THE RULESOF THE GAME

"My insurance providestriple indemnity for whoever doesthe actual treework. The clause becomes
effective the moment he beginsatree, remainsin effect till hefinishesit, and stipulates that heremainin
the tree throughout that time. Ordinarily that doesn't pose much of a problem. Only very rarely have we
encountered jobs that required more than aday. The biggest tree we ever felled only took two. We
figure four daysfor this one, but even so, Tom will only have to spend three nightsin it, and hell have a
tree tent to deep in and a portable campfire to kegp him warm.” Shewinked at Strong. "And if the Good
Fates please, adryad to keep him company . . ."

In Scandinavian mythology the great evergreen ash, Y ggdrasill, was the tree of life and knowledge,
the tree of grief and fate, the tree of time and space—the tree of the universe: It had three roots. One of
them extended down into Niflheim and one stretched to Joturdieim. The third emerged in Asgard, near
the fountain of Urd, where the gods sat in judgment and to which they rode daily over the Bifrost Bridge
of therainbow.
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Prologue

Come, my sisters, let us bring our journey to an end and settle here. The land is vast and the
soil isrich and the terrain isideal. And there are dwellers.

But, Xtil, are the dwellers amenable to our needs?

Yes. They are a ssimple folk. See the mud huts in which they live?

But, Xtil, they will not remain simple.

No, but they will remain so for a long time. We must take advantage of that time. We are the
last of our kind, and it will avail us nothing to look farther. . . . Come, let us become our other
selves. Let us know the rush of the wind and the warmth of the sun and the sweetness of the rain.

Xtil, we are afraid.

Do not be. All beings must someday die. Come, let us live while we can as we were meant to
livel

Yes, Xtil—yes!

Soread out then, my sisters, and be free!

Yggdrasill agtralis
Habitat: NW New America, Plains (Genji 5)
Population: 1

Y ou were ways aware of the tree's presence, even when you turned your back on it and walked to
the very outskirts of the village that encircled it, even when you walked miles out into the vast fields of



whest that encircled the village like an inland sea. When you stood in the village square, as Strong stood
now, it overwhelmed you. Itsfoliage was agresat, green cloud, itstrunk a bleak, black cliff.

Ever sncethetree crew'sarrival, Strong had been unable to get the tree out of hismind. Everywhere
he went, the tree went with him. He knew he was afraid, but he knew aso that hisfear did not wholly
account for the tree's omnipresence, for he was dways afraid before afelling. There was another factor
involved. It was as though the tree were indivisible from the village, from the vast grain-covered plain,
from the planet itsdlf. Certainly it wasindivisble from hisfuture.

Properly speaking, the village square was acircle, but the colonists who had expropriated the
enchanting houses surrounding it and who comprised the Triumvirate-subsidized Co-operative did not
think of it as such. Strong did not think of it as such ether. Villages do not have circles a their centers,
even when they circlethe circles, even when their Streets radiate from them like the spokes of awhed.
Villages, traditiondly, have squares. Ergo, Strong was standing in the village square.

The colonists had named the village Bigtree, and they had named the territory in the midst of which it
stood Kansasia. They had named themselves too. They called themsalves The Regpers, aterm inspired
less by the whest they harvested than by the money it brought in. They also referred to themsdalves as The
Chosen People. It was true they had not been chosen by God, but they had been chosen by the
Triumvirate, which amounted to almost the samething.

Therays of Genji the sun, absent from the square since early morning, were beginning to bathe it
once again. The Reapers had long ago leveled the Quantextil burial mounds and had seeded the entire
areawith grass that was guaranteed to grow in shade, but you could see where the mounds had been
because the grass grew greener there. The Regpers had aso removed the big birdfeeder in which the
Quantextil had fed the birdsin winter and perhaps during the rest of the year too, and which had rotted
into ruin, but they had alowed the huge stone birdbath to remain. Probably they did not consider the bath
to be an inducement for the baba birds to remain, whereas the feeder, had they replaced it with anew
one and put feed in it, would have been.

Strong could hear the birds. A few minutes ago aflock of them had winged in from the plain. The
birdslived exclusvely in the tree and had managed to survive not only the cold months of winter but the
war of sticks and stones and acoustical nightmares the Reapers had been waging againgt them. Now that
the tree was destined to die, the war was over, for the tree was the last tree, and when it died the haha
birds were doomed.

Strong looked up, up, up into the branches above him, and it was like looking up at the vaulted dome
of acathedra. He could fedl the damp coolness of the treg's trangpiration. And he could fed hisfear. It
was a bleak fear—a cold, foreboding temple in the green atmosphere of his thoughts. And he could fedl
something ese. A thought that was not his own? It did not seem to be athought, and yet it must be.

It was couched in words: When | die, you die too.

He turned his back on the tree and began walking out of the square. The tree walked with him. To
hisleft stood the Bigtree Hotel, where he and the rest of the tree crew were the only guests. But he did
not go there; instead he entered one of the radiating streets and began walking toward the outskirts of the
village. The street was one of those that |ay beneath the projected airhauler route, and the houseslining it
had been vacated. They were exquisite houses, aswere dl the housesin the village. It was as though art
and architecture had joined hands to create them. To look at one of them wasto want to liveinit. The
naturd finish of the wood that comprised the houses glowed with asubdued golden light. Strong could
seeinto some of the backyards. Gaudy lawn furniture struck a discordant note. The small stone birdbaths
the Quantextil had |eft behind in each yard had been converted into charcod braziers. The Regpersdid
not like to be reminded that their houses were not nearly as new asthey seemed, that for years, perhaps
centuries, they bad been occupied by ignorant indigenes who worried about the welfare of the haha
birds. The Reapersflatly refused to believe AnthropoCo's conclusion that the Quantextil had built the
houses. A race that had preceded the Quantextil, a civilized race, had done the building, they
maintained. Their cathexiswith respect to civilization was certainly understandable enough. They had
been sdlected for the colony by the branch of the Triumvirate known as the Multinational Office of



Extraterrestrid Lands—MOEL—for their bright brainsaswell astheir green thumbs. All of them were
bachdorsin agriculture; many of them had degreesin other fidlds aswell. Westermeyer, for example, had
adoctor'sdegreein political science. Westermeyer was the head of the Co-op.

He was with the two other members of the crew and the foreman when Strong entered the
corrugated-sted shed on the village's outskirts that the Co-op had partialy emptied of grain machinery to
provide room for the airhauler. With Peake and Bluesky and Matthews. Peake and Bluesky had been
working on the airhauler al day, reassembling it, oiling and adjugting its mechanica parts, and Matthews
had come around to check it out. Westermeyer had come with her. Matthews had inherited the
tree-remova company from her husband and ran the show on stage rather than from afar. It was atiny
company that belied the corporate-sounding name her husband had given it: TreeCo. Shewasathin,
wiry woman in her late sixties who wore her undyed graying hair in aragged bob. Inthefield, she
dressed the same way her three-man tree crew did—in plaid shirt, denim breeches, and calf-high boots.
Westermeyer was short, portly, bading, and somewhere in hisfifties. Standing next to him, waiting for
Matthews to finish her ingpection, Bluesky and Peake had the aspect of two tall sticks of wood.

"How'sthe tree look, Tom?" Bluesky asked.

"Big," Sirong said.

"Hell, we knew that," Peake said. The long visor of his cap added to the pronounced angles of his
face but did not rob them of their symmetry. "Isthat dl you learned after gawking &t it al afternoon?”

"Y ou know, Mr. Strong," Westermeyer said, "I admire someone with the guts to do what you're
going to do. | wouldn't climb up into that damned treefor dl the teathere used to bein Chinal™

"I happened to draw the long blade of grassisal,” Strong said. "We adways draw lots before a
fdling," he explained, "only instead of using matches or straws, we use blades of grass.”

"It seemsto methat by letting chance decide which of you isgoing to risk hisneck, one of you is
bound to do more than his share of therisking.”

"Eventudly it averagesout.”

"It fill drikesmeasbeing unfarr.”

"They draw to win, Doctor Westermeyer," Matthews said from the airhauler's rear hatchway where
she wasingpecting the winch. "The man in the tree gets double time.”

"Oh. Wdll, that does throw asomewhat different light on the matter. | can't begin to tell you,”
Westermeyer went on, "what arelief it'sgoing to beto al of us herein Bigtreeto get rid of that damn
tree!™

"You ever hear of the buffalo, Doctor Westermeyer?' Bluesky asked.

"| read about them.”

"Once there were fifty million of them. When the white man got done daughtering them there were
only five hundred.”

"I'm afraid | don't get the connection.”

"Ffty million. Think of thet.”

"Chrigt, don't start it with that buffalo shit again!" Peake said.

"| didn't sart it—the white man did."

"Knock it off, Bluesky," Matthews said.

Bluesky shrugged. "I only mentioned.”

Strong sad, "'I'm going to use the long spurs.”

Matthews nodded. "They're safest.” She turned the winch motor on, listened for amoment to its
smooth hmhmhm, then turned it back off. She stepped down from the hatchway. "Well sart with the
smdl tongs," shesad. "They'll do for most of the overstory.”

The tongs were piled in one corner of the shed aong with the rest of the equipment. Strong looked at
them. They were made of lightweight ultrasted, and there were three pairs. The largest had teeth aslong
asthose of Tyrannosaurusrex. Heran hiseyes over the airhausler. Its size belied the fact that when
disassembled it fitted into a twelve-by-twelve shipping crate. With its airfloat flexitanksinflated it would
look larger yet. At the moment its flutter-wings were folded back along its sdes. Their function wasto
gabilize the craft during alimb lift. When the tanks were inflated, the craft, with its black-and-yellow



paint job, would look like a gigantic honeybee.
"Wdl," Matthews said, wiping her hands on asoilkil rag, "1 guessthat finishesthe preims.”
"It'sdinnertime anyway," Westermeyer said. "l told the hotel chef to prepare you people something
extragpecial. It ought to be amost ready to serve by now."
"Let'sgo get it then," Matthews said. She strode out of the shed.

The Bigtree Hotel had not dways been ahotd. Originaly it had merdly been ahouse much larger
than any of the others. The consensus of opinion among the Regpers wasthat it had played the role of
palace to along succession of Quantextil chiefs. Whether it had or had not, it had solved the problem of
bow to accommodate the groups of tourists that 700 Wonders, Inc., began bringing in almost before the
Reapers had had a chance to settle down in their new homes. Overnight it had become the Bigtree Hotdl.

Accommodeating the tourists had been anything but an atruistic gesture on the Regpers part. In
deeding the Co-op the village and the encompassing territory, MOEL had stipulated that the tree remain
accessibleto the public at dl times and that temporary living quarters be made available to any
nonresident wishing to view it. However, the gloomy picture had had its bright sde: MOEL bed
neglected to put a price ceiling on such accommodations, and the Reapers had been ableto allay part of
their resentment over having their privacy invaded by making the sightseers pay through the nose, via 700
Wonders, for every squareinch of living space they occupied during their vigts.

There were no sightseers now, of course. Putting the village temporarily off-limits had been an
inevitable corollary to MOEL 's approva of the Co-op's request to remove the tree. Probably there
would never be sghtseers again, Matthews reflected as she seated hersdlf at the center tablein the hotel
dining hal. Thevillage was atourig attraction in its own right, but the tree was the true magnet, and once
it was gone, no one was likely to come al the way to Plainsjust to view houses, however enchanting they
might be.

The hollow fedling had come back, she noted as she rearranged the silverware on the placemat
before her. During the day, with so much to occupy her, the hollowness had been absent, but now that
the day was done and nothing lay before her except dinner and bed, it had returned.

Shetried tofill hersdlf with the room. Like the hotdl, its present function was not its origina one, but it
was admirably suited for the use to which the Co-op had put it. Except for Westermeyer, Bluesky,
Peake, Strong, and hersdlf, it was empty, but it was capable of accommodating half ahundred diners.
The Regpers had ingalled a bar and akitchen respectively in two much smaller momsthat adjoined it,
but other than furnishing it with tables and chairs they had done nothing to the dining room proper. There
was no sign here of the rot that had set in in some of the houses. The floor blended imperceptibly into the
walls and the walls blended imperceptibly into the ceiling, the natura grain and tone of the wood as
distinct and as deep as though the hotel had been built yesterday. Soft yet radiant light emanated from
wall and celling areas that had no demarcations other than those established by the light itself. Doorways
were exquisite archways that were pausesin rather than interruptions of the wals. On onewadl alarge
mirror threw back a scene more vivid than the real one; on the opposite wall, alarge, rectangular
window, its Single pane so clear asto seem nonexistent, looked out into the darkening square. The floor
had adark, mahoganylike finish, the walls suggested walnut, while the celling brought to mind white oak.

But theroom, for al its quiet loveliness, failed to fill Matthews, and the hollowness remained. It had
been with her ever since her husband died, but his deeth had precipitated, not authored, it. It wasthe
hollowness that comes with the redization that oné's life is empty, and sooner or later it would have come
whether her husband had died or not. Evenif they had had children it would have come. Although she
had not known it, her life had been empty long before his degth. 1t had been empty ever sincethe
morning she had looked at the watercolor she had done the day before and seen with sudden, terrible
clarity that it wasthework of an amateur who would aways be an amateur, that therewasno art in it
because there was no art in her, only pretension and self-deceit. She had been ableto take theinsight in
her stride then. She had not realized then that her pursuit had come to congtitute a psychologica nest egg
that would see her safely through her final years. She had not realized until her husband died that she was
poverty-stricken, that the only assets she had ever had were her youth and beauty, and that her "art” had



been a hagtily summoned surrogate to fill the void their departure had | ft.

A fair-haired waitress with milk-white skin began serving the meal. Westermeyer introduced her as
Katerina Vanderzee and observed with understandabl e bitterness that she was one of a dozen Reapers,
all with bachelor's degrees, whom the Co-op had had to sacrifice upon the altar of M OEL -mandated
tourism. The meal comprised primeribs of beef, potatoes au gratin, corn on the cob, atossed salad,
bread, and a dessert of strawberry shortcake topped with whipped cream. All the comestibles, except
the bread and the biscuits for the shortcake, consisted of or had been derived from produce and mesat
artrucked in from e sewhere on Plains. During their two terrestrial years on the planet, the Regpers had
concentrated exclusively on the growing of wheat. Wheat, after dl, was why they were where they were.
A modest flour mill that processed a minute fraction of each crop supplied their baking needs, but
otherwise they were dependent for their food on the other Plains colonies. Their bread wastheir pride
and joy. They made nothing but whole whest, but it had the flavor of enriched white bread. Its nutritious
quaitieswere such, Westermeyer declared, that the time had come when man could live on bread done.

Matthews was unimpressed. "Y ou can get whole-life bread anywhere," she said.

"Not natural whole-life breed.”

"Y ou don't supplement the flour?’

Westermeyer shook his head. "We don't add adamn thing! | think," he went on, "that you're
identifying our whegt with ordinary wheat. The wheat we grow is unique to New America. We grow two
crops ayear, thanks partly to the soil but mostly to Plains year and ahdf solar orbit. The field team from
BotaniCo found it growing wild when they arrived on Plains. But only in and near Kansasia—it grew
nowhere dse. Superficidly it resembles Triticum compactum, the terrestrid speciesthe Triumvirate has
had the most success with on other umbilical planets, but Triticum compactum it isnot. It contains
everything necessary to sustain human life. That'swhy the Triumvirate chose and subsidized peoplelike
mysdf and the other Kansasian coloniststo cultivateit and to assess the feasibility of someday growing it
in other acreages, both here and on other worlds. One loaf of our bread per day,” Westermeyer
concluded, "contains everything aman needs to keep going for aslong as he caresto go."

"Living on bread aloneis nothing new," Strong said. "'l remember reading abook by Alessandro
Manzoni, | Promess Sposi. It'sahistorical novel about seventeenth-century Italy. In it the peasants ate
amost nothing but bread. Y ou could say they lived on bread done.”

"Y ou're talking about fictitious people,” Westermeyer said.

"Sure, but they were based on real people. They had agrud they made by boiling flour and water. It
was cdled polenta. | guessthey ateit to bresk the monotony of the bread.” Abruptly Strong realized that
everyone was looking at him, even Katerinawho stood nearby, and he stopped talking and returned his
eyesto hisplate.

Matthews noticed his discomfiture. Poor Tom, she thought. Aloud, she said, "What about the
Quantextil, Doctor Westermeyer? Did they live on bread done?"

"According to AnthropoCo, they did. | daresay they lived long livestoo. Except thelast generation.”

"Why'd they migrate to the north and kill themsalvesin the Death Caves?' Peske asked.

"Nobody knowsfor certain.”

"Maybe they ran outta bread,” Bluesky said.

"Well, I'll tdl you,” Westermeyer said, "atheory like that works out fine with respect to the Quantextil
who lived in the other villages, and it's the one AnthropoCo settled for, but it comes up dam-bang against
the wall with respect to the Quantextil who lived in this village. A blight didn't strike their whegt. They
weren't faced with starvation. Why did they run off and kill themsdves?*

"That'swhat we're asking you," Bluesky said.

"Did the same blight that killed the wheat kill the other treestoo?' Matthews asked.

"According to BotaniCo."

"And yet it pared Kansasaand thistree. . . . | wonder why."

"So does BotaniCo," Westermeyer said.

"Maybe it wasn't ablight. Maybe it was something else.”

"Nonsense. It had to be ablight of some kind. What else but ablight could have laid waste to the



vegetation of haf acontinent?"

Westermeyer excused himsdlf, got up, and went to the "wine cellar” for aliter of wine. The cellar was
asmall soreroom just beyond the kitchen. The hotel had no true cdllar, nor did any of the other buildings
that comprised the village. Apparently the Ouantextil had not believed in cdllars, or had never beard of
them. Katerina distributed wine glasses and returned to her station in the kitchen doorway. Strong
thought he felt her eyes upon him, and he looked over to where she was standing just in time to see her
glance away. Beside him, Peake remarked that the shortcake had been good, what there'd been of it.
Strong paid no attention. The wine Westermeyer brought back was a deep, clear crimson. "From the
vineyards of Plarzete Paisible," he observed as he began filling the glasses. Strong turned his upside
down. He never touched wine anymore. Not even mild table wine such asthis. Once, along time ago, he
had had a thing about Mary Muscatel, but he had severed their relationship one fine day and henceforth
had had nothing to do elther with her or her cousins.

After Westermeyer sat back down, the conversation drifted to the 3V team that was dueto arrive
early the next morning. The wine lent Westermeyer ajovid air. "You'regoing to bea3V dar, Mr.
Strong,” be sad.

"So long asthey stay out of thetreg," Strong said. "But they won't. They'll want an on-the-job
interview with you."

Strong looked at Matthews. "Matty, you're not going to alow them in the tree, are you? Suppose
they got hurt? They could sue you blind, and your insurance company would only laugh.”

"Not if they Sgned awaiver relinquishing the right to make any cdlams.

"Banthem fromthevillage!”

"They've dready got clearance from MOEL." She looked back at Strong. Tenderly. Of her
three-man crew, sheliked Strong best. She liked Bluesky next best; Peake, she did not like at all.
Nevertheless, it was Peake whom the twenty-five-year-old girl imprisoned in her old-woman's body
would have gone to bed with. “Tom, you know how those people are. If | stood in their way, they'd walk
right over me."

"l don't want themin the tree!™

"Let'slet it go for now, Tom. Maybe when they seethe tree they'll forget about close-ups. Go to bed
and get somerest. It'll be awhile before you get a chanceto deep in ared bed again.”

"Sure" Strong said.

"I'm curious about something,” Westermeyer said, addressing Matthews. "Obvioudy you don't have
the manpower to put more than one man in atree a atime, and you and Mr. Strong have aready
explained how that man is selected. But why does he have to remainin thetreetill the actud feling? Why
can't he come down at night? Why does he have to stay up there in the branches and deep with the
birds?'

"My insurance providestriple indemnity for whoever doesthe actual treework. The clause becomes
effective the moment he beginsatree and remainsin effect till hefinishesit, and stipulatesthat he remain
in the tree throughout that time. Ordinarily that doesn't pose much of a problem. Only very rarely have
we encountered jobs that required more than aday. The biggest tree we ever felled only took two. We
figure four daysfor this one, but even so, Tom will only haveto spend three nightsinit, and hell have a
tree tent to deep in and a portable campfire to kegp him warm.” Shewinked at Strong. "And if the Good
Fates please, adryad to keep him company.”

"Sure" Strong said.

"Well," said Westermeyer, "it looks like from here on out your middleinitid is'T,' Mr. Strong, with
T" inthis case standing for Tree." "

Strong stood up to go. "It looks that way."

Bluesky had drained his glasstwice. Now herrefilled it with the remainder of thewine. "My middle
initid is'D,' " hesaid. "It gandsfor 'Drunk.’

Strong's room was on the third and topmost floor. Its only window looked out upon the square on a



direct line with the trunk of the tree, and whenever you looked out during the day you were overwhelmed
by its hugeness, and no matter how many times you looked, you at first mistook it for ablack, convex
cliff. At night when you looked out, you were unable to see the trunk until your eyes became accustomed
to the darkness, because neither star- nor moonlight reached the square, and the blackness there was
barely divisble from the blackness of the bole.

During the day, except for early morning and late afternoon, you received the impression that the light
beneath the tree was green, and perhaps it was, perhaps the greenness of the foliage and the greenness of
the grass connived to drive true daylight away. L ooking out the window of the room, you could not see
thefoliage or any of the lower branches. Only by lying on your back on the floor and | etting your head
hang over the slll could you see up into the leaves and the limbs.

Lying there, you could look straight up at the gigantic limb whose endmost burst of foliage twinkled in
the sun high above the roof.

Strong had opened the window yesterday when he first entered the room and he had not closed it
gnce. He liked the green smell of the tree, even though it emphasized the treg's oppressive omnipresence.
Mingled with the green smell wasthe lilaclike fragrance of the treg's flowers. He did not know what color
they were or what they looked like, but their fragrance reminded him that the season was spring and
made the tree seem lesshogtile.

Although part of the village had been vacated, lights shonein the windows of dl the houses. Thelights
came on at night whether there was anyone home or not and stayed on till dawn; then, if the day was
sunny, they went off; however, if the day was gray they muted their radiance and stayed on. The Reapers
had never been ableto find their source to say nothing of figuring out how to turn them off, so they had
instaled retractible shields to cover them when it wastime to go to bed.

Thelight in Strong's room was dill shielded from last night, but the shield allowed enough radiance to
get through for him to see to get undressed and to tell where the bed was, so he did not bother to retract
it. The bed was inbuilt, as was the teardrop table besideit. The table seemed to grow out of the floor; the
bed was a parterre whose flowers were of the two-dimensional variety that grow on counterpanes. The
flowers were blurs as Strong dipped between the fresh-laundered sheets. He lay therein the dimness
thinking of MariJane. He didn't want to think of Marijane, but he knew that if be didn't he would think of
thetree, and he knew That if he thought of the tree he wouldn't be able to deep. So he thought of
Marijane and the mountainside On Dandelion where they had lived together, and the dear, cold brook
and the spurning waterfal, and the mountain meadows. And theft was no tree anywherefor asfar ashe
could see. But thinking of Marijane proved to be amistake, because despite himsalf he thought theidyll
al theway through to its cruel conclusion, and the conclusion jerked him wide avake. He lay there
deepless, listening to the footstepsin the hal as the other climbers cameto bed. A long while later he
heard other footsteps. Soft ones. He heard them pause. Abruptly he remembered the look he had dmost
intercepted from Katerina. Were the footsteps hers? He got up and went over to the door and opened it.
He stepped out into the hall. Just in time to see Katerina dip into the next room. Peake's. He dunk back
to bed. Lying there, he dmost vomited. She had been looking at Peske, not him. They always |ooked at
Peake. Would he never team that smple truth? Well, perhaps he could deep now. He would pretend he
was Peake—that was what he would do. He and Peake had grown up together in Neo Frisco. He and
Peake and Peake's brothers. Okay, he thought, Pm Peake. And Katerinaislying here beside me. Yes,
besde me ... Heredized he wasfdling adeep. All right! All right! I'll deep then. And be damned to dl of
them. Except Matty. But I'll bet she'd deep with Peske too, if she was younger. Maybe she wouldn't
have to be younger. Maybe ...

When Westermeyer walked home the village streets were empty. He lived in the part of the village
that had not had to be vacated. The big part. He had a hovercar but be seldom used it in the village. Only
to go shopping—thingslike that. The rest of the time, whilein town, he walked.

After he got out from underneath the tree street lightsillumined hisway. The source of their light was
no mystery: It came from the oil-generator in the big man-made shed near the village's outskirts.
Eventualy lightswould be placed in the square, but not till after the tree was gone. The square, without



that ghastly monstrosity of atrunk rising out of it, would make anided park. Get rid of that damned
birdbath too!

