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THE WINDS OF TIME
Chad Oliver

To Chuck Beaumont and Bill Nolan; Because the world is like a falcon.

ONE

The cabin was aneat compromise. For the man, fed up to the gills with the stinks of the city and
afflicted with the annua back-to-nature bug, it had yellow pine walswith prominent rustic knotholes. For
the woman, resigned to another season of losing her hushand to a series of glassy-eyed trout, it offered
an eectric refrigerator, amoderatdly efficient gas stove, ashower with hot water, and innerspring
mattresses on the beds.

Weston Chase, pleasantly fueled with ham and eggs and three cups of coffee, had only oneimmediate
amin life: to get out of the cabin. He sat on the unmade bed and tied the laces of his old tennis shoes,
then clapped a stained mouse-colored felt hat on his head and shrugged into a supposedly waterproof
jacket. He stuffed chocolate bars and cigarettes into his pockets and picked up histubular rod case and
his trout basket.

Now, if only—
"Will you belong, hon?

Too late, he thought. Now came the Dia ogue. He knew what he would say, and he knew what his
wife Joan would say. The whole thing had the massive inevitability of Fate.

"I'll be back as soon as| can, Jo."

"Where are you going?'

"Up the Gunnison, | think. Pretty rough going that way. Sure you wouldn't like to go?!
"Wes, theré's nothing to do up there.”

Weston Chase edged toward the cabin door.

Joan sighed audibly, shoved back her fourth cup of black coffee, and put down the paper with a
flourish. (It wasthe Los Angdles Times, which caught up with them two days late.)

"Run dong, hon," she said. "Mustn't keep the trout waiting.”

He hesitated, smothering hisguilt fedings. It was sort of adirty dedl for Jo, he supposed. He looked
a her. With her blonde hair uncombed and without her make-up on, she was beginning to show the
yearsalittle. She had refused to have any children, so she still had her figure, but her good looks were
blurring abit around the edges.

“I'll be back early,” he said. "Tonight maybe we can go see Carter and Helen, play poker or bridge or
something.”

"Okay," Joan said. It was aneutral noise; she was Being a Good Wife, but not pretending to be
ecdtatic about it.

Weskissed her briefly. Her mouth tasted of deep and coffee.
He opened the door, stepped outside, and was a free man.

Thethin air was clean and cold, and it hit him like atome. It was till early, with the Colorado sun
wrestling with the gray morning clouds, and the deep breaths he took tasted of the night and stars and
slence. He got the engine of his car running on the third try—the carburetor wasn't adjusted for mountain
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driving yet—and then switched the heater on.

He pulled out of the Pine Motd drive, vaguely annoyed by the two wagon whedls at the entrance, and
drove back through Lake City. Lake City wasn't much to look at but, asdways, it filled him with a
namelesslonging, ahaf conscious summer wish to get away from the smog and the traffic and settle
down in aplace where the world was fresh. His eyestold him the truth: Lake City was not precisdly a
ghost town, but the coffin was ready and the hole was dug. It was just a pae collection of wooden stores
and houses at the foot of Slumgullion Pass, kept more or less dive by tourists now that the silver mines
were gone. The sign on theroad outside of town claimed almost athousand residents, but most of them
must have been of theinvisblevariety.

But he watched the curls of blue smokerising in the air and sensed the warmth behind the glass
windows of the Chuck Wagon, where atired girl was putting plates of ham and eggs on an old scarred
counter. He saw three oldsters aready swapping liesin front of the ramshackle post office, and he was
honest enough to envy them their life.

His car hummed out of town, crossed the bridge, and sped into the morning aong the Gunnison
River. The Gunnison was blue and inviting, framed by snow-capped mountains and bordered by dense
green brush and reddish strips of gravel. He opened the window and could hear theicy water chuckling
and gurgling by the road. He knew the Gunnison, though;, it was swift and deep and rugged. Wes cut off
from the main road amile outside of Lake City and drove over adirt trail until he cameto asmal winding
creek that tumbled down out of the mountains. He took the car asfar as he could, and then parked it in
the brush. He opened the door and climbed out.

There was only one sign that a man had ever been in this spot before—an empty, dirt-streaked jar
that had held salmon eggs lying by arock. He had tossed it there himself aweek ago.

He amiled, feding the yearsfal away like discarded clothing. He felt hisheart eager in hischest, and
his mind filled with warm, faraway images: aboy shooting tin canson the Little Miami River in Ohio,
building rock-and-clay dams on back yard creeks, snagging adeepy catfish from agreenriveridand ...

He locked the car, gathered up his gear, and hit the path with along, springy stride. Hegrinned at a
jay squawking across the sky, caught just aglimpse of adoe fading into the brush ahead of him. The path
angled upward through avalley of green and gold, choked with grass and flowers, and then climbed
aong the white-flecked stream into the mountains.

Thetrail was rough and little used, but he stuck with it. For the most part, he kept the stream on his
right, but he had to crossit twice when the rocks and brush cut him off. The water was glacialy cold and
his tennis shoes squished when he walked. He knew there were trout in the creek, fanning their finsin the
ripples and hovering in the black, shaded pools. There were enough of them so that he could count on
getting seven or eight if he spent the day at it, and probably two of them would be pretty good rainbows.
But today he wanted to do better than that. There was atiny lake, fed by melting ice, up above timber
line, and there the golden native trout were deek and hungry, far from the hatcheries and the bewildered
fish that were dumped into the more accessible streams and caught before they knew where they were,

The lake was dmost fourteen thousand feet up, so most of the boyswith the fancy equipment left it
aone.

Wes climbed steadily, knowing he would be dog-tired before he got back down again, and not
caring. Hisdoctor's mind told him his body wasin good shape, and he was reassured. The sun was il
playing tag with grayish streeks of cloud, but he could fed hisface burning alittlein thethin air.

Around him, he was aware of magnificent scenery without looking at it directly: cool pines and stands
of graceful aspens, their dender white trunkslike cream in the sun. A miniature jungle of fernsand hidden
insects, and a soft wind rustling through the trees. Once, the mournful cry of awolf far above him.

If only aman could come here and live, he thought. If only he could forget his security and the string
of runny nosesthat were his patients.



And then the trapping whisper of reason: You'd freeze in the winter, Jo would hate it, where
would your kids go to school if you had any kids ... ?

It was eleven o'clock when he got above the timber line, and even the stately spruces were behind
him. The path twisted through rocks and dark clumps of brush with startling green leaves. The stream
was only some three feet across here, but fast and cold as it rushed with asibilant shhhhhhh down from
the lake.

Thelakeitsdlf, when hefinally reached it at twenty minutes past eeven, was nothing much to look at,
unless you happened to be afisherman. It was aflat pond, dmost circular, perhaps one hundred and fifty
feet across. The sun was amost directly overhead, and the water appeared dark green; the few spots
that were rock-shadowed looked black. There was il ice on the peak that rose behind the pool,
blinding inthe sunlight.

It was as silent as though the world had just been created, fresh and clean and new.

Wes sat down on arock, shivering alittle. He wished the clouds would disperse for good, even
though the fishing would be better if the sun weren't too bright. He wasn't tired—that would come
later—but he was hungry. He wolfed down two chocolate bars, getting an dmond fragment stuck in his
teeth as usual, and drank some cold water from the stresm whereit ran out of the pond.

He dipped his brown fly rod out of its case and stuck it together firmly. He took the black red from
his trout basket and clipped it into place. He squinted at the leader, decided it was okay, and tied on two
coachman flies. Probably the salmon eggs would do better in the deep water, but there was plenty of
time

He stood up, lit a cigarette, and maneuvered himsdlf into position: shielded on one side by rocks, but
with aclear space behind him for casting.

Theworld held its bresth.
He flicked the flieswith an easy wrist motion and they patted the water to hisright, only five feet from

shore. He left them a moment, two specks of brown and red resting on the green surface of the water.
There was adight wind ripple on the pond; otherwise, dl was ill.

Hetried again, |etting out more line and casting straight out in front of him. Nothing. He drew theline
back, wiggling thefliesin the water—

Strikel!

A flash of flame-colored fins, a heavy shadow benesth the surface, and the flies disgppeared. Theline
tautened, the fly rod bent double and jerked with alife of its own.

Wes excitedly muttered a crackling string of choice swear words, directed at nothing in particular,
and backed away from the lake. A bad spot to use the net, just toss him out on the rocks—

There! Thetrout broke water and tried to snag the line on a boulder. Wes kept the line tight, waited
until thetrout relaxed just atrifle, and heaved.

He had him. The trout flopped on the rocks, the fly worked out of his mouth—

Wes snatched off his hat with hisleft hand and dived for the fish, clapping the hat over him likea
basket. Carefully he reached under the hat, grabbed the trout, and broke its neck with one quick jerk.

He sat on the rocks, grinning idioticaly, admiring his catch. It was anice one—agood fourteen
inches, and heavy with firm flesh. Wes popped him in the basket, fastened the buckle, and shook out his
line

"Won't get skunked today," he said, exhilarated out of al proportion to what had happened. What
was it about afish, anyhow, that made him fed like akid again? The thought died in birth; he didn't care
why it made him happy. It did, and that was enough.

He advanced on the pond again with asure ingtinct that today was his day to shine. He forgot



everything: food, rest, promisesto Jo. Every atom of his being was concentrated on the trout in the pool.
Every fish he caught stimulated him to want more.

For Wes Chase time ceased to exist.
The trout basket grew heavy againg hiship.
Hiswet feet ached, but he didn't fed them.

He noticed the gray cloudsthat filled up the sky around the mountain peak only because the fishing
was even better now that the water was shadowed and restless.

At four o'clock in the afternoon the storm hit with a parayzing suddenness. He was taken utterly by
surprise as the pond before him was ingtantly transformed into a pitted black mass of excited water. He
felt anumbnessin hiswrist where something icy rested. Helooked around, trying to adjust himself toa
change that had caught him thoroughly flat-footed.

Hall.
It wasn't rain, but hail—round pelting chunks of ice that seemed to materialize on al sides, blanketing
the rocks and plunking into the water. It was very till; there was no wind.

At first hewasn't afraid. He was annoyed, and that was al. He picked hisway back to where he had
left hisrod case, took the rod apart, and put it in the tube. The hail got under his collar, melted, and
trickled down his back.

He noticed two things: it was darker than it should have been, and he was cold. Hisfirst thought was
of shelter, but the unhappy fact was that there wasn't any. He was above the timber line, and there wasn't
even atreeto break the hall.

He stood up straight, trying to make as smdll atarget as possible. He wished fervently that his hat had
awider brim on it; he could hear the hail pocking into the felt, and the crown was aready getting soggy.

He remembered an abandoned miner's cabin back down thetrail. Itsroof had collapsed, but the four
walswere more or lessintact, unless his memory was tricking him. No matter—the cabin was agood
two miles away, and the hail was so thick he could hardly seethetrail. The storm got worse.

A cutting wind came up, Sweeping out of the north, dashing the hail againgt hisface. He stuck hisred,
numbed handsin his pockets and held the rod case under his arm. He raised his head and looked around
amost desperately.

There was nothing. The dick rocks were blanketed with hail, and the world that had seemed so
inviting afew hours earlier now presented a bleak aspect indeed. He checked hiswatch. Four-twenty. It
would take him two hours to make the car under the best of conditions, and he wasn't anxiousto try that
path in the dark. He waited, shivering, but in ten minutes the hail showed no sign at dl of letting up.

He turned his back to the wind and managed to get a cigarette going on the fifth match, Then he
squinted his eyes and fumbled hisway to the path that led dong the rushing stream, back down the
mountain. He was decidedly miserable, and more than willing to concede that civilization wasn't so bad
after dl.

If he could just get toit.

The hail rattled down with avengeance, and Wes began to worry about his glasses. If they broke, he
would bein abad fix for following amountain trail. He tried to keep his head down, but that exposed his
neck.

Hetried to increase his pace, and promptly dipped on the hailstones and fell on his back. He got up,
unhurt but touched by panic.

Sow down, hethought. Take it easy. It was hard to see. He couldn't just follow the stream because
the rocks and brush barred hisway. If he could remember which side of the stream the path was on—



He couldn't. He floundered along what he had thought wasthetrail, and it just stopped against arock
wall. Thewind was whistling now, the hail the worst he had ever seen. Helooked at hiswatch.

