in by the signals that reached far out in
space.

Along the trail at intervals the beehive houses of stone still were
encountered, squatting on their hilltops. An exam nation of them showed
not hi ng. There was no debris, nothing |l eft behind. They had not, apparently,
been used at any tinme as permanent abodes; they were sinply stopping places,
to be used as shelter for a night or two. We canped out in the open; we never
used them For all their sinmplicity, they had a nusty feel about them

As we travel ed, we shook down into shape. Tuck rode nost of the time. He was
too awkward, too gangling, to walk. Sara and | took turns at riding. Hoot
continued to be file closer, bringing up the rear, hustling the hobbies al ong.
There was no spoken agreenent to this arrangenment; we sinply fell into a
travel pattern. The hobbies remained sul ky and after a tine we did not try to
talk with them Tuck and | got along. W did not grow to |ike one another
better; we just got along. He still carried his ridiculous doll, clutched

agai nst his chest. Day after day he drew away fromus, retreating nore deeply
i nside hinself. After the evening neal he sat alone, not talking, not
noti ci ng.

W were covering a lot of ground, but we didn't seemto be getting anywhere.
W were marchi ng deeper and deeper into an unknown | and which wasn't hostile
at the nonment, but perhaps could turn so at a nonent.

Late one afternoon we cane to a badl ands area and when we'd gone into it a
ways realized that it was one of the really bad ones and sonewhat nore
extensive than we'd first inmagined. So when we reached a fairly | evel place we
stopped despite there being another hour or two of |ight.

W got the packs off the hobbies and stacked the supplies in a pile and the
hobbi es went wandering off, as they often did, as if they took this chance to
be shut away fromus for at least a little tine. But it was all right. Hoot

al ways went off with them and he al ways brought them back. Through the days



that we had marched he had served as a sheepdog for the pack of hobbies and
they were safe with him

W got a fire started and Sara began putting a neal together while Tuck and
went up a draw to bring in some firewood.

W were com ng back, each of us with an arm oad of wood, when we heard the
frightened scream ng of the hobbies and the clangor of their rockers as they
ran. W dropped the wood and set off swiftly for the canp and as we canme in
sight of it, the hobbies canme boiling up out of a narrow gully. They were
runni ng fast and w thout pausing for an instant they overran the canp,
scattering the blazing fire and the pots and pans Sara had set out, with Sara
herself running for her life to get out of the way.

They didn't even hesitate when they reached the canp, but turned to the right

to head back down the trail. Behind them cane Hoot. He was running cl ose
agai nst the ground, the only way he could run, and he was nmaki ng speed as
well. He was little nore than a dark streak at the hobbies' heels, but when he

reached the canmp he skidded to a halt and swung around broadsi de. Standing
there, braced on his tiny feet, he blazed-as he had done back in the city when
t he hobbi es had | aunched a sudden charge. Bl ue haze envel oped himand the
world did a funny sort of jig and up on the trail the hobbies went flying,
spinning in the air. But they got to their rockers once again and went

pl ungi ng on and Hoot bl azed once again, just as they reached the top of the
hill that rose above the canp. This time they di sappeared, flipped and hurl ed
and bl own over the hill by whatever Hoot was doing to them

Cursing like a madman, | went tearing up the hill, but by the time | reached
the top the hobbies were a long ways off and | saw there was no stopping them
They were high-tailing out of there, back toward the city.

| stood and watched themuntil they were al nbst out of sight, then went down
the hill and back to canp.

The canpfire still lay scattered, with sticks of charred and snoki ng wood
lying all about, and a coupl e of cooking pans |ay crushed by the hobbies
rockers. Sara was kneeling on the ground above Hoot, who was |lying on his
side, a ghost of his former self. And that was no figure of speech-he was a
ghost of his former self. He had a hazy, half-substantial |ook about him as
if he might have tried to go sonmewhere and had gotten stuck and was hal f way
between this world and anot her one.

I ran forward and went down on ny knees beside him | reached out ny hands to
pick himup and as | reached I wondered if there was anything that | could
pi ck up. Strangely enough, there was-I would have sworn there woul dn't be.
lifted himand he was very light; he couldn't have wei ghed half his normal

wei ght. | hugged hi mcl ose agai nst ne.

He hooted at nme feebly. "M ke, | try so hard."

"What is the matter, Hoot?" | cried at him "Wat is happening to you? \Wat
can we do for you?"

He didn't answer and | |ooked at Sara and tears were stream ng down her' face.
"Ch, MKke," she said. "Ch, MKke."

Tuck stood just a few feet behind her and for once he'd dropped the doll and
his face was | ong and sad.

Hoot stirred feebly. "Life |I need," he said, his voice so feeble |I could
scarcely nake it out. "Perm ssion to take sone life fromyou."

And at those words, Tuck stepped quickly forward, and | eani ng, snatched Hoot
away from nme. He, straightened, holding Hoot tight against himas he had held
the doll. H's eyes blazed at ne.

"Not you, captain,"” he cried. "You need all the Iife you have. | have life to
give."

"Perm ssi on?" Hoot asked, an eerie, hooting whisper. "Yes, go ahead," said
Tuck. "Please will you go ahead." Sara and |, crouching on the ground, watched

in prayerful fascination. It took only a few m nutes, perhaps only a few
seconds, but the tinme stretched out into what seemed hours. Neither of us
moved and | felt nmy nmuscles cranp fromtension. Slowy Hoot |ost the

i nsubstanti al | ook and becane hi nsel f agai n-com ng back out of that other



world into which he had been bound.

And finally, stooping, Tuck set himon his feet, then hinself collapsed into a
heap.

| leaped to nmy feet and picked up Tuck. He hung linply in ny arnms.

"Quick," | said to Sara. "Bl ankets."

She pl aced bl ankets on the ground and | laid himon them and got him

strai ghtened out, then took another blanket and tucked it close about him
Lying on the ground a few feet away was the fallen doll. | picked it up and

laid it on his chest. One of his hands noved slowly up to grasp and hold it
there.
He opened his eyes and smiled up into ny face. "Thanks, captain,’

he sai d.
TWELVE

W sat around the fire in the deepening dark

"Bones," said Hoot. "Bones upon the ground."

"You're sure of that?" | asked. "Could it have been somnething el se? Wiy shoul d
t he hobbi es be so scared of bones?"

"Sure of it," said Hoot. "Bones was all to see. Nothing else in sight."

"Maybe certain kinds of bones," said Sara. "The skel eton of something they are
afraid of, even dead."

Sonmewhere in the fastness of the badl ands a band of honkers were talking back
and forth, breaking forth at tines into flurries of insane gobblings. The fire
flared as a new piece of the oily wood took flame and the wind that cane
flowi ng down the draw had an edge to it.

And here we were, | thought. Marooned in the center of a how ing wlderness,
not even sure where we had been heading, the winding trail our only
orientation and the only place to flee to, if we could flee, back to that

great white city, which in its way was as nmuch of a how ing wlderness as
this.

But this, | sensed, was not the time to bring the matter up. In the norning,

at the beginning of a brand new day, we'd have a look at it and then decide
the best course for us to take.

Hoot waved a tentacle at the pile of blankets.

"I greedy," he said. "I take too much of him He have less than | imagine."
"He'll be all right," said Sara. "He is sleeping now. He drank a bow of
broth."

"But why?" | denmanded. "Wy did the damm fool do it? | was ready and willing.

| was the one Hoot asked. It should have been ne. After all, Hoot and I..."
"Captain," Sara said, "have you considered that this was the first chance Tuck
had to make a contribution? He nmust have felt a fairly usel ess nmenber of this
expedi tion. You have done your best to make him feel that way."

"Let us face it," | said. "Up until he did this job for Hoot, he had been
fairly useless.”

"And you begrudge himthis chance?"

"No," | said. "No, of course | don't. Wat bothers ne is what he said. | have
life to give, he said. What did he nean by that?"

"I wouldn't know," said Sara. "There is no point now in worrying about what he
m ght have meant. The thing we have to worry about is what we do now. W have

been put afoot. Whatever we do we'll have to | eave supplies behind. Water is
the problem Mst of what we can carry will have to be water. Unless the
hobbi es shoul d cone back."

"They won't come back." | told her. "They' ve been waiting for this chance ever

since we left the city. They woul d have deserted in a mnute if it hadn't been
for Hoot. He kept themin line."

"Surprise they catch me by," said Hoot. "I was ready for them | bop themtine
and yet again and it did no good."

"The horrible thought occurs to me," said Sara, "that this may be standard
operating procedure. Take a group of visitors out here somewhere and | eave
them stranded, with little chance of getting back. Not, perhaps, that it would



do much good if they did get back..."

"Not us," | said. "Other people, maybe, but not these particul ar people. Not
us, around this fire."

She gl anced sharply at ne and not approvingly-but that was not peculiar. By
and | arge, she did not approve of ne.

"I can't quite be sure," she said, "if you are trying to make fun of me or are
whistling in the dark."

"Whistling in the dark," | said. "You have no idea how nuch a little inspired
and determ ned whistling will achieve."

"I suppose you knew exactly what to do," she said. "You have it all in mnd
You'll disclose it to us in a sudden flash of genius. You' ve been in jans

bef ore and you never panic and..."

"Ch," | said, "lay off it. Let's talk in the norning."

And the terrible thing about it was that | really meant let us wait til
nmorning. It was the first time inny life that | had ever put off

deci sion-making. It was the first tine in ny life that |I found nyself
reluctant to face what | was up agai nst.

It was these badl ands, | told nyself-these barren, desol ate stretches of
tortured land and twi sted trees. They took the heart out of a nman, they ground
hi m down, they made hi m as desol ate and no-account as the tangl ed, forsaken
land itself. One could alnost feel hinself nelting into the | andscape,
becomi ng a part of it, as uncaring and as hopel ess.

"In the morning," Sara said, "we'll go and' see Hoot's bones."

THI RTEEN

W found the bones about a half mle down the gully. It made a sharp turn to
the I eft and when we rounded the turn, there they were. | had expected that we
woul d find a few bones scattered about, gl eam ng agai nst the nudli ke brownness
of the soil, but instead of that there was a heap of bones, a great w ndrow of
themthat stretched fromone wall of the gully to the other.

They were | arge bones, many of thema foot in dianeter or nore, and a grinning
skull that was so located in the heap that it appeared to be peeking out at

us, was el ephant-size or bigger. They were yell owed and crunbling, porous
where exposure to the sun and weat her had | eached out the calcium While
heaped nostly in a windrow, some were scattered about the edges of the

wi ndrow, probably haul ed there by scavengers which in sone | ong-gone day mnust
have swarmed to feasting.

Beyond the bones the gully ended abruptly. The walls of earth, with rocks from
fist-size to boulders, sticking out of themlike raisins in a cake, swept
around in a semicircle to close off the depression. The bones lay fifty feet
or so fromthe end of the gully and at the foot of the earthen wall which
marked its end lay a great junble of rocks which in ages past had fallen from
the cliff.

The gully itself was depressing enough, with its earthy barrenness, |onely
beyond all concept of |oneliness. One woul d have said that as it stood the

pl ace could not have been nade nore lonely or nore barren, but that would have
been wrong, for the bones added that one further factor or dinmension which
pushed it to a point of awesone |oneliness that seened to be nore than the
human m nd coul d bear.

| felt uneasy, alnost ill-and it takes a lot to make me ill. There was a
feeling that one should turn fromthis place and flee, that something which
had happened here | ong ago had cast upon this place an aura of evil and of
awf ul ness to which no one should subject hinself.

And out of this awful ness a voice came to us.

"Gracious sirs or nmesdanes," it piped, loud and cheerfully, "or whatever you
may chance to be, pity please upon nme, hauling me hence fromthis awkward and
enbarrassing position in which I have been | ong since."

I could not have stirred if | had been paid a nillion. The voice nailed ne
into place and held nme stupefied.



The voi ce spoke again. "Against the wall," it said. "Behind the junbled rocks
whi ch, forsooth, proved so poor a fortress as to get all killed but 1."

"It could be a trap," said Sara in a hard netallic voice that sounded strange
fromher. "The hobbi es m ght have sensed the trap. That's maybe why they ran.”
"Pl ease,"” pleaded the piping voice. "Please away you do not go. There been
others and they did turn away. There is nothing here to fright you."

I moved forward a step or two.

"Captain, don't!" cried Sara.

"W can't wal k away," | said. "W would al ways wonder."

It wasn't what | nmeant to say or what | wanted to do. Al | wanted to do was
turn around and run. It was as if another person, sone sort of second person
a surrogate of ne, had spoken

But all the time I was wal king forward and when | canme to the pile of bones |
began to scranble over them They made unsteady footing and they crunbl ed
under nme and shifted, but | nade it over them and was on the other side.

"Ch, nmost noble creature,” cried the piping voice, "you cone to synpathetic
rescue of ny unworthy self."

| raced across the space between the bones and boul ders and went swarm ng up
the pile of rocks fromwhich the voice seemed to come. They were good-sized
boul ders, better than man-hi gh, and when | scranbled to the top of them and

| ooked down behind them | saw what had been piping at us.

It was a hobby, its mlk-glass whiteness gleaming in the shadow, flat upon its
back with its rockers sticking straight up in the air. One side of it lay

agai nst the boul der that | stood upon, wedged tightly against it by another
smal | er boul der whi ch had been di sl odged fromthe pile. Pinned between these
two masses of rock, the hobby was held conpletely hel pl ess.

"Thank you, gracious one," it piped. "You did not turn away. See you | am
unable, sir, but fromother evidences | deduce you are humanoi d. Humanoi ds be
the best of people. Filled with much conpassion and no little valor."

It waggled its rockers at me in a gesture of gratitude.

The trapped hobby was not the only thing behind the barricade. Out of the dirt
a humanoid skull grinned at ne and there were scattered bones and chunks of
rusted netal

"How many years ago?" | asked the hobby, and It was a foolish thing to ask,
for there were other nore inportant questions that | should have asked.
"Honored sir," it said, "of tinme all track I've lost. The minutes run |ike
years and the years like centuries and it seenms to ne that since | |ast stood
upon ny rockers an eternity has passed. No one upside down as | am can be
relied upon to keep a count of time. There be others of us, but they ran away.

And still others of us, but they died. | be the only one left out of that
nobl e conpany. "

"All right," | said, "just take it easy. W'll have you out of there."

"Take it easy," piped the hobby, "I have done for long. The time | passed with
many t houghts and fantasies and nuch hopi ng and nuch fanciful imaginings of
what woul d happen to ne. | knew that at |length the rocks would rot away, for

this material of mne outlasts any rock. But hope | did that before that cane
about there would be other intervention, fromsuch kind-intentioned person as
yoursel f."

The others were scranbling across the pile of bones and | waved them on

"W have a hobby here,"” | shouted at them "and there is at |east one hunman
skul | and some scattered bones."
And even as | told themthis, | was not so nuch wondering about what mi ght

have happened here or why humans may have di ed here, but was thinking that
with the rescued hobby we woul d be trapped no longer in this little stretch of
badl ands. The hobby could carry the water we would need either to continue up
the trail or race back to the city.

It took all three of us, with Hoot standing off and calling out encouragenent
to us, to roll away the snmaller rock that held the hobby pinned agai nst the

bi gger boul der. And when we had it rolled away we had to tip that stupid hobby
over and set himon his rockers. He stared at us solemly, which, | suppose,



was the only way that he could stare, for hobbies are not designed for facial
expr essi on.

"I be Paint," he told us, "although at times | be called Ad Paint, which is
beyond ny feebl e understanding, for | be no older than the hobbies. W all be
forged and fabricated at the selfsame tinme and there be no one of us ol der
than the other."

"There were other hobbi es?" Sara asked.

"There be ten of us,"” said Paint. "Nine others ran away and the only reason
for my staying is the unfortunate circunstance from which you kindly |iberated
me. W be forged on distant planet, of which I be ignorant the name, and
brought here to this planet. Coming up the trail we be attacked by a horde of
raveners, result of which you see."

"The ones who brought you here, the ones who fabricated you," asked Sara.
"They were the same as us?"

"Same as you," said Paint. "There be no profit in talking nore of them They
died."

"Why were they here?" she asked. "\What were they |ooking for?"

"For another one of them" said Paint. "For humanoi d person | ong di sappeared,
but with many stories told."

"For Law ence Arlen Knight?"

"I know not," the hobby said. "They do not tell me things."

FOURTEEN

W decided to go on, following the trail. W threshed it out as we sat around
the snmoky canpfire, with Paint standing beside the pile of our supplies,
gently rocking back and forth. Actually there wasn't much threshing out to do.
Tuck didn't really care. He sat a little apart fromus, clutching his dol
tight against himand silently rocking back and forth. It was enough to give a
man the jitters, watching the two of them Paint and Tuck, rocking back and
forth. Sara and | made the decision and there was no real argunent. There was
not hi ng, we were convinced, for us back there in the city. And so far as we
knew, there was nothing for us up there on the trail, unless it were the sort
of thing that had happened to those nen back there in the gully. But the very
fact that other humans, Lord knows how | ong ago, had followed this sane trail,
apparently for the selfsanme reason that we followed it, seemed at |least to
Sara a powerful argunent that we should continue.

But there was one thing, | figured, | should get straight with her.

"Kni ght must be dead,"” | said. "Surely you know that. You nust have known it
back on Earth when we started out."

She flared at me. "There you go again! Can't you let |oose! You ve been
against this idea fromthe start. Wiy did you ever cone with us?"

"I told you that before,"” |I said. "The noney."

"Then what do you care if he's dead or alive? What do you care if we find him
or we don't?"

"That's an easy one," | told her. "I don't give a damm one way or the other."
"But you're willing to go on? You sounded just a while ago as if you preferred
goi ng on."

"I think I do," | said. "W mght find sonething up ahead. We'll find nothing
goi ng back."

"W m ght round up the hobbies."

| shook ny head. "if either the hobbies or the gnome found we were com ng
back, we'd never see them much less lay a hand on them There nust be a
mllion places in that city where you could hide an arny."

"The hobbi es nmust be the ones who ran away," she said, "down there in the
gully. Do you suppose that they renenbered when they saw the bones? Do you
suppose they might have forgotten, but when they saw the bones renenbered and
it was such a shock to them this old nmenory fromthe past "

"There were eight of them™" | said, "and Paint nakes nine. He said there were



ten. Wiere did the other go?"

"W may never know," she said.

| couldn't figure out what difference all this nmade, why we should be sitting
here and speculating. | didn't really see what difference anything coul d make.
W woul d go on and we'd not know where we were going, but we could al ways hope
that we'd find a better place than this bone-dry wilderness with its flinty
ridges and its tw sted badl ands, we could al ways hope that we mght get a
break sonehow and that we'd recognize it soon enough to take advantage of it.
The fact that the nmen whose bones lay there in the gully's end had been
seeki ng someone did not necessarily nean they knew he'd cone this way.
Probably they had been as confused as we were. And there was no real evidence
t hat Kni ght had been the one they had been | ooking for

So we sat there by the canpfire and planned it out.

We woul d | oad Paint with Roscoe's useless carcass and all the water and food
that he could carry. Tuck and | would carry heavy packs while Sara, the only
one of us with a weapon, would carry a light load, so that in a nonent of
energency she could drop her pack and be ready with the rifle. Hoot would
carry nothing. He would be our scout, ranging out ahead of us and spying out
the | and.