When he came to his house he saw by its shielded lights that hiswife had gone to bed. Sheand he
had had two sons. One taught school on Ariadne, and he and hiswife had a daughter. The other—the
older one—was an astronaut on the Chodz-Imperid run. Hewas till single. Westermeyer walked right
through the house and let himsalf out the back door. He wanted to check on the rotted-out area again to
see whether it had gotten worse since he had looked at it this morning. He bad picked up aflashlight on
hisway through the kitchen; now he shined the light on the wall next to the back steps. Probably the area
was no worse than it had been that morning, but in the artificid light it looked worse. A ragged expanse
of rotted wood amost as large asthe trunk cover of Westermeyer's hovercar.

Thetrouble was, it could not be fixed. Oh, the section could be removed and replaced—it would not
be easy, but it could be done—but whatever wood he might use to replace it would not glow the way
thiswood did, and the perfection of his dwelling would suffer. He could cover the replaced section, of
course. . . but suppose, after he removed the rotted section and replaced it, the wood continued to rot?

It would not, of course—not when the tree was gone. Any more than the rotted sectionsin the other
houses would expand their present boundaries. The tree wasthe true villain. His house was east of it, and
not long after noon his house lay in shadow for the remainder of each day. The housesto thewest lay in
shadow al morning. Those to the north lay in shadow too, for most of the year. Thoseto the
south—wel, they knew uninterrupted sunlight the whole year through, except when rain or snow wasin
the offing, or faling. Plains axid tilt gave them that. But even some of them were beginning to rot. It was
asif the village had caught adisesse.

Disease, hdll! Westermeyer thought. He turned and faced the tree. It hid half the sky. He stood in
gtar- and moonlight, for Penelope, the first of Plains two moons, was hadfway up the dope of the eastern
sky. He shook hisfist at thetree. "Damn you!" he whispered. "Damn you and your inferna shade! | hope
youratinhdl!"

Yggdrasll astratis

Height: 1041’

Maximum diameter: 98

Leaves: 4"-8" long by 4" -5" wide. 4-5 lobes with wide—spaced sharp teeth. Dark greenin
color.

PEAKE halted the airhauler directly above the center of the green cloud of the tree and actuated the
sky hook. The hook shot high into the Van Gogh—blue morning sky and spread itsinvisible
umbrdla-fied, sugpending the airhauler on asquare mile of air. Strong, holding his acrophobiaat bay,
stepped down upon the sack, which Bluesky had already attached to the winch cable, and Bluesky, a
the winch controls, lowered him into the tree.

A blue eruption of haha birds greeted Strong's entry into the canopy. They were long, deek birds
with tiny golden eyes, their wide wingspan indicating the vast distances they could cover inasingleflight.
Most had aready |eft the tree for the day. Those that Strong's entry had disturbed circled twice around
the branches and reentered the foliage some distance bel ow.

Bluesky continued to lower the sack. Strong tongued on hislip transmitter. "Take it dow, Owen," he
told Bluesky. "There's more wood down here than there used to bein the taiga.”

The hyperbole, while justified, was inapt. The taigawere coniferous, the tree was deciduous.
Botani Co had dug deeply into Scandinavian mythology to find aname for it and its dead companions.

Y ggdrasill. But the name too wasinapt, for the creators of Y ggdrasill had visudized it as an evergreen
ash. Thistree, despite its massiveness, brought the terrestria hard maple to mind. Certainly itsleaves
were Smilar to those of the hard maple. Strong was astonished at how small they were. From the ground



they had been indigtinguishable, and he had assumed their size would be commensurate with thetree's. It
was not. The largest ones were shorter than his hands werelong, and not agreat ded wider. Ashe gazed
at theleaves he saw hisfirst tree flower. It was like awildflower found in the woodsin spring, tiny and
delicate, crimson in hue.

His acrophobia diminished as he descended deeper and deeper into the tree. Sometimes he envied
Bluesky, who had no fear whatsoever of height. Like his Iroquois ancestors, he had been born bereft of
it. Peake had no such fear either, or if he did, he had never betrayed it. But then, Strong had never
betrayed hiseither. Yet it wasthere, and he aways bad to fight it whenever he began atree, and in this
tree he would haveto fight it four days running. As afreeman, he had been fighting it for years. If you
added his boyhood and young manhood, he had been fighting it even longer. Asaboy and even asa
young man he used to climb treesin defiance of hisacrophobia. He did al sorts of derring-do in those
daysto show that he wasn't afraid of anything, and al the time he was. In schooal, to conquer hislack of
sdlf-confidence, hed gone out for wrestling, and heéld taken the divison title in hisweight class—the
upper middle—two years running and had won a scholarship. Hisfather had laughed at him and said,
"Héll, if you could somehow throw your shadow you'd gtill be scared shitless of it!” But hisfather had
been wrong. It wasn't his shadow that frightened him, it was himsdlf. Hiseterna doubt that he could not
do something aswdll asit should be done.

He passed the first mgjor bifurcation. It provided the tree with two crests, which meant it would have
to be topped twice. He went on down. He had to straightarm some of the limbs, and his descent grew
ever more difficult asthe limbs gradudly grew greater in girth. He thought of the understory. The limbs
there werelike horizontal sequoias.

Bluesky's voice sounded in the tiny receiver attached to Strong's | eft ear: "How's it down there,
Tom?'

Strong tongued on histransmitter. "Cool."

It was cool. Partly because next to no sunlight got thisfar down in the tree, mostly because of the
treg'stranspiration. Cool and green. But not quiet. His descent kept disturbing bevies of hahabirds, and
they kept winging away from hisaienness. The call that lent them their name (OniithiCo had despaired of
finding amore appropriate one) seemed derogatory to the human hearer, but the birds had no real
awareness of such hearers. Many of the birds he saw could barely fly. Fledglings. The neststhey had so
recently vacated were everywhere. The birdsthat had |eft the tree for the fields (he assumed) were the
hunters and the huntresses. No one knew, not even OrnithiCo, whose study had been aborted when the
Co-op arrived, what they foraged for or what they brought back for the other birdsto eat. And no one
cared.

When Strong estimated he was one-third of the way down, hetold Bluesky to hat the winch. Then
he secured the sack clampsto alimb wide enough to camp on. Opening the sack, he withdrew his saddle
rope and hung it over his shoulder. Hislightweight beamsaw was aready attached to hisbelt, aswere his
safety rope and his canteen. He had affixed the long spurs to his boots before leaving the airhauler.
Wedging hisleft foot in the hook that had held the sack and crooking hisleft arm around the winch rope,
he said, "Up, Owen," into his trangmitter and began the return journey.

The way back always seems shorter than the way to. Thisistrue of vertica aswell as horizonta
distances. But it did not prove to be true for Strong in the present instance. The ascent had barely begun
when Matthews's voice sounded in Sirong'slft ear. "Tom?. . . Matthews here. | overdept. Everything
okay?'

"Everything'sfine, Matty."

Shewas calling from the hotel dining room where she had set up her screens. There were three of
them, each attuned to a camerain the airhauler, but athough, like Peake and Bluesky, she could seethe
top of thetree, she could not seeinto it. "Hell of aday to overdeep,” she sad.

"I’'mon my way to thefirst cut.”

"Fine. Kegp me posted.”

"Will do."



Strong concentrated on the sights and smells around him. He gazed at green bursts of leaves and
breathed the fragrance of the crimson tree flowers. He looked at intricate arabesques of sunlight. He had
to kick away from some limbs and straightarm others. At length be cameto a"clearing” and, taking
advantage of the freedom it afforded him, lit acigarette. Ashe did so, his gaze touched aburst of foliage
high above his head, and he saw what be thought was adryad.

Dryads were to treemen what mermaids, once upon along time ago, had been to sailors: amyth that
everyone made fun of but that everyone—if he happened to be atreeman—secretly hoped wastrue. A
joke tossed back and forth to chase away londliness and sometimes desperation. Y ou didn't believe there
were such beings, you told yourself; you knew damn well that no matter what tree you climbed on
whatever planet, no etheredl lady df was going to beckon to you from some leaf-trellised boudoir and
dare you to come and get her. Y et dl the while you weretelling yourself one wouldn't, you kept hoping
that someday one would.

Particularly if you were atreeman like Strong.

He and Bluesky and Peake had tossed the joke back and forth, with Matthews sometimes
intercalating awry comment, dl the way through overspace from Chodz, where they'd felled a stand of
voracious currah trees, to Plains. There had to be, the three men kept telling each other, &t least one
dryad living inthe last Y ggdrasill on the fifth world of Genii. And oh what atime whoever drew thelong
blade of grass was going to have after he caught her.

All right, Strong told himself. Y ou saw her. Now let's see you catch her.

It bad been the most evanescent of glimpses—a hint of curves and color, aseeming burst of sun-gold
hair—and as the image faded from hisretinas the conviction that he had seen anything at dl faded from
hismind. By the time the winch cable brought him to the bower where he thought she had been, he was
positive she would not be there. Nor was she.

He saw that his hands were trembling, that the cigarette he had lighted had fallen from hisfingers. He
was furious with himself. It was one thing to joke about dryads, it was quite another to interpret a
prankish play of sunlight on leaf and limb as amanifestation of one. Had hisflight from Marijane dso
been aflight from the whole world? And had it taken him so far afield he could no longer distinguish
betweenilluson and redity?

Angrily herouted the dryad from his mind and fixed his attention on his ascent.

Then, not far down from the crest, he saw her again.

She seemed to be leaning against the trunk, her long legs braced on the limb he had just come even
with. Tenuous of figure, vague of face, sunny of hair. His descent and ascent had been and were being
conducted a considerable distance from the treg's bole, but she couldn't have been more than twenty feet
away.

He closed his eyes and opened them. Shewas gtill there. He tongued on histranamitter. "Hold it," he
told Bluesky.

When the winch stopped, he stepped off the hook and walked toward her dong the limb, his
acrophobia completely forgotten. She did not move. Again he closed his eyes and opened them. She
went right on standing there, her back pressed againgt the trunk, her long legs danting down to the limb;
immobile, statuesque. She was wearing a short tunic woven of leaves that matched the tree's. Sandals,
aso woven of leaves, were interlaced halfway to her caves. Her sunny hair fell dl the way to her
shoulders. Her features were small but not pixyish. Her eyeswere abright blue. She was utterly beautiful.
Shewas the most beautiful woman he had ever seenin hiswholelife,

He was so close to her now that he could have reached out and touched her. He started to. The
second he raised hisarm, she twinkled out of sight.

Twinkled. There was no other word for it. She did not walk away or run away or fly away. Inthe
strict sense of the word, she did not even disappear. She ssimply twinkled from view.

Bluesky'svoice: "Everything okay down there, Tom?"

Strong pulled out his handkerchief and wiped hisface. He took a step backward. Another, balancing
himself without conscious effort. The dryad did not remateridize. Therewasasmdl cluster of leaves
where she had stood, a patch of morning sunshine.



"Tom?'

"Everything'sfine, Owen. Just doing alittle reconnoitering isdl.”

"How's shelook?'

"She—" Heredlized just in time that Bluesky was referring to the tree. He wiped hisface again,
wadded up the handkerchief, and shoved it back into his back pocket. "She'sbig," he said. He turned,
and after covering the remaining distance to the winch cable and re-locking hisleft foot in it and crooking
his left arm around the cable, said, "Ready when you are, Owen."

Hewas till shaken when be reached the crest he had |eft both a short and along time ago. Although
there were two crests, he could not see the other because of the obscuring branches and leaves. He
stepped off the hook and braced himsalf in the topmost crotch—or at least the highest one that would
support hisweight—and while Bluesky retracted the cable and attached the tongs, he looked through the
interstices of the leaves and the branches a that part of the Plains landscape that was visbleto him,
hoping to redirect histhoughtsinto safer channdls.

He could not see any of the other trees—the dead onesthat till stood like sentinelsin the centers of
their vast, basinlike wastelands—nor had he expected to. The nearest was at least three hundred miles
away. He could remember them, though—remember how tiny they had appeared in the viewplates of the
shuttleship during descent, leafless twigs standing like dead sentinels under Genji the sun. Therewerea
dozen of them dtogether, if be remembered right: a dozen ghosts guarding decayed villages that had been
invishlein the viewplates. He would not even have known the villages were there had not he read the
part of the Plains directory that dealt with New America

Blight?

Perhaps. But what manner of blight killed wheat and houses and trees?

Plains wheat—more specificaly, New American wheat—was dark gold in color when viewed from
adistance. Thusthe whesat that encompassed Bigtree was like adark-gold sea. A dark-gold sea that
rippled in gentle waves in the morning breeze; a seathat seemingly had no farther shore. The basin effect
detected by the planetologists was not visible: It was so dight that only the specidized instrumentsthe
planetol ogists employed could detect it. Thus the sea Strong saw from the tree seemed to spread out
evenly for asfar ashe could see. It was not aseayou could drown in, but it was one you could become
lost in when the stalks of wheat matured, for at maturity they were higher than atal man'shead. They
were not mature yet, but they would be in another two months. The Regpers could then harvest their firgt
crop of theyear.

Strong's angle of view was such that the lower stories of the tree hid al but the outermaost houses of
thevillage. It was not alarge village. None of the villages abandoned by the Quantextil bad been large.
All were of identical architecture. It was difficult to believe that such villages could be the handiwork of
mere mortds. It was as though some long-ago pagan god had appeared in the Plains Sky and said, "L et
there be houses!" and the houses had appeared. And it was asif that same god, long afterward and
perhaps offended by the conduct of his children and jeal ous perhaps because the houses he had created
were asimmorta as he, had reappeared and said, "L et there be great trees growing in the midst of the
villages so that the houses | have wrought will rot in their shade and transpiration!™

And apparently it had been so.

The chinooklike wind that made it possible for the Regpersto plant an early wheat crop breathed
across the plain from the west and rippled Strong's thinning hair. His angle of vision permitted him to see
the big sheds (one of which had been partialy emptied to accommodate the airhauler) that housed part of
Kansasds planting and harvesting equipment. Other such sheds, scattered throughout the rest of the
territory, housed similar equipment, but the nearest was beyond the horizon. Near the local sheds stood
the brand-new sewage incinerator with which the Reapers had supplanted the primitive incinerator built
by the Quantextil. He could aso see the new crematory. (The Quantextil crematory, Westermeyer had
said, had been offengve to the eye; the Reapers had adight dash of the Parthenon about it.) The foliage
of the tree hid the new processing mill the Reapers had built to take care of the forthcoming wood and
obscured the distant grain silos where the wheat was stored until shipment.



The tongs were on their way down—the smalest of the three pain, but hugein their own right. They
halted midway between the airhauler and the treetop as Matthewss voice came over theair. "All right,
you guys—come on down. Y ou too, Tom. Leave your gear inthetree.”

Peskesvoice: "What gives?'

"An injunction. Seven Hundred Wonders got one in the Helisport court ordering the felling stopped.
Westermeyer just told me. But he saysit'll be overruled by tonight and we can start again tomorrow
morning. Tom?"'

"Here, Matty."

"I've got some news you may or may not beinterested in hearing. But | thought I'd better passit on.
Remember the 3V girl you went with on Dandelion?

"... 1 remember."” Matthews didn't need to say more Strong knew what was coming next. And he
was sick.

"Well, she got this assignment too. Shejust came in with two cameramen. The cameramen aren't the
ones she waswith on Dandelion. They're new."

"Oh," Strong said.

"| thought 1'd let you know."

"Thanks, Maity."

Matthews laid down her transmitter in front of the center 3V screen. She hadn't wanted to tell him,
but someone had to, so why not her?

He had had a thing about Marijane, Strong had. Perhaps he till did.

Shedidn't know what exactly it was he had had, but knowing Tom, she could guess. To him, women
like Marijane camein big Christmas packages. No matter how many times you unwrapped the packages
to find their contents came from a secondhand store, you were aways bedazzled by your first sight of
them.

Marijane and her two companions had gone upstairs to their roomsto rest now that they knew they
would have the day off, and except for Westermeyer, Matthews had the downstairs of the hotel dl to
hersdlf. After ddivering his news, Westermeyer had sat down not far away in one of the dining-room
chain. Helooked tired. No, not tired—haggard. He wanted the tree down, and he wanted it down badly.
No more 0, perhaps, than the other Reapers, but on him it showed. He should have been in hisofficein
the municipa building (asecond large building in Bigtree whose origina function no one knew)
conducting the affairs of the village. As Co-op head, he was ex officio mayor. But possibly there were
no affairs at the moment to conduct. In any case, it was clear to Matthews that, for the time being, he
wasn't going any farther than he had come.

"Well," shesad, "l seem to have gotten up for nothing."

"My houseisrotting away," Westermeyer said. "The whole damn villageisrotting avay. And those
clowns had the gdll to get aninjunction!™

Matthews leaned back in her chair. For the day's work she had donned her usua calf-high boots,
denim breeches, and aplaid shirt. Shefelt slly sitting there in front of the three empty screens. " One day
shouldn't make any difference” shesad.

"It'stheideal Well, thank God the Triumvirate€'s on our Side. | don't think Seven Hundred Wonders
redlized to what extent.”

"Last night you mentioned afeagbility study the Regpers were making," Matthews said. "A study
intended to determine whether your whest can be grown el sewhere. Have you had any success so far,
Doctor Westermeyer?"

Westermeyer hesitated, then shook his head. "No. We've agroup working onit, but so far they've
got nowhere."

"But surdly your wheset can be grown esewhere.”

"Can it? If 0, we haven't found the right soil. | mean," Westermeyer added, "the right soil and the



right dimate.”

"But surely there are smilar soil and climatic conditionson at least one planet.”

"No doubt there are. But thus far we haven't run across them, and we have soil samplesand
meteorologicd datafrom dmog dl the umbilica worlds."

"l see" Matthews said. And she did too, but not in the sense Westermeyer intended. If the wheat the
Reapers grew in Kansasawere to be grown el sewhere, its value would depreciate. The Triumvirate, like
most governments that had gone before it, had alayer of density imperviousto common sense. The last
people they should have chosen to make the feasibility study had been thefirst.

Since Westermeyer gave no indication that he intended to leave, she stood up, at the risk of seeming
rude. Shedidn't fed much like talking, and for the moment at least she didn't fed like talking to apolitica
scientist who had discovered late in life that more money could be obtained from dirt than from his
profession. "1 hope you'll forgive me, Doctor,” she said.

"I've afew things|'ve got to do, and today seems liken good day to do them.”

"Of course, Ms. Matthews." He accompanied her to the dining-room door. "I'll let you know the
second we get the okay to resume.”

She watched him descend the foyer steps and step out into the morning. Then she climbed the stairs
to her room. It was on the third floor, like the others, but it did not face the square. 1ts single window
looked out upon aseries of backyards. Such backyards! The lawn furniture chegpened them—yes—but
not enough to matter. She looked and shelooked at them after she closed her door. Presently she
redlized she was Sitting on her bed with her emptiness.

She got up at once. Do, she thought. Thingsto do. There wasn't anything she really had to do, but
there were anumber of things she could do. She sat down at the little writing table that, like the rest of
the room's furniture, grew—or seemed to—out of the floor. She started with the amount she had bid for
the tree job and began deducting from it. It was a respectable sum, but the deductions were respectable
too. Thetrip from Chodz to Plains (the trip from Plains to Scanapleton, which was where their next job
was, would be deductible from that bid), the freemen's wages, Strong's forthcoming double time, the
percentage of the net sheld have to shell out to the Externa Revenue Service. But even after shefinished
making the deductions, the amount of money remaining was till arespectable sum. "Were doing al right,
Blair," she said to her husband who had come into the room and sat down on achair that had no more
exigence than he did. But she realized right away that he wasn't there, no more than the chair was, and
remembered that when he died she had hated him amost as much as she now hated the hollowness he
hed |eft her with.

He had started out the way Strong and Peake and Bluesky had, as afreeman. But, unlike them, he
hadn't been amidfit. The company for which he worked confined its operations to Earth, but he had seen
amost at once the possibilities such abusiness might have wereit to be conducted interplanetarily. The
concern the peoples of Earth had oncefdt for their environment had died out long ago, and it had not
followed them like agray ghost to the new worlds the devel opment of the trans-astrais drive had
dropped on their collective lap. There were thousands, millions, of trees that would need to be removed,
and he, Blair Matthews, the owner of TreeCo, would remove them.

And he had done so—until he died two years ago. And now hiswife, Amy Matthews, removed
them, employing the same three men he had employed. Oh, she had competition—far more than he had
ever had—but she till carried out his dream.

If you could cal removing trees adream.

Certainly it was as much of adream as cornering awheat market that might, if elaborated, end once
and for al the hunger that still persisted, despite political asseverationsto the contrary, both on Earth and
on the new worlds.

Sheredized that she was dtill Sitting there in her chair but that her gaze had moved. Back to the
exquisite backyards. She counted them. She could see five altogether. Were she to move closer to the
window she would be able to see more. "Chrigt, | don't want to see backyardd” she said. "My lifeisa
backyard"

Wheat did she want to see?



The answer, as aways, devastated her: Nothing.
She went over to the bed and lay down on it. She had thought running TreeCo would help. It had, to
an extent. But shewas still empty. Her hollowness lay there with her.

* % %

Lifein Bigtree went on as casudly asif the tree, upon whose doorstep the Reapers had deposited the
blame for the decay of their houses, was not doomed to die. While it was true that word had not yet
gotten around to everyone that the removal work for the moment had ceased, the main cause for the
present lack of outward interest on the Regpers part wasthat air traffic over the village had been
prohibited by Westermeyer until the tree was gone, and there was no way yet for the Regpersto watch
the devadtation that was either being wrought now or that soon would be.

Oh, there were afew curious people standing adong the cordoned-off edge of the airhauler route,
Peake noted after he left Strong and Bluesky and headed for Katerinas house, but al of them departed
after he hollered out severa times that the remova was postponed for aday. Mogt of them were women,
some carrying babies. Between planting and harvesting acrop most of the male members of the Co-op
spent their time surveying its growth on long Haus Meiten flights and checking for damage from
thunderstorms and wind. The Reapers Peake saw were young, which was to be expected snce MOEL
had used youth as acriterion as well as green thumbs and bright brains, making exceptionsin caseslike
Westermeyer's where leadership and proficiency in anonagriculturd field were required.

Peake had Katerinas street and house number. He had aready phoned. She and her husband had
separated not long after their arrival on Plains, and he bad moved into the Dorm—a house the Reapers
reserved for the handful of single men in their group. They had aso reserved such a house for the handful
of sngle women who had a so been chosen by MOEL, but Katerina, registered with her husband asa
house owner and now considered, because of her sex, asits proprietor, had her own "Dorm."

"Gingerbread" was the word Peake thought of when he saw it. It was the wrong word, but it came
into his mind when he walked up the corduroy walk to the front door. Katerinamet him there. She would
befreetill eeven, she had told him over the phone. At eleven she would have to go to the hotel. It was
not yet nine. Plenty of time. She ushered him into an enchanting living mom and, ashort whilelater, into a
bedroom that was no less enchanting. "Enchanting” was not Peske'sword. He still stuck with
"gingerbread.”

Since women came easily to Peake, he thought of them as sows, and after one or two encounters he
invariably managed to pick afight with them and free himsalf. But he wasn't quite ready to pick afight
with Katerinayet. He made adate with her for that night after she finished serving the evening med at the
hotel. It can truly be said that Peske had afunction inlife, and that he had found it at an early age.

The reason Strong had severed his reationship with Mary Muscatel wasthat oneday after a
weekend with her Peake had taken his picture when he wasn't looking, and afterward he stared for a
long time at the poor son of a bitch sitting there on the front porch of the inn where they'd been staying on
Formidable, stared at the dightly protuberant glassy eyes and the swollen face and the unkempt hair and
thefilthy clothes, and when the next weekend came around he didn't go near her, and he had had nothing
to do with her since. She had amber eyes, Mary Muscatd did, and adow, steady smile, and when you
first met her you thought that here, surely, wasthe girl you'd been looking for dl your life, the girl who
would gladly share your dreams; and for awhile she did share them, even helped you to dream them. But
after awhile she got wild and demanding and began to pose problems, not only with hersalf but with the
bottles she came in. What to do with &l those damned bottles? And what, in God's name, to do with
her?

He wished now, sitting in his hotel room, that he hadn't been so brusque when he abandoned her. It
waan't that he couldn't find her readily enough if he went looking for her; it was just that in abandoning her
s0 brusquely he had done something to himsdlf, cut something out, amalaise of some kind, or a cancer,
and because of what he/d done he couldn't go looking for her, couldn't have anything to do with her even



if their pathsinadvertently crossed. Insofar as Mary Muscatel was concerned, he had cut off hisballs.

He spent the rest of the day in his hotdl room. He had come here directly after leaving Peake and
Bluesky in the airhauler shed. He had hislunch sent up and, that evening, hisdinner. Matty brought them.
Hefdt guilty about that. She didn't say anything, though—just put them down and |eft. He spent thetime
looking out the window at the tree. Last night he'd thought of Marijane so he wouldn't think of thetree,
and now he concentrated on the tree so he wouldn't think of Marijane. It had become the lesser of the
two evils. He could cope with the tree, however much he might fear it. But he could not cope with
Marijane. Not now—not when he knew that she was there.