A quarter tofive.

It would be dark in an hour unless the clouds lifted.

Hetried to retrace his stleps and fell again, landing in aclump of wiry brush that scratched hisface.
Wouldn't do to bust a leg. No one knows where | am.

He stopped, shielded his eyes, tried to spot something, anything.

There.

Abovehim.

Was that arock shelter, that shadow beneath the ledge?

He put down hisrod case and trout basket and scrambled up the rocks. He ripped his trouser leg,
but he couldn't fed athing. The stinging hail wasright in hisface and he lost hishat. He flopped over a
ledge—Ilike afish, he thought wildly—and scrambled into the hollow made by arock overhang.

Thewind still cut a him. He bent over double and squeezed hisway toward the back of the rock
shelter. He saw an opening—not abig one, but large enough to admit his body.

A cave?
Hedidn't carewhat it was.
Hetook a deep breath, felt ahead to make sure there wasn't adrop, and squirmed inside.

TWO

It wastoo dark for him to see clearly, but it was dry. He fumbled in his shirt pocket under the jacket',
took out amatch, and struck it. He held it above his head, trying to make out where he was.

Thetiny light didn't do much good. He must bein a cavern of some sort, he reasoned; he could see
only oneside of it, athough the celling was within easy reach. Something gleamed with ametallic
reflection about fifteen feet behind him—avein of ore, probably.

The match went out.

He listened, ready to trand ate the dightest scrabble or scratch into wolves, snakes, or other charming
companions. He heard nothing. There was only a hard, dust-covered silencein the cave.

Hethought: | may be the first man in the world who has ever been in here.

Ordinarily, the notion would have given him considerable pleasure; asit was, he wastoo miserableto
be impressed. He was wet, cold, and tired. There was nothing he could make afirewith. Outside, a
scant two yards from his head, the ssorm was cutting loose with an icy, persistent ferocity. And it was
getting dark.

Why didn't | bring a flashlight? He thought of those cheerful cartoon adsin which deep-seadivers,
bear hunters, and dauntless young executives were inevitably saved by good reliable flashlight batteries.
Suppose you didn't have aflashlight? Could you throw the batteries at the enemy?

Helaughed, felt alittle better, and lit a cigarette. The smoke, at least, was warm. His patients were
aways asking him about lung cancer, and he dways answered them solemnly. Just the same, he stuck to
his tobacco.

He made plans, shifting his position to get a sharp rock out of hisside. He would stay here dl night if
he had to; the storm couldn't go on forever. Then get back to the car, drive to the cabin, and tell Jo what
had happened. Then a hot shower, breakfast with steaming-hot coffee, and around of antibioticsfrom



his bag. He had plenty of free samples, fortunately. The drugstore in Lake City was probably ill in the
blackstrap molasses and yogurt era.

Was histhroat already getting raw, or was that imagination?
Physician, heal thysdlf ...

Two cigaretteslater and it was six o'clock. Night had fallen outside in the storm, and a deeper,
blackness crawled inside the cave around him. There was a change in the sound of the storm; he heard a
hissing and agurgling that must mean that the hail had turned to rain. A hard, driving rain. He knew from
past experience that the water would be gushing down the mountain trail two or three inches deep. It
would make for treacherous going at best. He would never makeit at night without a broken fibulaor so,
and that would be a pretty picnic.

He peeled the paper from acandy bar and ate the chocolate dowly. He decided to save the
remaining two for breskfast before he started down the mountain in the morning.

He was already stiff and sore, and he knew that a night on the rock floor of the cavern would do
nothing to loosen him up. But he was tired. Maybe if he could doze alittle the time would pass more
quickly.

He twisted around on the rocks to find a more comfortable position and discovered that there were
no comfortable positions. He wadded up his handkerchief for apillow and closed hiseyes.

The storm roared wetly outside, but it was asteady sound, almost soothing ...
Hedept.

He tossed fitfully on the hard floor of the cave, adeep and yet somehow aware that time was passing.
He held on to deep dmost conscioudy, asthough apart of him knew that it was easier than waking up in
the cold.

And then, quite suddenly, hewasfully, intensely awake.
Something had awakened him.
What?

Helay very ill, lisgening. The rain had stopped, and the world outside was hushed and dripping. Pae
moonlight filtered into the cavern, touching it with ghostly siver.

He checked hiswatch. Two o'clock.

There. A sound: amuffled dlick, likeameta latch.

It wasingde the cave with him.

He held his breath, his aches and painsforgotten. His eyes searched the cave, seeking—

Another sound. A rasping scratch, like afingernail on ablackboard. From behind him, where the
cavernwal glinted alittle with ametalic sheen.

Ananimd?

His eyestried to pierce the gloom. He could almost seein the hdf-light, but details were fuzzy. He
wasfilled with anameless, irrational dread. All a once there was no civilization, no science, no
knowledge. Therewas only himsdlf, alone, and a primeva darkness choked with horror.

Herolled over as quietly as he could. He got up on al fours and crawled toward the cave entrance.
He put one hand outside, grasping for ahold on the damp rock.

Thenheheard it.
It was something opening.
He looked back.



Someone—something—was walking out of aholein the cavern behind him. It wastal—it had to
bend over to keep from hitting the roof of the cave. It had a cadaverous face, pasty white. It had eyes—

It saw him. It came after him.

Wes Chase couldn't think; his mind was paralyzed. But his muscles could act, and did. He threw
himsdlf out the cave opening, scrambled down the rock shelter. He listened for the stream, swollen with
rain, and ran for it.

He found the stream, dmost black in the silver blue of the moonlight. He spotted the trail, a deeper
darknessin therocks. He plunged down it asfast as he could go. He dipped, amost fell, caught himsalf
on some tough strands of brush.

Sow down, hethought. You'll kill yourself.

He looked back over his shoulder. He saw only apaelunar world. He heard nothing but falling water
and long, long silences. He turned his attention to the trail again, picking hisway as carefully as he could.

Get down in the trees, at least. Hide.

A shiver trembled over him uncontrollably. He had seen that face, there was no question about that.
He hadn't been dreaming, and he wasn't crazy. He didn't bother pinching himself; he was sore enough
without that.

He kept moving asfast as he dared. He had to cross the stream, and it was high and turbulent. The
icy water soaked him up to his hips. His tennis shoes squished on the rocks.

Get hold of yourself, boy.

He picked up a sharp rock and kept it in his hand. What had that thing been? He wasn't superdtitious,
at least ordinarily, and he had seen enough corpses to be assured that they didn't do much strolling
around. Okay. Thething looked like aman, soit must be aman. But what wasit—he gtill couldn't think
of it as he—doing there? Another fisherman? Surely he would have seen him, or heard him. A hermit?
Ridiculous—he couldn't survive long in this country, not without a house and wood for afire.

Wes began to get mad. He had left abasket full of golden trout up there, to say nothing of hisrod and
his hat. But he wasn't about to turn around and go back. The man had been big, perhaps alunatic of
some kind. Get some help, maybe, and then go up there in the daylight and see what was going on ...

He heard anoiseto hisright. The stream? Some anima ?

Heincreased his pace, holding the rock tightly in his hand. It was faster going down than coming up.
He should reach the timber line in aminute or two. Should he keep going, try for the car? Hewas
warming up now, feding alittle better, but it would be cold when he stopped, and more than three hours
until sunrise. He decided on the car.

He settled into asteady, loose-jointed walk, dmost atrot. His feet squished and dlipped, but he kept
his balance. Time was healing the shock alittle now.

Must be some natural explanation. An airplane crash? Maybe | should have said something,
tried to help ... But he kept moving.

Trees began to loom up around him, and he caught the lush smell of wet pines. The moonlight was
filtered now, and shadows tricked him on the path. He forded the stream again, kept going.

The path twisted sharply to theright. Westook the curve amost at arun, then stopped as though he
had dammed full-tilt into a brick wall. The same man waswaiting for him on thetrail. He stood there, not
moving, only half revealed by the chilled radiance of the moonlight. Hisface was as dead white asit had
seemed in the cave. Hewastdl, taller than Wes, and thin. His eyes were living shadows in the pallor of
hisface.

"Who are you?' Wes cdled. His voice was higher than he had intended. "What do you want?'



The man said nothing. The brook gurgled in the night.

"Tdk, damn you! What the hell're you trying to pull ?"

No answer.

Wes steadied himsdlf, gripped the rock in his hand. He was not going to run back up the mountain
agan. "Get out of my way," hesaid.

The man—if such he was—did not move.

Wes had been areasonably creditable halfback in his high school days, and he had run over bigger
men than this. He took his glasses off, put them in histrouser pocket, where they wouldn't be hit directly.
Then he squinted, took a deep breeth, and rushed the man standing in the trail, hisrock ready to swing.

Quite calmly the man raised hisarm. He had something in his hand. The something gave asoft choog
and Wes Chase found himsdlf flat on the ground, hisface actudly touching one of the man's shoes. He
had never seen ashoelikeit before.

He seemed to be fully conscious, but he could not move. He heard his heart thudding in his chest. He
could not fed the ground under him. He was suddenly peaceful, peaceful beyond dl reason. It wasthe
peace of adream, where nothing mattered, for soon you would wake up and it would al go away ...

It didn't go away.
Theman—it must be aman—did not speak. He picked Wes up and tossed him onto his shoulder,
not ungently, but with asingular lack of concern. Like a sack of potatoes, Wes thought.

The man began to climb back up the mountain. | weigh almost two hundred pounds, he can't
possibly lug me all the way to the top.

But he was doing it. He gasped for breath and set Wes down every few hundred yards while he
rested, but he kept going. Wes watched the trees fade out and the rocks begin, and he saw the moon,
aoneand cold and remotein the night.

Sowly, determinedly, they climbed toward the glacid lake.

They turned off toward the rock shelter. Wes saw histrout basket still lying where he had dropped it,
and irrdlevantly thought that the fish would still be good because it had been so cold. He saw hisrod
case, too, but his hat, wherever it had falen, was outside hisfield of vision.

The man went into the cave first and pulled Wesin after him. Then he dragged him some fifteen feet
across the cave floor, to where Wes had first seen the metdlic reflection he had thought was a vein of
ore. Not ore. Door .

The man opened a concedled port that |ooked like the hatch of a submarine. Pale radiance, not unlike
the moonlight outside, spilled into the cavern. The man went through the port and pulled Wes after him.

Then he shut the port. Wes heard the digtinct click asit locked.

The man dragged him into a semblance of asitting position against onewall and then backed off. Wes
tried to move, but failed. He had no sensation of pressure where he sat or where he leaned against the
wall. He was dead from the neck down.

But his eyes worked. He looked around as best he could.

Hewasin alarge rock vault, perhapsforty yards across at its degpest point. It was apparently a
natura cave of some sort, athough it had been cleared of dl debrisuntil it wasrather festureless.

And, of course, it had been seded off from the world by that curious entry port.
It was utterly silent except for the sound of breathing—his own and the man's.

The vault was not empty. That was the worst part. Wes knew that his normal reactions had been
somehow inhibited, but he felt atendril of gpprehension a what he saw inthefar wall.



There were niches cut into the rock.
Five of them.

Thelight was not good in the chamber, coming asit did from tubes like flashlights, but he could see
that there were bodiesin four of the dots. Thefifth one was empty, but it was no grest feat of mental
gymnasticsto figure out who had been there before.

Forget about an airplane crash, then.

Forget about hermits.

Forget about fishermen.

The man looked at him, hiswhite face expressionless. He glanced at thefiguresin the niches, as
though checking.

Then the man moved toward Wes, hiseyesvery bright, and stretched out his hands.

THREE

Wes Chase could not move.

The moment wasintolerable, and it would not end. The cave, the niches, the hands—all were
razor-sharp in hismind. He had seen many men die, and had often wondered, rather casualy, how death
would cometo him. Hislifedid not flash through his brain. Instead, amoment out of time was
pin-pointed and aline he had read in college shouted a him, insanely, over and over:

Thisis the way the world ends, thisis the way the world ends, thisis the way—
But it wasnt.

Incredibly, the man's hands touchefl him and were gentle; there was no maice in them. Wes|ooked
into the man's eyes. They were aclear gray, and he could read nothing in them. The face was ahuman
face—there was ahuman skull un-der that flesh. Westicked them off: mandible, maxilla, zygomatic arch,
nasa cavity, orhits, fronta bone....