That afternoon, rmuch as we disliked the doing of it, we went down the gully
and dug through the fort. W found three human skulls and half a dozen rusted
weapons that were too far gone to determnine what kind of guns they m ght have
been. Paint recalled that there had been eight humans and the | arge nunber of
scattered bones seenmed to bear himout. But three skulls were all we found.
Back at canmp we nade up our packs and hauled the rest of the supplies off the
trail, caching themin a narrow fissure than ran down into the gully. Using
branches, we brushed out our tracks leading off the trail. Neither the caching
job or the brushing out of tracks was done too expertly. But | had the feeling
that it was all a waste of time, that the trail had been | ong abandoned and
that we m ght have been the first to travel it for a century or nore

The day was far gone, but we |oaded up and left. There was none of us who
wanted to stay in that canp for a mnute | onger than was necessary. W fled
fromit, glad to get away, to be free of the depressing walls of barren earth
and the sense of ancient doom one could feel hanging over it. And there was,
as well, a sense of urgency, a never-expressed, perhaps never-admitted feeling
that we were running out of tine.

FI FTEEN

Hoot stunbled on the centaurs the second day out.

W still were in the badl ands. Heretofore any of themwe had cone to had been
crossed in a few hours or a day at nost. But this badlands area seened to
stretch on forever and we all |ooked forward to the end of it, if the end
shoul d ever cone. Loaded down with heavy packs as Tuck and | were, it was
rugged going, nmostly up and down, with only short respites when the trail ran
for short distances across nore |evel |and.

Hoot kept out ahead of us. W saw himonly now and then and then only glinpses
of hi mwhen he stood on sone high point to | ook back and see how we were

doi ng.
Shortly before noon I saw hi m si dewheeling rapidly down the trail above us.
@ ad of an excuse to rest, | dropped nmy pack and waited for him So did Sara,

but Tuck nerely stopped when we stopped and did not drop his pack. He stood

t here, hunched over under the weight of it, staring at the ground. Since we'd
left the camp where we had | ost the hobbies, he had been nore w thdrawn than
ever, fumbling al ong without paying attention to anything at all

Hoot cane slithering down the trail and stopped in front of us.

"Hobbi es ahead,"” he hooted at nme. "Ten times ten of them But w thout their
rockers and with faces such as you."

"Centaurs," Sara said.

"Playing," panted Hoot. "In depression in the hills. Playing at gane. Knocking



sphere about with sticks."

"Centaurs playing polo," Sara said, enchanted. "Wat could be nore
appropriate!”

She reached up to brush the truant |ock of hair out of her eyes and watchi ng
her, | caught a glinpse again of the girl who had net me in the hallway of
that ol d house back on Earth-as she had | ooked before the dust and wear of
travel on this planet had blunted the sharp edge of her beauty.
"Understand do I," said Hoot, "that you seek for them dad | be to find
them™

"Thank you, Hoot," said Sara.

| reached down and picked up ny pack and shrugged into the harness.

"Lead on, Hoot," | said.

"Do you think," asked Sara, "that the centaurs still night have the brain
case? They might have lost it or broken it or used it up some way."

"We'll know, " | said, "when we talk with them'

"What about his menory?" she asked. "If we get the case and put it into him
will the menory still be there? WIIl he remenber as well as when it was taken
out of hinP"

"The menory won't be lost," | assured her. "Everthing he ever knew will stil
be there. It's the way a robotic brain is made. They don't forget |ike
peopl e. "

There was a chance, of course, that there'd be nore than one tribe of centaurs
on the planet, that there nmight be many tribes of them and that this one up
ahead, engaged in their polo playing, would not be the tribe that had Roscoe's
brain case. But | didn't nention this to her

There was a chance as well they'd not be interested in parting with it.

Al though | couldn't imagi ne what earthly good a robotic brain case would be to
anyone unl ess they had a robot.

When we neared the top of the hill beyond the one down which Hoot had
scranbled to bring us word, he whispered to us that the centaurs were just
beyond the bill

I"mnot sure why we did it, for no one passed the word to do it, but we all
scrooched down when we neared the top of the hill and peeked over it.

Below us lay a wide flat area of sand and scrawny vegetation and beyond t hat
little area the red and yell ow of the desert lay, with the badl ands formations
finally petering out.

Hoot had been wrong in his counting of them There were nmany nore than ten
times ten. The bulk of them were ranged solidly around a rectangul ar playing
field, which was a playing field only by the virtue of a game being pl ayed
upon it. It was a |l evel chunk of desert, with two rows of white stones serving
as goals. Upon the field a dozen centaurs were involved in furious action

long clubs clutched in their hands, fighting for the possession of a ball
whacking it back and forth-a rude and very el enental version of the noble gane
of pol o.

Even as we watched, however, the, game cane to an end. The players trotted off
the field and the crowd began breaki ng up.

Beyond the polo field a fewtents were set up, although one should not have
called themtents. They were sinply | arge squares of sone sort of dirty fabric
supported by poles thrust into the ground, designed perhaps for nothing nore
than shelter fromthe sun. Here and there anong the shelters were piles of
packs, probably containing the few possessions of the tribe.

The centaurs were mlling about, with no seening purpose, exactly as a crowd
of people on an ainl ess holiday would m Il around.

"What do we do now?" asked Sara. "Just wal k down to then®"

Tuck came out of his trance. "Not all of us," he said. "Just one."

"And | suppose that's you," | said, half-kidding.

"OfF course it's me," said Tuck. "If anyone is going to get killed, I'mthe
candi date. "

"I don't think," said Sara, "that they'd just up and kill soneone."

"That's what you think," | said.



"Let's look at it logically," said Tuck, in that dirty supercilious way of his
that made you want to belt him "O all of us, | amthe least likely to get
killed. I am a hunbl e-1 ooki ng person, very inoffensive and with no bluster in
me and probably not appearing quite right in the head. And | have this brown
robe and | don't wear shoes, but sandals. "

"Those babies down there,” | told him "don't know a thing about brown robes
or sandals. And they could care less if you were bright or stupid. If they
feel like killing soneone. "

"But you can't know that," said Sara. "They m ght be friendly people."

"Do they look friendly to you?"

"No, | guess they don't," she said, "although you can't tell just by I ooking
at them But Tuck may have something going for him Mybe they don't know
about brown robes and sandal s, but maybe they could sense a sinple soul. They
m ght see right off he isn't dangerous but is filled with kindly thoughts."
And | was thinking all the time she was saying this that she nmust have soneone
else in mnd, for it couldn't be our Tuck

"I"'mthe one to go, by God," | said. "So let's just cut out this jabbering and
"Il go on down there. They'd nop up the place with Tuck."

"I don't suppose they would with you," she said. "You' re damed right they
woul dn't. | know how to handl e. "

"Captain," said Tuck, "why don't you ever listen to reason? You just go
poppi ng off. You got to be the big shot. Consider just two things. Wat | said
| meant. They night not cl obber ne because I'ma different kind of nan than
you are. There wouldn't be the satisfaction of taking off on me there'd be in
taking off on you. There isn't too nmuch fun in killing or in beating up
someone who is pitiful and weak and if | only put my mind to it, |I can |ook
awful pitiful and weak. And the other thing is this-you re needed nore than
am |f sonething happened to me it wouldn't nmake much difference, but it would
make a lot of difference to this expedition if you went down there and got
yoursel f knocked off."

| stared at him aghast that he had had the guts to say what he'd just said.
"You nean all this foolishness?" | asked.

"OfF course | do," 'he said. "Wat did you think, that | was just
grandstandi ng? Did you think I thought you wouldn't let nme go and no natter
what | said, | wouldn't have to go, that | would be safe?"

| didn't answer him but he was right. That was exactly what |'d thought.
"\Whoever goes," said Sara, "will have to ride Ad Paint. The kind of things
they are, they'd have nore respect for you if you were riding Paint. And

anot her thing, Paint could get you out of there if the situation started going
bad. "

"M ke," honked Hoot, "the holy one speaks vivid sort of sense.™

"It's all damm foolishness,” | told them "I'mthe one who is supposed to take
the risks. I'mbeing paid for it."

"M ke," said Sara, sharply, "stop being infantile. Soneone has to go down
there-1 mght even be the one. There are three of us, not counting Hoot, and
we can't send himdown there. It nmust be one of us. So let's just marshal al

t he angl es. "

"But it's not just going down to face them" | protested. "We al so have to
bargain for the brain case. Tuck would get it all screwed up."

We crouched, glaring at one anot her

"Toss a coin," | grow ed. "Wuld you settle for a toss?"

"A coin only has two sides," said Sara.

"That's enough,” | said. "You're out of this. It's either Tuck or I."

"No coin," said Tuck. "I"'mthe one who's going." Sara | ooked at me. "I think
we should let himgo," she said. "He wants to. He is willing. He will do al
right."

"The bargaini ng?" | asked.

"W want the robot's brain case,” said Tuck. "We'Ill give al nost anything for

it if we have to give it and.
"Up to and including the rifle," said Sara.



| blew up at her. "Not the riflel W may need that rifle badly. It's the only
t hi ng we have."

"W need the brain case, too," said Sara. "Wthout it we are sunk. And we nmay
not need the rifle. Since we've been here | have fired it once and even that
once was a sensel ess pi ece of business.

"There were the men back in the gully."

She shrugged. "They had weapons. How much good did the weapons do then®"

"Al'l 1 can do," said Tuck, "is to find if they have the case and if they'd be
willing to let loose of it. The actual bargaining will cone later. W can al
take part init."

"AIl right," | said.

Let himgo ahead and nmake a mess of it. If he did maybe we could give up this

silly hunt for Lawrence Arlen Knight and try to figure out howto get off this
pl anet. Although | had only the npst foggy of ideas how to go about it.

| wal ked over to Paint and unloaded him piling the water tins to the side of

the trail and drapi ng Roscoe's |inp netal body over them

"Al'l right, sport,” | said to Tuck

He wal ked over and got into the saddle. He | ooked down at me and held down his
hand. | took it and there was nore strength in those long, |ean fingers than
had thought there'd be.

"Good luck," | said to him and then Paint went gall oping over the hilltop,

headi ng down the trail. W peeked over the hilltop, watching.

| had said good luck to himand neant it. God knows, the poor dam fool would
need all the luck there was.

Sonehow he | ooked small and pitiful, bouncing along on the hobby's back, the
hood pul l ed up around his face and his robe fluttering behind him

The trail turned and di pped and we | ost sight of him but in a few mnutes he

reappeared, riding across the flat toward the mlling centaurs. Soneone in the
mlling cromd caught sight of himand a shout went up. Al the centaurs spun
around to look at himand the mlling stopped.

This is it, | thought, and I was watching so hard that | held ny breath. In

anot her second they m ght rush himand that would be the end of it. But they
didn't rush him they just stood and | ooked.

Pai nt went rocking forward, Tuck bouncing on himlike a doll clothed in a
scrap of brown cloth. And that doll of his, | thought..

"What about the doll?" | whispered to Sara. | don't know why | whispered. It
was foolish of me. | could have shouted and that herd of centaurs woul d not
have paid attention. They were busy watching Tuck. "What about the doll? Did
he | eave it here?"

"No," she said, "he took it with him He tucked it underneath the belt and
pulled the belt up tight to hold it."

"For the love of Christ!" | said.

"You keep thinking," he said, "that it is just a doll, that there's something
wong with himto carry it around. But there isn't. He sees sonething in it
you and | can't see. It's not just a good luck charm I|ike a rabbit's foot.
It's a good deal nore than that. 1've watched himwith it. He handles it
tenderly and reverently. As if it were religious. A Madonna, maybe."

| scarcely heard the |ast of what she had to say, for Paint was getting close
to the herd of centaurs and was slowi ng down. Finally, fifty feet or so from
them the hobby stopped and stood waiting. Tuck sat there like a lunp. He
hadn't raised his hand in a peaceful gesture. He hadn't done a thing; he'd
just ridden up to them sitting on Ad Paint |like a |unmpy sack

| |1 ooked around. Sara had the gl asses trained on the flat.

"I's he talking to them" | asked.

"I can't tell," she said. "He has the hood pulled up around his face."

It was all to the good, | told nyself. They hadn't killed himout of hand.
There might still be hope.

Two of the centaurs trotted out to meet him maneuvering so there'd be one on
each side of him

"Here," said Sara, handing nme the gl asses.



Through them | could see nothing of Tuck except the back of that pulled-up
hood, but could plainly see the faces of the two centaurs. They were the faces
of tough and strong-willed nen, brutal faces. They were far nore humanoi d than
| had expected themto be. They had the appearance of listening to Tuck and
fromtime to time one or the other of them seenmed to make short replies. Then
suddenly, they were | aughing, great shouts of uproarious |aughter, taunting,
cont empt uous | aughter, and behind themthe herd took up the |aughter

| put down the glasses and crouched there, listening to the distant boom ng of
that mass | aughter which echoed in the twisted hills and gullies.

Sara made a wy face at nme. "I wonder what is happening," she said.

"dd Tuck," I told her, "has nmulled it once again."

The I aughter quieted and di ed away and once again the two centaurs were
talking with Tuck. | handed the gl asses back to Sara. | could see as nmuch as |

wanted to see without the help of them

One of the centaurs swung about and shouted to someone in the crowd. For a
nmonent the three of them seemed to be waiting, then one of the centaurs in the
cromd trotted out, carrying something that glittered in the sunlight.

"What is it?" | asked Sara, who had the gl asses up

"lIt's a shield," she said. "And there seens to be a belt of some sort. Now
can see. It's a belt and sword. They're giving themto Tuck."

Pai nt was wheel i ng about and headi ng back, the sunlight glinting off the
shield and sword that Tuck held in front of himin the saddle. And back on the
flat, the centaurs again were hooting with nocking |laughter. It rolled in upon
us, wave after wave of sound and out on the flat Paint built up sudden speed.
He was running like a startled rabbit. Wen he di sappeared fromview, the two
of us sat back and | ooked at one anot her

"We'll soon know, " | said.

"I"'mafraid," said Sara, "that it won't be good. Maybe we nade a m stake. You
were the one to go, of course. But he wanted to, so badly."

"But why?" | asked. "Wy did the poor fool want to go? Mock heroics? This is
no tine, | tell you. "

She shook her head. "Not nock heroics. Sonething nore conplicated than that.
Tuck is a conplex sort of person . "

"There's something eating on him" | said. "I'd like to know what it is.
"He doesn't think the way you and | do," she said. "He sees things
differently. There is something driving him Not a physical something. Nothing
physical like fear or anmbition or envy. A nystical force of some sort. | know.
You' ve al ways thought he was just another religico. Another faker. One of that
wandering tribe that takes on pretended religious attributes to cover up their
strangeness. But | tell you he isn't. I've known hima |l ot |onger than you
have. "

Pai nt cane plunging over the hilltop and, setting his rockers, skidded to a
halt. Tuck, sagging in the saddle, let go of the shield and sword belt and
they clattered to the ground.

Tuck sat there and stared at us, half-paralyzed.

"What about the brain case?" Sara asked. "Have they got it?"

Tuck nodded.

"WIl they trade it?"

"Not trade," he croaked. "Not sell it. They will fight for it. It's the only
way. .."

"Fight for it?" | asked. "Wth a sword!"

"That's what they gave it to ne for. | told them| cane in peace and peace,
they said, was coward. They wanted me to fight i mediately, but | said | had
to go and pray and they |aughed at that, but they let ne |eave."

He slid off Paint and coll apsed in a heap upon the ground.

"I cannot fight," he shrilled at us. "I have never fought. | have never held a
weapon in nmy hand until this day. | cannot kill. | refuse to kill. They said
it would be fair. One of me agai nst one of them but..."

"But you couldn't fight," | said.

Sara snapped at me. "Of course he couldn't fight. He doesn't know a thing of



fighting."

"Stop that sniveling," | snarled at him "Get on your feet and get off that
robe of yours."

"You!" gasped Sara.

"Who the hell else?" | asked her. "He goes out and guns up the business. It's
up to me to go out and finish it. You want that brain case, don't you?"

"But you have never used a sword, have you?"

"No, of course | haven't. Wat do you think I an? A damed barbari an?"

Tuck hadn't stirred. | reached down and jerked himto his feet. "Of with that
robe!" | yelled. "W can't keep themwaiting down there."

| jerked off my shirt and began to unl ace mnmy shoes.

"The sandals, too," |I said. "I'll have to | ook |ike you."

"They'll know the difference," Sara said. "You don't ook the least |ike
Tuck. "

"Wth the hood pulled up around my face, they won't know the difference. They
won't renenber what he | ooked like. And even if they did, they wouldn't care.
They have a sucker and they knowit. It's a lark for them™

| stood up and peeled off my trousers. Tuck hadn't noved. "Get that robe off
him" | said to Sara. "That prayer of his can't last too |long. They'll get

i npatient waiting for him W don't want themto cone out hunting him™"
"Let's give it up," said Sara. "Let's just adnit that we are |icked. W can
head back down the trail. "

"They'd conme after us," | said. "W couldn't outrun them Get that robe off
him"

Sara moved toward hi mand Tuck suddenly cane alive. He unfastened the belt and
shrugged out of the robe, tossing it to ne.

| put it on and cinched it around me, pulling the cow over ny head.

"You' ve never used a sword," said Sara. "You'll be going up against the best
swordsman that 'they have."

"I"1l have one advantage," | told her. "This man of theirs, no matter how good
he is, will be convinced he is paired off with a sissy. He'll be off guard. He

may try being fancy. O he won't try too hard. He'll be a showoff and try to
make it ook like play. If | can get to him "

"Mke. . ."

"The sandals," |, said.

Tuck kicked themtoward me and | stepped into them

He stood naked except for a dirty pair of shorts and he was the scrawniest
human being | had ever seen. H's stomach was so flat that it seened to be sunk
in toward his backbone and you could count every rib he owned. Hi s arns and

| egs were pipestens.

| bent down to pick up the sword belt and strapped it about my waist. | took
out the sword and had a look at it. It was a heavy, awkward weapon, a little
rusted, not too sharp-but sharp enough. | jamed it back into the scabbard,

pi cked up the shield and slid it on my arm
"Cood luck, Mke," said Sara.

"Thanks," | said. But | wasn't thankful. | was just burned up. This blundering
fool had gone out and nessed up the detail and left nme a dirty job to do and,
deep inside of ne, | wasn't sure at all of the kind of job that | could
nmanage.

I clinbed on Paint and as the hobby turned to go. Tuck rushed over to ne and
stood there, in his dirty shorts, reaching up the doll to nme, offering it to
ne.

I lashed out with nmy foot and struck his arm The doll, jarred out of his
grasp, went flying through the air.

Pai nt, turned now, went plunging up the hill and down the trail. The centaurs
were still as they had been before. | had been afraid that |I mght neet them
streaming up the trail, conmng to get Tuck

At ny appearance they sent up a nocking cheer

W reached the flat on which the centaurs were gathered and Pai nt went
rocketing toward themat a steady clip. One of the centaurs trotted out to



nmeet ne and Paint stopped, facing him He had a shield, exactly like the one
carried, and a sword belt strapped around one shoul der
"You return,” he said. "W had not thought you would."

"I remain still a man of peace,” | said, "Is there no other way?"

"Peace be coward," he said.

"You insist?" | asked.

"There is," he said, "no other way of honor." He was nocking ne.

" Speaki ng of honor," | said, "how do | know that when | get through killing
you | will get the sphere?"

"You speak nost lightly of killing ne," he said.

"One of us nust die,” | told him

"That is true," he said, "but it will be you."

"Just on the chance that you are wong," | insisted, "how about the sphere?"
"In the unlikely event that you still live," he said, "it will be brought to
you. "

"And 1'll be allowed to | eave in peace?"

"You insult ne," he said, in cold anger. "You insult ny race.”

"I ama stranger here," | said. "I do not know your race."

"We are honorable,"” he said, the words gritted through his teeth.

"In that case," | said, "let us proceed to business."

"The rul es nust be observed," he said. "Each of us will nove back and turn

around to face each other. You note the fabric on the pol e?"
| nodded. Someone in the crowd of centaurs was holding up a pole with a dirty
pi ece of cloth tied to it.