But she would not cooperate. Once, when he was thinking of the crest and how he would removeit,
sheran naked through his thoughts, her black hair a dancing wake behind her. Another time he happened
to glance above the window, and there she was, sitting on the granite shelf beside the mountain waterfall
from which she had just emerged, and he again felt the water from her thighs and calvesfdling upon his
face, and when it reached hislips he ran histongue over them and be again tasted the invitation in its very
atoms.

But in large part he was successful in concentrating on the tree. The sméll of itsleaves and the
fragrance of itsflowersfilled the room, and green thoughts of it kept seeping into hismind of their own
accord. He did not think of the dryad, though. He was certain by thistime that he had imagined her.
Whenever she cameinto hismind, he concentrated his thoughts on the big, horizontal "sequoias’ of the
lower limbsthat he would have to drop directly into the square for further cutting, sncethey werefar too
outsized for even the largest pair of tongs. The tree would provide enough trouble without the added
complication of anonexistent inhabitant. So he thought of the "sequoias’ whenever, glancing out on a
limb, he saw her gitting there in the sunlight; and sometimes, for achange, he thought of the thousands of
haha birds that would soon be wholly evicted. But when he thought of the birds, something went wrong
with hisresolution to remove the tree, something went wrong with the whole dedl, and he would wonder
what in the world he was doing there on Plains sitting in alittle hotel room looking at atree he had
absolutely nothing againgt and no sane reason under the sun to remove.

After the sun set and darkness crept into the square and the haha birds settled down for the night,
Strong heard aknock on his door, and amoment later it opened and Bluesky, carrying abottle, came
into the room. He sat down beside Strong on the bed and took a swig from the bottle without offering it
to Strong. He did not ask Strong why he'd stayed in hisroom amost dl day, he only said, "The 3V
team's down in the bar and everybody's wondering whereyou are,”" and then he said, "It's on again—the
injunction was overruled. Westermeyer just came round and told us.”

"So fagt?' Strong asked. "'l know Westermeyer said it wouldn't belong, but | didn't believe him.”

"Y ou can't messwith MOEL," Bluesky said. "They got afinger in every court on every planet,
including thisone. Matty sent word for you to be ready in the morning.”

"I’m ready now," Strong said.

Bluesky upended the bottle again. He felt Strong's eyes upon him in the half darkness and said,
"Don't worry about me bumping you with alimb, Tom. I'll be sober by the time we get up there.”

"I'm not worried."

"My middle nameis'Drunk’ for two reasons,”" Bluesky said. "One's as phony as a Christmas tree, but
it'sthe onel alwaysblame. According to that one, | get drunk because | can't stand being a part of the
same race that dmost destroyed my own; can't and doing to other lands the same things that were done
to mine. The other reason'sthered one: | can't cope.”

"| can't ether,” Strong said.

"But you can cope enough to get by. Maybe you couldn't before, but now you can. | can't—without
acrutch.”

Strong was silent. Did heredly give theimpression to othersthat he waked without a crutch? He
found it hard to believe, that he could walk without betraying his hypothetically wooden legs.

Suddenly Bluesky said, "Marijane's down in the bar. Her and one of her assistants. Almost
everybody's there. Peake and Katerina. Even Matty. Westermeyer's tending bar."

Strong didn't say anything. He looked down at his hands. They were lying on hislap, and he could



seethem quitewel inthedim light.

Bluesky said, "Marijane didn't mention your name, but she wantsto seeyou. | could tell. She keeps
looking over at the door, hoping you'll walk in."

Strong il didn't say anything.

Bluesky stood up. "I just thought I'd tell you. | don't know what happened between you. It's none of
my business. See you tomorrow, Tom."

"Sure”

After Bluesky had gone Strong continued to Sit on the bed, looking down at his hands. Therewas no
blood on them. The blood was on her hands. Or was it? Perhaps it was on neither of their hands.
Perhaps what had happened bad been meant to happen. Perhaps it had been in her genesfor it to
happen. Perhapsin his.

Gradually he became aware of the tree again. He had never redly ceased being aware of it, but for a
little while the awareness had been tucked away in acorner of hismind. Now it cameto the fore again,
and he was glad because it drove awvay Marijane. He breathed deeply of the tree's fragrance. Oddly, it
made him think of awoman's, or perhaps not oddly, for the tree, according to BotaniCo, was female.

Helay back on the bed with his clothes and histree-boots still on. Thewalls of hisroom—the walls
of dl theroomsin dl the village—were amost soundproof, and he could hear none of the sounds that
must be coming from the bar. He could hear nothing at al except the sound of his breathing. He gazed at
the square of the window, but it was completely black—black with the tree and the night. Penelope, the
earlier of Plains two moons, should be rising by now, and he knew that If he continued to look long
enough hewould see her light, for alittle while, beneath the tree. The tree was one with the night, one
with the ambience. He il feared it, yet oddly, as he breathed itsleaf smell and itsflower fragrance, he
fdt its branches enfolding him, cradling him, protecting him from harm.

He must have closed his eyes, for when he opened them he saw that there was someone sitting
sSdeways in the open window. A woman. At first he thought she was Marijane, even though he knew that
Marijane would never cometo him, and then he saw that even in the shielded light the woman's hair held
particles of the sun.

He sat up in bed. He could not see her clearly, but she seemed to be dressed the same way she had
been dressed in the tree—in atunic woven of leaves and in sandas smilarly woven that were laced
halfway to her calves. Her beauty penetrated the dimness of the light.

Theroomwas small, and if he had placed one hand on the floor he could have stretched out far
enough to touch her. But he didn't. Instead he sat therein hisbed waiting for her to twinkle out of sght.
But shedid not At last be said, without hearing hisvoice, | really did see you, didn't I”? You were there
among the leaves when | looked up, weren't you? And, later, you were leaning against the trunk.

Inaway, shesaid. Inaway, | was.

Do you live in the tree? he asked.

Inaway, shesad. Inaway, | do. Andthen: Why do Earthmen kill trees?

For all sorts of reasons, he answered. Because they grow on land we want to till. Because they
get in the way of roads. Because they stand sometimes where we want to build a house. Andthen
he redlized that she wanted a subjective answer, wanted to know why Bluesky killed them, why Peake
killed them, why he, Strong, killed them, and he remembered what Bluesky had said about raping lands
and he remembered reading about the concern for the environment that had characterized the latter years
of the twentieth century, only to be forgotten the moment trans-astralis opened the planetary frontiers,
and he said, If you're Bluesky you kill them because your genetic disdain for height makes felling
them a logical occupation. If you're Peake you kill them because such a job affords travel from
planet to planet and from woman to woman, and makes it unnecessary for you to grow up.

And if you're you?

Hefound that he could not lie. You kill them because you're acrophobic, he said. Because
overcoming your fear of height each time you climb a tree lends you illusion that you have
overcome all your fears. You kill themto bolster a condition contrary to fact.

Take us the Earthmen, the little Earthmen, that spoil the vineyard, she sad, for our vineyards



arein blossom.

You stole that from my mind, hesaid. But you said it wrong. It's "foxes," not "Earthmen.”

Foxes take from vineyards only what they need, and always give it back. | said it right.

Yes, he said, you said it right.

| must go now. | must prepare for tomorrow. I'msorry, hesad. I'm sorry about the tree.

| know, she said. But the part of you that's sorry lives only in the night. It dies with every
dawn.

No, hesad, it won't die.

But it will, shesaid. In the morning you'll think you dreamed me. . . Go back to sleep, little
Earthman. Draw your dreams around you and lie back in your warm, snug bed. Cuddle up with
your liesand illusions—

Seep....

Yggdrasil! astralis
Flowers. Exceedingly small, vivid crimson in color. Each containsa single pistil but no
stamens. The arrangement of the petals bringsto mind a tiny chalice.

IN the hotdl dining hall Matthews watched the out-of -bounds houses of Bigtree drift by beneath the
air-hauler, and presently she found hersalf looking down at the top of the tree. She had not overdept this
morning. A cup haf full of coffee stood next to her forearm on her makeshift desk.

The sky above the tree had another craft in it—the Haus Meten the 3V team had rented from the
Co-op. She couldn't seeit on any of her screens but she could hear the whine of its motor above the
smooth hum of the airhauler's. Marijane and her two cameramen. They wanted to get footage on what
their late arrival had caused them to miss out on yesterday—Tom's descent into the tree. Westermeyer
had granted them aerid rights. She herself, when Marijane agreed to sign awaiver, had agreed to dlow
them to enter the tree tomorrow afternoon, by which time Tom should have it down to the understory.
She hadn't told Tom yet. Shewould wait till after he got into action. She didn't want the 3Versin thetree
any more than he did, but she knew of no way she could keep them out, other than by summoning the
provincid sheriff from Ottowatomy, the nearest settlement to Bigtree, and this she was reluctant to do.
Shedidn't like Marijane. She hadn't liked her on Danddlion and she didn't like her now; but the main
reason she didn't want the 3Versin the tree was that Tom didn't.

Two of thearhauler's 3V cameras faced straight down; the third was positioned so that Bluesky
could adjust it to face in any direction she wished to see. Right now it faced the winch section of the
arhauler. The picturesin al three screens wavered when Peake launched the air hook, then steadied
again. Looking into the third screen, Matthews watched Strong getting ready for the descent into the
tree—a smple matter, since hed left most of his equipment in the branches yesterday. She watched him
step onto the stedl triangle, seat himsdlf, and watched Bluesky lower him out of range. She picked him up
in one of the other two screens then. Was he afraid? she wondered. She alway's suspected he might be,
athough he never showed hisfear. She saw the blue eruption of hahabirdsthat greeted his entry into the
canopy. Wdll, it'sal yours now, Tom, she thought.

Strong had again dternated histhoughts. He was thinking of Marijane now so that he wouldn't think
of hisacrophobia. Thinking of when he had met her. It was at a dance on Danddlion, and she was
dancing with one of her cameramen. One of her studs. The word made him wince even now, but it was
the right word and it made him forget, for awhile at least, his acrophobia. He hadn't known then, of
course, what she was, he hadn't even known shewas a 3V reporter and that the man she was dancing
with was one of her cameramen.

Anyway, she was dancing, and at length, when the dance ended, he l€eft his place by thewall and
waked over to where she was standing at the bar and asked her to dance with him, and she said yes.



Just looking at her had been enough to tell him sheld been around. Not that she looked hard—far fromit.
With her long, black hair, her far-apart hazdl eyes, and her high cheekbones, she looked like ayoung and
extremdly efficient businesswoman who kicked off oncein awhile, but not too often, and who would,
someday, make some lucky man afinewife.

When they danced and introduced themselves she told him what she did and mentioned that she was
andaive of Earth. So was he, and he said so, and their mutual provenance should have gotten their
relationship off to agood start, since on most of the umbilica planets natives of Earth were few and far
between. But it hadn't. Instead, after dancing with him once sheignored him for the rest of the evening.

At the time he thought, Well, Pm alousy dancer—what did | expect?

Dandedion was mostly country, but the dance hadn't been a country dance. It had been asiggo, and it
bad been held in the firehall of Honeywell, amodest-sized city in abroad mountain valley. The
third-generation children of the Earth peoples who had migrated to the planet were updated day and
night viatransastrais 3V asto the au courant activities on the matrix world, and were as conversant with
the latest dance steps as their remote compeers.

Strong watched Marijane pass from partner to partner the whole evening through, studying her legs
when her scarlet skirt whirled above her knees, enchanted by the glimpses he caught of her thighs. They
weretoo large for therest of her, he thought then (and found out later); but you had to ook hard to
notice. Practicdly every man there danced with her at least once. Peake danced with her three times. But
Strong, when she continued to ignore him, stayed away. He was gtill Thomas Strong, subservient only to
the same aspects of redlity that had brought him through the door, and thiswasfar from the first time be
had been defeated. Thus he could accept defeat with equanimity.

Thetime of the year waslate spring, and the dandelionlike flowers that grew riotoudy upon the lower
mountainsdes in the planet's north temperate zone and that lent the planet its name werein full bloom.
But despite their dandelionlike appearance, they were afar cry from the danddions of Earth. They would
bloom till late summer, and the valey was sweet with their scent, even though now they were closed for
the night. It was the sweetness of jasmine and it filled the city of Honeywdl. The mountains were veined
with slver, though—not gold, asthe flowers might have led one to suspect. The colonists who had come
to transfer the Slver to itsrightful placein the umbilical economy had settled in valeyslike thisone, and
the villagesin the valeys bad grown into small cities. The trees endemic to the region provided the cities
with both scenic beauty and shade, but unfortunately a mutation of Dutch elm disease, which had dso
cometo Danddion, had found some of them to their liking. Enter TreeCo.

Strong lingered in the dance hall till thelast Sggo was over, and he watched Marijane leave with the
cameraman he had first seen her dancing with. Outside he watched them drive off in ahovercar with
sequentid taillights. The lights left afterimages on hisretinas. But he was till Thomas Strong, subservient
only to the same aspects of redity that had brought him out that night, and capable of laughing at defest.
The next time he saw her she waslying on her back in an dley next to the Honeywel hotel where she and
her two helpers and Strong and the tree crew were staying. Her face wasin a shaft of light and he'd had
no trouble recognizing her. He assumed her lover was the same cameraman held seen her dancing with.
Only weekslater did shetdl him, quite by accident, that it had been Peake, and by then it was much too
late. The metamorphosisthe sight of her in flagrance delicto had effected had matured into love.

Strong found the crotch in the crest where he had cached his saddle rope, swvung himsdlf over to it,
stepped into it and told Bluesky to retract the cable and attach the tongs. He looped the rope a short
distance out on one of the crotch'slimbs, brought it back and tied a double bowline, and dipped hislegs
through the saddle. With the dack |eft over from the knot he tied atautline hitch round the opposite
strand; then he sat back in the saddle and by applying pressure to the top of the bitch began descending.
Onethird of theway down the crest, he halted, and when the tongs arrived, he affixed them to the trunk.
He had Bluesky take up on the cabletill the tongs teeth bit into the bark, then he descended to the mgjor
bifurcation.

By now his acrophobiawas forgotten. He stood up in the crotch, untied the tautline hitch, stepped
out of the saddle and pulled the rope down and recoiled it. Braced there, he detached his beamsaw from



his belt and looked back up the way he had come. He could see past the tongs amost to the top of the
crest. Someone was sitting up there among the leaves, someone dressed in leaves that matched the tree's,
someone with sun-bright hair and sun-kissed legs. The dream—if dream it had been—that he had
meticuloudy suppressed till now ran through his mind, and once again he saw her gtting on the sill inthe
window of hisroom, much the way she sat now on some lofty little limb, and listened to her every word. .

Bluesky'svoice: " Something wrong down there, Tom?"

Sweat that could only partialy be attributed to the minor exertion be had thus far expended had run
down from Strong's forehead into his eyes, blurring them. He wiped them on the deeve of hisshirt. He
till saw the dryad. He wiped hiseyes again. He still saw her. He waved to her, feding likeafool. She
did not move. He waved again. Still she did not move. He made certain his transmitter was tongued off,
then he shouted, "Get out of therel” If she heard him, she gave no sign.

A pattern, he thought. I'm seeing a pattern of light and leaves.

Perhaps. But the pattern refused to go away.

Listen, Strong told himself. Y ou've climbed hundreds of trees. Thousands. And there wasn't adryad
inany of them. Not asingle one. Y ou made this one up, and after you made her up you dreamed her.
Thereésno more dryad up there than there's champagne in your canteen!

He dragged his gaze down the trunk and positioned himsalf so he could cut the crest trunk from the
outsde. He had turned the beamsaw'sintengity to Low before leaving the airhauler; al he had to do now
was point the pinpoint muzzle and depress the actuator. Do it! hetold himself. Do it! He closed hiseyes
and brought his thumb down on the little knob, and when he opened them the XI gamma 16 particles of
the beam were egting into the bark and the bast and the xylem. He moved the invisible beam to the | eft
and then to theright. He tongued on histransmitter. "Tenson!" he said, and dmost ingtantly the dightly
danting trunk crepitated and grew straight. He repositioned himsalf and attacked its other sde. When it
teetered, he said, "Up!" and the crest lifted out of thetree.

Therewas adownfal of tree-flower petals. One of them dighted on his arm after he stood back up
in the crotch, and it looked like adrop of blood. He stared at it in horror, then wiped it away wildly. As
the crest continued to rise asun-filled orifice took its place. Bluesky brought the crest dmost to the
arhauler'sventral hull, then Peske moved the craft off toward the processing mill, riding easily on his
square mile of air. Strong stood in the middle of the orifice dl done staring at the dwindling crest. But he
saw no sign of the dryad.

Naturaly hedidn't. There had never been oneto see.

He found the sunlight reassuring, but he did not remainiinit for long. By thetime the airhauler got
back he was poditioned in the other crest, ready to affix the tongs. After affixing them he descended back
down to the crotch, but thistime he did not ook aoft before he made the cut. The airhauler bore the
second trunk section off, leaving an even larger aperturein the canopy. He got hisfirst glimpse of the
Haus Meiten then. It was one of the craft the Regpers used in ferrying themselves from machine shed to
machine shed during planting and harvesting, and for reconnaissance, and except for itslack of arotor it
brought to mind an ancient helicopter. As Strong stared at it, it zoomed down for acloser look at him,
and he could seeits three occupants through its trangparent cockpit walls. A woman and two men. They
had installed their cameras on the craft's hull and he wasin the range of at least two of them. The woman
was|ooking straight at him, asif the lenses of her eyes were camerastoo. She had long, black hair and
high, wide cheekbones. He twisted around in the crotch and looked in the opposite direction, and a
moment later the crescendoing whine of the Haus Meiten's motor took on a softer note asthe craft
zoomed back up into the sky.

Standing there in the crotch, swesting, he saw that another tree-flower petal had dighted on his shirt.
Again hethought, Blood, and wiped it away.

"Tom?’

It was Matty's voice. He tongued on histranamitter. "Y es, Matty?*

"Tom, | told them not to zoom you."

"Itsdl right.”



"Tomorrow afternoon two of them are going to descend into the tree.”

"l told you | don't want them up herel”

"Tomorrow afternoon | figure you'll have cut down far enough for them to be ableto rig up one of
their cameras on alimb. Barring bad wegther.”

"Tdl them to go home!"

"Tom, what could | do? Marijane's going to sign awaiver. Christ, Tom, | don't own thetree. All she
wantsisabrief interview."

Strong fell Slent.

Scene: A cabin on amountainsde. Dramatis personae: A black-haired girl dtting on the porch
steps smoking acigarette. A man standing in the afternoon shadow of the porch roof just behind her.

SHE: You knew what | was. | never pretended to be anything e'se. And you said it was dl right.
Why isntit dl right now?

HE: Y ou know why.

SHE: Because of Peake? Isthat what you're trying to tell me? Because of Peake?

HE: Because of him.

SHE: It was dl right for someone else to be screwing me, but not him. Isthat al it adds up to, Tom?

HE: That'sall. But it's enough. We grew up together, Peake and | did. Peake and | and his brothers.
| never had awoman he or one of hisbrothers didn't have first. With me, it was dways seconds. Or
thirdsor fourths.. . . | thought you were thefirst one.

HE: My God—what do you want me to do? Unscrew him?

HE: Would you if you could?

SHE: | don't know.

"Tom?'

"Yes Maty."

"A point | should have mentioned before—and didn't. Publicity like thisll beashot inthearm for
TreeCo. Me, I'm too old to care very much, but for you guysit could mean more money. What do you
sy, Tom?"

" Allright”

"Fine. What do you want for dinner tonight?"

"Whatever you people have."

"I'll get yours ahead of time and have Jake and Owen lower it to you.”

"Whatever," Strong said.

"Fnisand out."

In the Haus Meiten, Dastard, who was piloting, said, "Y ou see that son of abitch turn hisback on us,
Marijane? What'swith him?"

"I don't know," Marijanelied.

Pruitt, who was working the cameras, said, "He looked at you like he knows you."

"We had athing once."

"Oh"

She looked down through the transparent cockpit floor at the tree, checked the screen attuned to the
ventral camera. Strong wasin the exact center of it. She had good help. "Keep him there, Jerry,” shetold
Pruitt. "Midship."

"Right."

Dastard had to move the Haus Meiten upon the airhauler's return, but Pruitt still managed to keep
Strong centered. Then Strong disappeared into the foliage. "He's probably going to start on the limbs
now," shetold Pruitt. "Catch the tongs."

She kept staring down at where Strong had been. At the empty bifurcation. She remembered how
when be shaved he let his sideburns grow down to his cheekbones. She couldn't remember from the



close-up whether he il did or not. She would check the tapes to see. Then, inwardly, she shook her
head. No, she would not check them. How he wore his hair was his business—not hers.

Pruitt was standing close to her in the cockpit. They were lovers, she and he. Hewas alot like
Strong. Alwaysthere a her elbow when there was no need for him to be. Protecting her—no, not her:
himsel f—from the semen-filled savages that he eterndly imagined wanted to bear her awvay.

| seem to attract the Jerrys and the Toms, she thought.

And the Johnny Boys, too.

Johnny Boy Dastard was much like Peake, except that he was patient with regard to coital conquest
whereas Peake was not. Johnny Boy knew that if he waited long enough he would get to her, and she
knew it too. He had dready bumbled in on her and Jerry in freefdl on theway to Plains. "Bumbled" had
been hisword when he gpologized. The liar! Hed known what was going on before he opened her cabin
door.

Still staring down a where Strong had been, shefelt dightly sick to her somach. It wasn't air
sckness, and al sheld had for breakfast was coffee, and coffee never made her sick. What made her
sick were her thoughts. Her cold calculations as to who was going to get into her next.

She had been brought up a neo-Catholic. Neo-Catholics were the renegades or, rather, the
descendants of them, who had severed al conventional connections with the Church when at last a Pope
who endorsed birth control had been elected. Their ranks had multiplied over the years, and they were
mighty now, and even though the development of the transastralis drive and the colonizing of the umbilical
planets had buried the need for birth control as deeply asit had buried concern for the environment and
taken it off thelists of state and church responsihilities, the followers of the new Church till periodically
marched in the streets of Earth'smgjor Christian cities, samping their Right to Life saffs, curang
long-dead Pope L everne-Pierre and damning at the tops of their voices al Chrigtian citizens of the
Triumvirate who stilt persisted in the practice of the pill, the condom, and the 1.U.D.

Upon Marijane's menarche her mother had cornered her in the bathroom of the narrow three-storied
module house Marijane shared with her parents, her seven brothers and six ssters, and had stockaded
the sex education she had received in private school with the neo-Catholic facts of life. (1) A woman's
sex system had but one purpose: procreation. (2) Use of any aspect of that system for mere pleasure
congtituted self-excommunication. (3) Adultery, as defined by the neo-Catholic Church, referred not only
to the transgression but also to the use of devices and/or drugs, whether or not the users were married to
each other. And (4) Abortion could be atoned for only by submitting onesdlf to aclitoridectomy.

Marijane hadn't believed number four, but it had terrified her just the same. Shelived in the stockade
till she was eighteen, and when she went to college shewasavirgin, "You're pure,” her father had told
her. "As pure as the wind-driven snow." In fact he had thought she was so pure that he let her attend a
non-neo-Cathoalic college. But she hadn't been purein her mind, she had been frightened. Freed for the
first time from her parents, she proceeded to knock the stockade down, except the section that dedlt
with abortion, and she would have knocked that down too, if it had been necessary. When she went
home that summer her father gtill thought she was pure, and this bothered her to a point where she dmost
confessed her gpostasy to him. Perhaps eventually she would have, but he died during her second year in
college. Confessing it to her mother was out of the question. Her mother was pregnant with her fifteenth
child. Marijane didn't go home much after that. She had to work evenings and weekends and all summer
to cover her tuition, and she didn't want to go home anyway—she felt like awhore every time she
entered the house. And she didn't like any of her brothers or any of her ssters, because al of them redly
were pure. As soon as she graduated she got ajob with Transstar Networks. An errand girl at first, but
shelearned the rules fast and in no time knew which peopleto ingratiate hersalf with and which to walk
over and which to knife when they weren't |looking, and she got Into Trans-Agtralis News, and first thing
you knew she was off Earth on an assgnment. It was aminor assignment, and so were the ones that
followed; but gradudly they grew. Her name had been Mary Janus. She changed it to Marijane. And she
legped from star to star. From Ariadne to Formidable to Acrein the Sky to Moons Rest to Lapis Lazuli
to Dandelion to Plains. And with every leap she dragged the razed stockade behind her. Worse, her
father's booted foot had somehow become caught in the debris, and whenever she legped she dragged



him too.

"Look," Jerry Pruitt said suddenly, "there goesthefirgt limb!"