And yet the face was aface unlike any other he had ever seen. It was pasty in its skin texture, but that
wasn't theimportant thing. The proportions were odd in away he could not define. And the expression.
Eyesbright, skin taut, thin lips open, breathing fast—

Hate?

Hunger?
Hope?

The hands went over him lightly. His pockets were emptied. His watch was taken from hiswrist. The
gold wedding ring on hisfinger was examined, then left where it was. The man waslooking for
something, Weswas certain of that. But what?

Theloot was something less than sensationa. A brown hillfold Jo had given him for Chrismas ayear
ago. Some loose change—a quarter, two nickels, four pennies. A black comb, not too clean and with
one tooth missing; Wes had been meaning to get anew one at the drugstore. A key ring with three keys
onit. Onewasfor hiscar, one for hishome on Beverly Glen off Sunset, and one for his Westwood
office. Two packs of cigarettes, one of them crumpled and almost empty. A folder of paper matches,
also pretty well shot. Two chocolate bars wrapped in shiny paper. A couple of trout fliesand a stray,
faded saimon egg. No handkerchief—Wes remembered that he had used that for a pillow; it was
probably still over there on the rocks.

The man sat down on the cave floor and examined the things intently. Intently? It was more than that.
He studied them with an eagerness that bordered on desperation.



Thewatch seemed to interest him the most. He held it to hisear and listened to it tick. He fiddled with
it uncertainly, then wound it alittle and moved the hands. He shook his head as though he were
disappointed.

It's a good watch. What's wrong with it? The man turned his attention to the billfold next. He took
four dollar billsout of it and studied them. He rubbed them with hisfingers. He hesitated, then placed the
billsin apilewith the coins. Herifled the rest of the billfold carefully, frowning at the assortment of cards,
licenses, and the like. There was one photograph, in color, of Jo. Wes remembered the picture well—it
had been taken three years ago, on her birthday. Jo had been wearing atweed skirt and abrown
cashmere sweater; shelooked fresh and clean and young. A pang of regret stabbed through Wes, cutting
through the haze of the drug. But it passed, he couldn't hold it. Dimly he recognized thet it was just as
wall.

The man took a cigarette out of the pack that was aready open, sniffed it, tore the paper off, and
looked at the tobacco. He tasted it, frowned, and rubbed it off histongue with hiswrist. He picked up
the matches, nodded to himsdlf, and struck one on thefirst try. He watched it burn down amost to his
fingers, then blew it out.

Helooked at the keys, tossed them into a pile with the dollar bills and the coins. Then he picked up
one of the candy bars and scratched it experimentally with afingernail. His eyes brightened. With a
feverish excitement heripped the paper off and stared at the brown chocolate with the dmond lumps. He
hesitated, clearly fighting with himsdf about something.

The man got up, paced the rock floor, fingering the chocolate bar nervoudy. Twice he made motions
asthough he were going to est it, but each time he hesitated, caught himself, stopped.

He doesn't know whether or not it's edible. Where can he be from if he's never seen a chocolate
bar before?

The man came to some decision. He broke off two squares of chocolate, knelt down by Wes, and
gently opened the doctor's mouth. Then he crumbled the chocol ate between hisfingers, threw an dmond
away, and placed the shredded chocolate on Wesstongue, alittle at atime. Wes started to gag, and
was unable to chew. But he could swallow, if hetook it easy, and he got the chocolate down.

Guinea pig, hethought. He remembered the little test animalsin their cages on the top floor of the
hospital. He remembered, too, one of the daughters of old Doc Stuart-L ouise, her name had been—and
how shocked she was when she found out that the guinea pigs were injected with disease srainsto see
what would happen ...

The chocolate was good, anyway.

The man sat down and made an obvious effort a saf-discipline. He sat quietly, watching and waiting.
Severa hours must have gone by, but it was difficult now for Westo keep track of thetime.

The man got up findly, felt Wess forehead, looked at his eyes and histongue. And he smiled. The
effect was gartling, as though amovie monster had paused momentarily in his dim-witted pursuit of the
dim-witted heroine and tossed off amingtrel joke or two.

Then the man ate the chocol ate bars.
Atethem?

He demolished them, swallowing convulsively, asaman trapped in adesert might hurl himsdlf intoa
stream, desperate for water.

The man smiled again and rubbed his hands together in a curioudy out-of-place gesture of
satisfaction. A little color appeared in his pale cheeks. Even hisblack and rather lank hair seemed to lose
someof itslifdessness.

Evidently encouraged by his new-found energy, the man went to work with awill. He put Wes down
on therock floor and carefully undressed him, taking mental note of every button, buckle, and zipper. He



covered Wes up with his own clothing, and then struggled to dress himself in hisnew clothes. He
managed it, though not without afew muttered sounds that might very well have been swearing of some
sort. Weswas surprised to see that his clothes were not abad fit at dl; apparently the man was not astdl
as he looked.

The man stuffed his pockets, paying specid attention to the money, and dipped the watch over his
wrist. He seemed nervous again, but determined.

He's going to Lake City, Wes thought, and was suddenly warm with hope. He's done his best, but
he still doesn't look like the All-American Boy. Somebody's bound to notice him. Somebody's
bound to recognize those clothes. Jo will have called the police by now, they'll be watching ...

The man opened the port and went out into the cave. The port clicked shut behind him.

Wes dtill could not move. Helay on his back, covered by the man's clothing, and out of the corner of
his eye he could just seethe nichesin thefar wal, where the four silent bodies dept.

He hoped they didn't wake up.

Even through the fog of the drug doubts assailed him. Would the man actualy get to Lake City? It
would be apretty fair walk if he didn't spot the car. Could he drive? If he had never seen achocolate
bar, had he ever seen an automobile? Suppose he made it to Lake City. The police would be looking for
Wes, not for aman they had never seen. Would they spot his clothes? After al, they werejust the
standard fisherman'srig. Thetrousersweretorn alittle, but there was nothing very unusua about that.
And the hat was missing, unless the man picked it up on theway. The car was the best bet, the car with
the Cdiforniaplates. If hetook it—

How odd would a man have to look before a merchant would call the police? If Weswere running a
drugstore and that man came in, what would he think? Probably just write him off asaweirdieand let it
go at that. Remember, during the war, the two guysin Nazi uniformswho strolled through Times Square,
or wherever itwas ...

Time seemed to be passing rapidly. Wes was not quite adeep, but not completely awake either. It
was as though he had adight fever, dozing in bed, waiting for acold to go away.

He knew what the man was after in town, or thought he did. He was obviously starving. If Wes had
been in that position, he would have tried to buy some food, and it seemed reasonable to suppose that
the man would think aong the samelines. But there were only four dollarsin that billfold. If the man was
figuring on stocking up on provisions, hewasin for arude surprise.

Wesfelt suddenly cold. It was not so very far from here, back in the old days, where aminer had
gotten snowed in for the winter with three companions, without enough food to go around. When spring
came, the miner came out of the cabin aone, deek and well fed. The story wasthat he had died in the
penitentiary, aconfirmed vegetarian ...

If the man couldn't get enough suppliesin town, then what?
Westried to turn his thoughts to more pleasant subjects.

That turned out to be not so easy, however. No matter where he started, his thoughts always came
back to the man, to say nothing of hisfour snoozing companions. Who were they? Where could they
have come from?

And what did they want?

In spite of himsdlf Wes had to admire the man. Looked at through his own eyes, he was doing a
brave and remarkable thing—even afantastic thing. He seemed to be utterly dien, completely unfamiliar
with even such acommon article as a chocol ate bar. He either did not know English or refused to speak
it. Presumably Weslooked just as strange to him as he did to Wes. And yet he waswilling to put on
another man's clothes and try to find hisway to atown where he could buy food he had never seen
before with money he couldn't possibly understand.



The man was having histroublestoo.
Somehow that made Wesfed alittle better.
He dozed off, fell into an uneasy deep.

He was awakened by the click of the port when it opened. The man hurried through and closed the
port behind him. He looked utterly exhausted, and he was trembling violently. Westried to get up, and
dill couldn't move.

The man looked at Wes—how? Angrily? Hopelesdy? He put down a cardboard box he was
carrying and unpacked it. It was pitiful, even to Wes. Four loaves of bread. Two cans of asparagus. And
about fifty assorted candy bars.

Looking very pae again, the man stretched out on the rocks next to Wes, sighed alittle, and went to
deep. He snored.

There was nothing to look at. Wesfdt that by now he had memorized every detail of the vault, from
the dark shapes in the niches to the cracks on the rocks that hemmed him in. He was no longer tired, and
he thought his mind was somewheat clearer. Oddly, histerror had left him. Hewas till afraid, il
uncertain, but the whole affair had taken on aremote dreamlike qudity, in which nothing was played for
keeps and everything would somehow bedl right in the end.

He recognized the symptoms of shock in himself.
That means the stuff is wearing off. If | can just get hold of myself before he wakes up—
He waited. There was nothing else to do.

He thought of the deeping man next to him. He had madeit to Lake City, evidently. Had he walked
or taken the car? He had bought some things, and that must have involved some experimentation with the
money. Surdly, surely, he had created a stir in Lake City. Sooner or later someone would make the
connection with Wes, if he hadn't done so dready. And then—

Could they find him?
And what would they find? A living man—or something else?

Thetime passed very dowly. Wes thought he was coming out of it alittle, but not fast enough. And
when the man at his sde woke up, Wes could till do no more than move his head atrifle from sideto
gde

Here we go again.

The man got up and looked closaly a Wes. Weslay very sill, dmost holding his bresth. The man
smiled alittle and touched his shoulder in what Wesinterpreted as areassuring gesture.

Or ishejust picking out a haunch?

The man stretched and ate two candy bars, not with any very obvious relish. Then hewalked over to
the niches and examined the formsthat till dept in them. He watched them for along time, touched one
of them gently.

There was no response.
Weswas glad of it.
Hedidn't know what would come out of that niche, and he wasin absolutely no hurry to find out.

The man took out the gun, the same one he had used on Wes. He checked it carefully, reset adiad on
the butt end of it.

Helicked hislips.
Wes suddenly got very cold, but recovered himself promptly.



Sop thinking about it! You're making it worse!

In asomewhat more objective frame of mind Wesredlized what the man was going to do. It was
obvious enough. No matter how alien the man looked, his thought processes were not by any means
impossibleto follow. If he couldn't buy enough food for adecent medl, he had to get it some other way.

Therefore he was going hunting.
The man went out again through the portd, taking his gun with him.

Weswas decidedly curious despite his position. If the man were just after food, and if he could redlly
usethat gun for hunting, why go dl theway to Lake City in thefirst place? There was plenty of gamein
these mountains, especidly if you weren't overly particular what you were egting. Wouldn't it have been
smpler just to bag adeer or something right off the bat?

But | don't think he knew how far away Lake City was. And maybe he was after something
mor e important than food.

What?
Information, of course.

He's trying to find out something about us. I'm positive he's never seen a man like me before.
He'slooking for something. What? And why?

The man was gone along time. When he came back he had fresh meat with him, aready skinned and
cleaned. It looked like awolf. He had a so carried back some dead wood and twigs, so he must have
been down below timber line.

Hebuilt afire very carefully, using bark for paper. Helit it with one of the matches he had taken from
Wes, and it caught at once. It was just asmall blaze, but Wes could fed its warmth. He noticed that the
smoke was carried out through the top of the vault; there must be an air duct of some sort up there.

The man diced off four steaks with aknife Wes had not seen before, and began to roast them on the
end of sticks. Juices dropped into the fire and sizzled.

Wes could smell the mesat cooking. His mouith literally watered, and he was suddenly desperately
hungry.
When the steaks were done, the man went to work on one. There was nothing now of the gulping

haste he had shown with the first candy bars. He took histime, chewing each piece thoroughly, savoring
every bit of it. The palor in hisface was much less marked now than when Wes had first seen him.

He got up and took the metallic gun from the pocket of the jacket he had borrowed from Wes. Once
more he reset the did on the buit.

Heamed it at Wess shoulder.

The gun made awhispered choog.
Westried to brace himsdif, but felt nothing.
The man waited.

And then, dowly, incredibly, feding flowed back into Wessbody. It fdt likeice water. Hisskin
prickled and itched. He tried to move hisarm, and the effort was agony, as though his arm had been
adeep and he had suddenly smacked it against adoor.

