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His rendezvous was with a man he had not seen in half a human life—and with something else!
 
 
 
              Warhurst leaned on a tubular rail and watched the passengers boarding the ship. This was one of his favorite occupations, there being nothing more sinful available. Nice to see a change of faces once in a while. Nicer still to see an occasional female one as reminder of the fact mat the human race is not an all-male society. And, anyway, he liked to speculate about who these people were and what particular talents they possessed and why they were going wherever they were going.
 
              Up the duralumin gangway they came, the fat and the thin, the short and the tall. The majority were men in their twenties or thirties. Adventurous types willing to live in loneliness and beat an existence out of alien soil. Fodder for the faraway. Among them might be a criminal or two as well as a few misanthropes. One man, a little balding and slightly older than the rest, wore a calm, phlegmatic air. Warhurst weighed him up as some kind of scientist or maybe a doctor. The three girls following immediately behind had a brisk, professional manner and might be nurses. There was a serious shortage of doctors and nurses out there.
 
              Van Someren joined him at the rail, draped himself over it and gazed down. He was the ship's agent and, as the local representative of the owner, was entitled to enough respect to avoid a charge of mutiny. Chewing a splinter of wood, he watched the ascending passengers as if seeking the one escaping with the green eye of the little yellow god. After a while he removed the splinter, straightened himself and spoke.
 
              "Take a look at Methuselah."
 
              Obediently Warhurst took a look. A gangling and skinny oldster was coming aboard dragging a large and badly battered case. A ship's loader tried to lend a hand with the case. The ancient repelled him fiercely with emphatic but unhearable words. Defiantly he lugged the case upward. His face became more visible as it neared: it was complete with two eyes, a nose and a pure white Fancy Dan mustache. The eyes were rheumy but shrewd, the nose was suffering from battle fatigue but still breathing.
 
              "Eighty if a day," said Warhurst. "They must be scraping the bottom of the barrel."
 
              "He's all yours," said Van Someren.
 
              "What d'you mean, all mine?"
 
              "You're the deck officer. He's a privileged passenger. Count it up on your fingers."
 
-
 
              "Jeepers! Is he a big stockholder or something?" 
 
              "As far as I know he isn't worth a cent. All I can say is that I have my orders and those are to tell you that old geezer's name is William Harlow and that he's a privileged passenger. I am further instructed to state with suitable emphasis that you will be held personally responsible for his safe arrival and that if you fail in this duty your offal will be required for feeding to the vultures."
 
              "Nuts to that," said Warhurst. "If he's a chronic invalid he belongs to the ship's medic."
 
              "Since when have invalids been toted into the wilds?"
 
              "There has to be a first time," Warhurst protested.
 
              "Well, this ain't it. He's not a sick man as far as I know. They wouldn't ship him if he were."
 
              "I should think so, too. We've no geriatric ward on this vessel."
 
              "There's no psychiatric one either but they let you zoom around." Van Someren smirked triumphantly, had a brief chew on his hunk of wood, then diagnosed, "I know what's the matter with you. You've figured on squiring those three dames around—on company time and with full pay."
 
              "No harm in that, is there?"
 
              "I wouldn't know, never having experienced your in-flight technique. But orders are orders and you obey them or walk the plank into shark-infested seas. The owners say you're to nursemaid this Harlow relic. Think of him as your poor old father and treat him with filial care."
 
              "Get out of my sight, you darned woodpecker," said Warhurst.
 
              "All right, all right, have it your own way." Van Someren smirked again and wandered off.
 
              Leaving the rail, Warhurst went below, pushed through a group of passengers cluttering a narrow corridor, found his man standing firmer astride his big case. He went up to him.
 
              "Mr. Harlow?"
 
              "Correct. Who told you?"
 
              "It's my business to know these things. I'm Steve Warhurst."
 
              "That's a heck of a coincidence."
 
              "What is?"
 
              "That being your name. Could easily have been anything else, Joe Snape, Theophilus Bagley or whatever. But it had to be ... what did you say?"
 
              "Steve Warhurst. I'm the deck officer."
 
              "That so? What do you do for a crust?"
 
              "I look after the welfare of the passengers," explained Warhurst, patiently.
 