"When the synbol falls,"” he said, "the fight begins.” | nodded and ki cked
Paint in the ribs to get himturned around. | rode a few paces, then turned
Pai nt around again. The centaur also had turned around and we were facing one
another. The pole with the dirty piece of cloth still was held on high. The
centaur unsheathed his sword and | followed his exanple.

"Paint, old hoss," |I said, "nowwe're in for it."

"Most honored sir," Paint told ne, "I shall strive my utnmost in our cause
The pole with the dirty rag came down.

W rushed together. Paint was going full speed after the first two swi ngs he
made upon his rockers, and the centaur was thundering down upon us, his
driving hoofs cutting great clots of earth out of the ground and throw ng them
behind him He held his sword on high and his shield was rai sed above his
head. As he charged toward us he let go with a strange shrill yodeling

war whoop that was enough to freeze the bl ood.

Not nmore than a couple of seconds coul d have el apsed between the tine the flag
had dropped and we were upon one another and in those two seconds (if it were
two seconds) ny suddenly busy m nd thought of at |east a dozen clever tricks
by which | could outsmart ny opponent, and as speedily dropped themall. In
that |last monent, | knew there was nothing | could do other than try to catch
the bl ow of his sword upon ny shield and to try, by whatever means presented
itself, to get in a blow of my own.

My mind dropped its wild flurry of ideas and became a hard, cold block and a

grimess settled on ne and | knew that this was it. |I had to finish himoff
qui ckly or he would finish me and the matter of my finishing himnust depend
| argely upon luck, for I had no skill and no time to learn the skill.

| saw his sword coming down in a full-arnmed swi nging stroke and I knew al so
that nmy sword was swinging at his head, driven by every ounce of strength
could muster in my arm H's eyes were half-closed and beady and his face wore
a | ook of self-satisfied alertness.

For he knew he had ne. He knew | had no chance. Frommany little things that
he had noted, he nust have sensed that | was no expert swordsman and was at an
utter di sadvantage.

H s sword struck the edge of ny shield so hard that my armwas nunbed and the
bl ade went skidding off it to go slicing past my shoul der. But even as this
happened, he jerked suddenly, beginning to rear up and backward. A glazed | ook
flitted across his face and the armthat held the shield dropped away and the



edge of my sword canme down squarely on top his head, driven with all the
strength | had, slicing into his skull and bisecting his face to drive deep
into his neck.

And in that instant before ny blade had struck him when his face had taken on
that gl azed | ook and his shield arm had sagged away, | had glinpsed the bl ack
hol e whi ch bl ossonmed in his forehead, on a Iine between and just above his
eyes. But | sawit only for a fraction of a second, for alnpst as soon as it
appeared, the sword was slicing through it, alnost as if it had been placed
there to show ne where to strike.

S| XTEEN

The brain case was nicked and battered. It had had hard usage.

| handed it down to Sara. "There it is," |I said. "That was a hell of a chance
you took."

She bristled at the anger in ny voice. "It was no chance at all," she said.

"The bullet goes where | aimthe rifle and | amgood at it. It worked out,
didn't it?"

"I't worked out just fine," | said, still shaken. "But two feet to one side.
"It couldn't have," she said. "I aimed it..."

"Yeah, | know," | said. "Right in the center of his forehead."

| clinbed down of f Paint and shucked off the robe. Tuck was crouched at the
foot of one of the twi sted badl ands trees. | tossed the robe to him

"Where are my pants?" | asked

"Over there," said Sara, pointing. "I picked themup and fol ded them™

| picked up the trousers and shook them out and started getting into them
Sara had been turning the brain around and around in her band.

"What happened to it?" she asked. "Wiat did they use it for?"

"What woul d you expect a bunch of pol o-playing barbarians to use a brain case
for?"

"You nmean a pol o ball?"

| nodded. "Now they'll have to go back to balls chiseled out of stone. They're
all upset about it,"

Hoot came swarni ng down the slope fromwhere he had been standing | ookout.
"You performexcellent,” he hooted at nme. "For one w el ding an unaccust oned
weapon. "

"M ss Foster was the one who performed so excellently,” | told him "She
bagged ny bird for ne."

"No matter which," said Hoot, "the deed be neatly done and the gane-pl ayi ng
hobbi es are evacuating."

"You nmean that they are |eaving?"

"They are forming up to march."

| clinbed to the top of the hill and the centaurs had indeed formed into a
ragged line and were narching west. It was a relief to see them go. Honorabl e
as they mght be (and they were honorable; they had given ne the brain case) |
still would have felt slightly nervous if they had hung around.

Turni ng back, | saw that Tuck and Sara had haul ed Roscoe's body off the pile
of water tins and were opening up his skull so they could insert the brain
case.

"Do you think it has been damaged?" Sara asked. "The beating it has taken
Look at all the dents in it!"

| shook ny head. | didn't know

"He doesn't have to know too much," said Sara, hopefully. "W won't ask much
of him Just sone sinple questions.”

Tuck held out his hand for the brain case and Sara gave it to him

"You know how to do?" | asked Tuck

"I think I do," he said. "There are slots. You just slip it in..."

He slipped it in and slapped it with the heel of his hand to drive it hone,

t hen banged the skull plate shut.



Roscoe stirred. He had been propped against a wall of earth and now he

strai ghtened to stand upon his feet. H s head sw vel ed about to | ook at each
of us in turn. Hs arnms noved tentatively, as if he mght be testing them

He spoke, his voice grating. "Wwyever," he said, "wherever, however, forever,
whenever . "

He stopped speaking and | ooked around at us as if to see if we had understood
him Wen it nust have been apparent that we hadn't, he said, solemly and
slowy, so there'd be no mistaking himthis tine, "Hat, cat, bat, fat, rat,
sat, vat, pat, gnat, gat, drat, tat."

"He's completely nuts,"” | said.
"CQuts," said Roscoe.
"He rhynes," said Sara. "That is all he does-just a rhym ng dictionary. Do you

suppose he's forgotten everything? Do you think he knows anything at all?"
| grinned at her. "Wy don't you ask hin®"

"Roscoe," said Sara, "do you renenber anything at all?"

"Tall," said Roscoe, "call, ball, mall, fall, gall."

"No, no," said Sara, "do you renenmber your master?"

"Pastor," said Roscoe, naddeningly conversational

"Ch, it's no use!" cried Sara. "All the way we traveled, all the, trouble
we' ve been through and you down there risking your neck and all we get is
this!"

"Roscoe,"” | said sharply, "we are |ooking for Lawence Arlen Knight. "
"Kite," said Roscoe, "sight, night, blight . . ."
"No, goddamm it!" | shouted. "W are |l ooking for him Point in the direction

we shoul d | ook."

"Book," said Roscoe, "cook, took." But even as he nouthed his rhym ng

gi bberish, he squared around and flung out his arm with a finger pointing,

hol ding his armand finger rigid, like a steady sign board, pointing northward
up the trail.

SEVENTEEN

So we went on, northward, up the trail

W | eft the desert and the badl ands behind us and clinbed steadily for days up
a high plateau, while ahead of us the nountains steadily clinbed higher in the
sky, great, nystic, mpjestic ramparts that still were touched with the blue of
di st ance.

There was water now, flow ng streams of it that ran cold and mnusically al ong

t he pebbl ed beds. W cached our water tins in one of the stone beehive huts

that still sprouted, at intervals, along the trail. Since the badl ands none of
us carried packs; the packs we had carried were strapped on Roscoe's sturdy
back. Feeling a bit sheepish about it, |I traveled with the shield slung behind

nmy shoul ders and the sword buckled to nmy waist. It was no kind of fighting
equi prent for a grown man to carry, but there was in that shield and sword a
certai n swashbuckling feeling of inportance-a throwback to sone old ancestor
of millennia ago who had taken pride in a warrior's outfit.

W marched, it seenmed, with nore purpose now. Vile at tines | doubted that
Roscoe had known what was goi ng on when he had pointed north (and continued to
point north each tinme we asked him his seening confidence gave us at |east a
feeling of assurance that we no |longer were funbling blindly, but had a track
to foll ow

The vegetation increased. There was grass and flowering plants, a vast variety
of shrubs, and at tines groves of stately trees along some of the water
courses. And al ways of course, the sky-scraping trees that towered far into
the distance. The air grew chilly and where there had been no wi nd, there now
was wi nd, blowing with a knife-edge bite. Rodentli ke creatures abounded,
sitting up and whistling at us as we passed, and occasionally small herds of
her bi vores. Sara shot one of these and we butchered it and drew straws to see
who woul d be the guinea pig. The long straw fell to me and | ate a few bites
of the steak we fried, then sat back to wait. Nothing happened and all of us



ate. W& had found a food supply and could hoard the little stock we carri ed.
There was about this high |land an ecstatic nysticismand at tines | found
nmysel f feeling that | was wal king through a dream It was not this high
plateau itself, but the total inpact of the planet that seened to cone
crashi ng down upon ne- the wonder of who had been here before and why they'd
left and what might be the purpose of the orchard they had planted and then
abandoned, along with the great white city. Huddling close to the canpfire,
grateful for its warnth against the chill of night, |I watched Hoot and
wondered at the brotherhood that |ay between us, binding us together. He had
cl eaned my bl ood of poison and had | ater asked ne for a |loan of life and when
Tuck had snatched himfromme had accepted the [ oan from Tuck, although I
suspected it had been taken as a proxy of my life, for between himand Tuck
there was no such thing as brotherhood.

Now, nore than ever, Tuck wal ked by hinself, no | onger even pretending that he
was one of us. He al nost never spoke except on those occasi ons when he munbl ed
to the doll and once the evening neal was done sat by hinself away fromthe
fire, apparently unm ndful of the cold. H s face became thinner and his body
seened to shrink within the nuffling folds of his robe, shrinking not into a
skel eton, but into tough rawhide. He took on a gray quality, a shadow sense,
so that one becane unaware of him There were tines when |I'd | ook around and
see himand be surprised to find himthere and even wonder, nonmentarily, who
he was, and that strange w pi ng-out-of-menory was, as well, a part of this
hi gh bl ue | and through which we wal ked. Past and present and the thought and
hope of future would seemto blend into a terribly logic feel of time that was
initself eternity, a never-begi nning never-ending state of being that hung
suspended, in duration and yet had about it a continuing and a sparkling sense
of wonder.

So we nmoved across that great plateau, Paint rocking along in silence except
for the occasional click of a rocker against a stone protruding fromthe
trail; Hoot rangi ng out ahead, a dot against the distance, still working at
his scarcel y-needed rol e of scout; Tuck stunmbling along |ike a dimgray ghost
muffled to the throat in brown, and Roscoe stunping sturdily, nuttering to
hinsel f his endl ess string of rhym ng words, never nmaking sense, a vocal noron
who trundl ed happily through an alien never-never land. And |, stalking al ong
with the shield upon ny back and the sword banging at ny |eg, nust have
appeared as strange as any of the rest. Sara probably was touched the |east of

all, but she changed as well, regaining the old flare of adventure which had
been sheared fromher by the toil and monotony and the tension of crossing the
desert with its badlands stretches. | saw in her again the woman who had met

me in the hallway of that aristocratic house in the mdst of its sweeping | awn
and who had wal ked with nme, armin arm into that roomwhere it all had

start ed.

The nount ai ns | ooned hi gher and | ost sonme of their blueness and we could see
now that they were wild and fearsone and breat htaki ng mountains, with soaring
cliffs and mighty canyons, clothed with heavy woods that extended al nost to

t he rocky peaks.

"I have a feeling," Sara said one night as we sat beside the canpfire, "that
we are nearly there, that we are getting cl ose.™

| nodded, for | had the same feeling-that we were getting close, although
could not inmagine close to what. Somewhere in those nmountains just ahead we
woul d find what we were |ooking for. | did not think that we would find

Law ence Arlen Knight, for he nust |ong since be dead, but in sone strange
manner for which | could not account, the conviction had crept into ne that
we'd find somet hing, that somewhere this trail mnmust end and that at the end of
it lay the thing we sought. Although |I could not, for the life of ne, put into

words the sort of thing we sought. | sinply did not know. But not know ng did
not suppress the excitenment and anticipation of what |lay just ahead. It was
all illogical, of course, an attitude born of the nystic blue through which we

journeyed. More than likely the frail would never end, that once it reached
the mountains it would continue to go snaki ng up and around and through t hat



upended country. But |ogic had no place here. | still continued to believe
that the trail would end somewhere just ahead and that at the end of it we'd
find sonet hi ng wonderful .

Above us lay the glow of the gal axy-the fierce bl ue-whiteness of the central
core, with the filny mstiness of the arnms spiraling out fromit.

"I wonder," Sara said, "if we ever will get back. And if we do get back, what
can we tell them Mke? Howis one going to put into words the kind of place
this is?"

"A great white city," | said, "and then the desert and after that the

hi ghl ands and beyond the hi ghl ands nountains."

"But that doesn't tell it. That doesn't begin to tell it. The wonder and the
nysticism.."

"There are never words," | told her, "for the wonder and the glory, never
words for fear or happiness.”

"l suppose you're right," she said. "But do you suppose we w |l get back? Have
you any idea of how we can get back?"

| shook ny head. | had one idea, but it mght be a very bad one and there was
no use in telling it, there was no use in giving rise to hope that had only a
fraction of a chance of ever com ng true.

"You know, " she said, "I don't really care. It doesn't seemto matter too
much. There is sonmething here that 1've found nowhere else and | can't tel
you what it is. |I've thought and thought about it and | still don't know what
it is."”

"Anot her day or two," | said, "and we may find what it is.”

For I was under the spell as well as she, although perhaps not so conpletely
under it. She may have been nore sensitive than I, she may have seen things
that | bad missed, or placed different interpretations upon certain

i npressions that both of us had experienced. There was no way, | realized,

that any one person night hope to realize or understand, or even guess, how
anot her person's mnd woul d operate, what inpressions it mght hold and how
t hose i nmpressions might be forned and how they might be interpreted or what
i npact the interpretation m ght have upon the intellect and senses of the
owner of the brain.

"Tororrow, maybe," she said.

And, yes, | thought, tomorrow. It might be tonorrow
| looked at her across the fire and she had the appearance of a child who was
sayi ng, not being sure at all, that tonorrow m ght be Chri stnas.

But tonorrow was not trail's end, not Christmas. It turned out to be the day
that Tuck di sappeared.

We became aware that he was not with us in the niddle of the afternoon and,
try as we might, we could not recall if he'd been with us at the noonday stop
W were certain that he had started with us in the norning, but that was the
only thing of which we could be certain.

W st opped and backtracked. We searched and yell ed, but got no response.
Finally, as evening fell, we set up canp.

It was ridiculous, of course, that none of us could renenber when we had seen
himlast and | wondered, as | thought of it, whether he had actually |eft us,
wandering off either intentionally or by accident, or if perhaps he had sinply
faded away, as George may have faded away that night when we were penned by

t he bonbardnent of the tree in the red-stone structure at the city's edge. It
was the growi ng grayness of the man, | told myself, that had rmade it possible
for us not to mss him Day by day he had grown nore distant and | ess
approachabl e, had progressively effaced hinself until he noved anobng us as a
ghost woul d have noved, only hal f-seen. The grow ng grayness of the man and

t he hal f-sensed enchantnment of this blue | and through which we nade our way,
where tine ceased to have a great deal of sense of function and one travel ed
as if he were walking in a dreamthese two factors, teaned together, had made
hi s di sappearance, | told nyself, quite possible.

"There is no point in |looking for himanynore," said Sara. "If he had been
here, we would have found him If he had been present, he woul d have answered



us."

"You don't think that he is present?" | asked, thinking that ft was a strange
way of saying he was not around.

She shook her head. "He found what he was | ooking for. Just the way Ceorge
found what he was | ooking for."

"That doll of his," | said.

"A synbol ," Sara said. "A point of concentration. Like a crystal ball in which
one can |l ose hinself. A madonna or sone ancient and effective religious
belief. Atalisman..."

"A madonna," | said. "You nentioned that before."

"Tuck was sensitive,"” said Sara, "down to his fingertips. In tune, sonehow,
wi t h somet hing outside our space-tine reference. An offensive sort of nan-yes,
"Il admit that now an of fensive, sort of man, and different in a very special
way. Not entirely of this world."

"You told nme once he wouldn't make it," | said, "that somewhere al ong the way
he woul d break up."

"I know | did. |I thought that be was weak, but he wasn't. He was strong."
Standi ng there, | wondered where be had gone. O was he gone at all? Had his
grayness progressed to a point where he sinply di sappeared? Was he still with
us, unseen and unsuspected, stunbling along at the edge of a twilight world
into which we could not see? Was he out there even now, calling to us or

pl ucki ng at our sleeves to let us know that he still was with us, and we
unable to hear himor to feel the plucking? But that, | told nyself, could not
be the case. Tuck would not pluck or call. He wouldn't care; he wouldn't give
a damm. He would not care if we knew he was there or did not know All he
needed was the doll to clutch against his chest and the | onely thought that
jangled in his skull. Perhaps his disappearance had not been so nuch a

di sappearance as a growi ng grayness, as his utter and absolute rejection of
us.

"You now be only two," said Hoot, "but strong allies travel with you. The
other three of us still stand fast with you."

| had forgotten Hoot and the other two and for a nmonent it had seened, in
truth, there were only two of us, two of the four who had cone storm ng up out
of the galaxy to seek in its outland fringes a thing we could not know and
even now di d not know.

"Hoot," | said, "you sensed George |eaving us. You knew when he left. This
tine. "

"I did not hear himago," said Hoot. "He gone |ong back, days back. He fade
away so easily there be no sense of |leaving. He just grow |l ess and |l ess."

And that was the answer, of course. He'd just got less and less. | wondered if
there had ever been a time when he'd been wholly with us.

Sara was standing cl ose behind ne, with her head held high, as if she m ght
somehow be defiant of something out there in the gathering dark-the thing,

per haps, or the condition, or the interlocking of circunstances which had
taken Tuck fromus. Although it was hard to believe that there was any single
thing or any specific set of circumnmstances involved. The answer nust lie

i nsi de of Tuck and the kind of mind he had.

In the light of the canpfire | saw that tears were runni ng down her cheeks,
weeping silently, with her head held high agai nst whatever m ght be out there
in the dark. | reached out a tentative hand and put it on her shoul der and at
the touch she turned toward nme and | had her in, ny arns-w thout planning to,
surprised that it should happen-with her head buried in nmy shoul der and now
sobs were shaking her while | held her close and fast agai nst nyself.

Qut by the campfire stood Roscoe, stolid, unmoving, and in the silences
punctuated by Sara's sobbing, | heard his whispered munbling: "Thing, bring,
cling, sting, wing, fling. "

El GHTEEN

W arrived the second norning after Tuck bad di sappeared-arrived and knew t hat



we were there, that we had reached the place we had struggled to reach all the
endl ess days that stretched behind us. There was no great elation in us when
we topped a little rise of ground and saw agai nst a swal e the gateway where
the trail plunged downward between two great cliffs and recogni zed that here
was the gateway to the place we had set out to reach

Beyond us the mountains clinbed up into the sky-those nountai ns whi ch back at
the city had first appeared as a purple snudge which could be seen fleetingly
on the northern horizon. And the purple still remained, reflecting a dusk upon
the blue | and through which we had been traveling. It all felt so exactly
right-the nountains, the gate, the feeling of having arrived-that | seened to
sense a wongness in it, but try as | mght | could not tell why there was a
Wr ongness.

"Hoot," | said, but he did not answer. He was standing there beside us, as
nmotionl ess and quiet as we were. To himit nust have seened entirely right as
wel I .

"Shall we go?" asked Sara, and we went, stepping down the trail toward the
great stone portals which opened on the nountai ns.