He began to shake violently.
He was coming out of it.
The man watched, and waited, and said nothing at al.



FOUR

It was like being born again.

Weston Chase could fed the life coming back to him, and lifewasamillionicy neediesin hisveins.
Sometimes it was better to be only hdf dive. When you were sick enough you didn't fed the pain. When
you got well enough to hurt and to remember, things got tough.

Helay on the cave floor and wanted to scream. Perhaps he did; he couldn't be sure. He was sick and
miserable and empty. His mouth tasted like stal e tobacco smoke. His skull ached as though there were a
knifeinit. His body was so sore he couldn't even crawl.

But that wasonly physica.
He could take that.
But the other things—

Hewasin acave with amaniac, or worse. And Jo didn't know where he was, nobody knew where
he was. How long had he been here? What was Jo thinking? Surely she would know he hadn't just run
out on her—or would she?

Images blinked on and off like didesin hisbrain. Jo with her swimming pool he had been so sarcagtic
about. The kid next door who had falen off hisbicycle, the blood on his head, and Jo helping him fix the
boy up. A nice boy, the son he had dways wanted. And Jo that night in her house, the year before they
were married—

Jo.

He groaned, he wanted to cry like ababy. God, this was fantastic, a nightmare, it couldn't happen—
A pae hand dipped under him.

He was pulled into a sitting position. The white, strange face was next to his.

Dracula, Westhought hystericaly. I'min a damn silly vampire movie. Garlic! Where'sthe garlic?
He laughed. When he heard himsdlf he stopped.

The pale man hooked something over Wes's ears. Glasses. His glasses. Then he opened Wes's
mouth and put something in it. Wes choked, started to chew. Hisjaws didn't work properly, but rich
juicestrickled down histhroat, warming him. Meat. Tough, but sweet and clean.

The man fed him, and Wes ate. He swallowed one steak and half of another before he was through,
telling himself he should take it easy but being too hungry to care. Then the man gave him some cold
water from askin bag.

"Thanks," Wes said. Hisvoice was acroak.

The man nodded, but said nothing. He went back to work on his own medl, chewing dowly and
thoughtfully, as though making up for lost time. Weslay on the floor, fed-ing adrowsy strength flow back
into him. Now was his chance, he thought. Get up, dug that man, get out somehow—

Before he could frame much of aplan he was adeep. He did not dream. He had no way of telling
how long he dept, but he awoke refreshed. He opened one eye.

The man waswatching him, smiling alittle. The man took hisarm, helped him up. Weswas dizzy, but
he could stand. The man took him step by step over to the circular port that was the only exit to the vaullt.
He stood him againgt it, then backed off and sat down on the floor.

Free. I'mfree. He's letting me go.
Desperately Wes fumbled at the projections on the port. He pulled them, pushed them, twisted them,



hit at them with hisfists. Nothing happened. He put his shoulder against the port and pushed. The circular
dpor did not move. He backed off, ran at it blindly.

It was, literdly, like running into astone wall.
He collapsed, sobbing.

The man picked him up, gave him another drink of water. Then he looked at Wes and shook his
head. The meaning was clear enough. Wes couldn't get out unlessthe man let him out.

And Wes suspected it would be a subarctic afternoon in hell before that happened.

The man sat down and gave Wes a cold piece of steak. Wes ate it without thinking. Hismind wasa
perfect blank, holding the terror out.

Then the man leaned forward. He pointed at himsdlf. "Arvon,”" he said dowly and ditinctly. Hisvoice
waslow and cam.

Wes hesitated. Then he nodded, pointed at himsdlf. "Wes," he said. "Wes Chase."
Theman smiled eagerly.
Inaway that wasthe real beginning.

Wes Chase didn't know a phoneme from a hole in the ground, and if he had ever heard of alexicon
he would have vaguely associated it with a Roman lawgiver. Linguistics hadn't exactly been dl the rage of
the campus when Wes was taking pre-med at Ohio State, and the medica schoal at the University of
Cincinnati had emphasized practical subjects.

Of course, aman never knew what was going to be practical and what wasn't. Thiswasn't thefirst
time that Wes had regretted the pressures of abusy life, alife that nibbled you to death with schedules
and tel ephones and appointments and runny noses. If only there weretimeto find out afew things, to
reed, tolisten ...

But it was, alittlelate now.

Wes did know, from hisagonizing battle with Latin and the damnable tripartite divison of Gaul, that
learning alanguage was apt to be alosing proposition even under the best of circumstances. When aman
hed to learn alanguage from scratch, without the medium of acommon language to explain thingsin, it
should take a spell.

[t did.

Nevertheless, Arvon learned with incredible rapidity. He made no attempt to teach Wes hisown
language, whatever that might have been, but concentrated on mastering English. He started with nouns,
things that could be pointed to: cave, shirt, shoes, mest, candy. He kept alist of words, writing them
down on acurious sort of tablet, and Wes soon caught on to the fact that Arvon was not so much after
the words themselves as he was interested in the significant sounds that went into them. He used
recording symbols Wes had never seen before, but he assumed that they were phonetic marks of some
type. He started with hundreds, marking every tone and pause and inflection, but rapidly whittled his
aphabet down to aredistic series of marks as he discovered what counted in English and what didntt.
Then he went on to the structure of the language, the way the word units were strung together. When he
got the hang of the agent-verb-object series, his progresswasrapid.

Still, it took time.

There wastime to be bored, even in this uncanny, impossible vault in the rock of a Colorado
mountain. There wastimeto eat fresh meat and fish until he was sick of them. Therewastimeto be
impatient, and worry, and be afraid.

There was too much time to remember the life he had cherished so little—thelife that waited for him



now at thefoot of awinding trail, where an icy trout stream chuckled out into avalley of green and gold.
A vdley inthe sun. He had not seen the sun fo—how long?

He could see every detail of hislifein the sun: the clear warmth of morning before the smog rolled in,
the carbon trails down the Hollywood Freeway, the dark sparkling green of dichondraunder the
sprinklers, the damp red banks of geraniums, the bright flowered shirts by the seain SantaMonica...

He could seeit.

And Jo—where was Jo? Was shelondly in that empty house that they had shared? Or was she—the
thought would not go away—was she just alittle glad that he was gone? She had failed him in many
ways, but what kind of alife had he given her, redly?

Therewastimefor too many memories, not dl of them pleasant.

But Arvon stuck with it, with asteady patience that till could not hide the light in hiseyes. He
cracked the language barrier, imperfectly at first, and then the vault was alittle lesslonely, alittle less
dien.

Wer was caught in asituation he could not control; he recognized that and tried fo adjust himself to it.
Hewas as nearly helpless asaman could be, but some of hisfear was gone now.

He even managed to forget the bodiesin the niches, at least most of thetime.

He began to fed acharge of excitement, athrill of being close to something utterly beyond his
understanding. It was a sensation he had had once beforein hislife, when he had started out to do
endocrine research soon after leaving medica school. He had given that up little by little; he had never
redly known why.

Wi, he couldn't give this up.
Almogt, he was glad that he couldn't.

He made himself as comfortable as he could, and he knew that he was sitting on astory that would
make thefirst atomic bomb seem like aback-page gossip item for amovie columnigt. It was not an
atogether unpleasant sensation.

Hetalked, and listened, and tried to do the hardest thing of dll.
Hetried to understand.

Wes had devel oped, over the years, arule-of-thumb psychology that al doctors had to have.
Medicine was not dl midnight jaunts with the accelerator floored and crisesin the operating room,
particularly if you happened to be an eye, ear, nose, and throat man. A great ded of his practice was
routine, and alot of it was a crashing bore. He played agame with himself during the long office
afternoons, trying to size up new patients as Miss Hill showed them through the door. Werethey redly
sick, or after drugs on one pretext or another? Were they the nervous type who caught pneumonia every
time they sneezed, or were they actually in bad shape? What did they do for aliving? More importantly,
sometimes, what did they want to do for aliving?

Weswas pretty good at it. He could often peg a person within two minutes, and be close enough to
be of some aid in the diagnosis. But how did you evaluate the persondity of aman with whom you had
nothing in common? How much of what he thought of as persondity wasjust acut of clothes, away of
speaking, a choice of familiar pastimes, ataste for Toynbee or funny books?

He was no fool. There was nothing to be gained by panic and hysteria, but the plain fact was that
Arvon was aman utterly outside the frame of his experience. Wherever he had come from, whatever he
was, he was different. How could you tell what his motives were? They might be anything. How could
you tell whether he meant you harm or was just defending himsdf? Defending—againgt what threat? How
could you tdll whether hetold you the truth or lies? How could you tell what he wanted information for ?



And yet Wesfdt asort of trust, dmost akinship. If it hadn't been for Jo and the discomfort—
"Look," Arvon sad. "Paintings.”

He handed Wes a packet of colored prints.

"Photographs,” Wes corrected him.

He stared at them. Many were of rolling plains, knee-deep in grasses. Some were of snow and ice.
Severa showed strange men in skins. They looked alittle like Eskimos. Westried to recdl the Disney
short on Eskimos, but couldn't remember the detalls. In any event, they weren't quite Eskimos, hewas
certain of that. There were shots of animal's he had never seen—a great shaggy beast like an eephant, a
thing like an overgrown buffalo.

Mostly there were fields, and grasses, and ice.
"Y our—ummm—world?' Wes asked, feding alittle foolish.
Arvon looked blank.

Wes borrowed the man's tablet and the writing instrument. Let's see now, he thought. How do they
doit in the movies?

He started with the sun, drawing acircle in the center of the page. So far, so good. But what came
between the sun and the Earth? Wes had never had time to bother with a course in astronomy, and he
was neither more nor lessignorant of such mattersthan the bulk of hisfellow citizens.

Wi, diminate some of the outer planets. Pluto, that was the little one way out on the edge; throw
that one away. But what € se? How many planets were there, anyhow? Eight? Nine? Ten? He shook his
head. Mars was the one he was after; that was where diens aways came from in the movies, so there
must be some reason behind the choice. But which side of the Earth was Mars on? Toward thesun or in
the direction of Pluto?

"Hdl," hesad.

He drew ten planetsin astraight line out from the sun and handed the tablet to Arvon. Arvon looked
at it with blank incomprehengion. After all, it wasjust aseries of circles on apiece of paper. Arvon
dudied it solemnly, and finaly folded it up and put it in his pocket.

So much for that.

Time passes dowly in aconfined space. Wes got hiswatch back so he could keep track of the hours,
but he ill had no ideahow long he had been in the vault before he was able to read the dia on hiswatch
agan. Quite possibly it was autumn outside, with winter on theway. It would be cold in the mountains,
and snow would make thetrail atough one, if he ever saw it again.

It took him two days of concentrated effort to get acrossto Arvon the ideathat he wanted to write Jo
aletter—just anote saying that he was okay, that he loved her, that he would explain everything to her
someday. He even wrote such aletter, explained about addresses, and spent a miserable few hours
trying to get across the concept of stamps.

Arvon took the note and read it. He read it not once, but many times. He took it apart and put it back
together again. And then he shook his head sadly.

"But why? 1t can't hurt you—can't hurt you. Smdl thing to ask—"

Arvon refused firmly. "Desireto help,” he said dowly. "Desreto help, but must not help.” He groped
for words. "Risk. Danger. Big chance."

Wesfdt hisunnaturd cdmness desart him. "But you have no right to keep me herelikethis! You
have explained nothing, done nothing, said nothing. What the devilkind of aman are you?'

Arvon frowned, puzzled.
Oh God, thisisimpossible!



Then, unexpectedly, Arvon tried to answer him. "Right," he said. "Hard word. Very hard word. Right
for you or right for me?"

"Both," Wesamog shouted. "Right'sright.”

Arvon smiled and shook hishead. "1 try to explain,” he said. He stopped, unsatisfied. "I will try to
explain,” he corrected himself. "Y ou try to understand. I—we—mean no harm to you. |I—we—do what
we must. Understand.”

Weswaited.

Theman's strange gray eyes grew distant, lost. His tongue groped with words that were not his
words. Hetried to tell a story that was beyond telling, across agulf that could not be bridged.

And Weston Chase sat in the bare rock vault, where atiny fire threw ghostly shadows acrossthe
dark formswho dept as only the dead may deep, and the il air was hushed with long, long silences. He
sat, and he listened, and he tried to understand.