              "Man, you've got k made," said Harlow.
 
-
 
              "I do plenty of other things," Warhurst persisted, not liking the insinuation. "Taking care of the human load is only one of my jobs."
 
              "I should think so, too. You're wearing enough gold to be worth mining." Harlow let his watery, yellow-tinged eyes examine the passengers within visual range. "Real bunch of sissies. In my young days they needed no fancy-pants deck officers. A man climbed aboard and strapped himself down good and tight. If a strap busted he got an eye knocked out."
 
              "Things have changed," Warhurst reminded.
 
              "So I've heard."
 
              "Nobody has to be mummy-wrapped or encapsulated. We've got null-G. You'll float like a feather as we rise. When the siren yowls we'll both go up without the aid of nets."
 
              "Human race is getting soft," opined Mr. Harlow.
 
              "I'd like to see your transit voucher," Warhurst prompted.
 
              "What for?"
 
              "It records your cabin number. I'll take you to it."
 
              "Listen," ordered Harlow, baring a set of beaten-up teeth, "I know my cabin number and I'm capable of reaching it under my own steam."
 
              "I wasn't suggesting wheeling you there. I merely want to show you where it is."
 
              "Show me?" Harlow registered incredulity. "Let me tell you I've found my way through places that'd give you the holy horrors. I don't need any snub-nosed kid to tell me which way to go."
 
              "No offense," soothed Warhurst. "How about me helping you with your case?"
 
              "Scoot!" bawled Harlow.
 
              First Officer Winterton, who happened to be passing, stopped and asked, "Is something wrong?"
 
              "This gilded cutie," informed Harlow, nodding at Warhurst, "thinks I'm a cripple."
 
              "I offered to help with his case," explained Warhurst.
 
              "There you are—what did I tell you?" said Harlow.
 
              "It was quite proper of him,"
 
              Winterton assured Harlow. "Mr. Warhurst is the ship's host so far as the passengers are concerned."
 
              "Then why doesn't he pick on the others? Some of 'em are making ready to faint."
 
              "Why didn't you?" Winterton asked Warhurst, secretly beginning to regret his intervention.
 
              "The agent said he was a P.P."
 
-
 
              Harlow let go his grip on his case, grabbed Warhurst's tie, pulled its knot to quarter size and growled, "if you want to call me names call 'em proper, as man to man."
 
              "A P.P. is a privileged passenger," said Warhurst, fighting for breath.
 
              "Privileged?" He let go the tie, irritated and baffled. "Never asked for a privilege in my life and I'm not starting now."
 
              "You don't have to ask. The status is thrust upon you." 
 
              "Why?"
 
              "How the devil should I know why?" retorted Warhurst, feeling far from jovial himself. He freed his neck and pumped oxygen. "I get orders and I don't question the reasons for them."
 
              "There aren't any reasons," Harlow informed. "Some jerk of a clerk must have got things mixed up. Is there a big shot named Barlow on board?"
 
              "No."
 
              "Can't be him then, can it? Not if he isn't here. Anyway, nobody's going to coddle me, see? Prize fool I'd look being baby-sitted by some young squirt dolled up like a Christmas tree."
 
              "The young squirt," Winterton pointed out, "happens to be forty-two years old and has twenty years of space service behind him."
 
              "Just as I thought," said Harlow. "Still wet behind the ears and got plenty to learn. I could eat six like him before breakfast and still be all set for a real feed." He gripped his case and heaved it off the floor, his fingers thin and veined, with knuckles like knobs. "You decorated dummies go and prop up the staggerers. I can fend for myself," he grunted.
 
              Case in hand, he went along the corridor and peered at the number on each cabin door. His pace was slow, laborious. Turning the end corner, he passed from sight.
 
              "Awkward customer, huh?" said Warhurst.
 
              "A savage old-timer," decided Winterton. "Aren't many of them left these days. Wonder why he's been rated a P.P. The last one I came across was a retired employee. Been fifty years with the company. They gave him free passage to Earth along with the full treatment."
 
              "We're not heading for home," said Warhurst.
 
              "Yeah, I know. We're making for six underpopulated underdeveloped planets reserved exclusively for the young and healthy. The powers-that-be seem to have made an exception for this Harlow character. I can't imagine why."
 