When we reached the gate forned by the towering cliffs between which the trai
went on, we found the sign. It was nade of netal, affixed to one of the cliff
wal s, and there were a dozen or nore panel ed | egends that apparently carried
identical information in different | anguages. One was in the bastard scri pt
that went with space patois and it said:

Al'l Biological Creatures Wl cone, Mechanicals, Synthetic Forms, Elenentals of
Any Per suasi ons \Wat soever Cannot Be Allowed to Enter. Nor May Any Tools or
Weapons, of Even the Sinplest Sort, Be Al owed Beyond This Point.

"I care not," said Paint. "I keep goodly conpany of great |unbering nunbler of
rhym ng words. And | watch npbst assiduously over rifle, sword, and shield. |
pray you not be long, for follow ng extended sojourn upon ny back | shiver
from apprehensi on at absence of biologic persons. There be strange confort in
t he actual protoplasm™

"I don't like it," | said. "We'll be wal ki ng naked down that path."

"This," Sara rem nded nme, "is what we started out to find. We can't qui bble at
a sinple regulation. And it'll be safe in there. | can feel it. Can't you fee
the safety, M ke?'

"Sure | can feel it," | told her, "but | still don't like it. The way you fee

is no sure thing to go on. W don't know what we'll find. W don't know what
is waiting for us. What say we pay no attention to the sign and. "

"BEEP," said the sign, or the cliff, or whatever

I swung around and there, on the panel where the regul ati ons had been posted,
was anot her nessage:

The Management W11 Not Be Responsible for the Consequences of WIIful

Di sregardi ng of Regul ati ons.

"Al'l right, Buster," | asked, "what kind of consequences do you have in mi nd?"
The panel didn't deign to answer; the nmessage just stayed put.

"I don't care what you do," said Sara. "I amgoing on. And |'m doi ng what they
say. | didn't conme all this way to turn back now. "

"Who sai d anyt hing about turning back?" | asked.

BEEP, said the panel and there was anot her nessage:

Don't Try It, Buster!

Sara |l eaned the rifle against the wall of the cliff underneath the, sign
unf astened the cartridge belt and dropped it at the rifle's butt.

"Cone on, Hoot," she said.

BEEP, and the panel said:

The Many-Legged One? Is It a True Biol ogic?

Hoot honked with anger. "Know it you do, Buster. | be honest hatched!"
BEEP!

But You Are More Than One.

"I be three," said Hoot, with dignity. "I be now a second self. Mich

preferable to first self and unready yet for third."
The sign flashed off and there was a sense of someone or sonething pondering.



You coul d feel the pondering.

BEEP! and the panel said:

Proceed, Sir, Wth Qur Apol ogy.

Sara turned around and | ooked at nme. "Well?" she asked.

| threw the shield down beside the rifle and unbuckled the sword belt and | et
it fall. Sara led the way and | let her lead it. It was, after all, her show
this was what she'd paid for. Hoot anbled al ong at her heels and brought up
the rear.

W went down the trail in a deepening dusk as the towering walls of stone shut
out the light. W noved at the bottomof a trench that was | ess than three
feet wide. Then the trench and trail took a sudden turn and ahead was |ight.
W |eft the towering walls and the narrow trail and cane into the Promn sed
Land.

NI NETEEN

It was a place out of the ancient Greece | had read about in school, the
instructor trying to inspire in us sone feeling for the history and the
culture of the planet of mankind' s first beginning. And while | had not cared
at all about that distant planet nor the factors concerned with the rise of
Man, | had been struck by the classical beauty of the Grecian concept. It had
struck me at the tinme as a heritage in which any race could take a certain
pride and then I'd forgotten it and not thought of it for years. But now here,
at last, it was, just as | had imagined it when | had read that textbook many
years ago.

The trail continued through a rugged, rock-bound valley with a small and rapid
mount ai n streamrunning through it, flashing in the sun where its waters
tunmbl ed down the sharp inclines of its boul der-strewn bed. The | andscape
itself was harsh and barren, nostly rocky surfaces, but here and there a patch
of green with twi sted, weather-beaten trees thrusting fromthe crevasses in
the rocky slopes. The trail led down the valley, sometines close beside the
stream sometines twi sting sharply to negotiate a spur of rocky headl and that
cane cl ose down against the stream And perched here and there al ong the
rugged, rock-bound sl opes that hung above the valley were tiny villas built of
gleami ng marble-or at least it | ooked fromwhere we stood |ike marbl e-al
designed in the clean, clear-cut lines of Grecian architecture.

Even the sun seenmed to be the sun of Greece, or the sun of Geece as | had
imagined it to be. Gone was the blueness of the great plateau we had clinbed
to reach the nountains, gone the purple of the mountains; in their place was
the pure hard sunlight, white sunlight, beating down upon an arid |and that
was all angul ar and harsh

This was it-the place we'd hunted for, not knowi ng what we hunted for

t hi nki ng, perhaps, it mght be a nman or a thing or sinply an idea. Hunting
blind. Although it mght be, after all, a man, for here in this valley we
mght find, if not the man hinself, perhaps the grave or at |east sone

i ndi cati on of what had happened to that |egended man of space.

For | ooking at this rugged valley, |I had no doubt at all that the trail we had
foll owed had had no other purpose than to | ead us here-not us al one, of

course, but any who might followit.

None of us had spoken when we'd come out of the notch into the Gecian
sunlight. There was actually nothing one m ght say. And now Sara started down
the path and Hoot and | followed on behind her.

W canme to a path that |unged upward toward the first of the villas perched on
the rocky hillside that rose above the stream and beside the path was a post
with a sign affixed to it, bearing a line of script that we could not read.
Sara st opped.

"A namepl at e?" she asked, |ooking at ne.

| nodded. It could be a naneplate, the nanme of sone creature that lived in the
villa perched there on the hillside.

But if it were a naneplate, there was no sign of the one who lived up there in



the villa. There was, in fact, no sign of any life at all. Nothing stirred to
mar the snmooth placidity of the valley. No one peeked out at us. No creature
of the air flew overhead. There was no shrilling sound of insects or the

equi val ent of insects. For all the signs we saw, for all we heard, we might be
the only life there was.

"I't nmakes sense," said Sara, "that it should be a naneplate."

"Let's pretend it is," | said. "Let's proceed and | ook for one that says

Law ence Arlen Knight."

"Even now," she said, "can't you be serious about it? You said we'd never find
him You said he was just a story. You said he would be dead

"Don't look at ne," | told her. "I could be wong. | don't think I am but
there is nothing that makes sense anynore.”

"This was your idea. "

"And you were against it fromthe start."

"Not against it," | said. "Just not a true believer."
"We've cone all this way," she said, alnost plaintively.
"Sara," | said, "so help ne, | don't know. Let's just go ahead and keep an eye

on the signs."

W went ahead, plunging down the inclines, toiling up the slopes. There were
other villas and other signs, each of themin different al phabets, if some of
themin fact could be called al phabets, and none that we coul d read.

The sun beat down, a liquid flood that shattered off the stones and sparkl ed
off the water. Except for the bubble and the chuckle of the water, the silence
hel d. There was nothing stirring.

And then another sign in solid block letters that we could read:

LAWRENCE ARLEN KNI GHT

It was all insane, of course. You did not cross a galaxy to find a nan-and
find him You did not find a man who shoul d have years ago been dead. You did
not trace a legend to its end. But there it was, the sign that said Lawence
Arlen Knight.

And then, as | stood there, the thought crossed ny m nd-not the home of, but
the grave of, not a villa, but a tonb.

"Sara," | said, but already she was scranmbling up the path, sobbing in
excitement and relief, all the tension of the |long search resolved at |ast.
And coming out on the porch of that white-shining structure was a man-an old
man, but a man still hale, snowwhite hair and beard, but with shoul ders stil
unstooped, with his stride still steady. He was dressed in a white toga, and
that was no surprise at all. Wth a setup such as this he could have worn
not hi ng but a toga.

"Sara!" | cried, scranbling after her, with Hoot close upon ny heels.

She didn't hear. She paid ne no attention

And now the old nman was speaking. "Visitors!" he said, holding out his hand.
"My own people! | never thought 1'd |lay eyes on such again."

The sound of that voice swept all my doubts away. Here was no illusion, no
apparition, no nagic. Here was a man, a human, the voice deep and sonber,
filled with human gl adness at the sight of fellowren.

Sara held out her hands and the old man grasped them and the two of them stood
there, | ooking into one another's eyes.

"It's been long," the old man said. "Too long. The trail is far, the way is
hard and no one knew. You-how did you know?"

"Sir," said Sara, still gasping fromher clinb, "you are- you nust be Law ence
Arlen Knight."

"Wy, vyes," he said, "of course | am Wo did you expect?"

"Expect?" said Sara. "You, of course. But we could only hope."

"And t hese good people with you?"

"Captain Mchael Ross," said Sara, "and Hoot, a good friend nmet along the
way. "

Kni ght bowed to Hoot. "You servant, sir," he said. Then he reached out a hand
to nme, grasping ny hand in a warm hard grip. In that moment, when there were
other nmore inportant things to note, | could only see that his hand, despite



the firmess of the grip, was an old and winkl ed hand, blotched with |iver
spot s.

"Captain Ross," he said, "you are wel cone. There are places here for you, for
all of you. And this young lady-1 do not have your nane."

"Sara Foster," Sara said.

"To think," he said, "that no longer need | be alone. Wonderful as it all has
been, | have nissed the sound of human voices and the sight of human faces.
There are many others here, creatures of great character and fine sensitivity,
but one never quite outgrows the need of his own species."

"How | ong have you been here?" | asked, trying to figure in my mnd how far
back the |l egend of this man mght run

"When a man |lives each day to the full,"” he told ne, "and with the cl ose of
one day | ooks forward to the next, there is no counting of one's tinmes each
day, each minute beconmes a part of all eternity. | have thought about it and
am not sure there is such a thing as tine. It is an abstract concept, a crude
nmeasuring device, a perspective structure built up by certain intelligences,
and by no neans all of them because they feel a need to place thenselves into
what they call a spacetine franework. Tine as such is lost in foreverness and
there is no need to search for beginning or for end because they never did
exi st and under a situation such as here exists the neticul ous neasuring of
ridiculously small slices of eternity becones a task that has no nmeaning in
it. Not, | must make haste to say, that one can slice eternity. "

He went on and on and | wondered, |ooking off across the valley fromwhere
stood on the marbl e-col umed porch, if he were unbal anced by his |oneliness,
or he mght know sonme part of what he said. For this place, this valley that
sprang out of nowhere, did have a | ook of eternity about it. Although as I

t hought this, | wondered how any nan m ght know how eternity woul d | ook-but be
that as it may, there was a feel of the unchanging in this place of bright
white sunlight.

"But | ranble on," the old man was saying. "The trouble is | have too much to
say, too nuch stored up to say. Al though there is no reason why | should try
to say it all at once. | apologize for keeping you out here, standing. Wn't
you pl ease conme in."

W stepped through the open doorway into quiet and classic el egance. There
were no wi ndows, but from somewhere in the roof the sunlight came slanting in,
to highlight with a classic brilliance the chairs and sofa, the witing desk
with a small wooden chest and scattered sheets of paper on its top, the

poli shed tea service on the snaller table in one corner.

"Pl ease," he said, "have chairs. | hope that you can spend sonme tine with ne."
(And there, | thought, he talked of time when he had said there night be no
such thing as tinme.) "And that is foolish of me, of course, for you have the
time. You hold in the hollow of your hand all the tinme there is. Having gotten
here, there is no place else to go, no place else that you would care to go.
Once one gets here, he never wants to | eave, never needs to | eave."

It was all too sleek and snmooth, too rmuch like a play, well-witten, and yet
there was nothing wong with it-just an old and lonely nman with the gates of
suppressed tal k unl atched by the unexpected appearance of people of his race.
Yet, underneath it all, underneath my own acceptance of this place and of this
man (for here were both of them, | felt a prickling uneasiness.

"There are places here for you, of course," he said. "There are always pl aces
waiting. Very few even win their way here and there is always room In another
day or two |I'Il take you around and we'll call upon the others. Very formal
calls, for we are formal here. But the thing about it, the best thing, is that
once protocol has been observed, you need not call again, although you may
find some of themyou'll want to visit now and then. Here dwells a sel ect
conpany called fromall the stars and some nmay be anusing and others you will
find instructive and there will be rmuch that they do, | nust warn you, you
wi Il not understand. And sone of it you may find disturbing and disgusting.
VWhi ch need not perturb you in the slightest, for each one keeps his counse
and his place and. "



"What is this place?" asked Sara. "How did you hear of it? How did you. . ."
"What is this place?" he asked, with a nuffled gasp

"Yes, what is this place? What do you call it?"

"Why, " he said, "I've never even wondered. |'ve never thought of it. | have
never asked."

"You mean," | said, "that you have been here all this time and you' ve never

wonder ed where you were?"

He | ooked at ne aghast, as if | had conmitted sonme unwitting heresy.

"What woul d be the need to ask?" he said. "What the need to wonder? Wuld it
make any difference if it had a name or did not have a nane?"

"We are sorry," Sara said. "W are new here. W did not nmean to upset you."
And that was all right for her to say, but | had neant to upset himand in the
process perhaps jar sonme sense fromhim If this were a nanel ess pl ace

wanted, illogically perhaps, to know why it had no nane and, even nore, how it
had conme about he had never asked the nane.
"You said the days were full," | said. "Exactly how do you fill then? How do

you pass the tine?"

"M ke!" said Sara sharply.

"I want to know," | said. "Does he sit and contenplate his navel. Does he.

"I wite," said Lawence Arlen Knight.

"Sir," said Sara, "I, apologize. This cross-exam nation is bad nmanners."

"Not for nme," | told her. "I amthe roughneck type who wants to get sone
answers. He says no one who gets here ever wants to | eave. He said the days
are full. If we are to be stuck here, | want to know. "

"Each one," Knight said softly, "does what he wants to do. He does it for the
sheer joy that he finds in the doing of it. He has no notive other than the
sati sfaction of doing very well either the thing he wants to do or the thing
he does the best. There is no econonic pressure and no social pressure. He
does not work for praise or noney or for fame. Here one realizes how enpty al
those notives are. He rermains true only to himself."

"And you wite?"

"I wite," said Knight.

"What do you wite?"

"The things | want to wite. The thoughts inside nyself. | try to express them
as best | can. | wite and rewite them | polish them | seek the exact word
and phrase. | try to put down the total experience of nmy life. | try to see
what kind of creature | amand why | amthe way | amand try to extend. "
"And how are you getting al ong?" | asked.

He gestured at the wooden box upon the table. "It is all there," he said. "The
bare beginning of it. It has taken long, but it is a task | never tire of. It
will take much longer to finishit, if |I ever finish it. Although that is

silly of ne to say, for | have all the tine there is. Qthers may paint, stil
ot hers conpose nusic, others play it. O many other things, of which I had
never heard before. One of mny near neighbors, a nost peculiar creature if |
may say so, is making up a nost conplicated ganme, played with many sets of

pi eces and many different counters on a board that is three dinmensional and,
at times, | suspect it may be four, and. "

"Stop it!" Sara cried. "Stop it! You need not explain yourself to us."

She shriveled me with a | ook

"I do not mind," said Lawence Arlen Knight. "In fact, | think | may enjoy it.
There is so nmuch to tell, so much that is so wondrous. | can quite understand
how someone comi ng here night be puzzled and m ght have nmany questions , he
woul d want to ask. It is a difficult thing to absorb."

"M ke," said Hoot.

"Hush," said Sara

"Difficult," said Knight. "Yes, very difficult. Hard to understand that here
time stands still and that except for the going and the conming of the light,
which fools us into neasuring tine into artificial days, there is no such
thing as tine. To realize that yesterday is one with today and that tonorrow



is, as well, one with yesterday, that one wal ks in an unchangi ng | ake of
foreverness and that there is no change, that here one can escape the tyranny
of time and. "

Hoot honked loudly at me: "M kel™

Sara cane to her feet and so did | and as | rose, the place changed-the pl ace
and nman.

| stood in a hovel with a broken roof and dirt floor. The chairs were rickety

and the table, lacking one |leg, was propped against the wall. On it stood the
wooden box and the litter of papers.

"It is beyond human experience," said Knight. "It is, indeed, beyond human

i magi nation. | sonetines wonder if soneone in sone distant age, by sone

process which | cannot even begin to understand, caught a glinpse and the
meani ng of this place and called it Heaven. "

He was old. He was incredibly old and filthy, a walking corpse. The skin was
drawn tight over his cheekbones and pulled back fromhis lips, revealing

yel lowed, rotting teeth. Through a great rent in his robe, caked with filth,
his ribs stood out like those of a winter-starved horse. Hi s hands were cl aws.
H's beard was matted with dirt and drool and his hooded eyes gleaned with a
vacant light, eyes hal f-dead and yet sonehow sharp, too sharp to be housed in
such an ancient, tottering body.

"Sara," | shouted.

For she was standing in conplete and polite absorption, listening ecstatically
to the words nouthed by the filthy old weck who sat huddled in his chair.

She whirled on ne. "For the last time, Mke. . ."

By the |l ook of cold fury on her face, | knew that she still saw himas he had
appeared before, that the change was not apparent to her, that she still was
trapped i n whatever enchantnent had ensnared us.

| moved fast, scarcely thinking. | clipped her on the chin, hard and
accurately and without pity, and | caught her as she fell. | slung her over ny

shoul der and as | did | saw that Knight was struggling to push hinself out of
the chair and even as he continued his efforts, his nouth kept noving and he
never stopped his talk.

"What is the trouble, ny friends?" he asked. "Have | done sone unwitting thing
to offend you? It is so hard at times to know and appreciate the nores of the
peopl e that one neets. It is easy to performone m sguided act or say one
unguarded word..."

| turned to go and as | did | saw that wooden box on the table top and reached
out to grab it.

Hoot was pleading with nme. "M ke, delay do not. Stand not on cerenony. Flee,

pl ease, with all alacrity."

W fled with all alacrity.

TVENTY

W made good time, not |ooking back. | did |ook back, for an instant only,
before we plunged into the canyonlike cleft between the soaring rocks that |ed
back to the gateway.

Sara cane to and screanmed at me, kicking and beating at my back with cl enched
fists, but I hung tightly to her with one arm hol ding her against ny

shoulder. In the other arm 1| clutched the wooden box | had lifted fromthe
tabl e.
Still running, we reached the end of the canyon. Roscoe and Paint stood

exactly as we had left them Sara's rifle | eaned against the rocky wail and ny
sword and shield | ay beside them

| dunped Sara on the ground with no cerenony. | had taken quite a beating from
her flailing feet and fists, and was not feeling exactly kindly toward her and
was glad to be rid of her

She | anded on her runp and stayed sitting there, |ooking up at ne, her face
white with fury, her jaws working, but so sore at me that she could form no
word but one, "You- you-you," she kept saying. It was probably the first tine



in her noney-buttressed Iife that anyone had | aid violent and di srespectful
hands upon her.

| stood there, |ooking down at her, blown with nmy mad, frantic running up the
val l ey and through the canyon, gulping air, weak in the knees, sore in the
back and belly, where she had hanmmered ne-and thinking of that one backward
ook 1'd taken before 1'd plunged into the canyon

"You hit nme!" she finally said scream ng in her outrage.

She said it and waited for nmy answer. But | had no answer. | had no answer in
my mind and no breath to speak an answer. | don't know what she expected as an
answer. Maybe she was hoping 1'd deny it, so that she could berate nme not only
as a bully, but a liar, too.

"You hit me!" she screamed again.

"You're dammed right | did," | said. "You didn't see a thing. You would have
argued with ne. There was nothing else to do."