The man talked on and on and on, and the fire grew low, and the pale radiance in the cavern waslike
the frozen dlver of themoon ...

FIVE

The ship wasdone.

She was moving, and moving fast, but there was nothing around her to show her speed. She seemed
suspended in afeatureless universe of gray, transfixed in an empty fog, beyond space, beyond time,
beyond understanding.

There were no stars, no planets, no far galaxies like milky jewes againgt the shadowed velvet of
space.

There was the ship, and the grayness, and that wasdll.

Inside the ship a plump, balding man named Nlesine jerked a stubby thumb toward the blue metal
wal| that sedled them from the desolation Outside. "'In my humble opinion,” he sad, "that istheidea home
for humanity out there. We got off on the wrong foot right at the start, as any idiot should be able to
see—evenyou, Tsiga Manisdime, aninfection in the cosmos. Why should he live on green planets
under blue skies? If ever there were an organism that had earned an isolated place in Nowhere, manis
it

The high, irritating hum of the atomics powering the distortion field filled the ship. The sensation was
precisdly that of listening to abomb faling toward you, abomb that never hit.

Tgiga, hisrather flashy clothes startling in the subdued green room, was bitingly conscious of his
youth, but determined to cover it up at al costs. He knew that Nlesine was baiting him; very well, he
would go him one better. "Y ou've understated the case," he said. "Y ou're too optimistic, asusud. | think
that even Nowhereistoo fine aplace for us. What we need is Somewhere more gruesome than
Nowhere."

Nlesine laughed. He laughed considerably more than the joke warranted. He laughed until the tears
ran out of hiseyes. "You'reacard, Tsiga" hesaid. "Y ou should insure that pricel ess sense of humor for
abillion credits, so that you may awaysbealittleray of sunshineinour lives."

"Goto hdl," Tsigasad, and moved away.

Nlesine stopped laughing and turned to Arvon, who was seated across from him reading anovel.
"What do you think, handsome?'

Arvon lowered the book reluctantly. "I think you ride the kid too much.”



Nlesine made an impolite noise. "He's got to grow up sometime.”
"Dontwedl?"

Nlesine snorted. "A greet line. Sounds like one of my own novels. Y ou read too many books, Arvon.
You'returning into an Intellectud. Y ou should get out on the farm, sniff the barnyard smdlls, learnto live

Arvon smiled alittle, histal body relaxed in hischair, hisbook balanced easily in his strong hand. His
gray eyeswere more puzzled than amused, however. "I've never understood why you work so hard to
be the Great Cynic, Nlesine."

"M eaning that I'm obnoxious enough without trying?*
"Meaning that it must get abit tiresome, even for you.”

"Why don't you preach to me about Golden Humanity, like Kolraq does? Explain aout the unity of
life, the harmony of the spheres, the cuddly qudities of the little furry creatures—"

"No, thanks," Arvon said, raising hisbook like ashield. "I'd rather read.”
The ship shuddered dightly; the high hum increased its pitch to an uncomfortable whine.

A door did open and H&fij, the navigator, stepped into the cabin. He was erect and cam, his strange
black eyes sweeping the others with something that was more unconcern than contempt. "We're going to
comeout of itinaminute," he said. "Better strap yourselvesin.”

"Thefiedd dill acting up?' Arvon asked.

"Some, yes."

"There won't be any—trouble—will there?' Tsrigawiped his hands on an overly fancy handkerchief.
The navigator shrugged.

Nlesineroseto the occasion. "It looks bad to Nlesine," he muttered, employing hisfavorite phrase.
"WEelIl haveto deep our way home, if we ever come out of the distortion field at dl. Isthe emergency
suff al set up, Hefij?'

"It'sready," Hafij said, and didn't laugh.
"Hold on," Nlesine said, Sitting up Sraighter. ™Y ou mean there'sredly going to be—"
"Better strap yoursalvesin,” the navigator said, and went back to the control room.

The three men stared at each other, suddenly closer than they had been in the four years they had
been together.

"It looks bad to Nlesine" Nlesine said wryly.

"It even looks bad to Arvon," Arvon muttered.

Tgiga, very young and very afraid, strapped himself in his chair and closed his eyes.

The ship shuddered again. Somewhere in thewalls a cable began to spark hissingly.

The gray emptiness around them seemed very near, pressing in on them, suffocating them—
"Here goes nothing,” Arvon said.

Thelightsdimmed. They waited.

The ship came out of it.

When it happened, it happened al a once. There was no trangition. The ship blinked out of
nothingness, back into normal space, back into a dark seawhere the stars were gleaming isands and no
winds ever blew. It was afriendlier place, somehow, than what they had left behind them. Vast it was,
this ocean where worlds were dust, and yet it was familiar, too, for it was the universe that had given
birth to man; it could be understood, however dimly.



The ship swam through the deeps at close to the speed of light, but there was no sensation of
movement, and the sarsmaintained their chill remoteness.

Theship till had along way to go.
"Lookslikewe madeit,” Arvon said, unstrapping himsdlf.
"We haven't landed yet," Nlesine reminded him.

"That was arough pull-out,” Tsrigasaid, the color coming back into his cheeks. "Nobody can tell me
we werent in trouble that time."

The sound of the atomics dwindled to a steady, throbbing hum—smooth, comforting, precise.

The control room door did open again and Hafij stuck hishead in. "Derryoc in here?' asked the
navigaor.

"Yeah," sad Nlesine. "He's hiding under my chair.”

"Probably back inthelibrary," Arvonsaid. "Y ou want him?"*

"We should touch down in another twelve hours. Seyehi wants to get the computers set up for the
first scan, and he says he doesn't want to have to do it al over again when Derryoc quits pounding his ear
long enough to think up objections.”

"Il get him," Arvon said.

He got up and went back along the main corridor to the library. As he had expected, Derryoc was
there, seated at along table, squinting into aviewer. The anthropologist had films scattered dl over the
place, and had managed to accumulate afair-sized collection of empty glasses, afew of which till had
liquor inthem.

Probably, Arvon thought, the man hadn't even noticed the rough passage when they had pulled out of
the distortion field. Not because he was drunk, of course—Arvon had never seen Derryoc drunk despite
the amount of drink he stowed away. But when he got immersed in one of his problems, the rest of the
world might aswell not exist. It was a habit of mind that Arvon recognized but found impossibleto
understand.

"Derryoc," hesad.
The anthropologist waved ahand irritably. "Minute," he said.

Arvon gave him hisminute, then tried again. "We're landing in twelve hours. Seyehi wantsto get set
up for ascan.”

The anthropol ogist looked up. There were dark circles under his, eyes, and his hair hadn't been
combed in aweek. He was abig man, running alittle to fat, but he had an air of competence about him.
Arvon had dways rather liked Derryoc, but the anthropologist kept his distance. Derryoc tended to fed
that anyone who wasn't ascientist of some sort realy wasn't worth fooling with; Arvon knew he was just
aplayboy to him despite the zoology he had learned to qudify for thetrip.

"Tweve hours?'
"Yes. We're out in normal space again.”

"l wondered what was wrong with the damn lights.” He pushed the viewer back, stood up, and
sretched.

"Think well find anything thistime?' Arvon asked.
The anthropologist looked at him. "No. Do you?'
Arvon shook hishead. "No, but | hope we do.”

"Hope'stricky. Don't rely onit. Y ou know how many planets we've checked, counting all the ships
that have ever gone out?"



"Around athousand, I'd guess.”

"One thousand two hundred and one, counting our last stop. So the odds are one thousand two
hundred and one to one that well find what we alwaysfind.”

" Satistics can be mideading.”

"Not like hopes, Arvon. Always bet with the odds and you come out ahead.”

"Mindif | come aong to the control room with you?"

"Not at dl." Derryoc smiled. "What's the matter—NI esine wearing your hopes down?"
"Something likethat," Arvon admitted.

The two men waked out of thelibrary, into the corridor. They waked dowly toward the control
room, and as they waked the ship around them floated through the great night, toward anew sun and
new worlds—and, perhaps, anew answer to the problem that faced them dl, the problem that had to be
solved.

Insde the control room the atmosphere of the ship was subtly different. It was not aphysica change;
no gauge or meter could have registered the tenson in thet air. It was aquestion of personality. It was
there, and you responded to it, but it was not easy to pin down.

Partly it wastheroom itself. At seathe man at the whed isthe man who feelsthe waves and the
currents and the dark depths below, and it is not otherwise with the shipsthat sail that mightier sea of
Space.

Partly it was Hafij. The navigator was a man at home in space as other men never were; his thin body
and hisblack eyes, remote asthe stars themsealves, belonged in thisroom, and were apart of it. It would
not be true to say that he loved the dark recesses between the worlds, but he was drawn to them asa
man isdrawn to hiswoman, and to them he dways returned.

Partly it was Seyehi: not much to look at, unobtrusive, he blended with the equipment in the room.
More precisely, he was an extension of the computers he ran. The others called him Feedback, and he
aways amiled a the name, asthough it were a compliment. He knew his machines, and he lived with
them, and it might have been true to say that he loved them.

But mogtly it was Wyik.

Wyik wasthe Captain to dl of them; it wasimpossible to think of him as anything ese. He must have
had alife before he went into space, before he began the search that he pursued with a granite hardness
that none of the others could match. He must have been born, been raised in afamily, lived, laughed,
loved. He must have had such alife, but none of them had ever seenit. Thiswas hisfourth trip, and
twenty yearsin spaceisalong time for any man. The Captain was short, wiry, tough. Herarely smiled,
not even when he got drunk, which was seldom. He was ablaze with energy. Even standing Hill, eyes
garing into the plates, he seemed charged with dlectricity, tense, ready for sudden movement.

The control room was different. In the rest of the ship men might joke about the thing that had taken
them light-years from their home, the thing that mocked them on every world they visited. In therest of
the ship men might relax, and even forget, for awhile.

You didn't relax here, and you didn't forget.

Arvon kept out of the way. He was astranger here; thiswas not his part of the ship, no matter how
much he might have wished it to be.

"Get onwith it, Derryoc,” the Captain said. His voice was controlled, but vibrantly aive. "Well bein
position for you within eeven hours."

Derryoc looked at Seyehi. "The usua approach?
The computer man nodded. "WEéIl make a circuit around the most favorable planet, five miles up.



We're set up to scan for everything we can detect at that height: population concentrations, radio waves,
energy emissions of any sort a all. Well make one circuit at the equator first, then cross over the poles.
I've got the computers set to make alevel analysis of anything we pick up.”

"I'll want maps," the anthropologist said.
"Youll have them. Anything ese?"

The anthropologist clasped his hands behind his back. "Well, after your computers report that the
planet isuninhabited by any so-cdled intdligent life—"

"Youmean if, not after, Derryoc,” the Captain interrupted.

Derryoc shrugged. " If, then,” he corrected without conviction. "I the inevitable happens, | want Hafij
to take her down as close as he can, where | can seefor mysdlf. There's always a mathematical chance
for alow-energy culture, and I'll want to look at it before we go barginginonit.”

"Thatdl?'

"That'sal for now." Derryoc turned to the Captain. "Y ou'll have the screens up, Wyik?!
"l won't be taking any chances.”

"Right. Come on, Arvon—Iet's have adrink before we go to work."

They l€ft the control room and went back to the bar, which was little more than a cubicle set into the
wall. Derryoc broke out a bottle and two glasses, and the two men drank.

Arvon fdt the liquor warming him, and he was glad to haveit. He tried not to anticipate the despair
that was coming, but the hopel essness piled up with the years—it was not difficult to understand
Nlesihe's dark outlook, no matter how trying it became.

If only dl the planets were uninhabited by men.
That wouldn't have been so bad.

"Why did you come out here, anyway?' Derryoc asked suddenly, pouring his second drink. "Didn't
you have aded a home?'

Arvon smiled, remembering. The big homein the country, the tapestries, the books, the warmth. And
the cities, the plays, thewomen ...

"1 had too much of aded," he said.

Derryoc downed half the drink at agulp. "1 don't understand you," he said honestly.

"That makesuseven,” said Arvon.

"WEell never find it, you know," the anthropologist said.

"Wevegot tofindit,” Arvonreplied. "That'sdl thereistoit.”

"More hoping, Arvon?'

"A man can do worse."