              "Maybe he's not fit to live with so they're isolating him in the never-never."
 
              "Oh, he's not that bad."
 
              "I know," said Warhurst. "I was only kidding."
 
-
 
              They were four days out before Warhurst renewed the encounter. He'd been kept busy awhile on various matters that always crowded up immediately after departure or shortly before arrival. The interim period was the time when he could pay more attention to social duties.
 
              In dress uniform, with face closely shaved and pants pressed, he went to the lounge all set to play the part of guide, companion and father confessor to any lonely hearts who might be moping around. It was a job that had endless possibilities none of which ever came to anything. As he expressed it in his more complaining moments, whenever the basket of fruit was being handed around he invariably got the lemon.
 
              And again it was so. The feminine portion of the ship's load obviously was neither solitary nor bored. There was a clinking of glasses and a steady babble of conversation and no sweet face was visibly yearning for his company. Only old Harlow sat by himself, hunched in a corner behind a small and empty table.
 
              With a shrug of resignation Warhurst crossed the lounge, said, "Mind if I sit here?"
 
              "I can suffer it. Had plenty of worse things happen to me."
 
              "You seem to have survived," said Warhurst, offering a wary smile.
 
              "What comes of pulling my head in every time the chopper fell." Harlow inspected him with faint disapproval. "Done yourself up for Sunday, huh? How come you're picking on me? Those girls refuse to be fascinated?"
 
              "The ladies are being entertained, as you can see."
 
              "Good thing, too. Keep 'em out of mischief." He glowered across the room and muttered something under his breath. Then he informed, "Soon as I came in one of 'em put on a sloppy smile and said, 'Hello, Pop!' Must think I'm a penny balloon or something. Pop! Put her in her place, I did. Told her my name is Bill and not to forget it."
 
              "Mind if I call you Bill?"
 
              "Call me any durned thing you like so long as it ain't Pop."
 
              "Same with me. I don't care what I'm called so long as it isn't a gilded cutie or a snub-nosed kid."
 
              "Oh, well, fair's fair, I guess."
 
              "You can call me Steve."
 
              "Knew a fellow of that name once. Went into Reedstar and never came out. Tough luck—but that's the way it is."
 
              "The way what is?"
 
-
 
              "Life," said Harlow. "They come and they go and some never come back."
 
              Warhurst changed the subject "Care to have a drink with me?"
 
              "Depends. Wouldn't give belly room to all this cocktail muck. Strictly for women that stuff is. Hammerhead juice is the only thing fit to drink and they don't know what it is these days. Human race is going down the drain."
 
              "Leave it to me." Warhurst got up and went to the bar. "Joe, the old fellow I'm with likes a blowtorch pointed down his gullet. Says there's nothing like hammerhead juice. What have you got that he might consider a few cuts above goat's milk?"
 
              With narrowed eyes Joe gazed across the lounge and studied Harlow. He seemed to be struggling with a problem. Finally he bent under the counter and came up with a bottle and poured a measure of green, oily liquid.
 
              "This should be diluted with gin. He's getting it raw. Comes as near as it can get to being unfit for human consumption. Same for you?"
 
              "No, sir. Got to think of the fire hazard. I'll have a shot of crew-rum, official issue."
 
              Joe served that too, leaned over the bar and whispered, "Know who that old dodderer is?"
 
              "No. Do you?"
 
              "No."
 
              "Then we're back where we started."
 
              "Listen," urged Joe, "and I'll tell you something. I've been at this job as long as you've been at yours. I've never seen hammerhead juice and nobody's ever asked for it and I haven't got any."
 
              "It's just his figure of speech," suggested Warhurst. "He means some kind of rotgut."
 
              "Listen," ordered Joe for the second time. "I've never seen the stuff but I have heard of it. My father used to mention it when he conned me into growing up and following him into the space service. According to him only one bunch ever asked for it and had the intestinal fortitude to beat it into submission." He paused to give a well-calculated touch of drama, finished, "The Legion of Planetary Scouts."
 