Strong had disdained cutting the upper limbs—they were much too small to bother with—and the
onethe airhauler now lifted from the tree was well worth atrip to the mill. He sat back againgt the trunk
and watched the tree-flower petasfall. Hewas glad he was far enough away so they couldn't fall on him.

The foliage above his head provided a horizonta green curtain, hiding the stage of his endeavors from
the occupants of the Haus Meiten. This pleased him. Presently he got up and walked two thirds of the
way out on the next limb. He had retied his saddle after |looping the rope over the mgjor bifurcation, so
he could not fdl far. But falling was amillion milesfrom his mind. When Bluesky relowered the tongs
Strong fed Peake directions via his transmitter, and when the tongs were correctly positioned he clamped
them in place. Back to the trunk for the cut. He made the overcut firdt, told Bluesky to give him tension,
then made the undercut. Leaning againg the trunk, he watched the second limb vanish from view.

Beow him he could hear the haha birds. The few that still remained in the tree. Therest were far out
over thefidds, foraging. The seeming laughter of thosein the tree seemed ridiculous now. So did
thoughts of the dryad. He was a machine now, Strong was. By noon he had removed atota of eight
limbs and was quite deep in the tree. Bluesky lowered his share of the lunch the crew had brought: two
ham sandwiches and a disposable Thermos of coffee. After eating Strong removed four more limbs, then
began removing the denuded trunk; first in thirty, then in twenty-foot sections. Around five o'clock, when
the airhauler returned for the final section, Bluesky lowered hisdinner.

Bluesky aso lowered a container of water. Strong washed on alofty limb beneath the Sky. The
airhauler moved off toward the sheds. The Haus Meiten had dready called it aday. Since the sack hed
secured the preceding morning was till agood twenty feet below him, he sat down on the limb with his
back propped against the trunk and opened the dinner carton Matty had sent. The moment he relaxed,
he met hisfatigue, and he was glad be could spend the night in the tree, in histree tent, by hisfire. The
medl featured fried chicken. There were biscuitsto go with it, cabbage sdlad, and abowl of peas. And
cranberries. Matty knew how heliked cranberries and had sent up an extra portion. They came from the
major continent of Plains opposite hemisphere. Itsfirst French settlers had named it Bijoux because of
the numerous blue lakes, that characterized its forested northlands. The indigeneswho lived there were as
human as those who had lived in New America, further strengthening the Apost-Held theory that eons
ago the inhabitable planets of the MWG had been seeded by outsiders.

The water container, the dinner carton and utensiis were dl disposable. He left them there and went
down in his saddle to the limb where he'd secured the sack. The limb was big and broad, ideal for
pitching the tree tent. He had it up in no time, the portable campfire positioned before it. He didn't actuate
thefire yet—he was still overheated from the day's exertions. The treewas al around him now, above,
below, and on either hand, and it was as if he had made no headway at all, as though he hadn't removed
so much asasingle branch.

"How was the chicken, Tom?"'

It was asif Matty were stting beside him on the limb. He tongued on histransmitter. "Fine," he said.

"I'm till looking forward to mine. I'm at the processing mill. The super caled me over. Tom, we
seem to be removing atree that has an abnormally large vascular system. The super wantsto know if
maybe you noticed."

"No," Strong said. "The beamsaw glazes every cut | make, and burns off the sap in the process.”

"Barrows—he's the super—made a cross-grain cut for me with their ice-saw on the last trunk section
the hauler brought in. Relatively speaking, the phloem tissue and the xylem, or sapwood, comprise twice
the amount of space they do in ordinary trees. Barrows thought | might have encountered treeslike this
before. | haven't. Have you?'

"No," Strong said. "But | don't think he's got much of a problem. Hell have to kiln the wood longer is
al”

"True. It'smore of amystery than aproblem. What neither of us can figure out isthe reason for so
huge avascular system. Granted, the treg's big, but the girth of itstrunk and limbs eiminates any need for



extracirculatory cells. And there's an added mystery. Some of the phloem tissue and some of the
sapwood are dead, or if not dead, dying. In the case of the sapwood this could be ascribed to its
becoming heartwood, except that the dead tissue doesn't border the heartwood the way it should.
Maybe you can figureit out, Tom."

"| can see why there might be alarger vascular system,” Strong said. "Thetreg'sSze. It'strue what
you said about the girth of the trunk and the limbs, but maybe with atree this big different rules gpply.”

"Maybe. But | don't think so. Anyway, Barrows wanted you to know, and | did too. Well, I'm going
back for dinner now. Get agood night'sdeep, Tom."

"Will do, Matty."

"Hnisand out.”

Night came early in the tree. The hahabirds, some of which had just returned from the plain, chirped
in the dark-green gloom, blissfully unaware that today's depredation was but a prelude of more to come.
After awhile Strong glimpsed agtar through an interstice in the foliage overhead and knew that true night
had come. He had been sitting there trying to sort out his thoughts, but he had gotten nowhere with them.
They were wadded-up letters in awastebasket. He wished he could burn them, but he could not. There
was no way to get them out of the basket, and the basket was himsdlf.

At length Penelope, the first moon, came up. He could not see her, but he could see her light eking
down into the tree and turning some of the leavesto slver. He saw that hisright arm had also turned to
dlver, and thisamazed him. But it did not remain slver long, for the night, grew cool and he withdrew into
his tent and actuated the VV-Epsilon-22 batteries of the campfire and set the intensity gauge on Low; then
he sat there in cherry-red solitude, gazing acrossthefire at the night. He discovered presently that he
could see dl the way to the end of the limb on which the tent stood, could seeit stretching away before
him for al theworld like aleaf-trellised walkway, could see al the way to the argent burst of foliage at its
end. Then he saw her. She waswaking toward him in the night. At first he saw her only in fragments—an
expanse of leg, aslvery shimmer of arm, an argent blur of face; but as her lofty stroll on the leaf-trellised
path brought her nearer, the fragments swam together into the thin, pale loveiness of her, and presently
she emerged from the final shadow and sat down acrossthe fire from him. Her hair had captured the light
of the moon theway by day it captured the light of the sun.

He said, again without hearing what he said, | saw you this morning way up among the leaves.
Almost at the top of the tree. It was you, wasn't it?

Yes, shesaid, it was me.

| waved to you, but you didn't wave back. | didn't want you to get hurt. What were you doing
way up there?

| was watching you.

Where did you go after | cut the crest? | didn't see you any more.

No. But you're seeing me now.

Yes, I'm seeing you now. Are you a dryad? he asked.

Inaway, shesad. Inaway, | am.

We always make jokes about dryads—myself and the other climbers. We always pretend we're
going to find onein a tree. But it's funny—it never once occurred to me, and | don't think it ever
occurred to Pealce or Bluesky either, that people like us are the most logical beings for a dryad to
hate.

| don't hate you, shesaid. | don't even hate the beings who hired you to do what you're doing.
All of you are part of an inevitability.

But you must hate me. | know how I'd fedl if | had a home and somebody came around and
started tearing it down. I'd hate whoever it was.

| don't hate you, shesaid again. You, or any of the others.

You should, hesaid. Do you livein thetree all alone?

Yes, I'mall alone.

I'mall alonetoo, hesaid.



Not now. You're not alone now.

No. Not now.

Penelope had climbed higher into the sky, and now asilvery shard of light lay upon the dryad's face,
and he saw that in the moonlight her eyes were dark blue and that the dark blueness went well with the
argent light and that she was as beautiful by night as she was by day. What did adryad do, he wondered,
when her tree died?

She dies too, she answered before he had achance to ask.

But why? There are other trees. Not like this one, and a long way away. After | fell thistreeI'll
take you to another, if you like.

It wouldn't work that way, shesaid.

Were there dryads in the trees that died?

Yes. If you must call them that.

And now all of them are dead?

Snce their trees are dead they must be dead too.

Last night | thought | dreamed you, hesaid. | was certain | dreamed you till | saw you this
morning in the top of the tree.

And then you rationalized me and thought you dreamed me again.

Yes, he said, | had to.

Tomorrow it will be the same way.

No, hesaid. | know now that you must be real.

What you know now has nothing to do with what you'll know tomorrow. Tomorrow you'll
think you dreamed me again. You'll think so because you won't be able to fit me into the little box
you think reality comesin.

Perhaps you'reright.

| know I'mright, she said. Tomorrow you'll ask yourself how there can possibly be such a
thing as a dryad who speaks Anglo-American in a soundless voice living in the tree you have to
fell.

Come to think of it, how can there be? he sad.

There, you see? Morning is far away and already you're beginning not to believe. Beginning to
think I'm nothing more than an image you projected in your sleep to ward off your loneliness and
the emptiness of the night, to keep the complexities of the past from welling up from your
unconscious mind and drowning you in unpleasant dreams.

She got to her feet, and once again her beauty smote him, made him yearn to reach acrossthe
cherry-red foil flames of the campfire and touch her flesh. But he could not move hisarms. | will leave
you now, little Earthman, she whispered. Leave you in your little toy bed in your little toy tent,
high, high in the tree. Seep, little Earthman—

Seep ...

From where he was standing next to Bluesky at the hotdl bar, Peake could ook into the backbar
mirror and see Marijane, who sat severa yards down the bar in the company of one of her cameramen.
And she, of course, could see him aso, and every severa minutestheir eyestouched in the smooth, clear
glass.

Sincethe mirror did not reflect her drink, and since abarrier comprised of Matthews and
Westermeyer and his wife existed between them in the real world, he had to guesswhat it was. But he
didn't haveto guess, redly, since he knew from Danddlion that she dways drank Magellanic Clouds and
there was no reason to suppose that she had switched to something else. He himsalf was drinking Scotch
and soda. One percent Scotch and ninety-nine percent soda. He enjoyed keeping hismind clear when
the people around him clouded theirs. It gave him both amorning-after and an immediate advantage. He
aways knew exactly what hed said and exactly what everyone else had said. But most of al, he enjoyed
people making fools of themsavesin his presence because they took it for granted he belonged to the
club.



Katerinawas tending bar. She looked sharp in the Little Miss Muffet outfit she was wearing. She had
the type of body that went well with a short, short dress. Both the bar and the backbar were man-made,
and somehow did not match the room, even though shelves above the backbar had been reserved for
some of the more interesting Quantextil artifacts. In addition to Katerinaand Westermeyer and hiswife
there were perhaps a dozen other Regpersin the room. Their presence had nothing to do either with the
presence of part of the tree crew and part of the 3V team: they were the type of people who would have
been in the bar anyway. Peake, who was wise in such matters, had dready classified them and he'd been
unsurprised to find them typical of bar drinkers everywhere. No matter how meticulously chosen any
large group of people might be, it would aways contain a certain number of drunks, near-drunks, and
"soddizers”

Katerinahad abar stool behind the bar and she had placed it so that when she sat down she sat
across the bar from Peake. She had away of crossing her legsthat Peake liked, and she sat there now
with them crossed that way, her left ankle resting on her right knee, and afold of buttock fat rimming the
stool's edge. But his mind wasn't on her legs, it was on the mirror, and in between reflected glances at
Marijane he kept thinking of Marijane and the way she had been on Danddlion before Strong, with his
schoolboy maunderings, had lured her on a supposedly permanent basisto his bed.

Katerinasaid, "Y ou must have overworked your buddy. He's sound asleep.”

Peake saw that Bluesky had crossed hisforearms on the bar and laid his head on them. "Hell, he's
not tired,” Peake said. "He'sjust used to deeping in bars.”

Heraised hiseyesto the mirror and looked at Marijane, and Marijane looked back at him. "What's
sointeresting in the mirror?' Katerinaasked. "Every time | look at you you're saring into it."

Peake wasn't in the least embarrassed. "A girl | used to know."

"The3Ver?'

"That'sthe one”

Katerinas blue eyes had turned into glass. "Y ou're living in the present, not the past. Y ou should be
looking at me."

"l amlooking a you."

"Only when you're not looking at her.”

"It'sone of thosethings," Peake said.

"What things?"

"Thingsyou think are over, but aren't.”

Down the bar, a Resper knocked his glass on the wood, Katerinadid off the stool and went to wait
on him. Peake watched her behind as she walked. He sighed. It had been good stuff. He picked up his
glass and walked down the bar to where Marijane was Sitting and stood next to her. A Magd lanic Cloud
sat on the bar before her. "Hello, Marijane," he said.

" Stop breathing down the back of my neck,” she said to her companion. To Peake: "How are you,
Jake?'

"Jugt line. You?'

"I’'m finetoo. | was wondering when you'd remember we used to know each other.”

Her voice had the same richness he remembered from Dandelion. The nature of her eyes had
somehow failed the test of the mirror. He saw now how sharp they were, how dark and daring. With his
own eyes he traced those high, wide cheekbones that hinted Amerind where no Amerind existed; found
her black, half tumultuous hair and fondled itsfall down her back. He said, "Y ou were the last person |
ever thought I'd see on Plains.”

"Y ou werent thinking clearly then. Did you think my network would overlook the felling of the
biggest tree since Y ggdrasill? They bought exclusiverights to the tape months ago.”

"To meit'sjust another tree," Peake said.

"What're you talking about?' Marijane's companion cut in. "It'sten times bigger than any tree that
ever grew—except those dead ones out on the plain.”

"Jake, thisis Jerry Pruitt,” Marijane said. "He's my head cameraman. Jerry, thisis Jake Peake. He's
one of thetree crew. We're old friends."



Pruitt nodded digtantly. Peske said, "Hi." The clown looksalittle like Tom, he thought.

Marijane said, "We're going to play the tree up asa sort of evil force and we're going to play Tom up
asasort of modem-day Paul Bunyan. . .. How isTom?"

"The same," Peake said. "Still keegpsto himsalf. Never says much. Y ou're going to have ahard time
passing him off as aPaul Bunyan."

"He'sup in the tree now, isn't he?’

"Hell, peoplelike Tom are dways up atree."

"Don't you like him?" Pruitt asked.

Peake shrugged. "About as much as helikesme."

"Itswarmin here" Marijane said. "Don' they have ar-conditioning?’

"Theway | undergand it,” Peake said, "they don't indal anything if it involves very much cutting. Isn't
that right, Doctor?" he said to Westermeyer, who was Sitting next to Pruitt.

Westermeyer nodded. "We're abunch of old women when it comesto our houses. We don't liketo
deface them in any way whatsoever. Fortunately, there's no need to. They generate heat in winter the
same mydgterious way they generatelight the year round. Air-conditioning wouldn't involve much cutting,
of course, but we've never bothered with it because as arule the warmer months are quite cooperative
with human comfort.”

"I il think it'stoo warm in here," Marijane said, looking at Pegke.

"Maybe abreath of fresh air,” Peske said.

She did off her bar stool and took hisarm. " Sounds like agood idea.”

Pruitt looked like a schoolboy whose teacher had dapped him. "Please don't go, Marijane,” he
whispered.

My God, Peake thought, heredlly is like Tom! He felt someone's gaze burning through the sde of his
head. He knew it was Katerina's, and didn't look. "Let'sgo," he said to Marijane, and they walked out of
the bar.

The square was off-limits, but Marijane ignored the big sign that said so and led Peake acrossthe
grasstoward thetree. Lights, most of them shielded, in the windows of the encompassing housesthrew a
wan radiance upon the grass, and so did the nearer Street lights, but the closer you got to the tree the
paer thelight got till at length it became difficult to see, and there, suddenly before you, wasthetree, a
black, dendritic cliff, rising sheerly upward to the even blacker sky of itslimbsand leaves. "It's awesome,
isn'tit," Marijane breathed.

"It'sjust atree," Peake sad.

"What's that black thing over there?'

"That'sthe birdbath."

"Oh. | remember now. . . | should think Tom would be frightened, up therein thelimbsall alone.”
"Being doneiswhat helikes."

"| found that out the hard way."

"He was gone on you. What went wrong?"

She did not answer. Instead she said, "Do you fed thetree?| can.”

"l canamdl it."

"That's part of it. The green smell. And the scent of itsflowers. But theré's a sort of presencetoo. If
AnthropoCo's right about the Quantextil'sworshipping it, | can amost see why they did.”

"They were abunch of dumb Druids," Peake said. "Maybe. But—"

"You didn't get me out hereto talk about worshipping trees.”

Shefaced him. Her back wasto the trunk and she could see the vague outline of him againgt the
villagelights. "Y ou aways go straight to the heart of everything, don't you?'

"That'swhet you like about me, isn't it?"

"Oneof thethings”

"People who beat around the bush beat around it because they're afraid to find out what'siniit. Like
Tom. If he/d looked into you instead of beating around you like a schoolboy around amaypole hed have
known when he saw me screwing you in that alley we were doing it there because you like to screw in



dleys, inditches, invacant lots."

"| played it sraight with him while we were together,” Marijane said. "It'snot my fault I'mwhat | am."

"It was when he found out that he couldn't take it, wasn't it? That he walked out on you?"

"No. It waswhen | let it dip that it was you he saw with mein the dley. It was you he couldn't take."

"Well, I'll be damned!" Peske said.

"Y ou and your brothers. He wasn't looking for asaint. He was smply looking for someone you and
they hadn't got to before him. And to make it worse, hefdl in love with me when he saw us and thought
you were my cameraman. At least that's what he told me, and that'swhen | let it dip it wasyou.”

"Oh, boy," Pegke said. "Well, it'slike what my old man used to say. Y ou live long enough and you
get to seethem dl.”

Hefdt her fingers on the buckle of hisbelt and realized she had sat down on the ground. He sat
down beside her. "It's not dirty here,” he said.

"Sure, it'sdirty,” shesad, her voice faintly thick now. "Didn't you ever hear of meiofauna, Jake? Of
goringtails, earwigs, sow-bugs and thrips? Well, the ones here are alien meiofauna, but they do the same
things around the bases of trees. They eat dead things and recycle them, and the tree eats what they
recycle. It'sfilthy here, Jake—filthy!"

The grass upon which they were sitting was damp. He rolled over on her, pressing her into the soft,
dark earth.

1V

Yggdrasil/astralis

Fruit: A conical nut, russet in color, 1" -1 1/2" long. Contains a single elongated seed
approximately 1/2" in length. The endosper m iswhite and rich in carbohydrates. Nutsfall to
theground latein autumn.

THE singing of hahabirds avakened Strong, and when he crawled out of histent he saw blue blurs
of them winging through arboreal archways and green corridors, through leaf-laced skylights and foliaged
windows pink with dawn's sweet breath. The faraway flights of the hunters and huntresses had already
begun.

There were breakfast patsin the sack, and vaccans of coffee. He chose a pac that contained
cheeseggs and ham and drank two vaccans of coffee with hismorning med. Afterward, hismind il
pleasantly blank, he lit and smoked a cigarette. It wasn't until he stood up on the limb preparatory to
striking the tent that his aaophobia returned and, with it, the dream.

Dream?

He stood there fighting both the acrophobia and the dryad. He had dreamed her twice now. Surely
she must be something more than an unconscious remembrance of a pattern of sunlight and leaves.
Moreover, he could remember the dreams amost too well for them to have been dreams. By now the
first dream should have virtualy faded from hismind, but it hadn't. He could remember it asvividly ashe
remembered the second.

But to accord redity to a dream for no other reason than that you could remember it subverted the
very redity you accorded. If the dryad was anything more than aremembered play of sunlight on leaves,
she was probably a camouflaged version of someone he knew, or had known. His mother? He shook his
head. His mother had died the same year she bore him. She had fallen down the stairs of the
second-story cold-water flat she and hisfather had lived in in Neo Frisco. She had been drunk, hisfather
had told him yearslater. He was inclined to believe this had been true. Living with hisfather would have
been enough to make her drink. His only conscious memory of her was from trigraphs and meant nothing
to him; and the few months he had spent in her arms could not have ingtilled too ineradicable an
unconscious recollection. There had been "mothers' after her, of course. Sleazy women he had hated and
who had hated him. The dryad could not be a verson of one of them.



Could she be Marijane?

He spat the thought. Whoever she might be, assuming she was not herself, she was not Marijane. Or
any of the other second, third, fourth and fifth shots he had serenaded with his Victorian violin.

Since he could not cope with her and since, even though he still could not explain her, he didn't
believe she was redl, he banished the dryad from his thoughts and struck and repacked the tree tent in the
sack. He had aready deactuated the fire; now he shoved the unit into the sack and resecured the sack to
the limb. His saddle rope bung down from above like a superpolypropylene liana, and he began the climb
to where held |eft off yesterday, fighting his acrophobia every inch of theway. It was better to fight it than
to ward it off with thoughts of tdarijane. Dawn had given way to day, and as he ascended, the daylight
grew brighter with each burst of foliage he surmounted, and the greenness of the treg'sinterior less
intense, till at last he broke the surface of the leaves. When he climbed onto the stub over which heldd
looped the rope, his acrophobialay below him, lost in thefoliage.

He ensconced himsdlf in the crotch formed by the juncture of the stub and trunk and scanned the blue
morning sky. No sign asyet of the airhauler. Or of the Haus Meiten either. He had |eft the Plainswatch
Matthews had bought him in hisroom, sincein atree he did not need to know the time; nevertheless, he
knew that the airhauler waslate. The big branches of the tree angling upward al around him hid both the
risng sun and the sea of wheat. The branches made the treg, at this stage of itsremoval, seem like an
open flower, and he wasin the flower's center, perched on agrotesque "pidtil." But the airhauler, when at
last it showed in the sky, was a honeybee come not to pollinate but to destroy.

By the time Peake had hated the airhauler and launched the sky hook Strong was way out on the
firgt limb, the morning wind rippling histhinning hair and swaying the saddle rope, which curved back up
to the crotch. Soon he would have to begin using tree pegs. They were employing the medium-sized
tongs now. He affixed them when Bluesky sent them down, arranging them so that their long teeth would
bite deeply into the limb; then he walked back to the crotch, feeding the rope back through the tautline
hitch. He turned the beam-saw indicator from Low to Med, then made the over-cut. Thelimb cresked as
Bluesky took up the dack, and the tongs clanked as the teeth bit into the wood. Before making the
undercut, Strong, before he thought, looked out dong the limb for asfar asthe foliage would let him see.
But it wasal right, for he saw no sign of the dryad. Of course he didn't. It was difficult for the sun to fool
him now that he was working on the surface of rather than in the tree.

He should have felt better, and he did in away, but in part of hismind distress reigned; and when the
limb broke free and the tree-flower petas drifted down below him like drops of blood, the distress
darkened to despair. He saw that his hands were trembling and redlized that the swesat running down
from hisforehead into his eyeswas cold.

What's the matter with me? he thought. It's not her tree. Thereisn't any her.

When the airhauler returned, he was waiting for it on the next limb and affixed the tongs. They were
getting down deep now, and the tree shuddered dightly when the limb let go. More tree-flower petds.
More"blood." But it wasn't so bad thistime, and Strong knew he could make the day.

All thiswhile he had been half watching the sky for the Haus Meiten. He judged the time to be about
eight am., but the craft had yet to show. It was about time he heard from Matty, and as the thought
crossed hismind, her voice materidized in hisleft ear: " Good morning, everyone.”

Strong heard Pegkes "Morning” and Bluesky's " Great day." Then he said "Good morning™ himself.
"Tomorrow," Matthews said, "'l want you, Owen, or you, Jake, to wake me up before you go for the
heuler.”

"I'll catchyou," Bluesky sad.

"Whererethe 3Vers?' Strong asked.

"I don't know. | thought they were gone."

"No sign of them up here," Bluesky said.

"Lookslike I'm not the only one who overdegps. Wdll, they'll be around eventualy. Tom, you be
ready for them this afternoon. Or did you forget?"

"No. | didn't forget.”

"| told them they could have half an hour.”



"All right.”
"Herethey come now. For breskfast. Jake, when they get up there, you watch them—okay? Make

surethey give you plenty of room."
“I'll watch."
"Hnisand out.”

Y esterday, for the convenience of his guests but more for the convenience of Katerinaand the chef,
Westermeyer had ingtalled an automatic coffee machine and an automatic small-meal dispenser next to
the kitchen door. Marijane settled for coffee. So did Pruitt. Dastard bought a cheesegg and bacon pac to
go with his. They chose atablein acorner, out of Matthews's earshot. Dastard sat at Marijane's | eft,
Pruitt on her right. Pruitt wasn't speaking to her. He looked like the dog she used to torture when she
wasakid.

Shelit acigarette to go with her coffee. Usudly Pruitt dept with her. Last night he hadn't, and
perhaps that was why she had overdept. She was still shaken from the dream she had awoke from, even
though it was an old one—arecurrent dream, her analyst had said—that she had had before. But for al
the times she had dreamed it, it had never dug its ghastly fingers as deeply into her mind asthistime.

Drinking her coffee, smoking her cigarette, Marijane thought it through. She didn't want to think it
through, she didn't want to think of it a al; but the ghastly picture in her mind wouldn't go away.

The dream hadn't changed, except for its greater vividness, since sheld told it to her analyst.