The ship plunged on. Framed by stars, she lanced through darkness unimaginable, toward light.
Toward aydlow sun, flanked by two other suns, one near, onefar away.

The system of Alpha Centauri, over four light-years from aworld called Earth.

SIX

Kolrag sat alone, histhoughts moking the silent journey down to the world below the ship. He did not
liketo beaoneat atimelikethis, but Hafij was occupied, and the navigator was the only man aboard
with whom hefdt completely at ease.



Something about the stars, he had often thought of Hafij. He has looked long at the stars, and
that is the beginning of wisdom.

W, he could not share his thoughts with Hafij now.

Kolraq reflected, not for the first time, that a spaceship was a strange place for apriest. Most of the
others, when they thought about him at al, dismissed him asamystic and let it go at that. It wasnot a
term of condemnation with them; when they stuck the mystic label on him they smply proved to their
own satisfaction that he was no part of their world—he became aman to be treated with courtesy, but
not aman to take very serioudy.

Wi, it was an odd business, thisbeing apriest in thisday and age. There had been atime on Lortas
when the Church had been powerful, but the last century had seen it divided and week; it was hardly
more than aphilosophy at best in these days, and at worst—

If only man had never goneinto space! If only he had never found what he did find! But no, that was
pindessthinking. Surely, atrue God was not destroyed by the truth, no matter where it was found.
There must be an answer, some other answer than the one men had been finding over and over again, the
answer that mocked them on every habitable world in dl the abyss of space...

Centaurus Four, now!

There was a chance, there was aways achance. If therewas aunity to al life, as he had been taught,
as hetried to believe with his heart and soul, then there had to be another answer than the one men had
found. -

Had to be, had to be!
"Ah, Kolrag!" avoice cut in on histhoughts. "What's new in the crysta bal department”?”

Laor, of course. Why couldn't the newsman leave him aone at atime like this? Would the man
chatter on the brink of eternity itself? But these are not charitable thoughts, Kolrag. If you cannot
find charity in yourself, why expect it in others?

"Thecrysd bal iscloudy, I'm afraid.”

Laor seated himsalf. He was adoppy man, doppy in hisdress, in hiswork, perhapsin histhoughts.
True, thought Kolrag, histravel books were more popular than the novels of Nlesine, but they would be
sooner forgotten. Charity, charity!

Lagor scribbled on a pad. " Centaurus Four, open the door!" He chuckled, and Kolrag dredged up a
faint smile. "Big scoop coming up, you know it! Well go flipping around the old rock pile, with Seyehi's
computers buzzing and clacking, and then welll zoom down and let Derryoc squint at hiseternd
problems. Then down goesthe Good Hope, splat! We al get out and scrabble around, and what do |
get out of it? Another little old chapter, same as all the rest. Centaurus Four, you're abore!™

"Thereésachance," the priest said. Was there, was there?

"Sure, sure." Lgor screwed up hisfaceinto afar imitation of Nlesne's plump features. "But it looks
bad to Nlesine!"

"Nlesine has been wrong before,” Kolrag said patiently.

"Y ou bet he has, you just bet he has. Why, | remember the time—back before we left old Lortas and
st sal into the old sunrise—Nlesine was sounding off about ... "

Kolrag shut his ears with an effort; the voice at his Sde became adrone, anirritant, nothing more.
Lord, Lord, are we no better than the rest? Must we bicker and pick at each other, even here,
even now, in the Shadow?

Far below the ship the brown world that was the fourth planet of Alpha Centauri spun through space,
orbited around her flaming primary.



In the control room of the Good Hope, Derryoc looked up from the computer tapes and shook his
head. "Take her down," he said to the Captain.

Already the ship had eased down out of the endless night of space through a high, thin blue. She had
settled through arolling seaof white clouds, flashed into sunshine and winds and horizons.

Now she went down to where snow-tipped mountains amost ripped her belly. She roared and
thundered, this gleaming titan; she ripped through winds and rains, and the air rushed in behind her with a
thunder of itsown.

She blasted over continents, across tossing seas. She threw her snake shadow over lonely idands and
sent birdsrisng fearfully from forest trees. She flashed across yellow desert sands and left new dunesin
her wake.

Derryoc stayed at his viewerscope, not moving save to make rapid notes on a pad.
After sx hours he stood up wearily. "It isthe same," he said to Wyik.

The Captain stood steadily. There was no change of expression on hisface. His musclestensed alittle
more, and that was dl. "Would you careto suggest alikely spot for the field investigation?"

The anthropol ogist consulted his pad. He nodded, gave Hafij the coordinates of the best site he had
seen.

There was despair in the control room now, an old despair, unvoiced and unheeded. The same, the
same. It was always the same.

The ship thundered back to the position Derryoc had given. She stood on her tail and rode a boiling
column of flame out of the sky, down to the desert sands that waited for her with an ageless patience.

She landed, settled, stopped.
Therewasdlence.

The air wastested, found unbreathable. Since the copter was such a nuisance to assemble, they
decided to walk to the site—it was very close anyway. Derryoc, Tsriga, Nlesine, Lgor, and Arvon put
on face masks. The others stayed with the ship.

The great airlock port sealed behind them. The outer door hissed open. Derryoc went out first, and
down the ladder. Arvon was right behind him.

Arvon shivered, dthough it was not cold. His boots sunk into the yellow sand, and he stood a
moment, listening. The sounds he heard were strange after the mechanica hums of the ship.

The sounds of wind, sighing across the desert, wind that had known ocean seas, and would know
them again. The sounds of sand, rustling, diding, shifting.

The sound was the sound of rain, but the sky above them was a cloudless blue, the visble sunwarm
and peaceful. Their shadows moved before them, sharply etched on the rippled sand.

Y es, and the sounds were the sounds of death, the dry whispers that spoke of life that had once been,
and was no more.

Death, thought Arvon. Hello, old friend ...

"Comeon,"” caled Derryoc, crunching across the desert floor. "Come on, we don't want to get caught
out by nightfdl."

Arvonfdl into line, and anglefile they made their way acrossthe sand, feding it trickleinto their
boots, drift ingdether shirts,

A bath will feel good tonight, Arvon thought, and smiled at the utter irrdlevance of the notion.
Behind them the ship towered in aland of desolation.
Ahead of them, naked and gaping in the driven sand, waited the thing that had once been acity, the



thing that men had once called home,

How do you describe the sadness of centuries? What epitaph do you inscribe on the tombstone of
men?

Arvon looked at Nlesine and at Lgjor. What lineswould they scribblein their notebooks, what words
could they find to tell what they were seeing here, on aworld that was less than a name back home?

All the words had aready been used so many times.

And helooked, too, a Derryoc, a the plump figure plodding through ruin. How could he see only
problems here, in this city where even the dead had gone away? How could he, see only house types and
power sources, city plans and technologicd levels? What sort of eyes did it take so that you saw no
ghosts? What kind of ears did aman need not to hear the whispers, the grief, the music lost and faraway?

Even asthey were walking now, other men had walked, down this very street. No sand then, no
jagged concrete ruptures, no decay and collapse and fire scar. Trees, perhaps. Green grass. A buzz of
commerce. A blur of faces: happy, sad, handsome, ugly. A news screen: words and pictures from around
the world. What had been news to them, so near the end? What could they have been thinking about,
talking about, joking about?

The weather tomorrow will be fair and cloudy, with light rain in the afternoon ... The Greens
won the Slver Trophy today, on a sensational play by—A man went berserk on his way home
from the office; he knifed three dogs before he was apprehended, and explained to police that
barking kept him awake at night ... The situation in Oceania appears to be more serious than at
first supposed, but the Council saysthereisno cause for alarm ... We repeat that the weather
tomorrow will be fair and cloudy, with light rain in the afternoon ...

Voices, faces, laughter.

Arvon stepped around afalen wall and followed Derryoc toward the center of the ruin. Oh yes, he
was imagining things, imagining the phantoms that walked by his sde, imagining the shadows that passed
behind gaping holes that once were windows. But the ghosts were real, ghosts were always real in these
graveyards of civilizations, asred asthe men and women he had known at home on Lortas, and as

unseaing—

Cry for them, for they can sorrow no more. Cry for them, for they laughed and loved, and are
gone.

"Herésthelibrary," caled Derryoc.

"What'sleft of it," said Nlesine.

"What amess," said Tsriga

Lgor snapped apicture. "Chapter Umpteen,” he muttered. "For summary see Chapter One."

They dimbed indgde, their flashlight beams sending little tunnels of paelight into the gloom. Their
footsteps echoed down slent corridors. Sand was everywhere, and dust rose before them in puffs and
clouds.

"No sgn of firehere," Derryoc said, pleased. "L ook for periodicas; they may have survived if it's
been thisdry for long. What do you think, Tsriga?"

Tsrigashrugged. "Not much sign of moisture. Probably dry sincethe blast.”

"A good haul," Derryoc said. "Never mind the novels—see if you can find history books; check by
the pictures. Well just have to take tapes at random.”

"Me, I'll take novels" 'Nlesine said. "Who knows, some poor guy probably thought his stuff would
liveforever."

For thefirg time Arvon fdt somewarmth for Nlesine.



What should you take from one library from one city from one more world of the dead? What words
should you sdlect for the linguists to analyze, for the computersto buzz over, for the newspapersto
sensationalize? What lines could you find that would add up to one more footnote in one more history of
man?

Arvon picked more or less as fancy dictated from the vacuum-sealed cases that preserved the old
books. He had some knowledge of linguistics, enough to estimate what he looked at. Some of his
guesses would be wrong, but anything he saved would be unique. Poetry, certainly. Novels, of course.
And history, science, politicd tracts, and autobiogra-phies, most definitely autobiographies ...

"Let'sgo," Derryoc said after what seemed only afew minutes but had actualy been hours. "Weve
got time for some close-ups before we start-back. Did you see that statue out in the square? Almost
untouched, if we could just find the head."

"Probably buried inthe sand,” Nlesinesaid. "'l don't blame him."

They went about their task while the warm sun blazed down the arc of afternoon. It was agood sun,
and it diditsjob asit had dways doneit, unconcerned that its rays no longer lighted aliving world.

They dready had maps of the city, photographed from the ship, S0 they spent most of their remaining
timeingdetheruins of houses, preserving what little they could on film.

When they were through they returned as they had come, back through the litteced streets, out again
into the sand sculptures of the yellow desert. The wind moaned in their faces, blowing into the city,
whining around jagged buildings and through black holes that had once been windows.

Into the airlock quickly, for night wasfdling.

The outside port hissed shut. The dry air of Centaurus Four was pumped out, given back to aworld
that no longer needed it. The clean, dightly damp air of the ship camein. Theinner port opened, and they
were back inthe ship.

Shake the sand from your boots, wash the sand from your body.

Put on clean clothes, clothes that do not smell of the dust and the centuries.
"That doesit,” Derryoc said. "Another world in the can.”

"Little men, what now?" asked Nlesine.

It was difficult to joke, hard not to remember. It was dways hard after afield party came back. What
were the odds now, the odds againgt their own surviva?

A millionto one?
A hbillionto one?
Try not to think about it. Do your job. Cry if you must. Laugh if you can.

"] don't wish to concedl anything from you," the Captain said. He looked at each of them in turn. "We
had trouble coming out of the field for thislanding. We may havetrouble again.”

No one said anything.

"Well have to start home soon, regardiess,” the Captain said. "The only question is, do we quit now
or do wetry once more?"

Slence

"Y ou decide, Captain,” Hefij said finaly.

"|sthat agreegbleto dl of you?"

Whether or not it was agreeable, no one spoke out againgt it.

"Very well," the Captain said. His short, taut body turned back to the control panel. "Well try again.
Hafij, stand by to lift ship. Seyehi, compute our course for the nearest G sequence star. We blast in thirty



minutes”
They were dow minutes.

The ship that had brought life briefly again to Centaurus Four stood poised in the desert sands, folded
inawarm summer night. A city that had lost its dreams was only adeeper darkness benegath the stars.

Thewind whined across the dunes, caling, caling.

A thrugt of white flame, bailing.

A crash of thunder, shattering the silence, then hushed to arumble that receded toward the Sars.
Thelong silence came again.

The ship was gone,

SEVEN

Far out in space the stars disappeared, and the night winked out as though it had never existed. The
ship made the wrenching trangition into the distortion field without gpparent difficulty; the high hum again
filled the ship, and the gray desolation of not-space surrounded it.