She | eaped to her feet and confronted nme. "W found Law ence Arlen Knight,"
she yelled. "W found a wonderful, shining place. After all our traveling, we
found what we set out to find and then. "

Hoot said, "Gracious |lady, the fault belongs on ne. | sensed it with the edges
of my third self and I nade Mke to see. Strength | did not have to nake nore
than one of you to see. Not the second one. And | made M ke to see. "

She whirled on him "You filthy beast!" she cried. She | ashed out with her
foot. The kick caught himin the side and bow ed himover. He lay there, his
tiny feet working like little pistons, trying frantically to right hinself.

Then, swiftly, she was on her knees beside him "Hoot," she cried, "I'msorry.
Can you believe me, | amsorry. | amsorry and ashamed." She set himon his
feet.

She | ooked up at me. "M ke! Ch, Mke! Wat has happened to us?"

"Enchantment," | said. "lIt's the only thing | can think of that woul d cover

it. Enchantnent happened to us."

"Kindly one," Hoot said to her, "resentnent | do not bear. Reaction of the
foot was a natural one. | quite understand."

"Stand," said Roscoe, "band, grand, sand."

"Shut up,"” said Ad Paint, gruffly. "You'll drive us nuts with that

gi bberish.”

"It was all illusion,” I told her. "There were no marble villas. There were
only filthy huts. The streamdid not run free and shining; it was clogged wth
garbage fromthose huts. There was a terrible snell to it that caught you in
the throat. And Lawrence Arlen Knight, if that is who he was, was a wal ki ng
corpse kept alive by God knows what al cheny."

"Wanted here we're not," said Hoot.

"We are trespassers,” | said. "Once here we can't go back to space because no
one nust know about this planet. W're caught in a big fly trap. Once we cane
near we were tolled in to a landing by the signal. And finally we chased a
myth and that myth was another fly trap-a trap within a trap."

"But Lawrence Arlen Knight chased the nyth back in the gal axy."

"And so did we," | said. "So did the humanoids who |left their bones back in
the gully. In some insect traps certain scents and odors are used to attract
the insects, even fromfar off. And in many cases the scents and odors drift
on the winds to very distant places. Read, instead of scent and odor, nyth and

| egend. "

"But that man back there," she said, "was happy and contented and so full of
life and plans. His days were busy days and full. Knight or not, he was sure
he'd reached the place that he had hunted."

"What sinmpler way," | asked, "to keep a life formwhere you want it than to

make it happy where you put it?"

"You are sure?" she asked. "Sure of what you saw? Hoot could not have fool ed
you?"

"Fool himl did not," said Hoot. "I make himsee it straight."

"But what difference would it make?" she asked. "If he is happy there. If he
has purpose there. If life is meaningful and there is no such thing as tinme to



rob it of its meaning.
"You mean we coul d have stayed?"

She nodded. "He said there was a place for us. That there are al ways pl aces.
We coul d have settled down. W could have..."

"Sara," | asked, "is that what you really want? To settle down in imagi ned
happi ness? Never to go back to Earth?"

She started to speak, then hesitated.

"You know dam well," | said, "it isn't. Back on Earth you have this house
filled with hides and heads, with trophies of the hunt. The great huntress.
The killer of the vicious life forms of the gal axy. They gave you soci al
status, they made you a glanor figure. But there were too many of them People
began to yawn at them They were getting bored with your adventures. So to
keep on being gl anorous, you had to hunt a different gane. "

She | eaped to her feet and her hand swung in a vicious arc and caught nme in
the face.

| grinned at her. "We're even now," | said.

TVENTY- ONE

W turned back, traveling down the trail that we had used in comi ng, back
across that great blue |and of high plateau, with the purple nmountains | ooning
up behind us.

| had expected Sara to raise a fuss about it. | was not sure that she believed
what | had told her; how could she? All she had was my word for it and | was
not certain how nmuch reliance she would put upon nmy word. She had seen none of

what |'d seen. So far as she was concerned, the valley still was a shining
pl ace, with a flashing stream and bright white sunlight, with the marble
villas still perched anong the crags. If she were to go back, | was sure, it
woul d all be there for her, unchanged. The enchantrment still was working for
her .

W had no plans. W had no place to go. Certainly there was no incentive to
reach the desert we had crossed. The great white city had no attraction for
us. | don't know what Hoot or Sara m ght have been thinking. | know that for
nysel f the only thought was to build up sone di stance between oursel ves and
that gateway to the valley.

| had forgotten the blueness of the high plateau with its nossy humocks, its
thi ckets of sweet-snelling shrubs, the icy rills and, towering in every
direction, the trees that reached niles into the sky. If one | ooked for a
reason why this planet should be closed, or intended to be closed, | felt that
one nust | ook toward those towering trees. For they were clearly the handi work
of another intelligence. Trees, seeding naturally, do not growin a grid
arrangenent, each one exactly so far fromits nearest neighbor. One tended to
become accustomed to themafter a time, but this was only, | was well aware,
because the mind, tired of fruitless speculation, turned themoff, rejecting
themas a way of preserving itself against the devastating question nmark of
wonder witten by the trees.

That night, beside the canpfire, we tried to put into perspective the
situation which confronted us.

There seened no hope we could get into the spaceship which stood on the field
in the center of the city. At |east two dozen other ships also stood upon the
field. In all the years they'd stood there others must have tried to crack
them but there was no evi dence they had.

And what had happened to those other people, those other creatures, that had
ridden in the ships? W knew, of course, what had happened to the humanoi ds
whose skeletons we'd found in the gully. We could speculate that the centaurs
m ght be retrogressed out-planet creatures which, centuries ago had | anded on
the field. The planet was |large, with nore land surface than the Earth, and
there was plenty of space in which other stranded travelers m ght have found a
living niche and settled down. Some of themmight be living in the city,

al t hough that seened doubtful because of the killing vibrations which swept



the city whenever a ship should land. And there was, as well, the

consi deration that many expeditions m ght have consisted only of male nmenbers
of a species, which would nean there'd be no continuation. Marooned, they'd
simply die and that would be the end of it.

"There's one nmore possibility," said Sara. "Some of them may be back there in
the valley. W know that Knight made it. Some of the others, perhaps many of
the others, m ght have nade it, too."

| nodded, agreeing with her. It was the final trap. If a visitor did not
perish in reaching it, then there was the valley. Once in it, no one would get
out. It was the perfect trap in that no one would ever want to |leave it.

Al t hough there could be no seeking what Lawence Arlen Knight had sought-and
what we had sought. They mi ght have cone for reasons quite unknown to us.
"You are sure," asked Sara, "that you really saw what you say you saw?"

"I don't know what | can do," | told her, "to make you believe ne. Do you
think I threwit all away? To spite you, nmaybe? Don't you think | night have
been a little happy, too? Maybe, being a suspicious sort of clown, not as
happy as you were, but after all those mles. "

"Yes, of course,” she said. "You had no reason to. But why you al one? Wiy not
me? | did not see these things."

"Hoot explained all that,” | told her. "He could alert only one of us. And he
al erted ne. "

"A part of me is Mke," said Hoot. "We owe one another life. A bond there is
between us. His nind is always with ne. W be al nost one.™

"One," said Roscoe solemly, "done, fun, gun..."

"Cease your clack," said Paint. "No sense at all you nake."

"Fake," said Roscoe.

"The al nost human one," said Hoot, "tries, to talk with us.

"His brain is addled,"” | said. "That's what is wong with him The centaurs.
"No," said Hoot. "He attenpts conmunication."

| hunched around and stared up at Roscoe. He stood straight and rigid, the
flare of firelight on his nmetal hide. And | renmenbered how, back there in the
badl ands, when we had asked a question, he had signaled that we should travel
north. Did he, in fact, still understand? Was there something he could tell us
if he could put it into words?

| said to Hoot, "Can you dig it out of hinP"

"I't beyond my power," said Hoot.

"Don't you understand," Sara said to me, "that there is no use trying. W're
not going to get back to Earth; or anywhere. W are staying on this planet."
"There is one thing we could try," | said.

"I know," she said. "I thought of it, too... The other worlds. The worlds I|ike
the sand dune world. There nust be hundreds of them"

"Qut of all those hundreds, there m ght be. . ."

She shook her head. "You underestimate the people who built the city and set
out the trees. They knew what they were doing. Every one of those worlds would
be as isolated as this world. Those worlds were chosen for a purpose. "

"Have you ever thought," | argued, "that one of them night be the hone pl anet
of the folks who built the city?"
"No, | never have," she said. "But what difference would it make? They'd

squash you like a bug."
"Then what do we do?" | asked.

"I could go back to the valley," she said. "I didn't see what you saw. |

woul dn't see what you saw. "

"That's all right for you," I said, "if that's the kind of life you want to
live."

"What difference would it make?" she asked. "I wouldn't know what kind of life

it was. It would be real enough. How would it be any different than the life
we're living now? How do we know it isn't the kind of life we're living now?
How do you judge reality?"

There was, of course, no answer to her questions. There was no way in which



one could prove reality. Lawence Arlen Knight had accepted the pseudo-life,
the unreality of the valley, living in delusion, imagining an ideal life with
as much force and clarity as if it had been real. But that was for Knight;
easy, perhaps, for all the other residents of the valley, for they did not
know what was going on. | found nyself wondering what sort of fantasy had been
i nvoked within his mnd to explain our precipitate departure fromhis living
pl ace. Something, naturally, that would not upset him that would not
interrupt, for a single instant, the dreamin which he lived.

"It's all right for you," | said, linply, beaten. "I couldn't go back."

W sat silently by the fire, all talked out, nothing nore to say. There was no
use in arguing with her. She didn't really nmean it. In the nmorning she would
have forgotten it and good sense would prevail. W'd be on our way again. But
on our way to where?

"M ke," she finally said.

"Yes, what is it?"

"It could have been good between us if we had stayed on Earth. W are two of a
ki nd. We could have gotten on."

| glanced up sharply. Her face was lighted by the flicker of the fire and
there was a strange softness in it.

"Forget it," | said angrily. "I make it a rule never to nmake a pass at ny

enpl oyer. "

| expected her to be furious, but she wasn't. She didn't even w nce.

"You know that's not what | neant," she said. "You know what | nean. This trip
spoiled it for us. W found out too nmuch about one another. Too many things to
hate. I amsorry, Mke."

"So aml," | said.

In the norning she was gone.

TVENTY- TWO

| stornmed at Hoot. "You were awake. You saw her go. You coul d have wakened
ne."

"For why?" he asked. "What the use of waking? You woul d not have stopped her."
"I'd beaten sonme sense into that stubborn skull of hers."

"Stop her you would not," Hoot naintained. "She but follow destiny and no
one's destiny another's destiny and no interference please. CGeorge, his
destiny his own. Tuck, his destiny his own. Sara, her destiny her own. M
destiny ny own."

"The hell with destiny!"™ | yelled. "Look at what it got them George and Tuck
bot h di sappeared and now | got to go and yank Sara out of. "

"No yank," honked Hoot, puffing with anger. "That you must not do.
Understanding you mss. It is of yours no business."

"But she sneaked out on us."

"She did not sneak," said Hoot. "She tell me where she go. She take Paint to
ride, but pledge to send himback. She left the rifle and what you call the
amo. She say you have need of it. She say she cannot bear to make farewel | of
you. She crying when she left."

"She ran out on us," | said.

"So did George run out. So did Tuck."

"Tuck and George don't count," | said.

"My friend," said Hoot. "My friend, | crying for you, too."

"Cut out the goddamm sentinent," | yelled at him "You'll have ne bawing with
you. "

"And that so bad?"

"Yes, it's bad," | said.

"I have hope to wait," said Hoot.

"Wait for what?" | asked. "Wait for Sara? Not that you can notice. | am going
back and..."

"Not for Sara. For nyself. | have hope to wait, but I can wait no |onger."
"Hoot, stop talking riddles. Wat is going on?"



"I leave you now," said Hoot. "Stay | can no longer. | in ny second self for

l ong, must go third self now "

"Look," | said, "you've been bl ubbering around about the different nunbers of
yoursel f ever since we net."

"Three phases," Hoot declared. "Start with first self, then second self, then
third."

"Wait a minute, there," | told him "You nmean like a butterfly, First a
caterpillar, then a chrysalis, then a. "

"I know not this butterfly.”

"But in your lifetime you are three things?"

"Second self a little longer, perhaps,” said Hoot, sadly, "if not flip
monentarily into third self to see in rightness this Lawence Knight of
yours."

"Hoot," | said, "lI'msorry."

"For sorrowis no need," said Hoot. "Third self is joyousness. To be nuch
desired. Look forward to third self wi th overwhel mi ng happiness."

"Well, hell,” | said, "if that is all it is go ahead into your third self. |
won't mnd at all."

"Third self is awayness,"” Hoot told ne. "Is not here. |Is el sewhere. How to
explain | do not know | amsorrow for you, Mke. | sorrow for nyself. |
sorrow at our parting. You give nme life. | give you life. W have a very

cl oseness. Hard trails we travel side by side. W speak with nore than words.
I'd share this third life with you, but is not possible."

| took a step forward and stunmbl ed on ny knees. | held out ny hands toward him
and his tentacle reached out and engul fed ny hands and gri pped them hard and
in that nonent that hands and tentacl es closed together and held, | was one
with this friend of mine. For an instant | probed into the bl ackness and the
glory of his being and caught a glinpse- or many glinpses-of what he knew,
what he renmenbered, what he hoped, what he dreaned, what ho was, the purpose
of him (although I amnot sure | really caught a purpose), the unreal
shocki ng, al nost inconprehensive structure of his society and the faint,

bl urred, rainbowed edges of its nores. It flooded in upon ny m nd and
overwhelmed it in a roaring stormof information, sense, enotion, outrage,
happi ness, and wonder.

For an instant only, then it was gone, and the hand grip and Hoot hinself. |
was kneeling, with ny two hands held out and there was nothing there. My brain
ached with coldness and | could feel the fine bead of sweat that had started
on ny forehead and | was as close to nothingness as | bad ever been, as |
could ever be and still remain a human. | knew that | existed, perhaps with a
sharper and a finer sense of existing than had ever been the case before, but
| don't believe I remenbered where | was, for in that |inking contact | had
been in too many places to sort out any single place and | did not think-I
sinmply hung there, ny mind in neutral, crammed with so much that was new t hat
all nentality was cl ogged.

How long it lasted, | don't know, probably only for a nonent, although it
seened much | onger than a nmonent-and then, with a sharp suddenness, with the
sort of jolt one experiences when hitting a hard surface after a long fall,
cane back to myself and the high blue world and that stupid-Iooking robot
standing rigidly beside the burned-out canpfire.

| staggered to ny feet and | ooked about ne and tried to renmenber what had,
until that instant, been crowded in ny brain and it all was gone, all the
details of it, covered over by the present and ny humanity as a flash fl ood
will cover the pebbles lying in the dry bottom of an ancient creek bed. It al
was there, or at |least sonme of it was there, for | could sense it lying there
beneath the flash flood of my humanity. And | wondered, vaguely, as | stood
there, if this burial of the matters transmtted by ny friend m ght not be for
my own protection, if my mind, in a protective reflex action, had covered it
and bl anked it out in a fight for sanity. And | wondered what it was my inner
self mght know that | no | onger knew surely there was nothing |I could
renenmber now whi ch seemed so dangerous that | could not be allowed to knowit.



| stunbled over to the fire and hunkered down beside it. Picking up a stick of
firewood, | stirred the ashes and at their heart, buried deeply, | came upon a
still glowing lump of fire. Carefully I fed tiny slivers to it and a pale

ri bbon of smoke curled up and in a nonent a tiny flame began to flicker

| crouched there, in the silence, watching and nourishing the flanme, bringing

the fire of the night before back to careful life. | could bring back the
fire, I thought, but nothing else. O the night before nothing now remined
except nyself and the hulking robot. It had conme to this, |I thought. O four
humans and an alien, there was but one human left. | wavered close to

sel f-pity, but brought myself sharply back fromit. Hell, 1'd been in tight
jans before. 1'd been alone before-in fact, | usually was alone. So this was

not hi ng new. George and Tuck were gone and no tears shed over them Hoot was
gone and there might be tears for himno, not for him but rather for nyself,
for he had changed sonehow, in sone way | could not understand, into a better
formof life, to exist on a higher plane of sentience. The one who mattered,
knew, the only one who really mattered, was Sara and she, as well as Hoot, had
gone where she'd wi shed to go.

Wth a sense of shock | realized that George and Tuck al so had gone where
they'd wi shed to go. Everyone had had a place to go-all except nyself.

But what, | asked of nyself, of Sara? | could go down into the valley and drag
her out, kicking and screaming. O | could sit around a while and wait for her
to come to her senses and cone back by herself (which, | told nyself, would be

a waste of time, for she never would). Or | could sinply say the hell with it
and go stunping down the trail, heading for the city.

I could take the latter course, | argued with nyself, with no particul ar sense
of guilt. Certainly any responsibility had been anmply discharged. | had
fulfilled my part of the bargain. And it had, conme to think of it, come out a
whol e I ot better than | had ever thought it would. It had been a w | d-goose
chase after all; there really had been a Lawence Arlen Knight and there was a
pl ace that he had been seeking. All the others had been right and | had been
wrong and maybe that was why | was sitting out here all by nyself, with no
place in particular that I was hunting for

There was a netallic clanging and when | |ooked up I saw that Roscoe had noved
over and was squatting down beside nme-as if, since there was no one el se, he
was willing to be a pal to ne.

When he had gotten squatted confortably, he reached out a hand and with his
flattened pal m snmoot hed out a dusty spot beside the fire, half dust, half ash.
There was a sprig of some sort of grass still remaining, wilted by the heat of
last night's fire, and he reached out carefully with thunb and forefinger and
uprooted it, then snpothed the area once again.

| watched in fascination. | wondered what he m ght be about, but there was no
use to ask. He'd just spout some gi bberish at ne.

He stuck out a forefinger neatly and made a squiggly line in the dust and
followed that with other marks that, if not entirely squiggly, certainly made
no sense. As | watched, it seemed that he was witing a mathematical or

chemi cal fornula of some sort-not that | could nake any reason of it, but sone
of the synbols he was witing | had seen before in leafing through a
scientific journal in an idle nmoment.

I could hold in no longer and | yelled at him "What the hell is that?"
"That," he said, "cat, rat, vat, pat, mat, sat," and then suddenly he was
talking, not in rhyme, but still, so far as | was concerned, in gibberish:
"Val ence bond wave function equals product of antisymetric spatial wave
functions tinmes symretric wave functions times spin function of both
antisymetric and symetric wave functions. "

"Wait just a goddamm minute,” | yelped at him "Wat is going on? You talk

i ke Mot her Goose one minute and now you're talking like a prof. "

"Prof," he said, happily and solemly, "scoff, doff, cough..."

But he went on witing that lingo in the dust. Witing steadily, with never
any hesitation, as if he knew what he was doing and exactly what it neant. He
filled the place he'd smpothed with synbols, then wiped it clean and snoot hed



it out again, and continued with his witing.

| held nmy breath and wished that | could read what he was witing, for despite
all his clowishness, | was convinced that it was inportant.

Suddenly he froze, with his finger in the dust, no | onger witing.

"Paint," he said, and | waited for the string of rhym ng words, but they did
not come. 'Paint," he said again.

| leaped to my feet and Roscoe rose to stand beside nme. Paint was coni ng down
the trail, loping gracefully. He was al one; Sara was not with him

He came to a sliding halt before us.

"Boss," he said, "back | cone, reporting for orders. She say for me to hurry.
She say to you good-bye, she say to tell God bl ess you, which is beyond ny
feeble intellect to conprehend. She say she hope you get safely back to Earth.
Thi s hunbl e being, sir, ask you what is Earth."

"Earth is the home planet of our race," | told him

"Please, illustrious sir, you take me back to Earth?"

| shook ny head. "Why should you want to go to Earth?"

"You, sir," he said, "are being of compassion, You did not run away. You comne
into place of terror and fail to run away. Fromridicul ous predi canent you
rescue ne with dainty gallantry. I would not willingly wish to wander from
your side."