"I am walking across ameadow. It isalarge meadow—so large | cannot see what type of terrain
surrounds it—and there are lovely multicolored flowers dl around me. | am barefoot and whenever | step
down | crush some of the flowers underneath my feet. Above methe sky isthe blue of June skiesin the
temperate zones of Earth.

"| keep trying to avoid the flowers with my footsteps, but it isimpossible. They are waysthere
beneath my feet and | keep killing them. Thereisawind blowing. It must be anorthwind, for itiscodl. |
can fed it againg my face, my arms, my legs, my stomach, my breadts. It isat this point in the dream that
| realize | am naked.

"While | have been thinking about the flowers, the meadow has subtly turned into a hill, asteep hill
that grows steeper with every step | take. Presently it becomes so steep that it isvertical, yet | continue
walking up it asthough it wereflat land. Thisterrifiesme, and | try to stop and return the way | came. But
| cannot. The flowers are gone now, and the ground 'beneath’ my feet is gray-colored, somehow swollen,
and | sink softly into it with each and every step | take. | keep wondering if the meadow | crossed isill
beneath me, the meadow with itslovely flowers, but somehow, even though | am unable to turn my head
to look, I know that it isgone.

"l climb and | climb. Seemingly the hill has no summit, and yet it must have. Itisan exceedingly
narrow hill, more of apillar than ahill. But thetruly terrible aspect of what | am doing is not the height |
have gained but that | am walking on avertica surface as easly asthough it were horizontd, defying a
natura law to which both my body and my mind were subservient. With ever-increasing desperation |
want to turn and go back down, but | cannot. Thehill, if it isahill, mesmerizes me, makesit imperative
that | reach its summit, yet al thewhile keep trying to reach it, | do not want to.

"Suddenly the hill beginsto pulse beneath’ my feet. To throb. My impossible footing becomes
precarious. High, high above methereisagreat rumbling, and | redizein horror that what | have been
climbing isnot ahill but some kind of volcano, that it isnow erupting and that any second hot lavawill be
pouring out of itsinterior. At this point my impossible footing becomestruly impossible, and | am forced
to cling to the perpendicular dope by digging my fingersinto its strangely soft surface. Then, aboveme, |
seethelava only itisnot lava, it iswhite, like cream dmost, and it is descending the dopein great white
waves. | know that when it reaches me it will overwhelm me and wash my dead body down the dope,
and | begin to scream. Itisat thispoint in the dream that | awake."

Her analyst, working with his psyche-sensors, had forced from her unconscious mind in her own
words what the meadow flowers and the hill were. Then, after reexamining her dosser, he had
interpreted the dream. ™Y ou do not want to crush the meadow flowers," he had said, "because they are



the children you have never borne, but you cannot stop crushing them because in one sense you have
aready done 0. Y ou fear the monstrous penisyou are climbing because it Sgnifiesthelifestyle for which
you abandoned your church. Y ou want to stop climbing it, but you cannot, because the pleasure it also
sgnifies outweighs the fear. Then eruption occurs, and you think you fear for your life. Actudly, you fear
one of two things, or both: one, that the pregnancy you have so irreligioudy avoided will occur, and/or
two, the end of your present lifestyle. | think we can go one step farther, Ms. Janus, and say that this
latter aspect of the dream embodies awish-fulfillment eement: Y ou are dissatisfied with your lifestyle and
want to end it, even if pregnancy isthe only way to do so. Whichever, now that you understand the
dream, you should dream it no longer.”

Liar! Marijane thought, lighting her second cigarette. And yet he hadn't been dtogether aliar. Last
night was thefirst time sheld dreamed the dream since hisinterpretation.

"Jarry, dear," she said, "get me another coffee.”

Without looking at her and without saying aword, Pruitt got up, walked over to the coffee machine,
brought back a cup of coffee and sat back down again. "Thank you, Jerry dear.”

Maybe, she thought, my unconscious mind isas crudl and corrupt as my conscious. Maybe,
unconscioudy, | want to suffer. Maybe that'swhy | dreamed the dream again.

Or maybe seeing Tom again caused it to reoccur. Maybe back on Dandelion when he asked meto
marry him, that waswhy | dmost said yes. I'd stopped dreaming the dream but till it terrified me. Maybe
| thought that if | married him and had children like he wanted, the dream would definitely never reoccur.

Scene: A granite shelf by awaterfall on a Dandelion mountainsde. Dramatis personae: A man and
awoman, both naked, lying sde by side on ashdlf near the tumbling water.

HE: Y ou know what | want, Marijane. | want you to marry me.

SHE: Don't be absurd, Tom.

HE: | want kids. By you.

SHE: You'retaking like the hero in an ancient movie.

HE: | don't care. The offer still stands. Will you marry me?

SHE: |—I don't know. I'll think about it.

The moment had said, Say yes, and she dmost had. But she hadn't. But she had thought about it.
Day and tight till—till— She blanked the end of theidyll from her mind.

"Well," Johnny Boy Dastard said, drinking the last of his coffee, "I suppose alate start is better than
none."

"Yes" Marijane sad, finishing her second cup, "and it's getting later by the second.” Shelooked at
Pruitt. "Right, Jerry?

Pruitt didn't say anything. He smply stood up and started for the door. Hell come around, Marijane
thought. "Come on, Johnny Boy," shesaid.

Matthews watched them walk out. Marijane was wearing awhite hater, roya-blue clingpants, and
white sandas. The whiteness of the halter made her long hair look blacker. Blacker than black. Bitch!
Matthews thought. But it was the twenty-five-year-old girl imprisoned in her body talking, not hersdlf.
The twenty-five-year-old girl didn't give adamn about poor Pruitt and far less about poor Strong. The
twenty-five-year-old girl thought only of hersalf, and she was mad because Peake had gone for Marijane
last night instead of her. My God! Matthews thought. What are women like me made of ? And then she
thought of the wry answer she had thought up long ago when she was twenty-five: Sugar and Spice and
Everything Vice

But the surface Matthews also disapproved of Marijane's behavior last night. The sick look that had
come onto Pruitt's face when Marijane and Peake | ft the bar till dung to her mind. And the surface
Matthews, who didiked Peake, wondered what it was that the man had that men like Strong didn't have,
what the strange and mysterious quality wasthat lured women to hisside.

A shit-kicker, that'sdl heis, shethought. A born bum. A cynica expression of manhood some
sardonic god placed among mankind to diminish naive boobslike Strong and Pruitt.



And to dig the cavernsin old women like me deeper.

By noon Strong had removed six more limbsin two sections each and had brought the trunk down to
base. After getting alightweight hammer and a pouch of tree pegs out of the sack, he had sent it back up
to the air-hauler rather than waste valuable time lowering it deegper and deeper into the tree. The tree was
haf itsorigina height now, and this afternoon the real work would begin.

When Bluesky lowered hislunch, Strong ate the two Plains-beef sandwichesit comprised and drank
the throwaway Thermos of fresh coffee that accompanied it, seated in the tree's highest stub benesth a
big spray of foliage. The Haus Meiten had been in the sky since about nine o'clock. It was gone now. He
dreaded its return, for when it returned, Marijane would probably descend into the tree.

He had removed another limb when Matthews's voice apprised him Marijane was coming. "Two of
them,” she said. "Her and one of her cameramen. For God's sake, Tom, make sure they don't fall.”

Strong looked at the sunlit limb to which he had just descended. It was a wide promenade surfaced
with bark, awakway whose height was hidden by the foliage benegth it, awalkway that sesemingly led to
theforest of itsown foliage. "They wont fal," he told Matthews. "Unlessthey're drunk."

He sat down with his back against the trunk to await hisvisitors. Even at this height, the trunk was
huge and its bark was beginning to take on the characteristics of the bark farther down—jprominences
interspersed with depressions. The prominences were dight now, the depressions shalow; but the
prominences would become more and more pronounced as he worked his way down, and the
depressions, or troughs, deeper.

Presently he saw the Haus Meiten. Peake had aready moved the airhauler well to the west so that
the 3Vers craft would have clear sailing above the tree. To Sirong, the Haus Meiten looked like a
stub-winged moth with atrangparent belly. It seemed to climb higher into the sky asit approached, and it
did not begin to descend till it was directly above thetree. Strong did not move. Hewasin plain view,
and the pilot should be able to see him. Apparently the pilot did, for the little craft descended straight
toward the limb on which Strong sat. About twenty feet above the limb it hated, its belly opened, and a
man and awoman came down to the limb in a descent basket and stepped out, the man with atripodic
cameraover his shoulder. The basket was withdrawn and the Haus Meiten climbed high in the sky, and
Strong had hisfirst good look at Marijane since he had waked away from the rented cabin on the
Dandelion mountaingde.

The sight of her distressed him, but by now he was anative of distress.

If she knew acrophobia she hid the acquaintance well. Asthe panting of the Haus Meiten's stabilizing
motor died away shewaked lightly dong the limb to where Strong was sitting. Behind her, her
companion set up the tripodic camera. "Hello, Tom," shesaid.

She had donned a different outfit for theinterview. A red-plaid shirt, dark-blue breeches, and
knee-high sado-boots. Except for the higher boots it was similar to Strong's attire, but hiswas old
whereas hers was brand new. It could be said that hers went well with her body while hiswent well with
his beard.

He got to hisfeet. "How areyou?' he said flatly, looking at her hair.

"I'mfine" shelied. Yes, the Sdeburnswere il there. "Thiswon't take long. Can you bring your rope
down and cail it round your shoulder?

"All right," Strong said, and stepped out of the saddle and pulled down the rope and began coiling it.
He was glad she had asked him to because it gave him something to do, lent him afew minutesin which
to get back his breath, because she had knocked it out the way she dways had. She'sapig, hetold
himsalf. She's Peskeé's pig. But it didn't do any good.

"Jerry's going to 3V ustogether,” Marijane went on, "and I’ m going to ask you afew questions. |
want to put you across as a sort of lone lumberjack who's conquering the tree. Y ou're the hero, the tree's
thevillain. It isavillan, it it?"

Strong looped the coiled rope over hisleft shoulder. "The Regpersthink so."

"I don't blame them. Westermeyer showed me some of the houses there rotting. Anyway, the trunk
won't do for background—the viewers may think | conducted the interview on the ground. What we



should doisget asfar out on the limb aswe can. So if you'l lead the way—"

Strong left the trunk and started out on the limb. She followed. When they reached the part where
her companion was adjusting his camera she introduced the two men. "I brought Jerry because he says
height doesn't bother him," she said. Looking into Pruitt's eyes, Strong saw naked terror. Strong resumed
walking and the limb grew gradudly narrower. Behind him, Marijane said, "'l wasthinking of Dandelion
thismorning."

“It' sapretty planet,” Strong said.

"Yes itis. —I think thiswill befar enough.”

They turned and faced the camera. There were green leaves and crimson tree flowers above and
below and behind and on ether side of them. A hahabird winged over their heads. The chinooklike wind
came over the plain and caused the leavesto twinkle, mixing the darker greens of their upper surfaces
with the lighter greens of their undersides. It was such alovely scene to have to go to such sad waste.

"Do you have us, Jerry?' Marijane caled to Pruitt.

"All st

"Take, then."

Marijane faced her millions of viewers-to-be. "Thisis Marijane of Transstar News of the
TransAdrais Network," shesaid. "I'm standing here on alimb high in the greet big tree on Plains dl of
you have been watching being cut down, and standing beside me is the heroic man who has been doing
the cutting, Mr. Thomas Strong. He has consented to thisinterview so that all of you can get to know the
kind of man it takes to implement such hazardous work." She faced Strong. "Isthisthe type of work you
awaysdo, Mr. Strong?'

Strong, agonizingly aware of the millions of viewers-to-be, managed asmple"Yes"" Added to his
agony was the agony the woman standing beside him indtilled.

"How did you happen to be the tree man selected, Mr. Strong?!

"There are three of us, and when theres a big felling we draw blades of grass,” Strong said, fegling
likeafoal. "The one who draws the longest blade getsto do the actua removal. Inthiscase, | drew it."

"How fascinating.” She did not mean to sound cynical, but her voice, perhaps from force of habit, lent
the words a sarcastic edge. "Were you pleased to become the one to fell this arboreal monstrosity?*

Strong, cognizant of theidyllic green and crimson scene in which they were being 3Ved, answered, "l
don't believe | thought of thetreein wordslike that. | was afraid of it, but | didn't hateit. To me, itwasa
job that had to be done. It's the Reaperswho hate it.”

"And with good cause too.” Marijane faced her audience-to-be. "Y ou will see scenes presently of
what thistree that our daring Beowulf regards so objectively has done to the lovely houses the Regpers
moved into when they came and which they have cometo cdl their own." Back to Strong: "Before you
decided to go into tree work, Mr. Strong, what kind of work did you do?"

"l wasin schoal."

"High schodl ?*

"And college”

This surprised her. On Dandedlion she had asked him nothing about his past, nor had he asked
anything of hers. Hed aready known—or had surmised—the kind of woman she was, and hadn't
wanted to think about it. Asfor her, she knew only that he had grown up somewhere on Earth in the
same place Peake had. "l see" shesaid. "'Y ou studied slviculture then, or some similar subject.”

"No. Y ou don't need to know anything about trees to cut them down. All you need isasaw. |
Sudied Itdian literature.”

Marijane was infuriated with hersalf. She should have sounded out Tom before. Then shewould have
known which questions to ask and which to eschew. But sheld thought she knew him. And she did too.
Knew him insofar as his actions were concerned as well as she knew the Douay Bible her father had
given her on her twelfth birthday. Tom had been agentle bull she led around by the nose—until she
inadvertently let the information about Peake dip from her tongue. Then the bull had balked. But she'd
never known anything of its past. In God's name, why would anyone who had mgjored in Itdian literature
decide to become an gpe? And how could she possibly relate Paul Bunyan to Dante, Petrarch, Manzoni,



and Moravia?

Shewould haveto play it by ear. "It bafflesme, Mr. Strong,” she said, "and I'm certain it baffles our
viewerstoo, why astudent of Itaian literature should suddenly decide to become a tree man—to
subdtitute brachiation for teaching.”

"| decided | didn't want to teach," Strong said. He could see the millions of viewers-to-be now, and
they terrified him.

"l see. (Thoreau—that wasit! Shewould relate him to Thoreau. No Paul Bunyan, this treeman, but
adglent walker of the woods.) "Like Thoreau, you decided that the essence of nature was morein
keeping with your thoughts than the brashness of a college campus. Y ou do have asort of quiet,
unassuming heroism about you, Mr. Strong."”

Catcdls came from Strong'sinvisible audience. Boos. Its 'members knew his nakedness.
Desperately, he said, " Studying something doesn't mean you haveto teach it. | won an athletic
scholarship in high school, but | didn't want to take up physicd education, so | made arrangementsto
study asubject that had aways interested me."

Marijane pounced on the scholarship. "A scholarship in what field of sport?* she demanded.

"Wredling."

She remembered the rippling flow of his muscles, the trimness of hiswaist. Why hadn't she thought to
ask? No matter. She now had two relationshipsto the tree. "A Thoreau who wrestles with the
wilderness” shesaid.

More catcalls. More boos.

"What you are doing here on Plains," Marijane said in her best broadcast Anglo-American, "isa
tribute to Man. Man has aways fought the eterna forces of nature, first on Earth and then on the
umbilical planets. Stood face to face with its droughts, its torms, itsfloods. Most of al he has fought off
the vicious plantsthat have ever striven to destroy that which he has planted 'and that which he has built.”
She faced the camera. "Thisis Marijane of Trans-Adradis News standing on abig limb highinthe last
Y ggdrasll of Pans”

Except for an occasond cdl of ahahabird and the small sounds Pruitt made collgpsing his camera, it
grew slent inthetree. "Wedl," Marijane said a ladt, "it was agood interview after dl.”

Freed from the millions of eyes-to-be that had been upon him, Strong said, "'I'm glad it worked out."

"Yes," shesad, looking at him. Then she looked up into the sky at the Haus Meiten and waved her
arm. Immediately the Haus Meiten began to descend. "Well, it was along time between times," she said
to Strong. He nodded but said nothing.

The Haus Meiten halted about twenty feet above them and the basket came down. Pruitt stepped
into it, carrying the tripodic camera. "Wdll, thanks, Tom," Marijane said.

"Y ourewelcome.”

Hewatched her walk along the limb and step into the basket. She waved. He waved back. The
basket lifted into the Haus Meiten and the craft lifted into the sky. He watched it move off in the direction
of the sheds, watched till it disappeared; then he walked back to the trunk of thetree. Still deliberately
not thinking, he coiled the end of the rope for aswing and tossed it up and over the stub held pulled it
down from. The airhauler, he saw, had returned to its previous position. He got back into his saddle and
walked back out on the limb. The length of the saddle rope precluded hiswalking asfar out on it ashe
wanted to, and the first cut he made was doppy. But it got rid of where Marijane had been.

At five o'clock Bluesky sent the sack back down and lowered Strong's dinner, and water for him to
wash, and then the airhauler headed for the sheds. Since the interview Strong had removed four more
limbs and again brought the trunk down to base. After removing the limb Marijane had been on he had
had to start pegging his saddle rope. It took three cuts now to remove alimb, and the size of the trunk
precluded its being cut in sections longer than twenty feet. The middle-sized tongs had barely been able
to gragp the fina section he'd sent up. Tomorrow they would begin using the big tongs.

Strong washed before he ate, but he didn't bother to shave. He would have a good beard started by
the time he finished the tree. Perhaps he would let it go on growing. Although Matthews had said nothing,
he suspected that she had again supervised the preparation of hisdinner. It was roast beef thistime, and



mashed potatoes and gravy, with peas and atossed salad as vegetables. Cold teain athrowaway
vacpac proved to be the beverage, and there was alarge dice of peach pie for dessert. Mogt, possibly
al, of the food came from Plains, and it was delicious. Unfortunately he had no appetite, and ate only a
little of thisand alittle of that and threw the rest away.

As he sat there on the sack afterward, smoking, Matthews's voice sounded in hisleft ear. "Dinner
okay, Tom?"

"Surething.”

"Marijanetold metheinterview came off fine."

"It seemed to work pretty well."

"Y ou okay up there, Tom? Do you have everything you need?"

"Sure. Everything."

"Y ou sound so downcast.”

"Being downcast is my true nature. There's nothing to worry about, Matty."

"Fine. | shall stop then. This second. Get agood night's deep, Tom. Finisand out.”

He sat thereon thelimb in the lagt of the day's light, smoking cigarettes, stubbing them and throwing
them away. He could not see the sunset. The tree's massive branches and itstrillions of leaves hid it from
view. When the last blue blush of the day faded from the sky he got the tree tent out of the sack and set
the tent up and placed the little campfire beforeit. But he did not go inside; instead he sat back down on
the sack. The tree by now was dive with hahabirds; the hunters and the huntresses had returned, and
some of them were seeking out new branches on which to roogt. "Why don't you gang up on me and
chase mefrom the tree?' Strong asked them. But they went right on hahaing, as though be wasn't there.
Perhapsto them he wasn't, and even if he was they probably didn't associate his presence with the
dwindling of their home.

Gradually the discordant haha chorus toned down to a background of pianissmo chirpsthat, inturn,
toned down to nothing, and now all was silent in the tree. In the sky, thefirst star came out, and not long
afterward Pendlope, the first moon, climbed above the far-flung branches of the tree; and still Strong had
not moved. Pendlope climbed swiftly toward zenith. She was smaller than Earth's sole moon, but far
brighter, owing to her terrain. She wasice fiddsfrom poleto pole. At length her little Sster, Danielle,
joined her in the visible sky, and Danidlle too wasice fields from pole to pole, and now there were two
moonsin the sky, and all was silver below, silver and sllent and serene.

Beside Strong, Marijane sat. But he would not look at her. He supposed that in one way or another
she would dways St beside him. Well, let her, he thought. | won't ook at her. I'll never look at her no
matter how long she sitstherein her obscene nakedness.

Thelimb on which he sat was an argent pathway bordered by silver leaves. In the bright light of the
two moons he could see way out upon it, and the longer be looked, the morelike area pathway it
became—a pathway that, were heto follow it, would lead him to theland held longed for dl hislife
without ever knowing itstrue nature, or why he preferred it to the land—the reality—where he had
awayslived. . . . Sitting there, Staring at the faraway leaves at the limb's end, he saw presently that they
combined with the double moonlight to form aflower—a pae flower larger and loveier than any of the
others he had found in the tree—and he got up and began walking toward it dong the limb.

Hewalked and walked, and the limb narrowed beneath his feet. Not once did he take his eyesfrom
the flower, and hisfeet found their own way dong the limb. It began to sway beneath him, but he barely
noticed. When he cameto the end of it he saw her sitting on adender bough and saw that the flower was
her face.

She made room for him on the bough. 1t bent beneath them. As before, her beauty shocked him. I'm
glad you're here, be said. It was lonely sitting back there all alone.

You had someone sitting beside you, she said.

Inaway | did, but how could you possibly have known that?

She did not answer the question. Instead she said, You didn't want her to sit there, but she sat
there anyway. But even though she would not go away, you were still alone.

Yes, hesaid, | was still alone.



And now you're no longer alone.

No. Now I'mwith you.

It's dreadful being alone, she said. I've been alone for years.

How old are you? he asked.

| don't know. Not in your years.

Areyou asold asthe tree?

Yes.

Areyou as old asthe village?

Oh, I amolder than the village. | built the village.

| don't believe you. You couldn't have built it. Besides, you're too young to be that old.

There's no need for you to believe me.

Why did the people who lived in the village kill themselves?

Because their tree was dying.

But it wasn't dying.

Yes. It was dying. They knew when the trees of the other villages died that theirs was dying
too, and for the same reason. So they didn't wait. They didn't want to see it die. So when the
people who lived in the other villages migrated to the Death Caves and killed themselves, the
people who lived in this village did too.

You're implying they wor shipped the tree.

They didn't but their ancestors did, and too late they realized why.

But it wasn't dying. It didn't begin to dietill | climbed down into it and began to kill it.

No. It has been dying for years.

| don't understand, hesaid.

You will, shesaid. Soon everything will be clear.

Maybe | can saveit. It's not too late.

It was too late long before you climbed into it.

| don't believe you. If | wereto leave it theway it is, it would live for a thousand years.

No. Do you think that if the tree wasn't dying | wouldn't have beseeched you not to kill it?
That | wouldn't have done everything | could to stop you? But | knew that you would only be
precipitating its death—that in away you would be performing an act of mercy. But | was bitter.
That's why, when | first spoke to you when you were standing in the square, | said, When| die, you
do too. | thought | hated you and | wanted to frighten you. But | didn't hate you. | couldn't. It
wouldn't be you who would be precipitating the tree's death, it would be the inevitability of which
you are a defensel ess part—the same inevitability that had already caused the tree's descent to
death.

The only inevitability I'm a part of, hesaid, is the inevitability of civilization. It has been
decided that the tree must go. Therefore, it will go. If | refused to cut off another limb, Matthews
would send up Peake. And if | killed Peake I'd have to kill Bluesky, because she would have to
send him up next. And afterward |'d have to go on killing whoever she or someone el se sent up,
and eventually someone would kill me and fell the tree anyway. Is that what you mean by
"inevitability"?

It's part of what | mean.

All right. If it must be done, then, it will be done by my own hand.

So beit, shesad.

And if you die when your tree dies, I'll die too. Just as you said.

No.

Yes, he said. If you die, | don't want to live. I'min love with you.

Therewasashort, Slver slence. Then: You can't possibly be in love with me, shesaid.

Why can't | be?

Because—because—

Because in the clear, cold fastnesses of my mind where sanity abides | don't think you're real?



You don't, do you? shesad.

| love you whether you'rereal or not. But | think you're real—even though you don't fit into
thelittle box my reality comesin.

It'strue. I'mreal. Asreal asyou are, though in a different way.

| know it'strue.

You know it now, but will you know it tomorrow?

Yes, he said, and reached out and touched her face.

She jerked her head away, but not before he knew the soft coolness of her cheek. The coolness was

like the coolness of the double moonlight that reigned around them. Then she grew tenuousin his gaze.

You shouldn't have done that, she said. You're trying to make me into something that I'm
not—something | don't think | can be. Now we shall have to spend the night alone.

Hefdt the bough bend beneath him. He made no effort to reach the limb. He wanted to fall. Down,
down through the limbs and leaves to the ground. Are you going to let your tree kill me? he asked.

Asthough in answer, the bough broke, and he began to fall. Thiswaswhat | wanted all ong, he
thought.

Then hefelt her hand seize hiswrist and fdt himsdlf being lifted to the limb. He heard her voice. No,
never, she said. He realized then that he had closed his eyes. When he opened them, she was gone.

He walked back the way he had come. Momentarily he expected his acrophobiato descend upon
him like a dedgehammer and send him crawling the rest of the way to histent. But it did not, and
suddenly he knew that it wouldn't, couldn't, because it belonged to his other self—the self he had
deserted or that had deserted him when it fdll sllently and invisibly through the understory to the ground.