Even within the field, which had the effect of lessening the distance between two pointsin norma
space by means of "folding" space around the ship, it took timeto travel over four light-years.

Time enough to think.

The men in the ship—with the exception of the priest they aways referred to it as smply the Bucket,
never the Good Hope—went about the business of being themsalves, presenting their socia persondities
to each other like so many suits of armor. But there was no man among them, no matter how flip his
words, who did not carry aknot of ice degp within him, achill that no thermostat could regulate, and no
sunwarm.

For the ship was searching, searching agalaxy as other ships had searched before her, and would
search after her.

She was searching for hope, and there was no hope. Man had found many thingsin space: new
worlds, new loneliness, new marvels.

But he had found no hope there, not on dl theworlds of al the sunsthat sprinkled asummer night as
dars.

It would not have been so bad, Arvon thought, if they had found no other men like themselvesin the
universe they knew. If they had sailed their ships out of L ortas and had encountered only rocks and
empty seas and boiling lava—that would not have hurt them, that would only have meant that they were,
after dl, done.

Or if they had but found the cardboard horrors pasted together by a generation and more of the
innocents who happily constructed space thrillersfor the young at heart—how wonderful that would have
been, how gay, how exciting! Arvon would have welcomed that colorful fiction parade with open arms:
reptilian mongters dathering after ripe young cuties, mutants who had no emations coldly plotting the
obliteration of the Good Guys with the Sense of Humor, hungry planetsthat were just overgrown
digestive systems, waiting for spaceships as a starving man might await atin can—

Better ill, if only they had encountered the noble princes and beautiful princesses and nasty old
prime ministers of Other Worlds, or even agdactic civilization of swell old geniuses, waiting to take the
brash young people of Lortas by the hand, and eager to lead their immature stepsinto a Promised Land
of togas and fountains and bubbles and Big Clean Thoughts ...

But the ships had gone out, and space was no longer adream.



Dreams could be fun, even nightmares.
Redlity was different, and it hurt.

When the digtortion field had been perfected, making possibleinterstellar flight in ameatter of months
instead of generations, the first exploring ships had gone out eegerly, confidently. Sure, they were armed
to the teeth, ready for the monsters their myths had prepared them for, but they were ready, too, for men
of their own kind. They weredrilled, trained, disciplined. There would be no awkward incidents, no
sophomoric misunderstandings that might lead to disaster.

They werelooking for friends, not enemies. Somewhere out there, they argued, somewherein that
vast darry universe that wastheir home, there would be other men, other intelligences, other civilizations.

The people of Lortas were not fools. They knew, even at the start, that one world donewasonly a
tiny fraction of the worldsthat must exist. Just as an isolated idand, completely cut off from contact with
other idands and other continents, must develop aless complex culture than those areas Situated at the
crossroads of the world, so must aplanet alone amount to far less than a planet that was apart of
something bigger.

Cultures grow through contact with other cultures,

No greet civilization ever grew in just one sedled area, with only itsown ideasto keep it going.

Fresh viewpoints, new ideas, different historical traditions—these were the ingredients that made for
greatness. Here apeople learned to smelt metdl, there aculture hit upon eectricity, somewhereelsea
boy found alight wood and played with aglider, ill esawhere atinkerer built an interna combustion

engine. Separate, apart, they were gadgets. Together, combined, they were aircraft that freed man from
the rocks and the land, gave him the sky for hisown.

Alone, aplanet could go so far, and no further. Thereisapoint a which aculture exhaustsitself, no
meatter how rich and varied it may be. Thereisatime when it—stops.

Not dies, perhaps.
But lifeisaprocess. It means change, development, chalenge. When it merely repeatsitself, when it
only survives, it becomes a best inggnificant, and sooner or later the effort istoo much, and it isextinct.

There comes atime, too, in the history of civilizations when technology is not enough, when gadgets
no longer satisfy. There comes atime when science itsalf can be seen in per-spective, amethod, a
technique, that cannot supply all the answers.

And manisnat only the anima with language.

Heisthe anima who asks questions—congtantly, incessantly. He asks questions as soon as he can
speak, he asks questions as long as he lives. When men no longer question, when they are compl acent
enough to believe that they know, they are through. They may eat, work, deep, go through the routine.
But they are through.

The people of Lortaswere still asking questions, but they were tougher questions than they had asked
when Lortas was ayoung world. They knew there were no ultimate, final answers, but they were dive
enough to want to keep trying.

Questions sent the men of Lortas out to the sars.
Not rare metals, not national defense, not even science in the strict sense of the word.
Quesdtions.

Old questions, in away, though asked in anew form. Old longings, old hopes, old dreams. Whét lies
over yonder, behind the mountains? What lands may be found on the other side of the sea, beyond the
edge of the world? Does the sun shine there, and do warm breezes blow? Would we be happy there, see
new things, dream new dreams?



So the men of Lortas|ocked their bodiesin shining cylinders and flamed and thundered outward into
the great night. Not al of them, of course. Most people anywhere are content with whatever they have;
changeistoo much trouble. But many of them went, at first, with acam efficiency that could not hide the
hopeinther eyes.

They went out, and they looked, and many of them came back.
That was the end of the dream.

That was the beginning of horror.

They found other men, men like themsdlves.

There must be some mistake, said the people back home when the reports began coming in. They
can't be men, not men like us!

But the anatomists said: They are men.
Thebiologists said: They are men.
The psychologists said: They are men.

There were minor differences from world to world, but the differences were for the most part not
important: avariaion in blood type, in body temperature, in skin color, in the number of vertebrae.

Man was not arare animal in the universe, and it was the height of egotism to imagine that he was. All
isolated peoples believe that they are the only human beingsin the world, and when a planet thinksitself
aone, before the ships go out into space, it isdifficult for the people on that planet to conceive of other
human beings € sawhere among the gars.

Why, man evolved here! they told each other on amillion worlds, nodding sagely at their own
wisdom. He is amazingly complex, the line that led to him was a long shot, an accident, he could
never happen twice. And they thought, if they did not say: We are wonderful, we can be found only
here on this wonderful world of ours. This planet we live on has been singled out by Creation as
the one, the only, and the original home of Great Big Adorable Us.

Some just knew thisto betrue; othersfiddled with gatistics. They dl ignored the supreme fact: they
were taking asample of one, their own speck of dust, and generdizing from it to the entire universe.
Moreover, they were generdizing in an asinine way, for the one planet they had in their sample had
evolved human life, and that made it unanimous, asfar asthey actudly knew.

It was not that man was foreordained, built in from the beginning. It was smply that the evolution of
intelligence, of the ability to develop culturaly, necessarily proceeded aong the road of trid and error,
change and modification. A culture-bearing anima had to be warm-blooded, for he needed the energy,
he had to be big-brained, he had to have free hands and specidized feet. A manlike form wasthe
mechanica answer to onetrend of evolution, and if conditions permitted he came aong sooner or later.

So there were men, men like the men of Lortas. Yes, thought Arvon, and what had happened to
these men?

The reports camein, brought home by ships acrossthe light-years. For ashort time, avery short
time, there seemed to be little consstency to the reports. Then the pattern emerged, and was only
repeated, as the number of reports grew to a hundred, to five hundred, to athousand.

The pattern?

Wl stripped of itstechnical language, it boiled down to something dementary, something frightful in
itsvery smplicity. The ships had discovered three kinds of planets that had devel oped men. On onetype
the men had not yet advanced to a state of technologica development that gave them a chance to destroy
themselves. On asecond type, above the primitive level but not yet to the level of space flight, men were
organized into groups, busily hacking away at each other with whatever weapons they could muster. On
these worldsthe vidtors from Lortas were received with suspicion, with hostility, with fear. Ther ships



were impounded, their knowledge was used to fight in wars that were utterly meaninglessto them. Crews
that landed on these worlds seldom got home again.

And there was athird type, of which Centaurus Four was a good example. On these worlds man had
evolved, he had devel oped weapons powerful enough to do the job, and he was extinct. The methods
varied: germs, crop blights, cobalt bombs, gas. The result was the same: extinction.

In all the universe they could reach, this was what had become of man. As soon as he was able
to do it he destroyed himself.

Ho, friend and neighbor!
Many thanks for the ingpiring example you have set for udl
And us, what of us? Are we not men, the same as they were?

That, indeed, was the catch. The civilization of Lortas was an old civilization, and thought of itsdf as
sophisticated. It had weathered many astorm and it had survived. The people had dwaysfelt acertain
pridein this, and suddenly they had evidence to show them how right—or how foolish—this pride was.

For Lortas, alone of all the worldsin the known universe, had spawned man, watched him
develop a mighty technology, and lived to tell the tale.

At firgt, even for a sophisticated people, this was aboost for the ego. They, and they aone, had
meastered the art of living with each other in peace, and even in friendship.

Weredifferent!
We've succeeded!
WEe're better than they are, smarter, wiser!

Therewasardigiousrevivd, atime of thanksgiving. The inevitable cults appeared, the inexorable
political philosophies: Let's pull in our horns, stay at home, live our own lives. Let'srgoicein our own
goodness, keep away from other men, cultivate our own garden. Why?

Because we're different, unique, better! Aren't we? Aren't we?

Theinitia unthinking smugness could not lagt. It was afrall balloon at best, easily punctured by factud
needles. And the facts were not pleasant. When al due alowances were made, when logic had been
twisted until it could bend no more, the truth was ill there,

Out of athousand and more worlds of men, all had perished as soon as they were capable of it.
There were no exceptions. And the men were the same everywhere, the samein the things that counted.

The men of Lortaswere not different. True, they had survived. They had survived for three hundred
years after they had controlled their first atomic reactor. They had patched up their differences, there had
been no wars. They knew that wars were obsolete when the first atomic bomb became possible, they
knew that wars, ultimately, meant suicide.

But other peoples had known it too. The books taken from shattered libraries on lifeless planets were
full of it.

They had known, and they were gone.
Question: Isthree hundred yearslong enough to let usrelax?

Question: Isman of necessity self-destructive? Question: If we go on living done, never find another
civilization to build with, what will become of us?

These questions were too tough for individua minds, but they were not too tough for computers. The
datawerefed in, the questions asked. The answers?

Other peoples had lasted three hundred years after harnessing the atom, but they had gone under
eventudly.



The odds were that man would dways destroy himsdlf. There was a chance that this was not true, but
itwasadim one,

If Lortas built afigurative wall around itsdlf, buried its head in the sand, its civilization would endure
for along time. It had gained that much by living past itsfirst great crisis period. It might go on for thirty
thousand years, but it would gradudly dow, loseitsvitdity, Stop.

Oneday it would be gone.
What can we do?

The andysis of the data showed one possibility. No human culture on record had ever succeeded in
finding and establishing friendly relaionswith another human culture on adifferent planet. If aworld could
be found where men were sane, if contacts could be built up between them, if ideas and hopes and
dreams could flow from one to the other—

Then perhaps man might someday be more than just another animal who lost hisway. He might be
more than just another extinct anima who couldn't change when the times changed. Then perhaps man
could play afuller rolein the ebb and flow that waslifein the universe.

If aworld could be found—

The ships kept going out. But they had to go farther now, into parts of the galaxy so remote that the
suns were no more than numbersin the great catalogues of the stars. They had to go farther, and they
found nothing, and worse than nothing.

Theworld they needed waswell hidden, if indeed it existed at all.

Andit wasdl very well to speak of aworld that wasin trouble, a world that sent out ships, a world
that was afraid. But most people are not afraid. More than that, they don't care.

Thirty thousand years? My God, don't we have enough on our minds without dragging that
up? Let 'emworry about it when the time comes!

Of course, then it would betoo late.
It wasn't going to fade away like amirage.
So ships kept flaming outward, but their numbers dwindled. And their crews dwindled, too. A ship

had to stay out five yearsin order to cover any areaat dl, and who wanted to go into space for five
years?

Arvon thought of them.

Hafij, the navigator, was here because he belonged here. Seyehi would go anywhere he could be with
his computers.

And the Captain? The Captain was a driven man, Arvon was certain of that. But driven by what, and
to what? Few men are motivated by vague principles and distant problems—it took something personal
to get under your hide.