"Thank you, Paint," | said.

"Then, gratefully, | march with you, all the way to Earth." "No, you don't," |
sai d.

"But you said, fair sir..."

"I have sonething else for you to do."

"dadly will | performin small reconpense for your rescue of me, but, dear
human, | had wi shed so hard for Earth."

"You'll go back," | said, "and wait for Sara."

"But she say good-bye distinctly. She say it as she neant it."

"You'll wait for her," | said. "I don't want her comi ng out and no way to get
back. "

"You think she will come out?"

"l don't know, " | said.

"But wait for her | do?"

"That's exactly it," | said.

"But | wait," he wailed "You go off to Earth and waiting still I am | nmay be
wait forever. If you want her, nost kindly being, why don't you conme back and
say to her. "

"I can't do that," | said. "Damm fool though she may be, she has to have her
chance. Like George. Like Tuck."

And | was surprised when | heard what | was saying.

Decision, | had told nyself. There was a decision to he made. And here,
finally, | had made it-w thout thought, with no pondering, a decision made
wi t hout any reason, on no nore than instinct. As if |, myself, may not have

made it, as if someone el se, standing off somewhere in the wings of time, had
made it for ne. As if Hoot had made it for ne.

And as | thought of this, | renmenbered himtelling ne that |I could not
interfere, alnost pleading with ne not to go back into the valley and drag her
out of there, as | had said I'd do. Stricken, I wondered how nuch of hinself

Hoot had left in me when he'd gone into his third self. And | tried to snare
sone remenbrance of what it had been like, hand in tentacle, but all of it
still was buried, out of reach, somewhere inside ny nind, and I couldn't reach
it.

"Then | return,"” said Paint, "full of sadness, but obedient. Earth it may not
be, but better than the gully."

He turned to go, but | called himback. |I took the rifle and the cartridge
belt and tied themto the saddle.

"The weapon she left for you," Paint "told him "No need of it has she."

"If she conmes out, she will,"” | said

"She not coming out," Paint declared. "You' know not coming out. Stars in her



eyes she had when she go between the rocks."

| didn't answer. | stood and watched himas he turned and went back down the
trail, going slowy so he'd not be out of hearing if | should call him back
I didn't call him back

TVENTY- THREE

That evening, beside the canpfire, | opened the box that | had grabbed off the
table in Knight's shack.

W had traveled well that day, although with every step | took | fought
against the terrible feeling that sonething called nme back, that, as a matter
of fact, there was an actual force which sought to turn me back. Sl ogging
along, | tried to figure who it was (not what it was, but who it was) who
tried to hold ne back. Sara, perhaps-the feeling that | should do sonething
for her, if it were no nore than going back to wait in hope she would return.
A sense of guilt at deserting her, although |I knew well and good I'd not
deserted her, no nore than we had deserted either George or Tuck. A belief
that | had sonmehow failed her, and in certain instances | undoubtedly had
failed her, but not in this particular instance. | think that nore than
anything el se the thing that bothered me was that she apparently had not
bel i eved me about what Hoot and | had seen back in the valley. The idea

persi sted that sonmehow | shoul d have nade her understand, should have so

convi nced her she'd have had no thought of returning there. The going back
coul d understand-if someone had stood just for a nonment inside the gates of
Heaven he woul d not suffer gladly being yanked fromout the gates. The thing
coul d not understand was how she could have, willfully and deliberately,
failed to understand, clinging to a beloved delusion in the face of fact.

O could Hoot have been the one, | wondered, who was tuggi ng at me? Was there
somet hing lying hidden in my mnd, sonething that he had planted there in
those | ast few seconds, that kept up a facel ess nagging at me? | tried once
again to dredge up the bit of information-any bit of information-bearing upon
that final encounter, but once again | failed.

O could it be Paint? | had played a dirty trick on Paint, setting hima task
I was unable or unwilling to performnyself. Perhaps, | told nyself, | should
turn around and go back and tell himhe was relieved of the charge | had

pl aced upon him | tried to fend it off, but could not erase frommind the
vision of Paint a thousand years fromnow, (a nillion years fromnow if he
still existed a million years fromnow) still nounting sol emm guard outside
the portals, waiting for an event that was not about to happen, still faithful
to words long gone into the wind as the nouth that spoke them had | ong gone
into dust.

M serable with all these thoughts, |I stunbled down the trail

To a watcher, we nust have seened a strange pair, | with ny ridiculous shield
and sword, Roscoe with the pack slung upon his back, clumnping along behind ne,
munbling to hinself.

W had made a good day's journey when we stopped for the night. Going through
the pack to get out food, | found the box I'd stolen fromKnight. | put it to
one side to look at after | had eaten. Roscoe gathered wood and | built a fire
and cooked nyself a neal while that great stupid hul k hunkered down across the
bl aze fromme and chattered conversationally-and this tine not rhym ng words
nor equati on gi bberi sh.

"One eye thou hast," he told me, glibly, "to | ook to Heaven for grace. The sun
with one eye vieweth all the world."

| stared at him amazed, wondering hopefully if he'd snapped out of it and
could finally talk some sense-either that, or gone conpletely off his rocker

"Roscoe,"” | said, as quietly as | could, not wishing to startle himout of any
new found sense, "I wasn't listening. | was thinking of something else. I
wonder . "

"They can be meek," he told ne, "that have no other cause. A wetched soul
brui sed with adversity, we bid be quiet when we hear it cry; but were we



burdened with |ike weight of pain, as much, or nore, we should ourselves
conpl ai n. "

"Poetry!" | yelled. "Poetry, for the I ove of God! As if equations and

sensel ess rhym ng weren't enough. "

He clanbered to his feet and danced a nerry, clanking jig and sang: "The capon
burns, the pig falls fromthe spit. The clock hath strucken twel ve upon the
bell; my mstress nade in one upon my cheek. She is so hot because the neat is
cold; the neat is cold because you cane not hone; you cane not hone because
you have no stomach; you have no stomach, having broke your fast. "

He stopped in nid-caper and stared wonderingly at nme. "Fast," he said. "Last,
mast, cast."

At | east he was back to nornal.

He hunkered down by the fire again, no longer talking to ne, but nunbling to
hi nmsel f.

The twi |l ight deepened and the gal axy bl ossomed in the sky, first the
brilliance of the central core, hanging just above the eastern horizon, and
then, as night cane on, the wispy filanments of the spiral arns becane
apparent, first as a structure of silvery nist, which brightened as the

dar kness grew. W nd whi spered overhead and the canpfire snoke, after rising
vertically for a short distance, |eaned over and slanted off into the darkness
as it met the wind. Far off something was chuckling softly to itself and tiny
forms of life scurried in the grass and brush just beyond the circle of
firelight.

Shakespeare? | wondered. Had it been Shakespeare he had spouted? The words had
sounded like it, but I could not be sure; it had been many years since |'d
even thought of Shakespeare. And if it were, how had Roscoe known of
Shakespeare? In the long flight out fromthe gal axy, on the | ong march up the
trail, had Knight read it al oud beside the nightly canpfire? Had he carried in
hi s knapsack or in a saggi ng pocket of his jacket a copy of that ancient,

al nost forgotten witer?

I finished ny neal and washed the dishes in the stream beside which we were
canped, and set them aside for norning. Roscoe still squatted at the fire,
witing with an outstretched finger on a piece of ground he'd snpot hed.

| picked up Knight's wooden box and opened it. Inside lay a thick sheaf of
paper, alnost filling it. Lifting out the first page, | held it so it was
lighted by the fire and read:

Bl ue and high. O ean. Upstanding blue. Water sound. Stars ahead. G ound
unbare. Laughter high above and bl ue. Blue l[aughter. W nove unw se. Think
unhar d.

The witing was in a crabbed hand and the characters were cranmped and snall.
Slowmy | picked the words apart:

and thin. No end to start, no end to cone. Foreverness and nore. Blue
foreverness. Runners after nothingness. Nothingness in enptiness. Enptiness is
bare. Tal k is nothingness. Deeds are enptiness. Were to find but enpty?
Nowher e, cones the answer. High and blue and enpty.

It was gi bberish, worse than the gi bberish of Roscoe. | glanced down the page
and the gi bberish went on. Lifting a handful of pages fromthe box, |
extracted another one. Page 52, it said in the upper right hand corner. And
the text:

far is distant. Distances are deep. Neither short nor |ong, but deep. Sone
wi t hout a bottom And cannot be neasured. No stick to neasure with. Purple
di stances are deepest ones of all. No one wal ks a purple distance. Purple
| eads to nowhere. There is nowhere to | ead to.

| put the pages back into the box and closed the Iid and held ny hand hard



against the lid to prevent the pages getting out. Mad, | thought; living out a
life of gentle madness in a Grecian valley of a strange enchantnment. And that
was where Sara was at this very noment. Not know ng. Not caring, even if she
knew.

| fought to keep from junping up and screaming. | held as hard a hand agai nst
nmyself as | held against the lid to keep fromleaping to my feet and go
runni ng back the way we'd cone.

Because, | told nyself, |I had no right to do it. For once in ny life, |I had to
t hi nk of soneone other than nyself. She had chosen to go back to the valley.
There was sonething that drew her there. Happiness, | wondered, and asked

nmysel f what was happi ness and how much did it count?

Kni ght was happy, witing his drivel, not knowing it was drivel, not caring it
was drivel. Wapped in a cocoon of happiness, in the sense of having reached a
devoutly sought and lifelong goal, he was content, not knowi ng and not caring
that the goal m ght be del usion

If only Hoot were here, | thought. Al though |I knew what he would have told ne.
You cannot interfere, he'd say, you nust not interfere. He'd tal ked of

destiny. And what was destiny? Was it something not witten in the stars, but
in the genes of nen that said how they would act, what they would want, how
they woul d set about to get what they wanted nost?

The | oneliness cane on nme and | crouched cl ose against the fire, as if its
light and heat m ght be protection against the loneliness. O all the ones I'd
traveled with, there was only Roscoe left and in Roscoe there was nothing that
woul d counter loneliness. In his owmn way, he was as lonely as |

Al the others had reached that half-seen, half-guessed vision they had

foll owed. Perhaps because they had known, deep inside thensel ves, what they

m ght be seeking. And nme, what was | seeking? | tried to figure what thing
want ed nost and, for the life of me, | could think of nothing.

TVENTY- FOUR

In the nmorning we found Tuck's doll, where it had been dropped beside the
trail. It was in plain view, not nore than six feet off the path. How we'd
mssed it before was hard to understand. | tried to pinpoint the place,
wondering if this were in the area where we had hunted for him But there was
no | andmark that stood out in ny nind

I had not really had a chance to take a good look at it before. The only tine
| had really seen it had been that ni ght when we had been penned inside the
red-stone edifice at the outskirts of the city. Now | did have a chance to
ook at it, to absorb the full inpact of the sorrow that |ay on the rudely
carven face. Either, | thought, the one who'd carried it had been a prinitive
who, by sheer chance, had fashioned the sorrowin it, or a skilled craftsnman
who, with a few sinple strokes, evoked the hopel essness and angui sh of an
intellectual being facing the riddle of the universe and overwhelnmed by it.
The face was not entirely humanoi d, but human enough so that one coul d equate
it with humanity-a hunan face twi sted out of shape by sone great truth that it
had | earned-surely no truth that it had sought, but rather one that had been
thrust upon it.

Havi ng picked it up, | tried to throwit away, but could not throwit away. It
had put roots into me and would not let ne go. It haunted ne and woul d not
forego its haunting. | stood with one hand clutching it and tried to toss it

to one side, but ny fingers would not |oosen their grip nor ny arns nmake a

t hrowi ng noti on.

That had been the way it had been with Tuck, | thought, except that Tuck had
been a willing captive of it, finding in it some attraction and significance
that | did not find. Perhaps because it said to hima thing he found inside

hi nsel f. Because, perhaps, he sawwithin it a condition fromwhich he was
seeking to escape. A nmadonna, Sara had said, and it could have been, but | saw
no madonna in it.

So | went marching down the trail, |ike Tuck, hanging onto that damm thing,



raging at nyself-not so nuch for being unable to let go of it, as for the fact
that it nmade nme, after a fashion, a blood brother of the vanished Tuck. Sore
that | should be even in the slightest way like him for if there ever had
been a man | had despised it had been Tuck

W noved across the great blue plateau and behind us the purple nountains | ost
detail and resolved into a purple cloud. | wondered if Knight's fascination

wi th bl ueness, as revealed in those first few paragraphs of his manuscript,

m ght not be an echo of this blue | and which he had crossed to reach the
mount ai ns and the valley, |eaving Roscoe at the gate, with Roscoe |ater

bl undering down the trail to finally reach the city where, in his stupidity,
he'd becone a captive of the gnone.

After several days, from boredomrather than fromcuriosity, | opened the box
again and took out the nmanuscript. Starting at the very beginning of it, |
read it carefully-not all at once, of course, for it was slow going and
tightly witten and hard to deci pher and there were many pages of it. |
studied it as a scholar in some time-droning nonastery m ght have studi ed sone
arcane roll of parchnent, seeking, | think, not so much information as an
under st andi ng of the kind of mnd that would wite such a nass of garbage,
trying to | ook through the vapid wanderings of that mnd to a kernel of truth
that still mght dwell subconsciously in the nman.

But there was nothing there, or at least nothing I could find. It was totally
unintelligible and nost of it inconceivable to anyone but an utter noron
overflowing with words that nust be gotten out of him no nmatter what they
neant .

It was not until the tenth night or so, when we were only two days march from
t he begi nning of the desert, that | finally reached a portion of the
manuscri pt that seened to make some sense:

And these ones seek blue and purple know edge. From all the universe they seek
it. They trap all that may be thought or known. Not only blue and purple, but
all spectra of knowing. They trap it on lonely planets, far lost in space and
deep in tinme. In the blue of tine. Wth trees they trap it and trapped, it is
stored and kept against a tine of golden harvest. Geat orchards of mighty
trees that tower into the blue for mles. Soaking in the thought and

know edge. As other planets soak in the gold of sun. And this know edge is
their fruit. Fruit is many things. It is sustenance of body and for brain. It
is round and long and hard and soft. It is blue and gold and purple. Sonetines
red. It ripens and it falls. It is harvested. For harvesting is a gathering
and fruiting is a growing. Both are blue and gol d.

And he was off again into his nonsensical ramblings in which color and shape
and size, as it had all through the manuscript, played a major role.

I went back and read the single paragraph again and went back carefully over
the preceding page to find some indication of who "these ones" m ght be, but
there was not hing that could help ne.

| put the manuscript away and sat |ate beside the fire, thinking furiously.
Was t hat one paragraph no nore than the disordered meandering of a hal f-nmad

m nd, as rmust be all the rest of it? O did it, perchance, represent a single
lucid monment during which he'd witten down sone fact, couched in his

di sjointed, nystic style, that he knew m ght be inmportant? O could it be that
Kni ght was | ess crazy than |I thought and that all the gi bberish of the
manuscri pt was no nore than a canouflage in which m ght be conceal ed a nessage
that he wanted to transmt to whoever m ght sonehow get his hands upon it?
That this mght be the case seened farfetched. If he had been clear enough in
mnd to do a thing Iike that he would have Iong since quit the valley and cone
pelting down the trail, hoping agai nst hope that he might find some way to
flee the planet and carry what he knew back to the gal axy.

If the words should be a hidden nessage, how had he found out? Was there a
record somewhere in the city that would tell the story? O had he talked to
someone or sonething that had seized the chance to pass on the know edge of



why this planet should be a planted orchard? Or had it, perhaps, been Roscoe
who had | earned the truth? There m ght be ways, | thought, that Roscoe could
find out, for Roscoe was, of all things, a telepathic robot. Al though right
now he didn't |ook Iike one. He squatted beside ne and once again he had

snoot hed out a slate upon the ground and was witing synbols, softly jabbering
to hinself.

| al nost asked himand then decided not to try. There was nothing, | was

convi nced, that anyone could learn fromthis battered robot.

The next norning we went on and on the second day we cane to the cache we'd
made, filled one of the water tins and retrieved sonme food. Wth the water and
the supplies on Roscoe's back, we faced the desert.

W made good time. W passed the field where | had fought the centaurs and
cane to, and went on w thout stopping, the gully where we'd found A d Paint.
W stunbl ed on old canpfires where we'd spent a night, we recogni zed certain

| andmar ks and the | and was red and yel | ow and honkers hooted in the distances
and we glinpsed at tinmes sonme of the other strange denizens of the place. But
nothing interfered with us and we drove on down the frail.

Now the others came out to travel with us, a shadowy, ghostly conpany- Sara
riding on Ad Paint, Tuck tripping in his |long brown robe and | eading the
stunbling, funbling George Snmith by the hand, Hoot ranging far ahead, always
rangi ng far ahead to spy out the trail, and | found nyself shouting to him a,
foolish thing to do, for he was too far ahead of us to hear ne. There were
times, | think, when | believed they were really with us, and other tines when
| knew they weren't. But even when | knew they weren't, it was a confort to

i magi ne that | saw them There was one, thing that perplexed ne. Tuck carried
the doll clutched tight against his breast and at the same time | carried the

sel fsane doll in the pocket of ny jacket.

The doll no Ionger was glued to nmy hand. | could let |loose of it, but I kept
on carrying it. | don't know why | did. Sonmehow | just had to. At nights I'd
sit and look at it, half-repelled, half-fascinated, but night by night, it
seened, the repul sion wore away and the fascination won. | either sat |ooking
at the doll, hoping that some day | m ght enconpass within my mnd all | saw

upon its face and then be done with it. Either that or read the manuscript,
whi ch continued on its witless way until near the very end when this occurred:

Trees are tallness. Trees reach high. Never satisfied. Never fulfilled. What |
write about trees and trapped know edge being true. Tops are' vapory, blue
vapor. ..

What | say about trees and trapped know edge being true..

Was that single sentence tucked in anpbng the gi bberish put there to fortify
and reaffirmwhat he had witten many pages back? Another flash of lucidity in
the mdst of all his foolishness? One was tenpted to believe so, but there was
no way to know.

The next night | finished reading the manuscript. There was nothi ng nore.

And the third day after that we sighted the city, far off, like a snowy
mountain thrusting up into the sky.

TVENTY- FI VE

The tree still lay where | had chopped it down with the raking | aser beam its
jagged stunp |like a massive spear stabbing at the sky. The bole stretched for
mles along the ground, its vegetation shriveled brown, revealing its woody
skel et on.

Beyond it | oomed the bulk of the red-stone edifice in which the tree had
penned us with its bonbardnent, and |ooking at, it, | could hear again, in
menory and i magi nati on, the sound of mllions of invisible wings flying
underneath its roof, beating their way out of nowhere into nowhere.

A foul and bitter stench blew fromthe free and as we approached it | could



see that the circular, |awnlike area which had surrounded the stunp had caved
in upon itself and becone a pit. Qut of the pit rose the stench and fromthe
knoll on which we stood | caught a glinpse of slimy skeletons- strangely

wr ought but undeni ably skeletons-floating in the oily liquid that half filled
the pit.

Not just one life, |I told nyself, not the life of the free alone, but an
entire comunity of life-the little, crying, mewling creatures that had
swarnmed out to cry their denunciations of us and now this, another community
of Iife which had existed in a fluid reservoir underneath the tree. Life that
in sone way was intimately bound up with the free, that could no longer |ive
once the tree was dead, that may have lived only so that the tree night live.
| looked for some evidence of the mew ing creatures which, by now, nust be
dead as well. There was no sign of them Had they in death, | wondered, dried
up into al nost weightless nothingness, and been scattered by the w nd.

| had been the one, | thought. It had been ny hand that had | oosed the death.
| had intended to kill the tree alone; | had killed much el se besi des.
wonder ed what had come over me that | should be thinking this. They'd had it
com ng, hadn't they? The tree had attacked us and | had had every noral reason
and every legal right to fight back. That nuch at |east was gospel, a persona
and very intimate gospel built up through the years. Nothing acted tough
toward me that | didn't act tough right back. And it worked, | told nyself
grimy. Throughout our long trek to the nmountains and the I ong trek back, no
tree had nade a pass at us. The word sonehow had been passed al ong: Leave this
guy al one; he's pure poison if you mess around with him Not knowing | no

| onger had a | aser gun, apparently not wanting to take the chance of finding
out .

| felt Roscoe pawi ng at ny shoul der and turned to see what it was he wanted.
He poi nted back the way we'd cone.