Matthews sat in the bar beside Bluesky. Peake had retired early. The bar was crowded tonight. The
Reapers were celebrating the demise of the treein advance. Laughter, giggles, shouts, loud music: If you
went to one busy bar you had gone to them al. Westermeyer was there with hiswife. They stood on
Matthewss eft. Bluesky stood on her right. The Westermeyers were drinking Magd lanic Clouds,
Bluesky was drinking straight whiskey. In addition to the Reapers, Marijane and her two cameramen
were also present. Marijane kept looking at the door, probably hoping Peake would comein. Let her
look, the bitch! Matthews thought And then she thought, Sugar and Spice and Everything Vice. She
sipped the Old Earth she had ordered.

Westermeyer's wife was telling Matthews about the new rotted-out area she had found in her house.
It wasn't as bad asthe first one but it was bad enough. It was in the living room, under one of the
windows. "We arranged the curtains so it wouldn't show," she said. On Matthewss other side Bluesky
was talking to Katerina, who was tending bar, about "the little people." Matthews found Bluesky's
conversation more interesting than Westermeyer's wife's. She had been listening to women like
Westermeyer'swife dl her life. "Lordy," Westermeyer'swife said, "well be glad to get that dirty tree out
of herel"

On Matthewssright, Bluesky said, "When the little people came, the big people would turn out al
thelightsand St around and stomp their feet"

"The big people being your ancestors," Katerina said.

"Right. They'd st therein the dark room and stomp their feet so loud they couldn't hear thelittle
people any more than they could see them. That way, nobody could say thelittle people didn't come. |
tell you; | had clever ancestors.”

"That's no way to talk about one of the noblest culturesin American history."

"They were abunch of old women," Bluesky said. "They thought rocks and mountains and trees
were supernatural beings.”

"Animiam”

"Right. Animism.”

Katerinahad to go down the bar and wait on one of the other customers. She was wearing ashort
orange dressthat |eft al of her back except her buttocks bare. When she came back she said,
"Animism’'s common among primitive cultures. Take the Quantextil, for example.”



"Because they worshipped the tree? Y es, | guessit adds up to that. They were abunch of old
women too."

Katerinaagain had to leave to wait on someone. On Matthews's left, Westermeyer said across his
wifesbig breasts, "We ought to throw this boy of yours up in the tree a party when he gets done.”

"Tomwouldn' likethat," Matthews said. "He's not the party type."

"Sure held likeit. He may pretend not to like being a hero, but underneath he's like everybody else.
And the Resperswill love theidea. Y ou don't realize how we fed about that tree, Ms. Matthews. It'slike
aplague that attacks housesinstead of people, and when you have houses like oursit's dmost asthough
the plague attacked you."

"Widl, if you want to, go ahead. But | till don't think helll likeit."

"Good. I'll get the ball rolling tomorrow. Well hold it herein the hotd. 1t'll have the added
beneficence of giving us something to do. Y ou've probably noticed that for usthisisadack time of year.
When the whest's ready we'll work like tornadoes. And welll work like tornadoes seeding the second
crop. But right now, except for reconnai ssance, there's next to nothing to do.”

“If you planted winter wheat you could get three cropsayear.”

"Squeezing out two crops during spring, summer, and fal doesn't leave enough time. In winter, we
plant Plainsdfafaand strip-plow it under early in spring. It works out quite well that way."

"You'vegot gold dust in your soil."

Westermeyer grinned. "At least the equivadent of it." On Matthewss right Bluesky said, "Another
whiskey, Kate."

When she brought it, he said, "The reason | make fun of my own peopleisthat they were so dumb. If
theré'd been enough of them and they'd had the know-how, they'd have done the same things the white
mendid.”

"But they didn't, did they?' Matthews interposed.

"No, Matty, they didn't, and that's what makes the Sory. That'swhat lifts the curtain on the buffalo."

"Why the buffao?' Katerina asked. "Y ou told me you were a Seneca. There weren't any buffaoin
your backyard."

"Right. All there was was corn. The saddest corn you ever saw—about aslong as a stringbean and
not ahdl of alot thicker. Y ou can't go to war about corn like that. But with the buffalo it was different.
The buffalo were there. Nobody grew them. They were. And then the white man came and almost
destroyed them. They may not have been in my backyard, but they were in the Indians backyard, and
I'm an Indian. Fifty million of them, there were. Fifty million! And when the white man got donethere
were only five hundred!”

"I think he'sdrunk," Westermeyer whispered across hiswife's breadts.

"Singing," Matthews said. Shefinished her Old Earth. "Well, you people, | think it'stime | went to

"But don't you think he should go to bed?' Westermeyer whispered again. "'l mean, you've got aman
up therein the tree and the Indian's going to be running the winch tomorrow, and—"

"And hdl runit as efficiently as he dways does," Matthews said. "Good night, everybody. Finisand

V

Yggdrasill entrails

Bark: Variesin color from black in the under-story to dark gray in the overstory. In the understory,
particularly on the trunk and those areas of the limbs nearest it, the epidermisis characterized by
prominences dternating with fissures, some of the latter of which, near the tree's base, reach depths of
5-6'.

BLUESKY arose before dawn. He aways arose before dawn no matter where he was or how much



he had drunk the night before. This morning he was in Katedna's bedroom, and he had drunk alot the
night before. But he felt no different from having drunk alot than be would have fdt had he drunk only a
little. When he wasn't drinking he lived in an interface of drunkenness and sobriety.

Katerinatill dept soundly. He did not awaken her. Instead he dressed silently in the pink radiance
coming through the window. The room's own light was covered with ablack shield. It was acharming
room. When he had first seen it last night in its own light, Bluesky had thought it was a child's room. But
the size of the bed gave lieto that. The room had only one flaw. The celling above the bed was beginning
to rot away.

Heleft the room and walked through the living room to the front door and let himself out into the
dawn. He became ingtantly aware of the tree. Katerina's house was quite close to the square, and from
where he stood be could not see where the tree's overstory had been, and it was asiif the tree had not
been cut at dl, asif it were ftill astall and intact asit had been before removal had begun.

As hewaked down the street toward the square, Katerina vanished from the small section of his
mind he had briefly set aside for her. He was south of the tree, and the dawnlight lay upon hisright cheek
and temple ashe waked. Thetree grew as he neared it, presently became the sky. He could hear the
arising haha birds hahaing up among the leaves and the branches. He thought of Strong up there among
them, and he was glad it was Strong and not himself. He hadn't wanted the tree. Not because he had
feared it, but because he was sck of killing trees. Sick of this ultimate evidence of hiswhitemanization.

The square, with its grotesque birdbath, as yet showed no evidence of the cutting. Tomorrow it
would. Tomorrow there would be great limbslying in it; great trunk sections, and he and Peake would
descend from their mechanical aerie and begin making the splitsthat would have to be made before the
limbs and the sections could be lifted and carried away. But now the square was clean in the brightening
dawnlight, the bark-clad pillar of the treelifting magnificently up into the green and black sky of itsleaves
and limbs, of which it was the sole support.

The hotel stood five blocks from the street be had just |eft. He set of f toward it inlong yet leisurely
grides. Hewasin no hurry to get there. Dawn was hisfavorite time of day. During dawn he thought of
the past of his people. The past he made fun of when be waswholly drunk and tried to let on that he
didn't take serioudy. The past was where he wanted to be. Not the semicivilized past where people sat in
dark rooms and stomped their feet waiting for the little people, but the remote past. Way back in the
thick forests of Stone Age North America. Perhaps be would not belong there, but he did not belong
here either. Perhaps he belonged nowhere.

Benesth the tree dawn's bresth held ahint of green. He walked in the green pinkness, thinking of
Deganawide. "Two water currents flowing together.” Deganawida, like Christ, had been born of avirgin.
Hewas aHuron. When he grew up he set forth in his sllver-birch canoe to form the Five Nations.
Bluesky saw him on theriver in hisWhite Canoe. He saw the mdting ice along theriver's edges and
knew thetime was spring. Bluesky envied him, yearned for the savage land through which the Huron
would pass. The old place names—Protruding Rocks, On the Hillside, | have Daubed It, Broken
Branches Lying, Old Clearing—passed through his mind. He saw the placesin the green pinkness
beneath the tree, but he saw them with his own eyes, not Deganawida's. The jaundiced eyes of an Indian
out of gepwithtime.

And yet not altogether out of step. The Indians used to kill trees. When their wretched corn wouldn't
grow they killed trees and made new gardens, because the soil where the trees stood was always fertile.
And it would remain fertile for awhile, and then more treeswould have to be killed for new gardens. But
there were so many treesthen it hadn't mattered. Even after the white man came and began killing them it
hadn't mattered—not at first. But the white man had gone wild. At first he killed treesmainly to plant his
own gardens and to build cabinsto livein, but after awhile he began killing them for every reason under
the sun. He hadn't killed quite dl of them, but he would have, so he would have paper to write on and
paper with which to wipe hislips and his ass, and room for roads and parking lots and buildings. Yes,
hed havekilled dl of them if the trans-astralis drive hadn't been developed, killed every tree on Earth
eventudly, dl thewhile pretending he wasn't. But the trans-astralis drive had saved what forests ill
remained, and now treekilling was relegated to other worlds, and here | am, Bluesky thought, helping to



kill them, not for agarden where | can grow corn, but for al sorts of reasons. Take this crazy tree—what
am | hdping to kill it for? To keep houses from rotting away. Well, anyway, that'sadightly different
reason. At least I'm not helping to kill it so people can read dirty books.

His"journey" through Protruding Rocks, On the Hillside, | have Daubed It, Broken Branches Lying,
and Old Clearing had brought him to the hotel. He climbed the two flights of stairsto the third floor and
knocked on Matthews's door. Her voice when she answered seemed to come from far away. "It's
Owen, Matty," he answered. "Y ou wanted somebody to wake you up."

After along while she said, "Thanks, Owen," and he went down to the dining hall for breskfast.

Inthetree, Strong breakfasted again on cheeseggs and ham and coffee. He smoked acigarette on
the morning limb, then he struck the tree tent and returned it and the campfire to the sack. He lowered
the sack to alimb far below him. Then he began walking out on the limb on which he stood. Acrophobia
did not touch him. He did not stop walking till the limb began bending beneath him. He was far enough
out on it by then to see the bough. It was broken and its leaves had aready begun to pale. He was not
surprised. He had known it would be there and that it would be broken. But he had wanted to seeiit, to
underlineit with the light of day to emphasize afantasy that had become fact.

If it must be done, then it will be done by my own hand.

Yes.

Hewalked part of the way back to the trunk and sat down to await the airhauler.

But it'll bedl right, hetold himsdlf. | know she said that when adryad'stree dies she diestoo, and |
know she doesn't lie. But she doesn't know that thisistrue. She only thinksit is. So when her tree dies'll
take her with me, I'll seeto it that she doesn't die, | won't let her. "I won't et her,” he said aoud.

Genji the sun hadn't lifted high enough to bathe the stubbed top of the tree, and the light in which
Strong sat seemed green from the ambient leaves. He liked the light that way. He even liked the calls of
the haha birds that came from below. Living in the tree, he had begun to like the tree. But he couldn't
permit this, of course, so when such thoughts preceded the appearance of the airhauler, he shoved them
to one side and thought of the dryad. But that was amost as bad, because the tree was her home.

When Bluesky sent down the big tongs Strong digned their greet teeth with the sides of the limb, and
Bluesky raised the cable and the teeth bit into the bark and the bast. Strong went back toward the trunk
and made thefirst cut, and the workday began.

Hegot rid of the limb in three sections. Big ones. Soon he would have to go to four. The Haus
Meiten cameinto the sky. Heignored it. Flights of haha birds were spreading out over the plain. While he
was waiting on the next limb Matthews said, "Good morning, everyone,” and he and Peake and Bluesky
returned the greeting. "Be careful up there, Tom," shesaid. "You'rein the big woods now."

"l will be," Strong said.

"Fnisand out."

Shelaid the transmitter back down on thetable. Shewasdl donein the dining hall. All donewith the
dream from which Bluesky had awakened her. She had wanted someone to awaken her because she
had been awakening at four in the morning and rdliving al the bad parts of her lifetill dawn, and then
gnking into adeep deep that returned the second she shut off the darm. But last night it had been
different, last night she hadn't awakened at four, she had gone right on deeping, and she had dreamed she
wasthetree.

At first she hadn't known she was the tree. She had known only that she was standing al alonein
what appeared to be avast, dark-gold field. But she could see smultaneoudy in al directions—quite
how she did not know, for she had no eyes—and presently in the dim dawnlight in which she stood she
discerned thetiny blocksthat encircled her just within the beginning of the dark-gold field, and redized
they were houses and that she wasthetree.

But she wasn't the tree as it was now. She wasthe tree asit had been before Tom had descended
into its brancheswith histerrible saw. Tall and proud, yet strangely sad, commanding the dark-gold plain.

As she stood there in the dim dawnlight awaiting the arrival of her friend the sun, she became aware
of her multitudinous limbs and her countlessleaves. She fdt nutrient-carrying water welling up through her



xylem and she felt the chloroplasts of her leaves processing the first light of the new day. She knew the
breeze that began to breathe across the plain. She knew her trangpiration. Shergoiced in theinfinitesmal
creaturesthat lived in her green breast, that foraged far and wide over the plain; that built nests each
spring and copulated among her leaves. She knew the meiofaunain the soil benesth her that recycled the
wagtesinto matter that helped to give her life.

The sun rose and day came, and now she knew the vivid Van Gogh sky above her verdant head and
the breeze that had become awind. She knew the crimson flowers of her green bodice. Time picked up
apace. A thousand paces. Dusk came, then night, then day again. A flickering succession of brightnesses
and darknesses. Summer gppeared with itsrich warmth, and sometimes storms formed far out on the
plain and waked on black legs across the land. Summer, then fdl, and now the countless serile nuts she
had grown began to drop, and after them, her leaves. She dept naked but warm through the cold winds
and the snows that followed, and when she awakened, it was spring. But now she knew ahunger she
had been unaware of before. Y et it had been there, she knew, for along time, intensifying with each day
till findly it touched her being, informing her that something was wrong. She searched her environsfor the
wrongness, and at last she unearthed it. When she saw what it was, she cried. She was till crying in her
deep when Bluesky knocked. "Y es?' she answered. And then "Thanks, Owen," she said. Shelay there
in the dawnlight, trying to remember what the wrongness was. But she couldn't.

Nor could she now, sitting in the dining hal over her second cup of coffee. All she could think of was
how beautiful she had been standing there tall and proud on the dark-gold plain. It occurred to her after a
while that her hollowness was gone. Sadnessfilled her now, and a sense of wonder about the tree.

Strong made good progress despite the difficulty the girth of the limbs and the trunk now presented.
Each limb had to be removed in four sections, and he had to split the trunk lengths before cutting them
horizontally, otherwise the tongs would not have been able to grip them. But when noon came hewas
deep in the under-gtory.

Bluesky sent down hislunch. Strong ate half of one of the sandwiches and threw the rest of the food
away, except the coffee. He drank the coffee, smoking cigarettes. He had already |owered the sack
twice. Now he had to lower it again. It knocked off tree-flower petals on the way down, but they no
longer disturbed him. He had become used to the sight of the tree's "blood.” Moreover, hewasa
machine now, amachine self-programmed to destroy the home of the woman he loved. When the sack
was in place he withdrew the rope and attacked the tree again.

The hahabirdsthat hadn't departed for the plain were screaming their raucous laughter now and
making wild flights from limb to limb. They knew now that their abode wasin jeopardy. They no longer
left the limb sections Strong cut till the section was arborne, and then they winged franticaly back into
thetree. At length, beneath aburst of foliage, Strong came to aman-made wooden building that circled
the massive trunk. He stared at it. It was a birdhouse.

His congternation derived less from the presence of the house than from how it had gotten there. It
waswell built, but in placesit had al but rotted away, and in those places where it hadn't at least afoot
of droppings covered the floor. The droppings were old, and the lack of any recent droppings indicated
the house had not been in usefor along time. The wallsthat hadn't rotted away were perforated at
preciseintervaswith holeslarge enough for ahahabird to get through, and insde the walls remnants of a
few perchesremained. Clearly he was regarding a Quantextil artifact—one that could have beenin the
treefor aslong as a century. But how had the Quantextil lifted it up there? Or, as was probably the case,
if they had built it in the tree how had they lifted the necessary materia?

With ropes, of course. But that brought him down to the basic question: How had they gotten up
there?

The answer was the same. With ropes.

According to AnthropoCo they had lived on whest aone, but AnthropoCo wasn't God, and it was
conceivable that they had abetted their diet with smal game. Such an assumption demanded awegpon
for them to have hunted the game with, and the most logica weapon would have been abow and
arrows. A strong hunter with a strong enough bow could have got alight line over the tree's lowest limb,



after which arope could have been drawn over it. Then one of the Quantextil could have made the
awesome climb and, at the end of it, have clambered to the top of the limb by means of the prominences
and fissures. Or they could have rigged a block and tackle and pulled him up. That was probably how
they had worked it. Then they had sent up another rope, and the Quantextil in the tree had used it
somehow to gain the limb Strong stood on now and to transfer the block and tackle and the main rope.

A smple enough procedure. Nevertheless, it dissatisfied Strong. It was based on too many
assumptions. But for the moment it was the only answer he could come up with.

A second examination of the birdhouse suggested that much of it must have been built on the ground
and then lifted into place. It wastoo ornate to have been built entirely in thetree. Ficturing it asit must
have looked initslong-ago heyday, he found that it had been ugly. There was too much unnecessary
molding. There were even little cupolas on the sections of the roof that hadn't rotted. He added them to
the picture in hismind. He came up with a gingerbread house.

Despiteitssizeit couldn't even have begun to accomodate dl the birdsthat lived in the tree. Maybe
when it bad been built there hadn't been so many birds. Or maybe—and he knew suddenly that thiswas
the true answer—maost of the birds that now lived in the tree were the descendants of birds that had lived
in the other trees and that had migrated when those trees had died.

But why in the worlds had the Quantextil gone to such fantastic lengthsto build the gingerbread
house?

Herecdled the big birdbath in the square and the much smdler birdbaths that till remained in their
converted states in most of the backyards of Bigtree. No question about it, the Quantextil had loved the
birds. But love done couldn't account for the birdhouse in the tree. They must have worshipped the
birds.

Why?

Strong could find no answer.

A voice sounded in hisleft ear. Bluesky's. " Tom, you there?"

Strong tongued on histranamitter. "Sure I'm here." "Thought maybe you'd gone for a beer.”

Man became machine again, and the stream of |ofted limb and trunk sections resumed its flow.
Strong could not whally free his thoughts from the birdhouse, though, not even when the last two cuts of
the day removed it from hismilieu. The sight of it created mild consternation up above and in the hotel
dining room. "Y ou been building atrechouse, Tom?' Peake wanted to know.

"Tom, what isthat damn thing?" Matthews asked.

"It'sabirdhouse," Strong said.

"Soitis" sad Bluesky.

"Chrigt!" Peake said. "Those dumb Druids had it with the birdstoo!"

Sincefinding the birdhouse, or perhaps since thinking about it, Strong had discovered that the Sides
of the prominences were extremely rough and provided hand-and footholds, and that in many places; by
remaining in one of the fissures, he could climb up and down the trunk. Was this bow the birdhouse
builders had climbed around in the tree? He knew suddenly that it was, and knew that this was probably
how they bad climbed up the lower trunk. They could have brought their rope with them. The depths of
the fissuresin the lower trunk virtualy guaranteed a safe route into the tree,

The Haus Meiten had vanished from the sky in midafternoon. Marijane probably had ahundred times
more footage of him than she could use. Now the air-hauler returned from ddivering thefind limb to the
huge pile in the processing yard, and Bluesky lowered water for him to wash and hisdinner. Corned beef
and cabbage. |ced teato drink. Ice cream and apple pie for dessert. He ate mechanically, barely tasting
the food. When he finished he decided to climb the way the Quantextil had, and he pulled his saddle rope
through the last peg held driven, coiled it and looped it over his shoulder. Then he began the short
descent to the sack, moving between two of the great bark prominences. It worked well. Y es, this must
have been how the birdhouse builders had got up the trunk. Perhaps other Quantextil had climbed the
treetoo. It dawned on him presently that he was thinking about the Quantextil so be wouldn't think of the
dryad; because thelong day had undermined his conviction that she wasreal. Smultaneoudy he cameto
ahuge limb beyond which the fissure he was descending extended deep into the tree. Deeper than he



could reach. Exploring farther, he found that the walls of the prominences that formed the fissure did not
come dl the way together and that there was a narrow passage through which he could move. Entering it,
hefdt afloor beneath hisfest.

In her room at the hotel, Marijane sat in the shielded light watching the unedited footage of what she
had come to think of not as the tape of the tree but as the tape of Tom. Occasionaly telescopic
close-ups of hisfacethat Jerry had caught filled the entire screen, and she could see how silklike his
thinning hair was and how dreamlike hislight hazel eyeswere. His beard, as the tape progressed, grew
gradudly longer, and it had the same silklike aspect as his hair. Here was not the Thoreau she had tried
to turn him into during the interview. Here, instead, was a poor poet without poetry—ashy, sendtive man
who once had loved her. Here was the paracl ete the Christ whose values she had trampled had sent to
redeem her.

Had she known it then?

Scene: A crowded dance floor in a Danddion city. Dramatis personae: A long-legged,
black-haired girl and aman with thinning hair dancing together.

HE: I'm Tom. Thomas Strong.

SHE: We don't need to know each other's names.

HE: | know. But I'd like to know yours.

SHE: Marijane.

HE: Marijanewhat?

SHE: Just Marijane. It used to be Mary Janus. | shortened it.

HE: I'll bet you're not from Dandelion.

SHE: No. | was born on Mother.

HE: Sowas|. | know it's none of my business, but what're you doing here?

SHE: I'm taking holographs. I'm anetwork holographer.

HE: Holographs of who?

SHE: Not who. What. The Grand Abyss. The Tedlinguit Cascade. The Vae of Waterfdls. The
Stippled Mountains. I'm doing atravelogue for fill-ins.

HE: I'm here to removetrees.

SHE: Good for you.

HE: It's nice meeting someone like you, Marijane. Y ou—you don't know what it meansto meto
meet someone like you.

SHE: Surel do. I'm the girl weary wanderers dways meet when they're dying on the desert.

HE: | didn't mean it thet way.

SHE: How did you mean it?

HE: | wastrying to say that, that—I wastrying to say that | needed to meet someone like you.

SHE: That'swhat | said you said.

HE: I—I mean I'd like usto go out together sometime.

SHE: Who knows? Maybe some time we will.

HE: I'm serious, Marijane.

SHE: Don't be—it'll get you nowhere.

HE: Please don't be cynical, Marijane.

SHE: Chrigt! Y ou don't even know how to ask, do you?

No, she had not known it then.

She was glad the day was almost over. She had quit early so she could review the tapes. The day
had started out badly. It had begun with the residue of last night's Magellanic Clouds dulling the
brightness of the morning, and with the fingers of the dream, which had replayed itself during the night and
shocked her awake, still imbedded in her brain. Angry when Peake hadn't showed up in the bar, she had
dept done, telling Jerry, who had reassumed hisrole as protector, to get lost and ignoring theinvitation in



Johnny-Boy Dastard's eyes.

Not much could have come from aday with so maevolent abeginning, and not much had. Trouble
with the Tri-Henderson recorder, trouble with the X-Hood feeder, trouble with this, trouble with that.
The day's tapes were on the screen now, and they were wretched. But there were afew good shots she
could use. One of Tom affixing atree peg and then walking out on alimb aslarge asabridge. One of an
outer limb section bresking away from the tree and itstiny red flower petalsraining down on the village
asthearhauler carried it away. She began to fed better, Stting there watching; and then the damned
dream came back, and there she was, back in her mind, crushing the meadow flowers, then climbing the
horrid "hill." The screen before her held aclose-up of her paraclete's face. He seemed to be watching
her. She deactuated the screen and ran to the window and opened it and looked out. She could seethe
roofs of houses, and backyards, and children playing in sandboxes. The house nearest the hotel had a
ragged holeinits smooth, shingldessroof. It'srotting away like me, she thought. Thewholevillageis
rotting away. The whole world isrotting away. All theworlds, and dl the sarsand dl theidand
universes. Rotting, rotting away. . . .

Therotted areain the back wall of Westermeyer's house had expanded, and now the exquisite steps
that climbed to the back porch and the rear door of the house were &fflicted. The outer door now hung
on only one wooden hinge. He stood hdf in the shadow of the house next door and half in the long
afternoon rays of Genji the sun staring helplesdy at the dead wood. Hiswife, who had caled the new
inroads to his attention the minute he got home, stood beside him. "I just noticed it this afternoon,” she
sad.