              "It adds up," said Warhurst impassively. Picking up the drinks, he took them across, carefully placed them on the table. He sat down and looked at Harlow. "In the long ago those drinks would have been two tantalising globules floating around in mid-air. We'd have had to swim after them, gulping like goldfish. But now we can lay gravity on the floor like a carpet or roll it up and hide it in the attic when we don't want it. Things have changed. I told you that before, didn't I?"
 
              "You did."
 
-
 
              "Well, I apologize for doing so. I took it for granted that you hadn't been on a ship in years—and you said nothing to disillusion me. I was wrong."
 
              "How have you figured it out?" asked Harlow, eyeing him carefully.
 
              Warhurst jerked a thumb toward the bar. "Joe there says nobody but planetary scouts ever asked for hammerhead juice."
 
              "Fat lot he knows about it. He's not old enough to remember."
 
              "His father told him."
 
              "That so? Maybe he was right I dunno."
 
              "You do know," Warhurst insisted. "I think you've been a planetary scout and that you may be one of the last of the original legion."
 
              "There'll never be a last, not so long as photographic reconnaissance isn't enough and somebody has to trudge on foot to see what's under the mist and the trees." Harlow gulped his drink, clamped his eyes shut and gripped the rim of the table. Then he opened the eyes, let out a brief gasp and said, "Not bad for cough medicine. Gives a feller a slight jolt."
 
              "Joe thinks it verges on cyanide."
 
              "He would. They're weak at the knees these days."
 
              "See here, Bill, tell me something. When were you last on a ship?"
 
              "Couple of years ago."
 
              "A passenger liner?"
 
              "No—it was a government survey ship."
 
              "With null-G?"
 
              "You bet," said Harlow emphatically. "Couldn't have gone the distance otherwise. Even at that it took plenty long enough to return to base."
 
              "How long?"
 
              "What's it to you?"
 
              "Nothing at all," admitted Warhurst. "I'm just plain nosey. How long did it take?"
 
              "Fourteen years," informed Harlow with some reluctance.
 
-
 
              Warhurst rocked back. "Fourteen? Ye gods! Any G-less ship using up that much time must have been out to the very edge of exploration."
 
              "That's right. Fourteen out and fourteen back. And I was stuck there for eight years as well, given up for lost. That makes thirty-six in all. A slice out of a man's life." He took a good suck at his drink, repeated the eye-closing and table-gripping business, said, "Hah!" and then finished, "After which I had a fight on my hands."
 
              "Over what?"
 
              "Feller called me a liar."
 
              "Didn't he believe you'd been gone that long?"
 
              "He believed it all right. Couldn't deny the facts. Made a long, oily speech about the time I'd put in and the immense value of the reports I'd made. Real greasy type he was, with medals and badges and gold rings on his sleeves and a fancied-up cap like yours. Buttered me all over—and then called me a liar."
 
              "Why?"
 
              "Said that around the time I had left—which was before he was born—I'd not told the truth about my age and that he had the documentary evidence to prove it. Said I should never have been sent out in the first place and that it was a damned disgrace."
 
              "Had you told the truth?" Warhurst pressed.
 
              "Didn't tell a lie," Harlow evaded. "Told 'em I was plenty young enough to go ten times round the galaxy."
 
              "And were you?"
 
              "Yes, sir! I still am." Harlow scowled at the floor. "This pudding-headed pipsqueak wasn't buying that. Said I was far too old for further service and that I'd be given free passage back to Terra. Durn it, I'm only eighty-eight and that's me, bang, slap, finish. A dead dog. I got riled. Terra, I yelled, Terra? Haven't seen the place in nearly seventy years and don't know a soul there. What's on Terra for me? Nothing! If you're exporting the garbage you can ship me to Kangshan. At least I've got an old partner there."
 
              "What did he say to that?"
 
              "Wouldn't look me straight in the eyes. Muttered something about how Kangshan was strictly for characters a lot younger than me. Said he didn't think they'd have me there even if he got down on his knees and begged."
 
              "You had an answer to that one, I guess?"
 
-
 
              "Sure did. Told him he wasn't old enough to speak for others. Told him to signal Kangshan and ask if they'd take me."
 
              "Which I presume he did."
 
              "Must have done, though he took long enough about it. Eventually another official nincompoop handed me my sailing orders and made another oily speech. I tell you, Warble—"
 
              "Warhurst. Steve Warhurst."
 