And there they were, a herd of them There was no mistaking them They were,
in flesh, the kind of nonstrous beasts that had left their skeletons piled in
a wi ndrow back in the gorge where we had rescued Paint. They were nassive

thi ngs, running on great hind legs, with tails thrust out behind themto

bal ance the great bul k of their bodies and their gigantic heads. Wth poised
front legs armed with sharp and gl eaming tal ons. The heads grinned at us and
even fromthat distance there was evil in the faces. They m ght have been
following us for a long time, but this was the first time they had shown

t hensel ves.

They were big and ugly and they were coning fast. | had seen what they could
do and | wasn't about to wait and let themget to work on ne. | lit out of
there, heading for the trail that led toward the city. The shield wei ghed ne
down and | threw it away. The scabbarded sword banged agai nst nmy knees and
tried to get the belt unbuckled, and while | was doing this the sword tri pped
me and | went sprawling |ike a cartwheel. Just before | cane out of ny spin
and was falling flat upon ny face, a hand reached out and grabbed ne by the
sword belt and held nme high enough so that | cleared the ground, just barely.
I hung there, swaying back and forth and watched the ground jerk by underneath
nmy nose and out of one corner of nmy eyes | saw Roscoe's feet noving like a

bl ur.

My God, how he could run.

| tried to angle my head around to see where we m ght be, but | was so near
the ground | couldn't see a thing. It wasn't confortable and it was
enbarrassing, but | wasn't beefing any. Roscoe was covering the ground in a
sati sfactory manner, nmuch faster than if he'd had to wait for ne.

Then finally | saw pavenent underneath mny face and Roscoe jerked ne up and set
me on my feet. | was a little dizzy and inclined to stagger, but | saw we were
in the narrow city street we'd travel ed days before, with the straight white
wal s arrowing up into the sky above us.

Angry snarling and vicious trunpeting sounded behind me and when | spun around
| saw the pursuing beasts throwing their bodies into the narrow cleft of
street, throwing themferociously and vainly, fighting to get at us, fighting



to get in. But we were safe. Finally | had an answer as to why the streets
shoul d be so narrow

TVENTY- SI X

The ghostly ships still stood upon the whiteness of the landing field with the
great white cliffs of the city rising up like the inner sides of a gigantic
cup. The field was as clean as ever and there was a deathly silence over
everything. Nothing stirred; there was no breath of wind.

The shrivel ed, shrunken body of the gnome hung linp and listless at the end of
aropetied to arafter in the storeroom The storerooml| ooked as it had
before, with boxes, bales and bundl es piled high. There was no sign of the
hobbi es.

In that great roomto which the ranp led up fromthe street the slabs of stone
were still in place, with the circular control dial to one side of them One
of the slabs was glowing and in the gl ow was a nightmare world of what seened
a brand-new planet, its half-molten, half-crystallized surface heaving in a
slow pul sation, pitted with craters of red-hot slag, steamvents sending out
sl ender plunmes of snoke and superheated water. In the distance vol canoes

bel ched flanme and heavy cl ouds of snoke.

Roscoe had unl oaded his packs and the water tin just inside the door that
opened on the ranmp and now was hunkered down, scratching at the floor, but
maki ng no marks upon it, and for once he wasn't nunbling to hinself.

I went on breaking up the wooden bench 1'd taken fromthe storeroom feeding
the fire 1'd built upon the floor. And here | was, | thought, a latter-day
barbarian canping in the deserted city of a vanished race, w th another
barbarian swinging at the end of a rope in the next door and a mechanica
intelligence working on a problemthat no one knew, perhaps |east of al

hi nmsel f.

It was incredible that Roscoe coul d know what he was doi ng. There would have
been no need to program himfor the kind of cal culations that he seenmed to be
engaged in working out. Was it possible, | wondered, that the beating his
brain case had taken while being used as a polo ball had not only knocked out
of himall ordinary sense, but had knocked genius into hin®

The sun had passed its zenith and the |l ower part of the street outside lay in
dar kness, but by craning ny neck, | could see the sunlight on the upper
storeys of the soaring buildings. And fromthat upper part of the city cane
the faint, far-off sound of wi nd funneling through the higher levels. Down in
the lower levels there was no hint of breeze.

A deserted city and why had it been deserted? Wat had happened to drive its
people fromit O had they been driven? Perhaps they had acconplished their
purpose and the city had served its purpose and they had sinply left, for
there may have been other planets where they could carry out other purposes,
or maybe the sane purpose as they had foll owed here. And could that purpose
have been solely the planting of the trees-the planting of themand their
careful nurturing until they had reached a size where they no | onger needed
care? It would have taken centuries, perhaps mllennia, before the trees could
be left on their own. The surveying to determnine where they should be planted
and the planting of them the prelimnary task al one woul d have required many
years. And after that the building of the pits to store the seeds and the
raising of the little rodents that collected themthere would be nmuch to do.
But it would have been worth the work and tinme if the trees, indeed, were

pl anted for the purpose hinted in Knight's manuscript. Each tree a receiving
station that picked up information by a nmeans that | could not inmagine (the

i nterception of nmental waves, perhaps?) that filtered out fromthe gal axy.
MI1lions of receivers hangi ng above the expanse of the gal axy, picking up the
know edge radi ations, processing and enhanci ng them and storing them agai nst a
time when the planters could come at periodic intervals and extract the

know edge whi ch had been thus collected. And where woul d the know edge thus
derived be stored? Certainly not in the trees thenselves, but in the seeds,



per haps, storing it in a conplicated DNA-RNA conplex altering the purely

bi ol ogi cal characteristics of the nucleic acids so that instead of biol ogical

i nformati on al one many ot her kinds of information also mght be stored.

| sweated, thinking of it. In the pits and bins in which the rodents dropped
the seeds rested a treasure greater than anyone could dream Anyone who coul d
gat her the seeds and crack the technique and the code to give up the know edge
t hey contai ned woul d have the intellectual resources of the galaxy at their
fingertips. If one could beat the planters of this planetary orchard to the
harvest, there would be rich pickings to be had. The planters, well aware of
such a danger, had taken extraordinary precautions agai nst word of the planet
and its purpose ever |eaking out. Qutsiders could cone here, were even
encouraged to come here once they were in range, but once here there was, it
seened, no way to |leave and carry back to the gal axy news of what they'd

f ound.

How often did the planters come, | wondered. Every thousand years, perhaps. In
each thousand years, npbst certainly, there' d be new gal actic know edge wort hy
of acquiring. O did they cone no | onger? Had sonet hi ng happened to themt hat
had stopped their harvest trips? O could they have abandoned the entire
project as no longer worth the effort? In the mllennia which may have passed
since this city had been built and this planet planted, had there been a shift
in values and in viewoint so that nowto them now either a nore mature or a
senile race, this planting of the planet (or, perhaps, of many planets) m ght
seem no nore than a childish program performed in the m staken ent husi asm of
their youth.

My I egs were getting cranped fromcrouching and | put out a hand to rest, palm
down, on the floor, preparatory to changing ny position and as | reached out,
nmy hand cane down upon the doll. | didn't pick it up; | didn't want to | ook at
it. I sinply ran ny fingers over the carven planes of that saddened face and
thought, as | did this, that the planters of the planet, the builders of the
city, had not been the first. Before they had arrived there had been anot her
race, the one that had built the churchlike edifice at the city's edge. One of
them had carved the doll and it mght be, | told nyself, that the carving of
the doll had been a greater feat, a nore intellectual, certainly a nore
enotional, acconplishment than the building of the city and the planting of
the trees.

But now neither race was here. |, a menber of another race, perhaps not so
great but as weasel-notivated as any race in the gal axy, was here. | was here
and | knew the story and the treasure, and the treasure was a very solid

t hi ng, much nore val uabl e than that haunted nyth which Knight had hunted. It
was sonething that could be sold and in that context | could understand it
better than | could understand a myth. Kni ght may have known-he nust have
known to wite of it as he had-but by the tinme he knew he probably had becone
so commtted, so imersed in the phantomthat he hunted that he woul d have
passed it by as worthless.

Poor fool, | thought, to pass up a chance like this. Although, | realized, he
may have passed it up only after he had realized there was no way off the

pl anet .

| was not convinced, | told nmyself. There had to be a way. There always was a

way i f you worked hard enough at it. No gang of stupid orchardists could keep
nme here.

First sonething to eat and a little rest and I'd get at those other worlds.
Despite what Sara had said about the chance that all of themwould be isol ated
worlds, it did not stand to reason that there'd not be one of them that had
some space-capable intelligence. And that was all | asked. Just to get ny
hands, by any neans, upon a ship, any kind of a ship.

I wondered what | should do with the gnone and decided that 1'd | eave him
hangi ng there, dangling fromhis beam Even if | took himdown |I'd not know
what to do with him | could not know what he night have w shed for me to do
with him Hanging fromthe beam had been the way he'd wanted it and that's the
way he had it and I'd not interfere. Although |I wondered why he did it. And



recogni zed the fact that the way he'd done it enphasized that he was humanoi d.
Not hi ng ot her than a humanoi d ever hanged itself.

| glanced over at Roscoe. He had quit his ciphering and now was sitting fl at
upon his bottom wth his feet stuck out before himstaring into space. As if
he had suddenly struck upon some astounding truth and had frozen into
imobility to consider it.

TVENTY- SEVEN

Sara had been right. There was nowhere to go. The worlds offered no way out.
had been through themall, driving nmyself, sleeping only in snatches when I
became so worn-out that | was afraid |I'd becone negligent and sloppy in ny
eval uation of them | did not hurry the work. | spent nore time, nost likely,
than was absol utely necessary, in having a good | ook at each of themin turn.
It had taken a while to figure out how to operate the wheel to bring each
worl d into being, but once | had done that | settled down to work, paying

attention to nothing el se. Roscoe did not bother me and I, in turn, paid
slight attention to himexcept to note that nuch of the time he was not
around. | got the inpression, somehow, that he was prow ing through the city,

but did not take the tinme to wonder what might be the purpose of his prowing.
One coul d not say, of course, that no one of the worlds held the kind of
technol ogy | sought. Only a small portion of each stood revealed and it would
have been fool hardy for nme to have entered one of themunless there had been
anpl e evidence that it was the kind of place |I hunted. For once one entered
one of them the chances of escaping fromit would have been al nost nil

W thout Hoot and the creature of the wheel we never would have escaped from
the sand dune world. But the fact was that | found no world that tenpted ne in
the least to enter it, not a single one that showed any sign of even the nost
rudi mentary intelligence. Al of themwere vicious worlds, nostly primal

worl ds-jungle hells or frozen wastes or still in the state of crust formation.
There were others that had thick atnospheres, with swirling clouds of gases
that made me choke just to look at them There were a few that were clearly
dead worl ds-great |evel plains w thout vegetation, dimy lighted by a di mand
bl ood-red, dying sun. There was one charred cinder of a planet, burned out in
a nova flare-up of its sun

Why, | wondered, had the doorways to the worlds been fashioned? Certainly if
anyone had wanted to use the doorways to these other planets, he would have
pl anned for themto open on the outskirts of a city, or at least a village. He
woul d not have settled for a jungle or an icy waste or a burned-out cinder.
Coul d they have been there for no other reason than to get rid of unwel conme
visitors? But if that had been the case, one world or at nost a half a dozen
woul d have been sufficient; there would have been no need of hundreds. There
was no reason for that many worlds or those kind of worlds. Although

realized that there nmust, in the mnds of that other race, have been | ogica
reasons for it all, and these |ogical reasons could not possibly occur to ne
because they did not lie within the paraneters of human | ogic.

So | cane to an end of them and was no better off than | had been before;
worse of f, perhaps, for when | had started on it there had been hope and now
t he hope was gone.

I went back to the fire, but the fire was out. | pressed ny pal mdown on the
ashes and there was no warnth. Roscoe was gone; | could not remenber seeing
hi mfor days.

Had he deserted ne, perhaps not actually deserting ne, but sinply wandering
of f and not bothering to come back? This might be, | adnmitted to nyself, the
end of it. There might be no nore that a man coul d do.

| sat down beside the dead ashes of the fire and stared out into the twlight
of the street.

There still night be other possibilities-somewhere in the city a man m ght
find a way or clue; out on the planet, traveling east or west or south rather
than toward the mountains |oomng to the north, there m ght be an answer



waiting. But | didn't have the will for it. | didn't want to nove. | didn't

want to try again. | was ready to give up

Move over, gnone, | said.

But that was wong, | knew It was defeatist talk. It was dramatizing. Wen
the tine cane to try again, when and if | caught a glimrer of a hope, I'd get
up and go.

But now | sinmply sat and felt sorry for nyself-and not only for nyself, but
for all the rest of us. Although why | should feel sorry for Smth or Tuck or
Sara, | didn't really know. They'd gotten what they wanted.

Down in the twilight of the street a shadow noved, a darkness in the gray, and
a twinge of terror went fluttering through me, but | didn't stir. If whatever
m ght be down there wanted to cone up and get nme it would find me here, beside
the canpfire ashes. | still had the sword and | was awkward with it, but I'd
still put up a fight.

My nerves must have been worn down to frayed ends for ne to be thinking this.
There was no reason to believe there was anything in the city that was out to
get ne. The city was deserted and abandoned; nothing nmoved in it but shadows.
But the shadow, as | watched, kept on noving. It left the street and came up

the ranp toward me, noving jerkily, like an old man stunping down a narrow
| ane that offered uneven footing.
| saw that it was Roscoe and, poor thing that be was, | was glad to have him

back. As he came nearer | rose to greet him
He stopped just before he reached the door and speaking carefully, as if he
m ght be fighting against falling into his rhymng routine, he said, slowy

and deliberate, with a pause between each word, "You will cone with ne."
"Roscoe," | said, "thanks for com ng back. Wat is going on?"

He stood in the twilight, staring stupidly at ne, then he said, still slowy,
carefully, with each word forced out of him "If the mathematics work ..."
Then came to a halt. Mathematics had given himquite a bit of trouble.

"I had troubles,” he said. "I was confused. But | have worked it out and I am
better now. Working it out helped to get me better." He was talking with

somewhat less difficulty, but it still wasn't easy for him The |ong speech
had been an effort for him You could feel himforcing hinmself to speak
correctly.

"Take it easy, Roscoe," | counseled. "Don't try too hard. You are doing fine.
Just take it easy now. "

But he wasn't about to take it easy. He was full of what he had had to say. It
had been bottled up inside of himfor a long time and it was bubbling to get
out .

"Captain Ross," he said, "I was fearful for a time. Fearful | would never work
it out. For there are two things on this planet and they both struggled for
expression and | could not get them sorted, sported, forted, courted ..."

I moved forward quickly and grabbed himby the arm "For the |ove of God,"

pl eaded, "take it easy. You have all the time there is. There isn't any hurry.
"Il wait to hear you out. Don't try to talk too fast."

"Thank you, captain,” he said with an effort at great dignity, "for your

f orebearance and your great consideration.”

"We've traveled a long road,” | told him "W can take a little tine. If you
have any answers, | can wait for them Mself, I'mfresh out of anything |like
answers. "

"There is the structure,” he said. "The white structure of which the city is
made and the spaceport floored and the spaceshi ps seal ed. ™

He stopped and waited for so long that | was afraid sonething m ght have
happened to him But after a time he spoke again.

"In ordinary matter," he said, "the bonding between the atoms involves only
the outer shells. Do you understand?

"I think I do," | said. "Rather foggily."

"In the white material," he said, "bonding extends deeper than the outer
orbits of the electrons, down deep into the shell. You grasp the inplication?"
| gasped as | understood at least a little of what he had just told ne.



"All hell," | said, "couldn't break the bond."

"Precisely," he declared. "That is what was thought. Now you will come with
me, captain, if you please.”
"But just a mnute," | protested. "You haven't told it all. You said there

were two things."

He | ooked at ne for a long nonment, as if he might be debating if he should
tell me further, then he asked a question, "Wat do you know, captain, of
reality?"

| shrugged. It was a foolish question. "At one tine," | told him doubtfully,
"I would have told you | could recognize reality. Now |'mnot so sure."

"This planet,"” he said, "is layered in realities. There are at |east two
realities. There may be nany nore."

He was al nost fluent now, although there still were tines he stuttered and had
to force his words out and his delivery of themwas spaced inperfectly.

"But how," | asked, "do you know all this? About the bonding and reality?"

"I do not know," he said. "I only know | know it. And now, please, can we go?"
He turned and went down the ranp and | followed him What had | to |ose? | had
not hi ng going for ne and maybe he had not hing going for him either, maybe al
he said were just enpty words born of an enlarged i magination, but | was at a
point where | was ready to nake a grab at any straw.

The idea of nore tightly bonded atonms nade a feeble sort of sense, although as
| ran it through my mind | couldn't figure out howit night be done. But this
busi ness of a many-layered reality was outright gibberish. It made no sense at
all.

W reached the street and Roscoe headed for the spaceport. He was no | onger
munbling to himself and he was wal king rapidly, as if he mght have a
purpose-so rapidly that | had to hurry to keep up with him He was changed-
there was no doubt of that-but | had a hard tine naking up nmy mnd whether it
was an actual change or just a new phase of his madness.

When we energed fromthe street onto the spaceport, | saw that it was norning.
The sun was about hal fway up the eastern sky. The spaceport, with its

ml ky-white floor, surrounded by the whiteness of the city, was a place of
glare and in that glare the whiteness of the ships stood up |ike daytinme
ghost s.

W headed out into the imensity of the port. Roscoe seemed to be mpoving just
alittle faster than he had before. Falling behind, | had to trot every now
and then to keep up with him | would have liked to ask himwhat it was al
about, but | had no breath to waste in asking and, in any case, | wasn't sure
he woul d tell ne.

It was a long hike. For a long tinme it seemed we had scarcely noved and t hen
rat her suddenly, we were a long way fromthe city walls and closer to the

shi ps.

W were fairly close to Sara's ship before | saw the contraption at its base.
It was a crazy-looking thing, with a mirror of sone sort and what | took to be
a battery (or at least a power source) and a naze of wires and tubing. It
wasn't very big, three feet or so in height and naybe ten feet square and from
a distance it looked like an artistic junk heap. Coser up it |ooked less |ike
a junk heap; it |ooked |ike something a couple of vacation-bored kids woul d
rig up fromassorted odds and ends they had managed to accunul ate, pretending
that they were buil ding some sort of wondrous machi ne.

| stopped and stared at it, unable to say a word. O all the goddamed
foolishness | had ever seen, this was the worst. During all the tinme | had
been sweating out ny heart, running through the worlds, this silly robot had
been hunting through the city to pick up all kinds of forgotten and di scarded
junk and had been lugging it out here and setting up this thing.

He had squatted down before what | imagine he inmagined to be a control pane
and was reaching out his hands to the knobs and switches on it.

"Now, captain," he said, "if the mathematics should be right."

He did something to the panel and here and there tubes flickered briefly and
there was a sound like the sound of breaking glass and a shower of gl asslike



fragnents were peeling off the ship and crashing to the ground and the ship
stood free of the mlk-white glaze the buglike nmachine had squirted over it.

| stood frozen. | couldn't nove. The fool machine had worked and the ship
stood free and ready and | couldn't nove. It was inconprehensive. | could not
believe it. Roscoe couldn't do this. Not the funbling, munbling Roscoe | had
known. | was only dreaming it.