"Why our house?' Westermeyer demanded. "Why not the others too?"

"It'snot just our house—you know that. Lots of the other houses are rotting too.”

Westermeyer pressed hisfinger againgt part of the rotted area. Hisfinger sank into it al theway up to
the second knuckle. Hefelt sick.

Although hisincreasing paranoiaindicated otherwise, he knew better than hiswife that theirs was not
the only house afflicted. He himsalf had been the instrument that had effected the Regpers decison to
remove the tree. When the first evidence of decay appeared in one of the outlying houses and was
brought to his attention, asingle heinous word had exploded in hismind: Blight! BotaniCo maintained a
smdll [ab in Helisport, and he had taken a sample of the rotted wood there a once. Since the blight that
had destroyed the other villages and the other trees was hypothetica, the Botani Co specidists had had
nothing specific to look for, but this had not proved to matter. The minute life-formsthey found in the
wood (they said) were a Plains species of sgprophytic fungi—the type of fungi, that attacks wood that is
aready dead. One of the specidists accompanied Westermeyer to Bigtree, and after looking &t the
decayed area firsthand had made the pronouncement that doomed the tree: "Excessive transpiration and
excessive shade—they're your enemies, Doctor Westermeyer. They're what's rotting your houses.” (By
then severd more houses had been &fflicted.) Westermeyer had said nothing about removing the tree, but
only because he hadn't needed to. The Regpers had wanted it removed ever since they'd experienced its
leef fal during their first autumn on Plains. All Westermeyer had needed to do was pick up thetorch. He
had done so.

He probed again with hisfinger. It sank into the rotting wood even deeper than before.

He turned and faced the tree. From where he stood it seemed astdl and as stdwart asit had three
days ago. Itsinsouciance incensed him. He had never liked trees. He had been born near the Great
North American Desert where there were very few trees, and prior to hisincluson in the Bigtree
Co-operative he had been teaching an advanced course in agriculture in an open-air educational
indtitution in aMexican reclamation areawhere there were no trees at al. The Bigtree tree had frightened
him at firgt; it had frightened al the Regpers. Just looking at it had been enough for him to want it
removed. Maybe the tree had known that. Maybe that was why it had attacked his house and not the
ones next door. Maybe the tree knew him aswell as, perhaps better than, he knew himself. Maybe it had
thought, Look at this poor creature who thinks be was born to conduct the task to which he has been
assgned, who thinks he hasfinally found his Lebensraum. Who thinksto find in wheset al those subtle



intangiblesthat al hislife have duded him. Who in hismind sees gold growing on the plain that surrounds
me and who will do dl he can to keep that gold to himself and to hisimmediate compeers. Who seesthe
village as his own. Who bated me before | lifted afinger againgt him. Look at thiswretched being from
another world who in hismind presumes my destruction!

Westermeyer braked the train of histhoughts before its sck wheels could roll any farther. He had
stopped at the hotel on hisway home and had |ooked at Matthews's screens, and he knew that however
tall the tree might seem to stand, it was atravesty of itsformer self and that by tomorrow night it would
be gone. Or, if not gone, apile of dying wood in the square or in the processing mill yard. Y ggdrasill, like
Ozymandias, falen. Then let's see you rot my house! he thought. Then let's see you contemn my
birthright! I own the village, tree! | own the wheet! Tomorrow night I'll own the ground you stand on!

The floor Strong stood on was smooth. Thefissure turned right, then Ieft. But little daylight remained
inthetree, and now none of it reached him. Suddenly the walls of the fissure ceased to be. He stopped
then and got his cigarette lighter from his pocket. Heflicked it on. Hefound himself slanding just within
the narrow doorway of agrotto.

Directly before him anarrow aide divided two rows of wooden benches. It led to alarge object that
stood againgt the opposite wdl, Theflickering light thrown by his lighter refused to reveal what the object
was, and he waked toward it down the aide. He stopped severd feet in front of it and stared.

It was atree.

It was this tree. Brought down to size so that it was but little larger than he.

Aboveit hung ahammock that had been woven of leaves.

The light of thelighter had steadied, but it told him no more than he knew aready. Surely the grotto
must contain some source of light. A darker areaon thewall to hisright caught his eye, and approaching
it, he found it was asmall niche and that therewas acandleinit. A film of dust covered the candle's
wick, and he flicked the dust away and brought the candleto life.

Therewas asmilar niche and candle on the opposite wall, he saw. Crossing the grotto, helit that
candle too, then extinguished hislighter and returned it to his pocket. His saddle rope was till hanging
from his shoulder. He removed the rope and laid it on the nearest bench. He could see the room quite
clearly now. It was roughly square, about twenty by twenty feet. The ceiling was about ten feet high. The
floor was polished. A film of dust covered it, but he could see the tree's rings through the dust. He could
see them on the ceiling too. The wallswere aso polished, and there were pictures on them. Paintings.
The benchesthat covered most of the floor were also filmed with dust. There were tree rings on them
too. When the room was carved, they had been carved aso. They were extensions of the floor. Like
most of the furniturein the houses of the village. But they lacked the furniturés grace.

Carved? Who could possibly have carved agrotto this size out of the tree? Who but the Quantextil?
But why?

Helooked at the model tree. They had carved that too.

Hereturned toit in the candlelight and stood beforeit. It was so redistic that standing therewaslike
standing before theredl tree. He felt big. Huge. Helooked at the thousands of carved arabesgues, and
the curves and the indentations, that represented the foliage. Once, probably, it had been painted | esf
green. The dust on the floor around the tree was much thicker than the dust el sawhere. Probably it
comprised flakes of paint. But the foliage now was the same color asthe trunk. The trunk and the
benches and the floor and the ceiling. And the walls too, except where the paintings were. Probably at
onetime the trunk had been painted aso. Black. But it wasn't now. Like the foliage and mogt of the
room, it was half gold, half brown. But other than for its unredlistic color, the modd treewasamost a
dead image for the redl tree. Not theredl tree as it was now, but asit had been before Strong descended
into its branches with his beamsaw.

Heraised his eyesto the hammock. It hung from the ceiling on metallic cords. The leaves with which
it was woven were imitation leaves, and their green coloring was part of them. But they too were filmed
with dust. He seized the hammock and shook it. He jerked on the cords to see if they were worn. They
did not bresk. He continued shaking the hammock till the last of the dust fell free and the leaves|ooked



back at him like the real |eaves of the tree. He released it then and stood there staring at it.

"Wdl," he said after along time, "'l've found your home."

But shedid not live there anymore—if, indeed, she ever redly had.

He next examined the paintings on the walls. They made him think of the paintings, detailed
photographs of which he had once seen, on the walls of the cavern of Les Trois Freres. He proceeded
clockwise around the grotto. Before time had dimmed the paint the artist or artists had used, the paintings
must have possessed a Van Gogh vividness, for the colors were distinct even now. One painting depicted
three Nahabirds on the wing. Another, ahuman figure—probably that of a Quantextil—widlding a
scythe. A third, thetreeleafed out in summer. Thefourth, and last, agirl Sitting on adender bough.

Strong knelt and leaned closer to the picture of the girl, for he knew who she was. Despite the dearth
of detail, there was no mistaking those long and graceful legs, those delicate arms, that burst of sun-bright
hair, those bright blue eyes. She sat there on the bough exactly the way he had seen her last night, her
feet buried in aburst of leaves, her ddlicate fingers gripping the bough, her blue eyes gazing straight
ahead. At him.

He sat down on thefloor at her feet. He could not move. He no longer wanted to. | knew last night
when | touched you, you werereal, be thought. | knew again this morning when | looked at the bough
that broke. But if | hadn't known before, | would know now.

And he knew too that she knew he was there, and that if he waited, she would come.

Bluesky went to the bar early. He was Katerinasfirst customer. When she brought him hiswhiskey,
he saw that shewas crying. "Hey," he said, "you don't cry on that Side of the bar. It'sthissde you cry
on."

She touched the tears away with the edge of her apron. "My houseisrotting away."

"Sure, | saw thismorning. But you can get it fixed." She pointed toward the farther wall. "The hotdl's
garting to go too. Thewholevillage."

He looked at where she pointed, saw alarge darkened area. "Wdll," he said, "that's why were
removing thetree—right?"

"You think it'll stop when the treg's gone?"

"That'swhat Westermeyer says.”

"l don't know what welll do if it doesn't.”

"Hell," Bluesky said, "you people didn't come hereto live in pretty houses. Y ou came hereto get rich
fast s0 you could go back to Earth and live in supercondominiums and dog around in swimming poolsal

day.

"Maybe that's the way it was before we moved into the houses. Now we don't want to leave. We
want to stay. The houses did something to us."

A Regper camein and stood at the bar severa feet from Bluesky. Hewasin hislate twenties and he
had along, sad face. Katerinawent to wait on him. When he got hisdrink helooked at Bluesky. "Thank
God you freemen came," he said. "My houseisrotting away.”

"Were dwaystherein the wings waiting to save people,” Bluesky said. "Mother whiskey, Kate."

Gradudly the bar filled. Marijane came in with Dastard and Pruitt. Pruitt hovered just behind her,
even after she sat down on one of the bar sools. Westermeyer and hiswife. Westermeyer looked ill.
Other Reapers. Matthews showed up, still wearing her plaid shirt, breeches, and boots. At length Peske
showed. He stood beside Bluesky. When he caught Katerinas eye, he held up his hand with his
forefinger an eighth of an inch from his thumb to show how much Scotch he wanted in his soda.

"Going to watch us clowns do our act again?' Bluesky asked.

"Best show around,” Peske said.

Bluesky drank hiswhiskey, caught Katerinas eye for another. "Poor old Tom up in thetree," he said.

"He belongs up there." Peake |looked down the bar at Marijane. She looked back.

"Same show asthe other night,” Bluesky said. "Sure," Peake said. He picked up his glass and started
down the bar. " See you tomorrow, Injun.”



Strong must have dozed off. When he opened his eyes he was ill donein the grotto.

He became aware of how tired he was. Three days now in thetree. He fdlt that if hetried he
wouldn't be ableto lift hisarms or move hislegs. There was fuzz around the edges of hisvision.

He leaned back againgt the wall and presently he dozed off again. When next he opened hiseyeshe
saw that she had come. She was standing just within the fissure, candldight dancing on her legs, her tunic,
her face. There was atree flower tucked in her hair.

She came over to where he was Sitting and sat down beside him. | didn't know whether to come,
shesaid. And then | thought, we can't spend our last night alone.

Isthis your home? he asked.

No. It used to be my temple. The early Quantextil built it for me. The later Quantextil never
came near the tree and they never saw me. She pointed to the hammock. When the early Quantextil
climbed up here to worship, they pretended | was in the hammock, sleeping in the tree.

Hesaid, Was it you they wor shipped, or was it the tree?

They wor shipped both of us, shesaid.

And the birds too?

Oh, yes. They worshipped the birds. The birds were vital to their way of life.

| don't under stand.

| think you do, she said. Underneath, where you hide your truths.

He could smell her fragrance. It was green and swest, like the tree's. He said, Last night, when the
bough broke and | fell, you pulled me back to the limb. Why didn't you let me fall?

| didn't want anyone elseto kill the tree.

|— thought ...

What was it you thought? That | saved you because | love you?

Yes. | thought that. But | can see now it couldn't be true. How could a dryad |ove the monster
who's tearing down her home?

| do love you in away.

I'mglad of that. | don't think I could go on if you didn't.

You have to go on. You're part of the inevitability. | still don't fully understand what you mean.

| mean a stage of civilization—a plateau your race climbed upon long ago.

I'mafraid | can't relate that to an inevitability.

But you can. All races climb upon it sooner or later. What happened to the other trees?

The same thing that happened to this one at a later date. Their wor shippers climbed upon the
plateau. They became sophisticated. And the more sophisticated they became, the more they
ridiculed the customs of their forebears. At length they called those customs super stitious and
abrogated them. They discovered new and complex ways of accomplishing simple tasks. What
offended them most was the way their forebears had buried their dead. And what offended them
almost as much were their forebears primitive sewage disposal methods. So they abandoned the
burial mounds underneath the tree and built a crematory for their dead, and then they built a
disposal systemthat virtually annihilated their wastes. Blinded by their technological
sophistication, they refused any longer to pay respect either to the tree or the birdsthat lived in its
branches.

| don't understand, he said.

You will. Tomorrow you'll understand.

| wish—he began.

What isit that you wish?

| wish that this was Earth and you and | were lovers walking in the rain and that we'd come to
a cottage waiting by the roadside, waiting there for us, and that we would go inside. | wish that
we could make love.

Even though I'mreal, shesaid, I'm not real in the same sense you are.

| don't care, hesaid. | still want to make love to you. Why?

Because | love you, and making love to you isthe only way | can truly express the way | feel.



All men kill the thing they love, shesaid.

You stole that from my mind too, didn't you?

Yes, | stoleit. It was there, hiding among the green thoughts. . . . | have certain powers. | can
seeinto minds. | can make people dream. | can change peoplein little ways. | can make them look
at their own souls. But great changes are beyond me.

Wilde was right. Men do kill the things they love. But what he said isn't true in the present
instance.

It may be true without your knowing it.

No, hesaid, itisn't true. Andthen hesaid, I'mtired. | know. You'retired, and you want to sleep.
And you want to sleep with me.

Do you think it's possible, he said, for two different phases of reality to become one for a little
while?

It's possible, she said, but there are no guarantees. Please sleep with me.

In the bed the Quantextil built for me?

Yes. In your bed.

Sheroseto her feet and, using the indentations made by the foliage of the modd tree, climbed up into
the hammock. He climbed up and lay down beside her. And we are here as on a darkling plain, she
said, and he said, You stole that from my mind, and she answered, Yes, and the artificia leaves of
which their couch was woven became redl |leaves, and they lay together side by side high in the branches
of the tree, and he whispered into her ear, Will it be all right? and she answered, Yes, and thetree
swayed gently beneath them and her flesh was cool and soft, there among the green leaves and the
fragrant tree flowers, cool and soft and sweet and timeless, and he said, Do you love me too? and she
answered, Yes, and the leaves rustled beneath them in the night and the stars looked down and the
moons pauised in their voyages across the sky astime ceased to be and redlity folded in upon itself and
that which could never be was.

"We shouldn't even be here," Peake said. "Why couldn't we have gone to your room?"

"l likeit here beneath the treg," Marijane said.

"Nauregirl."

"If you like. But if we'd goneto my room we'd of had Jerry to contend with. He thinksit's partly his."”
"We could of goneto mine."

"No. It's better here.”

He laughed. She was standing with her back to the tree, and she could see his body vaguely outlined
againg the lights of the nearer houses. She fdlt hishand on her hip in the darkness, fdt it dide down to her
thigh. His other hand lay upon the smal of her back, and now he pulled her away from thetree. "I don't
likethetree" hesaid.

"Forget thetree," she whispered.

“I'll try."

They lay upon the ground. Even though they had moved away from the tree she could fed one of its
roots beneath the soil. It was so huge that her whole body lay upon it. It made her think of Strong way up
among the branches. He wasright in leaving me, she thought. But he shouldn't have done it the way he
did. He shouldn't have singled out Jake and hated me because of him. He should have hated mefor al
my lovers, not just one. He knew | was atramp when he fell in love with me. Maybe that's what he was
supposed to do. Y es, that's the way it must have been. Oh, Tom, Tom!—you were my paraclete. Y ou
asked meto marry you, to have your children. If you loved me that much, nothing should have made any
difference, who had had me, or how many. | know you didn't care how many, but you shouldn't have
cared about Peake. Peake's nothing, he's not fit to shine your shoes. Maybeif 1'd said yes nothing would
have made any difference, not even him. But | didn't, Tom, and Pm sorry. I'm sorry for being theway |
am. But that'swhy you came, isn't it? Because | am theway | am. Then you shouldn't have forsaken me
for any reason under the suns. Peake was only a shadow that | walked through, that Fm walking through
again because he cleanses me of my filthiness. Cleanses but does not cure me of it. But with you beside



me there'd have been no more Peskes. Ever. | could have been what | was meant to be, avehicleto love
you and to bear your children—not an unkempt beast digging her fingersinto the earth while another
beast paws off her clothes. Oh, Tom, Tom, Tom!

The buried root over which she lay pressed agonizingly upward into her back as Peake rolled upon
her, and she cried out in pain . . . and the pain blended with the pain of her distress, and she cried out
again and pushed Peake away. Sherolled over onto her hands and knees. She was crying. "Marijane,
what's the matter?"

"Go away, please go away," shesaid.

"B

"Go away!" she screamed. A long whilelater sheredized she was dl done beneath the tree. She had
falen forward, and her face was pressed against the damp grass. She had stopped crying. She got to her
feet. Shedid not think as she returned to the hotel, climbed the stairs to her room. She kept her mind
blank. Dead. Her room wasfilled with ghosts. The ghosts of al her lovers. No, not dl of them. Tom's
wasn't there. Without undressing, shelay upon her bed and closed her eyes, and the lovers went away.
Sleep covered her like adark cloud.

VI

Yggdrasil astralis

Reproduction: Sincethislast giant treeisafemale, the concluson must be drawn that the species
reproduced via cross-pollination. Unquestionably, some of the dead trees must have been male, and if
they had not died cross-pollination would sooner or later have been effected, probably by the halm
birds, with thistree or with one of the other femaes. Since thereis no evidence of new Y ggdrasills either
in Kansasiaor therest of New America, such pollination did not occur previoudy, or, if it did, the
fertilized seedsfailed to take root. The absence of new Y ggdrasills dso indicates that reproduction via
vegetation—i.e., the eruption of suckersin the vicinity of arespective tree—did not occur either, and
strongly suggests that this species of tree does not possess this reproductive ability.

SHE stood tal and proud upon the plain. Her springtime leaves were like a new green gown.

She knew the sun, the wind, the sky. She knew the vast acreages around her. She knew the soil in
which she stood and the life throbbing in her roots.

She knew the hahabirdsin her breast, and now she watched flights of them leave her foliage and fly
far out into the new day, out, out, out, and disappear.

Below her, villagers came into the streets. They were the Regpers. They went to this place and that,
but most of them went to the sted shedsthey had built, and flew out in little craft on missions over the
dark-gold plain, flew out as the hahabirds had, and disappeared.

The wheat was growing well. But not because of the Reapers who surveyed it. Because of the birds.
Oh, yes, Matthews said in her dream. Because of the birds.

Shefdt theleaves of her springtime gown manufacturing sugar, and she felt her phloem carrying the
sugar throughout hersdlf. Shefelt the water the melting snows of winter had stored in the soil beneath her
coming up through her sapwood. And knew awrongness.

She understood what the wrongness was. And she thought, standing there in her gown of springtime
leaves, I'm dying. I've been dying for years.

The dream-thought awakened Matthews. It was dawn. Shelay in the pale premorning light, trying to
remember what the wrongness was. As before when she had dreamed she was the tree, she could not.

How could | dream such adream twice? she wondered. Both dreams were basically the same. And
how could I have known something in both dreamsthat | don't know in redl life?

But that waswrong. She did know it in red life—knew it without wanting to. Perhaps the knowledge
itself was respongble for the dreams. Perhaps the dreams were her mind'sway of hiding from her what



she knew.

But what could she possibly know about the tree that she did not want to know?

Someone knocked on her door. It was Bluesky. "Matty? That time again.”

"Right," she said, and got out of bed.

The dream still clung to her as she dressed. The haha birds, she thought. In the dream she had known
something about them too. Suddenly she remembered. The wheat was growing well, but not because of
the Reapers. Because of the birds.

The Reapers were merely watching the whest grow, reconning it to make sure it had suffered no
damage from the thunderstorms that sometimes walked across the plain. The hahabirds were—were—

Werewhat?

She shook her head. She couldn't remember. Y et in the dream she must have known. She had said,
Oh, yes, because of the birds. In the dream what the haha birds were doing had been so obviousthat it
hadn't even surfaced.

Nor did it surface now.

She washed in the lavatory in the hal, combed her hair, and went down to the dining hall. Peske and
Bluesky were breskfasting at atable near the window. She saw no sign of the 3Vers. She got coffee out
of the machine and went over and sat down at the table where her screenswere. Should | contact Tom?
shewondered. No. Perhaps he was still adeep. Shewould let him deep aslong as he could. Hewas
lucky hewasin thetree, shereflected, thinking of last night; of Marijane again brazenly walking out of the
bar with Peake. If Owen had gotten the tree and Tom had been in the bar, she'd have walked out just as
brazenly. Thisway, being in thetree, he didn't know.

The singing of haha birds again awakened Strong, but this time the songs were softer and lacked the
sharp edges characteristic of hahabirds calls. Dawn did not greet his eyes when he opened them.
Instead he saw candldight flickering on an expanse of tree-ringed ceiling just above his head.

Remembrance overwhemed him, and he turned his head, expecting to see the dryad'slovely face.
He saw nothing but the artificial leaves of the aerid couch on which helay.

He climbed down from the hammock to the floor. Except for himsdlf, the grotto was empty. He
donned clothes he could not remember taking off, looped his coiled saddle rope over his shoulder, and
made hisway through the fissure to the outside of the trunk. Genji the sun had begun to rise, and afew
starved particles of -itslight lay upon the leaves around him. He walked partway out on the great limb
that swept away from the fissure. Standing on the limb, helooked al around insde the tree. He saw blue
blurs of haha birds above and below and al around him, but he did not see the dryad.

He remembered the name she had whispered to him in the night. " Xtil," he cdled. " Xtil!"

She did not answer. Perhaps she was ashamed.

No, it wasn't that. Sheloved him as much as heloved her. She had said so in the night.

"Xitil," hecdled again. " Xtil!"

Still no answer. But she would come to him again, he knew she would. Sheloved him.

He returned to the trunk and climbed down the bark to the next limb where the sack was. It wasthe
next limb up from the lowest limbs, and, like them, it was agreat horizontal sequoia. Had it not been so
wide he could have seen down through the interstices of the foliage to the square.

Hewasn't hungry. He got avaccan of coffee out of the sack, opened it, and sat down on thelimb
with hisback propped against a prominence of the bark. He it a cigarette and smoked it between Sps.
He made plans. She would have to go with him when the tree was felled, she would have nowhere else
to go, and she would want to anyway, because sheloved him. "Shélll be surprised when her tree diesand
shedoesnt,” he said, "but shelll be ableto takeit in her stride. Hell, I'll be right there to help her.” She
was flesh and blood, the same as he. Maybe not al the time, but whenever she wanted to be. Helit
another cigarette. Y es, she would come with him and he would protect her; maybe he would take her to
Earth and buy some strip of wounded land that was turning green again and till the regenerated soil.
Certainly hewould make her his bride. He would make her hisbride, and they would be lovers dways,
the way they had been last night. "Yes" hesaid. "Yes" And the old Tom—the one who had falen from



the broken bough—would never rise from the dead with his clotted misery, his pettiness, his conceit, his
fears, and the new Tom and his bride would be lovers walking the lofty promenade of their love asfree
asthewind that blew about them, asthe starsthat clothed them in gentle light, far, far above the dingy
underground where the old Tom had written hiswretched life. And he thought and he planned, sitting
there on the limb in the green-gold morning light, the Naha birds winging around him, then arrowing out
over theplain.

Hefailed to hear the smooth hum of the airhauler, did not know it wasin the sky till he heard Bluesky
cdling to him from above the leaves. "Ready, Tom. Ready when you are.”

Strong jumped to his feet. The sooner he removed her home the sooner she would comeinto his
arms. Hislip transmitter and ear receiver were attached to his belt. He put the unit in place and tongued
the transmitter on. " Send down the tongs, Owen. I'll meet them on that topmost limb."

Rope coiled around his shoulder, he climbed up the bark into the sunlight, marveling at the ease of the
climb. He drove atree peg into the fissure before starting out on the limb, ran hisrope through it and tied
atautline hitch. Then he went out to meet the tongs.

He had to reposition the rope twice before he was far enough out to affix them. He cursed the safety
rules Matty abided by so much. He didn't need therope at all. It took four cuts to remove the limb, and
on thelast cut he had to burn two deep V's on either side of the section so the tongs could get agrip. The
limb gone, he split the trunk al the way down to the next limb and got rid of it with two huge horizontal
cuts.

By means of more deep V's he dso dispatched the next three limbsin four sections each. Then he
split another sizable length of the trunk. The split near and at the top had to be wide enough for Bluesky
to drop one of the jaws of the tongs inside the groove, and to obtain the width Strong had to turn the
beamsaw to Max and back way out on the limb upon which he stood. He thought he made the cut wide
enough, but when Bluesky tried to position one of the tongs jaws, it became wedged in the groove.
"Damn!" Strong said, and wa ked back to the trunk and without a second thought began climbing up one
of the bark's deeper fissures.

"Tom! Stop!*

It was Matthews, who had dispensed with her usud "Good morning” and who up till now had said
nothing.

Strong paused in the fissure and tongued on histranamitter. 'Y es, Matty?"