              "I tell you if brass-hat gab could be boosted through tubes we'd all be way out beyond. Seems more talk than action these days. Human race is losing its capacity to suffer."
 
              "I wouldn't say that, Bill. Things done the hard way aren't necessarily done better. Nor are they done badly because done the easy way. The essence of progress consists of finding ways of avoiding oldtime difficulties."
 
              "That may be, but—" Harlow paused, mused a short while, ventured, "Well, maybe I'm not as young as I used to be. But that doesn't make me a dead dog, does it?" 
 
              "Not at all."
 
              "Kangshan doesn't think so." 
 
              "You say you've got a partner there?"
 
              "Yes, Jim Lacey. He's all I've got in creation. No scout operates alone except by accident. They go places in small bunches or often in pairs. You fellows who zoom around in shiploads don't know what partnership really means. A man's sidekick is his only contact with the human race when the rest of it is multi-million miles away. He's another brain to help solve problems, another pair of hands to work and fight. With each other a couple of trouble-seekers can get by in circumstances where if alone they'd go nuts. So I'm telling you that in faraway places partnership is something very special."
 
              "I can well imagine," said Warhurst.
 
              "Lacey was my first and longest space-partner. We were born in the same town, lived on the same street, went to the same schools and eventually joined the service together. We were dropped into some hot spots and shared the grief when things became rough and tough. Now I'm going to Kangshan. I promised I'd meet him there."
 
              "After best part of forty years he wouldn't figure on seeing you again, would he?"
 
              With a stubborn set to his jaw, Harlow repeated, "I said I'd meet him and that's all that matters." He stood up, a little creakily, "My turn. Same again?" Warhurst nodded.
 
              Taking the empty glasses, Harlow carried them to the bar. "A crew-rum and another shot of that green hair oil."
 
              "Like it, Pop?" asked Joe, willing to be sociable.
 
              Harlow hammered on the bar and bawled, "Don't call me Pop, you bottle-juggling ape! I could outmarch you with a ninety-pound pack and then do a tap dance." Grabbing the drinks, he brought them back, seated himself and snarled, "Booze-slingers in space. They'll be organizing beauty contests next. Human race is on the skids."
 
              "Here's to the old days," said Warhurst. He drank, wobbled his Adam's apple, closed his eyes and held on tight. "For a beginner you show promise, Wharton."
 
              "Warhurst, if you don't mind."
 
-
 
              There was the inevitable spell of rushed work before the landing but Warhurst got through it in good time and stationed himself at the head of the gangway. The formality was always the same; as each passenger began the descent Warhurst put on his most cordial smile and speeded the parting guest with a word of good cheer.
 
              "Hope you've enjoyed your trip, Mr. Soandso. Good-by! Best of luck!"
 
              Harlow came last, having listened to the swan song a dozen times while waiting beside his big case. Heaving the case forward, he stopped at the top of the steps.
 
              "Why don't they tape it and save you the bother? Thought you said there's nothing wrong with doing things the easy way."
 
              "Passengers like the personal touch."
 
              "They would. Mothers' pets. Think they're mighty tough but I could beat 'em away with my hat." His watery eyes gazed across the primitive spaceport and into the far distance. "Last landing for me. Just as well, I reckon. Got to come sometime and it might as well be now."
 
              Warhurst held out a hand. "Good-by, Bill. Glad to have known you."
 
              Giving the hand a couple of prim shakes, Harlow responded with, "We got along, Warburton." Then he lugged his case down the steps and across the tarmac. A big, beefy man met him, chatted briefly, tried to take the case and was fiercely repelled. The big man then led him to a private floater and climbed aboard. Harlow got his case in and followed. A few seconds later the floater emitted a high-pitched whine, shuddered a couple of times, then soared. Heading swiftly northward, it diminished to a dot and vanished.
 
              Winterton appeared at the exit, said with satisfaction, "All off. That's got rid of another menagerie."
 
              "I often wonder just what happens to them," Warhurst ventured.
 
              "I don't," said Winterton. "Couldn't care less. Got more than enough to worry about."
 
              Soon afterward the ship took off and headed back to base with little load aboard. Outward cargo was always plentiful, inward usually small. All they took out of Kangshan was ten tons of osmiridium and two passengers.
 