Roscoe stood up and cane over to ne. He put out both his hands and gripped ne
by the shoul ders, standing facing ne.

"It is done," he said. "Both for it and I. Wien | freed the ship, |I freed
nmyself as well. | amwhole and well again. | amny ol den self."

And i ndeed he seenmed so, although I'd not known his ol den self. He had no
difficulty tal king and he stood and noved nore naturally, nore |like a man,

| ess like a clanking robot.

"I was confused," he said, "by all that happened to ne, by the changes in ny
brai n, changes that | could not conprehend and did not know how to use. But
now, having used them and proved that they are useful, | amquite nyself once
nore."

I found that the paralysis which had gripped me now was gone and | tried to
turn so that | could run toward the ship, but he clung tightly to my shoul ders
and would not let ne go.

"Hoot talked to you of destiny," he said. "This is nmy destiny. This and nore.
The novers of the universe, whatever they may be, work in many ways to achieve
each individual destiny. How other can one explain why the hamrering of crude
mal l ets on my brain could have so changed and short-circuited and altered the
pattern of my brain as to have brought about an understanding | did not have
before. "

| shook nyself free of him

"Captain," he said.

"Yes."

"You do not believe it even yet. You still think I aman oaf. And | nmay have
been an oaf. But | am no | onger."

"No," | said, "I guess you're not. There is no way to thank you."

"We are friends," he said. "There is no need of thanks. You freed me of the
centaurs. | free you of this planet. That should make us friends. W have sat
by many canpfires. That should make us friends..."

"Shut up!”™ | yelled at him "Cut out the goddammed sentinent. You are worse

t han Hoot."

I went around his ridicul ous contraption and clinbed the | adder of the ship,
Roscoe cli nmbi ng cl ose behind ne.

In the pilot chair |I reached out and patted the panel

This was it at last. W could take off any time we wanted. W could | eave the
pl anet and carry with us the secret of the planet's treasure. Just how a man
could turn a treasure such as that into a cash transaction | had no idea at
the nmonent, but | knew l'd find a way. Whenever a man had a commodity to sell,
he'd find a way to sell it.

And was this what it all had come to, | asked nyself-that | should have
something | could sell? Not another planet (although | suppose | could have
sold the planet, too) but the know edge and the information that was stored
upon the planet in the formof seeds, know edge collected by trees that were

t hought receivers, storing the know edge they collected in the seeds they
scattered and, that scattered, were collected by colonies of little rodents
and not eaten, but deposited in great pits and granaries against the day of
har vest .

But there was nore to it than that, | told nyself. More to the planet than a
great white city and know edge-grabbing trees. It also was a planet where a
man m ght sinply di sappear (or fade away, as Tuck faded) and when they faded
or they di sappeared, where did they go? Did they nove into another reality,
into another life, as Hoot had noved into another |ife? There had been anot her
culture, an earlier culture than the one that had built the city. This earlier
culture had built the nowenpty red-stone building at the outskirts of the



city and had carved the doll that sagged out of the pocket of ny jacket. Could
that culture, if it had survived, have been able to tell the secret of how a
man m ght fade away?

Roscoe had spoken of a many-layered reality and was that what it was al

about? And if this were the case, did such a segnmented reality exist only on
this planet or mght it exist as well on other planets?

| had thought of it as gibberish and perhaps it still was gibberish, but
Roscoe had been right about the nmathematics (or whatever one might call then)
whi ch had freed the ship. Mght he not be right about the reality as well?

But all of this, | told nyself, had nothing to do with nme. | had wondered what
I"d wanted back there on the trail and it had not been what Sara or Tuck or
Ceorge, or even Hoot, had wanted. All |I'd wanted was to get off the planet and
now | had the means of getting off. Al of us, at last, had found the thing we
wanted. Al that remained for ne was to seal the hatch and activate the

not or s.

It was a sinple thing and yet | hesitated. | stayed sitting in the pilot's
chair staring at the panel. Wy, | asked nyself, this reluctance to get
started?

Could it be the others? There had been four of us to start with; did I shrink
fromonly one returning?

| sat there and tried to be honest with nyself and found that it was difficult
to be honest with nyself.

Tuck and George were out of reach and so was Hoot. There was no sense hunting
themto bring them back. But there was Sara still. She could be reached and
could bring her back, somehow | still could manage that.

| sat and tried to fight it all out once again and there was a funny snarting
in m eyes and with something close to horror | realized that tears were
runni ng down ny cheeks.

Sara, | said to nyself. Sara, for the love of Christ, why did you have to go
and find what you were looking for? Wiy can't you cone back and go home wth
me? Wiy can't | go and get you?

I remenbered that |ast night as we'd sat beside the canpfire and she had said
it could have been so good between us-so good between us if we'd not gone
charging out to chase a | egend. And why did the stupid | egend have to turn out
to be true and spoil it all for us?

And | renenbered, too, that first day when she'd net me in the hall of that
house back on Earth and we'd wal ked down the hall together, armin arm to the
room where Tuck and George had waited.

Not Tuck or George or Hoot, for they were out of reach. Not Sara, because
couldn't bring nyself to do it. But there was soneone el se.

| heaved out of the chair and went to the cabinet at the back of the cabin.
Fromit | took the spare | aser gun

"We're going back," | said to Roscoe

"CGoi ng back," said Roscoe, "for Mss Foster?"

"No," | said. "For Paint."

TVENTY- El GHT

It was insane, of course, Paint was nothing but a hobby. He'd still be in the

gulley, flat upon his back, if it hadn't been for ne. How long did | have to
keep flying to his rescue? He'd said he wanted to go to Earth and what did he
know of Earth? He had never been there. He had even had to ask me what | neant
by Earth. He hadn't wanted to go until I'd told himwhat it was. And yet |
could not shake the nenmory of himgoing so slowy down the trail so he'd stil
be in hearing distance if | should call himback. And | remenbered, too, how
he'd carried ne so bravely in the battle with the centaur. Although, conme to
think of it, neither he nor | could claimany credit there. The credit all was
Sara's.

"I wish," said Roscoe, striding along beside nme, "that | could understand, in
full ness, the concept of nultiple-realities. | amcertain | have it all in



mnd, if | could only see it. It's like a puzzle with a mllion pieces and al
you have to do is put the pieces all together and there it is, so sinple that
you wonder why you didn't see it all to start with."

It would have been better, | thought, if he went back to nunbling. It would be
| ess disturbing that way. | wouldn't have to listen to his munbling because
I'd know it made no sense. But | had to keep on listening to his chattering
because there m ght be something in whatever he was sayi ng.

"It is a newability," 'said Roscoe, "and it is mpost confusing.

Envi ronment al - sensing, | suppose, would be the proper termfor it. No natter
where you go you sense, and know, the environmental factors."

| didn't pay too much attention to him for | had a lot of thinking to be
done. | wasn't even sure we shoul d be heading out again. The logical thing to
have done woul d have been to close the hatch and take off and be shut of the
pl anet. Although if | had wanted to cash in later we shoul d have picked up a
pocketful of the seeds so they could be tested to see if they really carried
know edge. W could have left, | told nmyself, with clear consciences. Al
accounts were settled. The purpose of the voyage had been acconplished and
everyone had gotten what they wanted.

Hal f a dozen tinmes | was ready to turn back, but each time kept on going. It
was as if someone had a broad hand agai nst ny back and was shovi ng ne al ong.
When we had left the city there had been no sign of the nonstrous beasts which
had chased us into it. |I had half expected they night be waiting for us and

al nrost wi shed they had been. Wth the laser rifle they would have been no
sweat. But they weren't there and we went on, past the great red building
dreaming in the sunlight, past the mighty tree trunk prone upon the ground for
m |l es and the noisone pit centering on the jagged stunp.

The way seened shorter than it had on the first trip out. We drove oursel ves,
as if there were sonme great urgency. And at night around the canpfire Roscoe
snoot hed out a patch of ground and worked on endl ess equations, munbling at
his work, half to me, half to hinself.

Ni ght after night, as he wote and nunbled, | sat with himin the flare of the
canpfire light and tried to figure out why we were here and not many nillions
of mles in space, heading back toward the galaxy. And it cane clearly to ne
that it was not Paint al one, although Paint was a part of it. It was nore than
Paint; it was Sara who was draggi ng me back across the enpty miles. | saw her
face in the firelight, across the blaze fromnme, with the I ock of hair forever
falling in her eyes, with the streak of travel srmudge sneared across one
cheek, with her eyes looking at ne steadily.

At times | pulled the doll fromthe jacket pocket and sat staring at its
face-at that terrible, tortured face-perhaps to cancel out that other face
across the fire fromme, perhaps in the irrational hope that those wooden |ips
woul d part and speak, giving me an answer. For, again irrationally, the dol
was a part of it as well, a part of all that was happening as nany great

i mponder abl es seenmed to be cl osing upon collision courses.

At last, after many days, we clinbed a ridge and saw before us the beginning
of that |ast badl ands area-where the hobbi es had deserted us and we'd found
the pile of bones and Paint.

The trail led down the rise and across a flat and clinbed, twisting, up into

t he badl ands.

Far up the trail, just this side of the point where it plunged to disappear
into the badl ands, sonething was noving, a tiny point of light flashing in the
sun. | watched it, puzzled for a noment, and then it nmoved into a position on
the trail where it was outlined against the darker ground behind it. And there
was no mstaking it-the rocking, bobbing | ope.
Roscoe spoke quietly beside nme. "It is Paint,’
"But Paint wouldn't come back w thout. "
And then | was running down the slope, waving ny arns and shouting, wth
Roscoe cl ose upon ny heel s.

From far off she saw us and waved back at us, a little gesturing doll upon the
| opi ng Paint.

he sai d.



Paint was coming like the wind. He fairly skimed the ground. W net out on
the flat, Paint skidding to a stop. Before | could reach her, Sara slid off
Paint. She was raging at ne. It was like old tines.

"You did it again!" she yelled at ne. "I couldn't stay. You loused it up for
me. No matter how hard | tried, | couldn't forget what you and Hoot had told
me. You knew it would be like that. You had it figured out. You were so sure
of it you left Paint to bring me back."

"Sara," | protested, "for the love of CGod, be reasonable."

"No," she cried, "you listen. You spoiled everything for me. You took away the
magi ¢ and you. "

She stopped talking in nid-sentence and her face was twi sted up as if she were
trying not to weep.

"No, that's not it," she said. "It wasn't only you. It was all of us... Wth
our petty bickering and. "

| took two quick steps and had her in ny arns. She clung to me. Hating ne,

per haps, but clinging to nme because | was the one last thing that she had to
cling to.

"M ke," she said, her voice nuffled against ny chest, "we aren't going to
snake it, it is sinmply no use. They won't let us nake it."

"But that's all wong," | told her. "The ship is clear. Roscoe found the way.
W' re going back to Earth."
"I'f generous, hopeful human will only take a | ook," said Paint, "he'l

percei ve what she be talking of. They follow all the way. They dog our
hurrying footprints. They get nore all the tine."

| jerked up my head and there they were, crowding together al ong the rugged
skyline of the badl ands-a mghty herd of the massive beasts that bad |eft
their bones in a wind-rowin the gully.

They crept forward, pushing and shoving, and some of them were forced down the
di stant slopes to nake way for those who crowded in behind them There were
hundreds of them nore likely thousands of them They didn't seemto nove;
they flowed, spilling off the slopes, spreading out on either flank
"They're behind us, too," said Roscoe, speaking far too quietly, making too
much of an effort to stifle rising panic.

| twisted ny head around and there, on the crest of the ridge we had just
crossed, they were surging into view

"You found the doll," said Sara.

"What doll?" | asked. At a time like this, of all crazy things..

"Tuck's doll," she said. She reached out and tugged it fromthe pocket. "Do
you know, all the time Tuck had it, | never really sawit."

| pushed her away fromnme and lifted the laser rifle. Roscoe grabbed nmy arm
"There are too many of them" he said.

| pulled my armsavagely away fromhim "Wat do you want me to do?" | shouted
at him "Stand here and let themrun us down?"

There were nore of themthan ever and in any direction one m ght |ook. W were
surrounded by them They cane surging up on every side. There was just one big
herd of themand we were in the center of it and they all were facing us. They
were taking it easy. They were not in any hurry. They had us pegged and they
could take us any tinme they wanted.

Roscoe dropped to his knees and snoot hed out a patch of ground with an

out stretched pal m

"What the hell!" | yelled.
Surrounded by man-eating nonsters and there was Sara, standing transfixed,
staring at a doll, and here that bunbling, nunbling idiot down upon his knees,

fiddling with equations.
"The world at times nmakes little sense,” said Paint, "but with you and | on

guard..."

"You keep out of this!" | yelled at him | had enough to keep an eye on

wi t hout having to bandy words with a stupid hobby.

| couldn't get themall, of course, but I'd get the nmost of them |'d burn

them by the thousands into snoking crisps of flesh and I m ght di scourage



them They were brave and confident; they'd never faced a | aser gun. They'd go
up in puffs of snoke; they'd flare and not be there. \Wenever they night take
a mnd to charge they would pay for it.

But | knew there were too many of them They were all around us and when they
began to nove, they'd nove on every side.

"Captain Ross," said Roscoe, "I think | finally have it."

"Well, good for you," | said.

Sara moved over close beside me. Her rifle was slung across one shoul der and
she had that silly doll clutched against her breast, the way Tuck al ways
carried it.

"Sara," | said, saying what | hadn't meant to say, hadn't planned to say, had
scarcely known | wanted to say, ny breath catching in ny throat |ike any
awkwar d school boy. "Sara, if we get out of this, can you and | start over? Can
we start as if | were just com ng through that door back on Earth and you
waiting in the hall? You were wearing a green dress..."

"And you fell inlove with me," said Sara, "and then you insulted ne and
nocked nme and | | ashed back at you and the entire thing went haywire..."

"We fight so well together,"” | said, "it would be a shane if anything should
stop it."

"You're a bully,"” Sara told ne, "and | hated you. There were tines | hated you
so hard | could have beat your head in. But thinking back, | guess | |oved
every minute of it."

"When they come at us," | said, "crouch down out of the line of fire. I'Il be
shooting in all directions as fast as I..."

"There is another way," said Sara. "Tuck used it. The doll. An old race made
the doll. A race that understood..."

"It's all hogwash!" | yelled. "Tuck was nothing but a freak..."

"Tuck understood," she yelled back at me. "He knew how to use the doll. George
knew sone of it, even with no doll. Hoot would have understood."

Hoot, | thought. Barrel-shaped, pattering, nmany-legged little scurrier, with a

face full of tentacles and three lives to Iive, now gone forever into his
third phase, a part of me and that part gone and if he were here he'd know. ..
Even as | thought it, he was there, welling up inside ny brain, as | had known
himin that instant when hands and tentacles had cl asped and held and we had
been as one. It all was there again-all that |I had known and felt, all that I
had tried to recapture since and could not find again. All the glory and the
wonder and sone terror, too, for in understanding there nmust be certain
terror. And out of the welter of all the wonder and the know ng, certain facts
separated thensel ves fromthe mass of it and stood out crystal clear. And,
stood there, half nyself, half Hoot-and not only Hoot, but all the rest of
themthere with me, and they there only because of what Hoot had given nme, the
ability to reach out and grasp and merge with the m nds of others, as if for
an instant it were not nmany mnds, but a single mnd. And nyself as well, the
forgotten edges of nyself, the unplunbed depths of self.

Sara's intuition, the synmbolismof the doll coming clear, the philosophic
gropi ngs of a hobby flat on his back for centuries, the meaning of the

equati ons Roscoe had been scratching on the ground. And that nonent of nyself
when, half dead, half alive, |I' had seen the strata in the badl ands earthen
cliff and bad sensed the chronol ogy of them glinpsing the time and the
happeni ngs of this planet that |lay exposed within the strata.

Now, quite suddenly, there was a different strata. | sawit as clearly as |
had seen the other strata-not myself al one, of course, but nyself plus Hoot,
plus all the rest of themthere with ne. There were many uni verses and many
sentient levels and at certain tine-space intervals they became apparent and
each of themwas real, as real as the many geologic |l evels that a geol ogi st
could count. Except that this was not a matter of counting; it was seeing and
sensi ng and knowi ng they were there.

The ol d ones of this planet had known before they had been swept away by the
orchardi sts, had known or sensed inperfectly and had carved upon the face of
the doll the wonder and the shock and sonme of the terror of the know ng.



CGeorge Smith had known, perhaps far better than any of the rest and Tuck, in
his dream haunted nentality, had struck very close to truth before he'd ever
found the doll. Roscoe had been beaten into knowi ng, w thout recognizi ng what
he knew, by the nallets of the centaurs.

And now, within ny brain, it all cane together.

The ring of nobnstrous beasts were charging in upon us in a thunderous rush,

t hei r poundi ng hoofs throwing up a blinding cloud of dust. But they nmattered
no |l onger, for they were of another world, of another tine and place, and al
we had to do was to take one tiny step-not so nuch to be away fromthemas to
attain a better place, to find a better world.

Not knowi ng how, but filled with mystic faith, we all took the step out into
the infinite unknowi ng and were there.

It was a place that had a feel of tapestry about it, a feel of unreality and
yet a very friendly unreality. It seemed as if it should be a place of silence
and of peace, of imobility, that the people who inhabited it were fol ks who
never spoke and that the boat upon the water would never nove upon the
water-that the village and the river, the trees, the sky, the clouds, the
people and the little dogs all were elenments of a set piece, woven centuries
ago and untouched by tine, the colored threads put in place and kept In place
for all eternity, frozen and at rest. The sky had a yell owi shness about it
that was reflected by the water and the hunble hones were all brown and

bri ckish-red, the green of the trees not the kind of green one ordinarily
woul d expect, but the very conposition one would expect of a hanging on a
wal . And yet one could sense in it all a human warmmess and an easy wel cone
and one had the feeling that if he wal ked down into it he could never |eave,
but woul d be bound into its very fabric, blending into the tapestry of it, and
such a possibility was good to think upon

W stood on a rise of ground above the village and the river and all of us
were there-all of us except the doll. Sara no |onger held the doll. The dol
had been | eft behind, perhaps for someone else to find. The doll and the
weapons. Sara no |longer had the rifle, nor |I the laser gun. There were rules,
| thought. There were certain things, certain attitudes of m nd perhaps, that
could not be brought into this |and.

"M ke," said Sara, softly, "this was the place we hunted. This is the place

t hat Kni ght was hunting. But he never found it because he never found the
doll. O there was sonething el se he m ssed. There nust be many things that
could have led himhere."

| put out an arm and held her close against me and she lifted up her face and
| kissed her and her eyes were bright with gl adness.

"W won't go back," she said. "We'll never think of Earth."

"W can't go back," |I said. "There is no way to go."
Al t hough there never would be a need of going. W had left it all behind, al
we had ever known before, as a child will |eave behind a toy he has outgrown.

The village and the river lay below us and fields and woods stretched away to
the far horizons. And | knew, somehow, that this was a world wi thout an end
and that it was, as well, the end of tine, a place that was everlasting and
unchangi ng, with room for everyone.

Sonmewhere in this land were Smth and Tuck and naybe even Hoot, but we'd
probably never find themfor we'd not seek for them The distances were far
and there'd be no urge to travel

The unreality was gone, although the tapestry still renmained. And the boat did
nmove upon the water with a flashing of the oars. Boys and girls and dogs,

yel ling and barking, were running up the hill to greet us and the people in
the village all had turned around to stare up at us and some of them were
wavi ng.

"Let us go down to meet them" Sara said

The four of us, abreast, went down the hill to enter into another life.