"Tom, you can't climb atreelike that! What's come over you?'

"It'seasy, Matty. It'slike aladder. It'sthe only way | can get up there to burn thetongsfree. If | try
from below, | might bum into thejaw."

"A ladder, hell! Y ou've been up there too long. Y ou're overconfident. Owen, put some more strain
on the cable. Maybe the damn thing will comeloose."

"Right, Matty."

Thetrunk trembled faintly from the winch's pull. Then Bluesky's voice again: " She won't come,
Matty. More strain’ll break the cable.”

"Damn!" Matthews said.

Strong said, "Well, Matty?

"There's asecondary stub up there. Can't you get your rope over it, Tom?"

"Sure, but it's nowhere near the top of the trunk. 1'd till have to climb the bark.”

"Well, get the rope over it anyway and get into your saddle. Give yoursdlf some protection.”

He descended to the limb, did as she had directed, then started up the fissure again. The ropewasa
nuisance, but Matthewswasright. If hefdl, hewould not fdl far. But if thefdl injured him, the saddle
would be worthless, for he would probably dip out of it. No matter. He continued to climb. It was not a
long climb, and presently he came opposite the tongs huge jaw. He climbed higher, till hisupper body
was above the severed top of the trunk. He half sat onit, hisfeet braced against awide protuberancein
one sde of thefissure. His eminence provided him with afine view of the world. The lower branches of
thetree till concedled the village, but he could see the great dark-gold expanse of wheat, and the



machine sheds and the incinerator and the crematory and the processing mill, and, far, far away, thelong,
long line of dlosawaiting their surfeit of grain.

Thearhauler was dmost directly above him, itsforward ventral cameratipped to hold himin view.
He had expected to see the Haus Meiten too, but except for the airhauler the sky was empty. He could
see Bluesky looking down at him from the winch doorway. Bluesky had dready eased the tension on the
cable; there was just enough now to hold the tongs reasonably steady when Strong freed the jaw. The
jaw had turned dightly sdeways and jammed itsdlf in the groove at such an angle that an upward pull
merely tightened the jam. All Strong had to do was widen the section of the groove that held it.

Such asmple matter. He got his beamsaw from his belt, turned it to Low and set to work, cutting
carefully around the jaw. In amatter of secondsthe jaw came free, and Bluesky instantly |ofted the tongs
S0 that the dight swing freedom lent them wouldn't endanger Strong. The swing itself didn't, but the freed
jaw threw the small section of wood he had dismembered Straight at him, and it struck the carotid artery
inthe left Sde of histhroat in asharp ju-jitsu chop that lowered the curtains of hismind just long enough
for himto lose hisbaance.

Strong faling. Heis conscious now, and the tree seemsto be growing at right anglesto him, and just
beyond the treetop he seesthe airhauler miraculoudy holding apair of gigantic tongs on along
outstretched cable. The scene shifts, and now he cannot see the treetop or the airhauler or the tongs, he
can see only the bark up which be climbed a short while ago and dong which heis descending with
demordizing velocity. In hisleft ear words materidize: "Tom! Oh, my God! Tom!" Again his perspective
has dtered. He can see now the huge limb toward which heis descending. It isthe same limb he left mere
minutes ago. Is hefaling down toward the limb, or isthelimb faling upward toward him?Itisa
perplexing enigma. Inchesfrom the limb (it seems) the dack of his saddle rope exhaustsitsdf, and the
rope seat digsinto his buttocks with such force that, had he not grasped the other rope strand sometime
during hisfdl, hisback would be broken. He swings now in his saddle rope, marveling at the intense
blueness of the sky and the dark-gold beauty of the wheet; rgjoicing in the chinooklike wind that has now
begun to bresthe across the plain.

Matthewssvoice "You dl right, Tom? My God, Tom, areyou al right?'

"Sure, Matty," Strong said.

Peake's voice: "Thought wed seen thelast of you, old buddy!”

"Thetongsdidnt hit you," Blueky said. "What did?'

"That piece of wood | cut out." Strong touched the left Sde of histhroat. It was sore, but the skin
wasn't cut. "No damage done. Matty, | owe you. Y ou saved my life."

"All you owe meisto finish the job without bresking your neck. To which point were going to finish
it abit different than we planned. Even split, that trunk is aready too big to handle agridly anymore and
so are thelimbs. So, Tom, after those two splits are gone you start dropping the limbs into the square.
There's room enough, though you'll have to tip the lowest ones, and there€'s more than enough room to
handle the rest of the trunk. Owen, Jake—after you drop the splitsin the yard, land the airhauler. I'll meet
you at the shed and bring you to the square. After Tom drops al the limbs and comes down, you two
can get the trunk. Then you can cut everything to haulable size. Today, if theréstime, tomorrow, if there
isn't. You sureyou're okay, Tom?

"I'm fine," Strong said. "But I'll need another beam-saw. | dropped mine.”

"There should be onein the airhauler. Isthere, Owen?!

"Yes. Therésone," Bluesky said. "I’ll send it on down."

"Good. Finisand out."

Y ou worked up now instead of down. Thefirst limb Strong tipped was the one whose endmost burst
of foliage hovered high above the hotel. Wasit by this limb she had journeyed when she visted mein my
hotel room? he wondered. Had she walked out to the end of it and then dropped fairylike down to his
windowsi|1? No, he did not think so. He didn't know how she had gotten there. He had no idea how she



moved about when no one could see her. Someday, after he took her to Earth and made her his bride,
he would ask her. But it did not matter now. Now his concern was with the tree she lived in. Where was
she now? he wondered. Was she il in the tree? He had looked for her on hisway down to the limb but
he had not seen her. Probably in that mysterious way she had of moving she had |eft the branches and
gone esewhere. Where, he had no idea, but it did not matter. Tonight, when he was aonein hisroom,
she would come to him the way she had cometo him last night in the grotto, and he would tell her then
that he wanted her to be hisbride. "Yes, I'll tell you then," he said. But right now, his concern wasthe
tree.

The square was roped off from the village. Westermeyer's doing, no doubt. Well beyond the rope,
tiny people were standing on the hotdl lawn, looking up a him. There were other tiny people standing on
the lawns of the flanking houses. Probably the square was surrounded by tiny people. He cut the limb
about twenty feet back from the end, dowly so that the cut portion hung down at an acute angle before it
fdl. When it fdl, hahabirds stresked screaming from its foliage and winged out over the plain. They did
not return. The cut portion seemed to drift down rather than fdl. 1t landed well within the square. It was
time now to cut the limb proper.

He had |eft his saddle rope at the limb's juncture with the trunk. Matthews would have had afit if
she'd known, but he had no mind to drive any more tree pegs than he had to, and besides, Matthews
probably was picking Peake and Bluesky up at the airhauler shed. Even if she was on the scene, there
was no way she could have known. He had to drive a peg now, though, and run his saddle rope through
it S0 he could swing down below the limb for the undercut. He did o, tightrope-walking the edge of a
prominence.

He turned the beamsaw to Med and made the cut, penetrating dightly lessthan half the girth of the
limb. Then he went back up the rope to the top of the limb and began thefina cut. He heard blurs of
sound around him, and glancing up, he saw that the haha birds were leaving the tree.

Where would they go?

He remembered the words he had thought five days ago when he was standing in the square—the
tree was the last tree, and when it died the haha birds were doomed—and a deep and terrible regret
penetrated the armor he had built around himself.

A faint crepitation came from the limb. He continued to cut. "It's not my fault about the birds" he
sad.

He heard Matthewss voice. "Just got here with Jake and Owen, Tom. | can't seeyou, but | take it
you're on the limb above the hotd."

Strong tongued on histransmitter. "Right." There were a series of foreboding cregks. "Here she
comes!”

He stepped back and watched the limb part from the tree. The tree trembled. The cut he had made
was perfect, but thelimb did not fall on an even plane. Its much heavier inward section outpaced the rest
of it to the ground. The impact of the base with the earth shook the tree again, and the thud! of the
contact was awesome. Then there was a prolonged swish appended by a second, lighter thud asthe
remainder of thelimb cameto rest.

Strong's audience cheered. He saw two figures approach the fallen limb and recognized them as
Bluesky and Peake. "Tom," Matthews said, "Owen and Jake are going to try to keep up with you.
Whenever it's possible, do your ddimbing as far from them asyou can, and if you think they're too close,
holler. And always holler before the limb you're working on isready to fal. Better lock your transmitter
on on-position.”

"Right," Strong said. "And for God's sake, be careful up there!"

"Sure, Matty."

He could see Matthews now. She was standing in front of the crowd on the hotel lawn. Not far from
her, three other figures had also moved out in front. One of them was crouched behind an instrument
Strong identified as atripodic camera. Squinting his eyes, be identified one of the other figures as
Marijane. Recognition did nothing to him, and he moved on to the next limb.



"Wed better moveit, Jerry,” Marijane said. "He'sworking hisway around the trunk.”

Without aword, Pruitt shouldered the tripodic camera and began waking clockwise around the
square. Marijane and Dastard followed. Dastard was grinning. "What's the matter with Jerry, Marijane?"
he asked sotto voce. "Cat got histongue?'

"Shut up!" Marijane said.

Shedidn't liketo think of the look on Jerry's face last night when sheld walked out of the bar with
Peake again. It was too much like the look that had come onto Tom's face when sheld unthinkingly told
him who her alley-lover was. Moreover, the contempt that used to rise to her succor in such instances
had deserted her. Instead of being disdainful of Jerry's distress, shefelt sorry for him.

Last night she'd dreamed the dream again, and this morning she/d once more overdept. When she
and Johnny Boy and Jerry had breskfasted in the dining hal they saw through the window people
standing on the hotel lawn gazing at the tree, and sheld known that now the action could be caught best
from the ground.

Lotsof pretty girlsdream phalic dreams, she thought, walking with Johnny Boy behind Jerry.

Yes. But I'm afilthy old woman.

Looking up into the tree, she saw Tom'stiny figure circling thetrunk. "Catch him," shetold Jerry, and
they stopped, and Johnny Boy helped Jerry set up the camera, and they got Tom's progress on tapetill
he disappeared.

What isit with Tom? she asked herself asthe trio resumed their walk around the square. Why now,
after dl thistime, do | wish I'd said yes when he asked me to marry him? But she knew why. Thereturn
of the dream waswhy. The dream from which sheld thought her analyst had freed her. Only Tom could
free her from it now.

He could free me from it with atouch of his hand. Tom, my paraclete.

She knew that what she was thinking was as much a product of her desperation asit was of her
gpostasy, that her paraclete was no holier than she. But she dso knew that it wastrue. Tom, for dl his
foibles, had truly loved her, and if he could not forgive her, no one, nothing, could.

Shelit acigarette, but her hands were trembling so badly that she threw it away. God had trapped
her with Tom. He had sent Tom to her, but He had tricked her into doing something Tom would hate,
and then He had tricked her further by making her tell Tom what it had been. He had made it next to
impossible for her paraclete to carry out his ordained task. Somewhere in her mind she had known these
things when she had solicited Trans-Agtraisfor the big tree assgnment. And now God had grown
impatient. She had followed her paraclete to Plains, but only to degpen the wound she had aready
inflicted in him. Last night, beneath the tree, she had truly seen hersdlf for what shewas.

I'll go to Tom tonight, shetold hersdf. If | mugt, I'll beg him to forgive me, first for taking Jeke before
him, then for al the children I've crushed. He needs only to touch me, and I'll know. . . .

Toward midafternoon, Strong dropped the last limb. The square was an abattoir of butchered wood.

He had worked through the noon hour, refusing Matthews's offer to send up abasket of food viahis
saddle rope. Now, in the limblesstree, he lowered the sack to the lowest limb stub. The stub on which
he stood hid him from his audience, and he dipped into adeep fissure and climbed up to the stub that
fronted the entrance to the grotto. He did not think she had returned, but he had to make sure. The grotto
was empty; clearly, she had |eft the tree. The candles he had lit last night had burned down amost to thelr
bases. In ther fading light he went over and stood before the minitree and looked up at the hammock in
which he and Xtil had spent the night. 1f you haven't |eft the tree, come to me now, he said, and I'll
tell you of the plans I've made, and then I'll take you down with me to the ground. He listened, but
no words that were not his own came into his mind and she did not bring her lovelinessto brighten the
fading candle flames, and he was certain then that she had |eft the tree.

He blew out the candllight and returned to the outside of the tree. On hisway down to the stub
where the saddle rope was tree-pegged he heard Matthews's anxious voice. "Where are you, Tom?
Tom, areyou okay?'

"I'm fine, Many," he answered. And then: " Owen, Jake—I'm going to send down the sack. Then I'm



coming down mysdf."

He went down the doubled rope to the lowest stub, then he pulled the rope down, drove another
tree peg, and tied one end of the rope around it and the other end around the sack. Then helowered the
sack to the ground. Fully extended, the rope was one hundred and sixty feet long—barely long enough
for the task. After Peake and Bluesky removed the sack, Strong abselled to the ground.

The audience cheered. Matthews ran across the square and kissed him. The ground felt strange
beneath his feet. "Come on back with me and watch,” Matthews said. "Now that you're back on earth
the insurance clause no longer applies. Jake and Gwent get the trunk.”

"No," Strong sad, "I'll getit.”

He spoke the wordsflatly. Matthews looked into his eyes. They were focused on her face, but she
sensed that he wasn't seeing her. "All right, Tom. It'syour tree.”

"When you go back to watch, take Jake and Owen with you."

". .. All tight. Bring the sack, you guys."

"Y ou okay?" Bluesky said to Strong.

"Fmfine" Strong said.

"Easy doesit."

Bluesky grabbed one end of the sack, Peake the other, and they followed Matthews to the hotel
lawvn.

Strong stood in the square with the trunk of the tree and with its dismembered limbs lying about him.
The trunk was not atrunk—it was the black core of avolcano, the earth eroded from around it. He had
left room to drop if. Wheniit fell, it would fal just to the right of the birdbath, at right anglesto the hotdl.

Heturned and faced it. To drop it where he wanted it he would need a deep notch. He drew his
beamsaw and turned it on Max and sent its XI-Gamma-16 particles darting into the wood. Into the bark
and the bast and the xylem. He had to make the cuts wide so that the notch would fal free. Wheniit did,
he walked around to the other side of the trunk. The grass beneath hisfeet was dappled with the petals
of tree flowers. In the danted light of Genji the sun they were more than ever like drops of blood. He
shuddered as he began thefinal cut. Straight across now. He cut deep. Deep, deep, deep. A groaning
sound cameto his ears asthough from far away. It wasthe tree's. His audience had grown silent. Now
the tree groaned again. There was a deep crepitation. He cut deeper. The trunk moved. Yes, it'sgoing
now. He had scuffed one of the tree-flower petals onto his boot. He kicked it wildly away. Thetree
shuddered, began itsdow, sad fal. He moved well back from the trunk. It was like amountain falling.
Tom! someone cried. Tom! He looked wildly around. He saw no one except the peoplein the distant
circular crowd.

Therewas athick and thunderous sound as tree and ground collided at exactly the point he had
amed. The gasp from the watchers was aballoon of sound. Thetrunk quivered, then lay silently inthe
sun, and he walked around the great Ssump to where the fissured bark rose building-high, Tom! someone
cried again. Tom! The "voice" was broken now, and he knew whose "voice" it was. He looked wildly
down the length of the trunk. He saw awisp of sunlight brighter than its surroundings. He began to run.
The crowd of Reagpers were shouting and dashing into the square, irrepressiblein their delight. The
people broke around him as he ran. When he reached the part of the trunk beneath which she lay, he
knelt down beside her. Xtil, Xtil, he said. He could not see dl of her—only her waist and breasts and
arms and lovely, dying face. There was afresh tree flower tucked in her hair. The rest of her was crushed
beneath the trunk—her hips, her legs, her sandaled feet. Xtil, | didn't dreamyou'd die! he said. You
didn't kill me, Tom, shesaid. Theinevitability did. Forgive me, he said, and saw her smile and nod
her head in such away he knew there was nothing to forgive; and saw her die, and saw the grasswhere
her head had lain, and the tree flower that had garnished her hair lying in the sun.

VI



A lavish smorgasbord covered end-to-end tables aong onewall of the bar. Strong, who had never
been in the room before, ignored the variegated array of food and went straight to the bar. He had
showered but be had not shaved, and he had changed from tree wear to awhite shirt, tan summer
suit-dax, and dark-brown dress boots. He wore no tie.

The bar was full. Peake and Bluesky were there. They would move the dismembered remnants of the
tree tomorrow. Matthews was there too. All had changed from tree to ordinary wear. Matthews even
wore adress. A white one. And there were Reagpers. They filled not only the bar but most of the dining
hall. Half the Reapersin the village, Strong thought. As he walked to the bar they cheered him. One of
them patted him on the back and said, " The man who saved Big-treg!”

Matthews made room for him between hersalf and Bluesky. An Old Earth sat on the bar before her.
Bluesky was drinking whiskey; Peske, Scotch. Stiraight. Westermeyer and Katerinawere tending bar.
The former ran to take Strong's order. Strong wanted Mary Muscatel. He wished be hadn't cut off his
bals "Whiskey," he said.

Westermeyer went to the top shelf. "The best,” he said, filling adouble-shot glass.

"Hey," Bluesky said, "my glassis empty too."

Westermeyer filled it and | eft the bottle on the bar.

"All of thisisin your honor, Tom," Matthews sad.

"l have no honor," Strong said. "I killed thetree.

"Y ou could see them coming out of the horizon benegth the cloud of dust their hoofs threw up,”
Bluesky said, "and they were beautiful in their shaggy maesty and as dark and as magnificent as death.”

"I know how you fed, Tom," Matthews said.

Strong drank hiswhiskey, refilled hisglass. "No, you don't.”

"l saw you crying beside the tree.”

Strong said nothing. His handslay limply on the bar.

What does a dryad do when her tree dies? he asked, and she answered, She diestoo. Soyoulie
to yoursdlf because you haveto kill her tree, you pretend that she doesn't know, that she only thinks she's
going to die. Y ou pretend this because you love her and you haveto kill her tree. "I have no honor," he
sadagain. "l killed her tree.”

"Tom!" Matthews sad.

Strong fell sllent again. He raised his eyesto the backbar, saw his mirrored salf and shuddered, and
then he raised them to the top shelf where hisdrink had come from, and finally to ashelf above it—the
one where the Quantextil artifacts were stored. He saw adall.

"Wester meyer!"

Westermeyer came running. "That doll up there,” Strong said. "Let me seeit.”

Westermeyer had to stand on tiptoe to reach it. He handed it to Strong. "We found it herein the
hotel when we were getting ready for the tourists,”" he said. "'l think it had something to do with the
Quantextil'sworship of thetree.”

Strong stared at the doll. It had been carved out of wood and been mounted on asmall pedestal. It
had been painted, and the paint was till intact. He stared at the smdll, exquisitely featured face, at thetiny
breasts that poked gently against the green, leaflike tunic, a the yellow, nunlike hair. At thelong, dender
legs. "I'd go so far asto say,” Westermeyer went on, "that it represents a sort of goddess. A Goddess of
the Treg"

"No," Matthews said. The wrongness of the dream had at last unmasked its horrid face. "It
represents the Goddess of the Hearth.”

"The Hearth?' Westermeyer sad.

"Yes. The Hearth. Tom, don't you seeit? It wasthere all dong. The houses are thetreg™

Strong touched the doll's tiny shoulder. "Then why was shein the tree?!

"Tom, she was the Goddess of the Tree too. But she wasn't in thetreg!”

"The hell shewasnt,” Strong said. "I saw her. | talked with her."

"Get hold of yoursdf, Tom."

"Ms. Matthews, what do you mean?' Westermeyer asked. "What do you mean that the houses are



the tree?'

"I mean that the tree grew them out of itsroots. Just as the other trees grew their houses out of their
roots. Grew them beautifully, enchantingly, to attract people. This species of tree, whatever speciesit
may have been, needed peopleliving around it in order to liveitsdf. It needed the wastes people create,
the dead bodies people bury. Recycled, that waste, those dead bodies, lent it the nutrients it couldn't live
without. | should have guessed when the mill superintendent showed me the cross-section of one of the
trunk sections. | did guess unconscioudy, and that'swhy | dreamed—dreamed | wasthetree. The
thickness of the phloem, of the xylem—both pointed to the truth. That the tree needed more nutrients not
only because of its great size but because of the houses. It had to feed the houses too. Don't you see,
Doctor Westermeyer? Don't you see, Tom?"

Westermeyer's face had paled. Strong was still staring at the figurine. "But why are the houses
rotting?' Westermeyer asked.

"Because you and the other Reapersimproved the waste- and corpse-destruction facilitiesthe later
Quantextil had aready employed. Y ou not only continued the desth rite, you upped its pace.” Matthews
turned and pointed to the rotted-out areain the farther wall. "That'sagrave mark,” she said. She faced
the bar again. "Y our houses are rotting because they're dying.”

"Yes" Strong said, "she built the houses. She told me so. She was the Goddess of the Hearth aswell
as the Goddess of the Tree. But she was more than that. She wasthetree. And | killed her."

"Tom," Matthews said, "snap out of it!"

"I'mdl right,” Strong said. "1 understand dl of it now."

Matthews said to Westermeyer, "The Quantextil who lived in this village saw what hgppened to the
other villages and learned why, and they knew that the same thing would happen to theirs. That their tree
would die and their houses would rot away. Maybe their tree lasted longer because they 'moderni zed
last. | don't know. But they knew that their tree and their village were doomed, and it waslike having a
god die. They didn't wait till it happened. They decided to dietoo. The blight, Doctor Westermeyer, was
humean dupidity.”

"Tom," someone behind Strong said.

Strong turned. It was Marijane. He saw her face. It was the face of the woman taken in adultery
whom the scribes and Pharisees had brought before Christ. They said unto him, Master, this woman
was taken in adultery, in the very act. She said to Strong, "Please forgive me, Tom," and Strong saw
that he had somehow killed this woman too.

Hetook her hand. "There's nothing to forgive, Marijane.”

Marijane beganto cry.

"Tom," Matthews said, "you're not the same.”

"No." He put hisarm around Marijane. "Part of me died up therein thetree." He faced
Westermeyer. "Therésmore," hesaid. "The birds.”

"Thebirds" Westermeyer said.

"Tdl usabout the birds, Tom," Matthews said. Strong said, " The Quantextil worshipped the birds as
well asthetree. | found evidencein thetree.”

Matthews said, "Yes. The birdhouse.”

Strong said, "And something ese. Therésagrotto in the trunk with paintings on thewall. The
paintingstell the story. Y ou can see them for yoursdlf, Westermeyer, before the trunk is cut up and
hauled avay. Thewhole of Northwest New Americais—or was—abiome. Each community of the
biome was based on an ecosystem. The primary parts of the systems were the trees, the houses, the
Quantextil, the wheet, and the haha birds. The trees housed the Quantextil and the birds, the Quantextil
grew the wheat—probably not anywhere near the extent to which you people grow it, but enough to live
on—and fed the tree with their wastes and their corpses, and the birds protected the wheat. The early
Quantextil understood this and founded areligion based on the system. Probably they buried the religion
inriteand ritual, and lost track of its basic nature. Anyway, the later Quantextil, who were relatively
civilized, ascribed the customs of their ancestors to supergtition, and in their blindness proceeded to
divest the ecosystem of one of itsvita feedbacks. Immediately the trees began starving to degth, and



eventually they died. Except thisone. But this onewas dying too, when | killed it."

Matthews said, "But what did the birds do, Tom? | know they fed on something in the wheat—I
dreamed it. But what?'

Strong said, "I don't know. Plains locusts, perhaps—or Plains grasshoppers. And probably on their
larvae, too. Whatever insect it was, they kept its count down to unnoticeable numbers. I'll bet thisll be
the last crop till the Reapersfind out exactly what it was and devise their own means of suppressng it.”

Westermeyer said, "My God." The faces of the Reapers within earshot had turned into gray stone.

Matthews said, "The tree must have been dying for years before the Reapers came.”

Bluesky said, "Fifty million of them there were, living on the plains where now the Greet North
American Desart lies. And the grass they fed on was green and they returned it to the earth in their dung,
and the grass grew green again. Fifty million! And when the white men finished, five hundred remained.”

Strong said, "Malty, why was each tree planted almost exactly in the center of agreat depressionin
theplan?’

Matthews said, "To obtain the maximum amount of water, | suppose.”

Strong said, " Then someone must have planted them.”

Matthews sad, "The Quantextil?

Strong said, "'l don't think s0." He looked at the figurinein hishand. "I think that in away we can
never understand they planted themsalves."

Westermeyer said, "What're we going to do, Ms. Matthews? What're we going to do?"

Matthews said, "1 think that everything's dready been done.”

Peake sad, "What're you people taking about?' Bluesky sad, "Fifty million of them. Fifty million!™

Yggdrasill astralis

Former habitat: NW New America, Plains
(Genji 5)

Population: O
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