-
 
              The ship made six relatively short hauls from base and one long run to Terra. Then it arrived at Kangshan again. Three years had passed since its last visit but the scene had changed only slightly. The spaceport was now a fraction larger and had a new control tower. The adjacent capital town of Wingbury had added a couple of hundred houses and that was all.
 
              Winterton came along and asked, "Want to go out?"
 
              "Who wouldn't?" responded Warhurst. "Aren't we beating it yet?"
 
              "The refinery says it can boost the return load if we'll wait four days. The agent says we're to stand by and take it. Anyone who wants to run around on solid earth can do so." He waved an arm in the general direction of Wingbury. "Go help yourself."
 
              "Thanks," said Warhurst. "Nine thousand population and one soda-bar."
 
              "You don't have to go."
 
              "I'll go. Give my legs some exercise if nothing else."
 
              Donning his dress uniform, he went into town. He'd been there a couple of times before and knew what to expect. One main street with forty quiet, understocked shops. It was a settlement right on the space frontier, growing and developing with chronic slowness. One could not expect the sophisticated joys of civilization on a planet with two small towns, thirty villages and a total population of less than fifty thousands.
 
              He strolled ten times up and down the main street and stared into the half-empty windows of shops. Becoming bored, he visited the soda-bar, took a stool near to the only other customer, a leathery-faced character in his early thirties.
 
              The customer nodded. "Hi, sailor! What ship?"
 
              "Salamander"
 
              "Should have known she was due. I lose touch these days, being well out of town. When are they going to start sending the really big boats?"
 
              "Darned if I know."
 
              The other nodded again, mused a bit, went on, "Hard luck on you fellows. Nothing for you here. Progress takes time. But things will be different if you can live long enough to see 'em."
 
              "I know," said Warhurst.
 
              "Got no relatives here, no friends, nobody you can visit?"
 
              "Not a soul."
 
              "Too bad."
 
              "I palled on with a fellow who landed on the last trip, three years ago. Wouldn't mind seeing how he's making out."
 
              "Well, what's to stop you?"
 
              "Lost track of him," Warhurst explained. "Saw him off the ship and don't know where he went."
 
-
 
              The other twisted around on his stool and pointed across the road. "Try the governmental building over there, department of immigration. They register every arrival and should be able to tell you where he is."
 
              "Thanks!" Finishing his drink, Warhurst crossed the road, entered the building and found the department on the second floor. He spoke to the young clerk behind the counter. "I'm trying to trace a recent immigrant."
 
              "Date of arrival and full name?"
 
              Warhurst gave the information.
 
              Digging out a ledger, the clerk thumbed through it, asked, "Ex the Salamander?"
 
              "Yes, that's my ship."
 
              "William Harlow," said the clerk. "Exempted from age restriction. Taken into the charge of Joseph Buhl. I don't know what—"
 
              Another clerk standing nearby interrupted with, "Buhl? I saw Joe Buhl a couple of minutes ago. He went up the road as I was looking through the window."
 
              "He's your man," informed the first clerk. "You should have no trouble finding him." He extracted a register and consulted it. "His floater is numbered D117. You'll find it in the park alongside the spaceport."
 
              "What does he look like?"
 
              "As tall as you but a lot heavier. Has a slight paunch, big red face and bushy eyebrows."
 
              "I'll track him down," Warhurst said. "It'll give me something to do."
 
              Trudging back to the spaceport, he reached the floaterpark and found machine D117. He sat on the fat tire of a landing wheel and waited. There were twelve other floaters in the park. Far across the tarmac stood only one spaceship, his own, waiting for its promised payload. After forty minutes a hefty, florid-faced man approached. Warhurst came to his feet.
 
              "Mr. Buhl?"
 
              "That's right."
 
              "Thought I'd like to see Bill Harlow. I've been told that you should know where he is."
 
              Buhl studied him levelly. "Got bad news for you."
 
              "Is he—?"
 
              "Died a year ago, aged ninety." 
 
              "I'm sorry to hear that." 
 
              "You an old friend of his?" Buhl inquired.
 
              "Couldn't be, having only half his years. I kept him company on the last trip. Took a liking to the cantankerous old cuss and he seemed to find me bearable."
 
              "I understand. Why did you figure on looking him up—got some time on your hands?"
 
              "A bit."
 
              "Well, maybe I can fill it in for you, mister—?"
 
              "Steve Warhurst."
 
              "I'll give you a ride and show you something mighty interesting."
 
-
 
              Buhl unlocked the floater's door and motioned the other to enter. Warhurst got in and settled himself. Buhl plumped heavily into the pilot's seat, slammed the door, took the machine up and turned its nose to the north.
 
              "Know much about this planet?" 
 
              "Not a lot," Warhurst confessed. "There are so many newly settled worlds these days that we space wanderers get to learn little about any of them. On each planet the spaceport and adjacent town is about all we're familiar with."
 
              "Then I'll educate you somewhat," Buhl said. "This planet was discovered by a survey ship called the Kangshan and its captain named it after his ship. He made the usual aerial survey but—as is always the case—it wasn't enough. He came down low to test the atmosphere and found it satisfactory. So he dumped a couple of scouts and took off, leaving them to face a forty days' survival test."
 
              "Bait," Warhurst contributed.
 
              "Correct. Scouts are bait. That's what they're for—among other things." Buhl gazed meditatively forward while the floater hissed steadily on. "The two were Jim Lacey and Bill Harlow."
 
              "Ah! I never knew that."
 
              "You know now. They tramped around looking for exploitable prospects—and trouble. Eventually they arrived at a big quartzite monolith known today as The Needle. Mineral-rich mountains lay to the west, a big river and falls to the east. Time was pressing. Guess what?"
 
              "They split," Warhurst hazarded.
 
              "Correct. They broke the rules and split up. It was no crime but it was a risk. Harlow headed west and Lacey went east. They agreed to meet at The Needle four days later. Harlow returned on time lugging a load of stuff for assay. He camped at The Needle for a couple of days and then went looking for Lacey. He found him near the river, dead."
 
              "Huh?" Warhurst looked baffled. "The old fellow talked as if Lacey were still alive."
 
              "He would," said Buhl. "That's the way these oldtimers were made." He dropped the floater's nose and began to lose altitude. "Lacey had had his feet bitten off by a mud-wallower. He'd blasted it as he fell and thus didn't get eaten. But then he went under from loss of blood. Harlow buried him, marked the grave, examined the wallower and made careful notes about it. In due time the Kangshan homed on his tiny beacon and picked him up. The planet was settled on the strength of his report and wallowers have since been hunted down and exterminated."
 
-
 
              "Harlow didn't say a word about all this," complained Warhurst.
 
              "Typical of him. If he bragged it was always about how he could keep going long after us softer types had dropped." Buhl pointed downward. A wide river now wound beneath with a monster cascade straight ahead. "Lacey Falls." Turning away from the river he brought the floater down to twenty feet above a rough dirt road. He followed the road for a few miles until a small town rolled into sight "Look to your right."
 
              Obediently, Warhurst looked and was in time to see a large roadside sign that said: HARLOW. Pop. 820.
 
              "Named after him, eh?"
 
              "That's right. I'm the mayor. We gave him a home, comfort and companionship in his last days. It was all we could do for him."
 
              "I'm glad of that."
 
              "Wasn't much use, though. He'd been kept alive beyond his years by change, activity and danger. He was killed by leisure and safety. There was no solution to the problem and he knew it. Often he'd leave town, walk out to The Needle and brood."
 
              "Why?"
 
              "Because he'd told Lacey he'd meet him there. He never forgot it. It became an obsession towards the end. His last words were, 'I told Jim I'd meet him'."
 
              They crossed the town, landed at the base of an enormous quartzite rock. They got out and stared up at it. It soared for two hundred feet, the facets of its crystals glittering in the sun.
 
              "The Needle," informed Buhl. "It's not unique. There are other formations like it. We dug up Lacey's bones and buried them here. We buried Harlow with them."
 
              He led the way around to the front of The Needle. A plain, unadorned grave lay at its foot. On the face of the rock a skilled mason had polished a square yard of crystal and cut a neat inscription thereon.
 
              All it said was:
 
-
 
James Lacey
and
William Harlow
THEY MET.
 
 
 
The End