Derryoc? Well, thiswas hisjob; thiswas where his problemswere. Tsriga? A boy, running away
from an unhappy love afair, doing something romantic and exciting." Kolrag? Hisfaith wastottering, he
needed lumber to shoreit up. Lgor? There must be more to the newsman than met the eye, and thiswas
along way to comefor atravel book. And what made a man want to write a book, anyway? Nlesine?
Who could understand Nlesine?

And himsdf, Arvon? Did he redly know why he was here, why he had come?
No matter.
They were here.

And when the ship tried to come out of the distortion field, when it shivered and screamed and the
lightswent out, Arvon knew that they werein trouble.



EIGHT

The darkness was aterrible thing.

Arvon suddenly found himself without eyes, without amind. He could hear awhine and screech of
meta that ripped dong his nerves. He could fed the swesat on his hands and forehead. He could sense his
heart thudding againgt his chest.

But he could not think.
And he could not see.

In an instant he was aboy again, in a strange house. He was in bed, hidden beneath the covers. There
isawind, sghing through the trees outside the window. Thereisno light. Thereissllence, but asilence
filled with sounds. There! What wasthat? A dither, adide—adoor opening? His door? Look out from
under the covers, look toward the door! The noise again, but you can't see. Thereis blackness al around
you. Y ou hold your breath, close your eyes, and listen and wait—

And then he was back, no longer aboy. Hefdt the shrieking metd coffin of the ship around him, felt
it jerking under hisfeet. He could see, but not with his eyes. He saw midnight around the ship, an ocean
of midnight, an abyss of ice-flecked darkness, ablack cavern with no beginning and no ending. He saw
gpace lapping at the ship, trying to suck him out, set him adrift.

Space was very close.

A man forgot how closeit was until his ship failed him. Then he remembered. He shuddered in the
midnight of hismind, stripped of everything, even his persondity. Hewasjust aspark of life, flickering,
trying not to go out forever—

Thelightscame on again, dimly at first, then with an unnatura white brilliance. The ship steadied. The
chaos of screaming sound died away. The atomics settled down to an uneasy whine, far different from
their usual comfortable throb in normal space.

If they had madeit into normal space.

Arvon lay on thefloor and felt life flow back into him again. He forced himsdlf to lie quietly until he
stopped trembling, and then he pulled himsdf to hisfeet. There was something the matter with the
atificid gravity fidd; hisfeet fet asif they were encased in lead blocks.

Nlesine sumbled into the room, looking pale and wild-eyed in the naked light. "What happened?'
Arvon shrugged. "Don't know. We were coming out of the field—"

"The Cgptain said there might be trouble.”

"l don't think he expected that, though.”

"Comeon," Nlesnesad. "Let'sseeif theré's anyone dive in the control room. Do you think we could
run thisbuggy done?’

Arvon laughed shortly.

Inside the control room the men were a their posts moving with a calmnessthat could not hide the
tensonintheair. Therr facesweredl curioudy paeinthe whitelight, and Wyik had agashin his
forehead that was leaving athin trail of scarlet wherever the Captain moved.

Hafij was moving dowly from control pand to control pand, calling out aseries of figuresto Seyehi,
who was punching them into his computer. The navigator'stdl, thin body seemed crushed by the
abnormal pull of the gravity field, and his black eyeswere more concerned than Arvon had ever seen
them.

Arvon checked the viewscreens with aquick glance and felt an unreasonable rdlief rush through him.



The screens showed the black sea of normal space, which meant that they had gotten out of the
distortion fidd, at least. He saw stars, friendly points of light despite their distance, and not far away a
yelow sun burned in the screen.

The othersfiled into the control room and stood in a nervous huddle, trying to keep out of the way
and yet needing, somehow, to be there, where they could see what was going on.

The strange hum of the atomics did nothing to ease their nervous systems.

The Captain hovered over Seyehi's shoulder watching the data come out of the computer. "Well?' he
sad. "How much time have we got?*

"Maybetweve hours" Seyehi said carefully. Maybe less.”

Wyik turned to Hafij. " Set a course for the third planet, Hafij. WEll haveto takeit at full
accdleration.”

Hafij raised his eyebrows, but said nothing.
"Derryoc,” the Captain said.
"'l know," the anthropologist said. "Get set up for the standard approach.”

"We hope it's a standard approach, friend. But there may only be time for a high-dtitude circuit
before we set her down.”

Derryoc whistled. "That bad, isit?"

"Worse," the Captain said. He turned to the others. He stood there in his control room—short,
powerful, unsmiling. His eyes were bright. Arvon would have dmaost argued that the man was enjoying
himsdf.

"How much worse?" asked Tsriganervoudly.

"Well, if you ever see home again it's going to be after agood long nap.”

Tgigapded, hisyoung face suddenly very vulnerable. Y ou mean thefidd—"

The Captain nodded. "We got out of it by the skin of our teeth. Wewon't get back into it again.”

"Arewe okay otherwise?"

"Youvegot ears,” the Captain said. "Listen." The whine of the atomics shivered through the ship. It
wasawierd sound, rising and falling, dying away amost to amutter and then swelling to a scream that
cut through you like aknife.

"Canwe land if we makeit to the third planet?' Arvon asked.
"WEell get down al right. The question iswhether welll till bein one piece or not.”
The heavy gravity pulled a al of them, giving their faces afaintly grotesque appearance.

"It looksbad to Nlesine," Nlesine said. He sad it without his usud glum enthusiasm, asthough it were
expected of him and he didn't want to disappoint anybody.

"l don't know much about that planet down there,” the Captain said. "It looks like the best bet from
here. I'm gambling on it because | have to gamble. If we get in close and find it won't do welll try the
fourth oneinstead. Buit it had better be aworld we can live on, because it looks likeit's going to be
home for agpell. | think we can land. I'm not sure we can take off again unlesswe find acivilization down
therethat's ableto help usout.”

"Youwontfindit," Derryoc said.

"We don't need atechnology that's actualy managed space travel, remember. If it'sjust far enough
along to manufacture some parts we may be able to deep our way home." Derryoc shook his head
doubtfully. Kolrag said quietly, "I'll pray for it." For once no onelaughed.



Derryoc went into a huddle with Seyehi asthey got set up to scan for population concentrations and
energy radiations. Hafij checked and rechecked his charts. The Captain stood still, armsfolded, staring
into the screen.

Thebright, paelight cast apdlor on dl their faces.
Like dead men, Arvon thought. This ship isour coffin, and we're going to be buried init.

"Well, thisis something,” Lgor said, his voice ashade too high for comfort. "A shipwreck in space!
Man, if they thought | was corny before, what'll they think now?"

"They'll think you were corny before,” Nlesnetold him.

"Okay, okay. Maybe we should have adrink oniit.”

"Just alittle one," Nlesine agreed. "Onefor the road, you might say."

"That's not funny," Tsrigaobjected.

"It'll seem more amusing after Six or eight quick ones," Nlesine assured him. "Let'sgo.”

Arvon followed them out of the control room, more because he felt in the way there than from any
desirefor adrink. They, sat in the comfortable green room, sinking farther into the seats than usua, and
kept up afog of conversation as though, somehow, it might serve them as abarrier against what waited
for them Outside.

They had afew, but nobody got even faintly drunk.

The ship moved on, swimming through the star-flecked seas of space. A flaming yellow sun floated
ahead of her, with scarlet gas prominences puffing out from its equator and then raining back into the
photosphere.

The shipwasatiny thing, lost in theimmensity of the universe. It was aspeck of dugt, and lessthan
that. And yet it was not insignificant, even here. If the flare of the ship's atomicswas only adot of light
againg the furnace of the sun, she till carried life and hope and fear. The slent chadlenge shethrew at the
abyss of not-life around her was acomic thing, and yet in itsway it outshone the splendor of the Sars.

The hours passed.

The ship picked her way toward the third planet, intersecting its orbit as it swung about its sun.
Outwardly the ship showed no sign that it wasin trouble; it moved gracefully and serendly, acanoein
quiet weters.

Insdethe ship it was different.

Thethird planet hung hugely in the viewscreens, aglobe of blue and green that blotted out the Sars.
White clouds banded the world, looking astonishingly like breakersin achoppy sea. Therewasaglint at
the polesthat hinted of ice, and lots of it.

The ship screamed down into atmosphere, and the noise inside the control room turned it into a
bedlam of sound. The atomics gave out their piercing whine, the computers chattered, the very meta of
the ship itsalf groaned in protest.

"Four miles,” caled the Captain. "WEell cut across the equator, and then circle the poles.”

Derryoc hung on to achair that was bolted to the floor. Hisface was flushed, giving it an odd dark
look under the white lights. " Get those maps. Well need 'em.”

Seyehi said nothing, hunched over his computers, hisusudly sure fingers clumsy in the unsteady ship.

The planet flashed by under them, amosaic of continents and clouds and seas. The Captain stared at
the control pandsand found with something like scorn that he was holding his bregth.

"Gotit," said Seyehi after an interminable time.
The ship gave a perceptible buck, shuddered, and seemed to settle under them.



Thelights dimmed, fatered, came up again brighter than before.

"No timeto fool with it now," the Captain said, trying to speak calmly and at the sametime having to
yd| to make himsdlf heard.

"Can we go down and take alook from close up?' asked Derryoc.
"l don't know. Hafij?"
The navigator shrugged histhin shoulders. "We can try. It'staking an awful chance, Wyik."

Derryoc tried to examine the computer tapes, but it wasimpossible. "l say try it if therésany chance
at al. It may berough, but it won't be as rough astrying to wak around this damned planet to find out
what'sonit."

"If we can gtill walk after we get down," Hafij said.
"If we get down," Seyehi added.

The Captain made hisdecison. "Well try. Hafij, | want to be able to count snow crystals on the
mountain peaks and see the fish in those oceans. Skin her close™”

Amazingly, Hafij grinned. "Hang on," he said.
The ship roared and dashed her way down, blasting through the high clouds with her hot metal sides
hissing. She flattened out over the land, jetting like ariver of flame though acold blue sky.

She hurtled around the planet at areckless speed, flashing over seas and idands and ice and vast
green and brown plains. She roared from high noon into midnight and out once more into the jolden
gpatkle of amorning sun.

Then shefatered and shook.

The drive broke off into a staccato series of blasts. The ship began to vibrate and swing sickeningly
fromsdetosde.

"No moretime," ydled the Captain. "Strap in!”

With athunder that made mountains tremble, the ship that had come so far sood on her tail and
rushed down ageyser of flame toward her last landing.

Toward agreen world, third fromitssun.
Toward Earth.

NINE

The ship came down, shattering the Sllence. Below her amarshy rolling plain of tough grass and wiry
shrubs and amazingly vivid wild flowers disgppeared in a scorching cloud of smoke and steam.

The ship was coming fast, too fast. The braking jets werefiring furioudy but not accurately. The
tongue of searing flame below the ship grew shorter and shorter, like atelescope dipping into itsdf. The
noise wasincredible, ablast of over-powering, crashing sound that rushed out and smacked into the
planslikeagranitefis.

For just amoment the ship stood poised, a scant few feet above the ground. Then she dropped with
asudden jerk, dammed tail first into the soft earth with awet, shuddering concussion. She seemed to
balance for just asecond or two, and then she buckled and collapsed on her side. There was a muffled
explosion, aflicker of intense white flame. Then sprays spurted out from the sides of the ship, sprays of
liquid that threw puddies out in acircle ahundred yards around the ship. The fires hissed ouit.

The ship settled, abroken, twisted thing dying far from the stars she had known.
Silence came back to the plain. Warm yellow sunlight flowed down from ablue morning sky, touching



the reds and blues and golds of the flowers scattered through the clumps of grass. A shocked peace
returned to the land, a hush unbroken by the song of abird or the snort of an animal. The ship was down,
and ingdeit was very dark. After the whining roar of the atomicsthe quiet was atangible thing, a hollow
emptiness that was eerie and cold.

Inside the control room, sounds. A scratching, a cough of heavy breathing as someone pulled himsalf
to hisfeet. A monotonous moaning, a continuous low cry of pain. A dripping of something liquid that
patted on the twisted metal wall.

A light. A narrow white beam playing through the room, shaking alittle in someone's unsteady hand.
A voice, low and choked.

"Where are you? Who's hurt?' The Captain'svoice. A shadowy figure struggled up, trembling. "Hafij
here," the navigator said. "1 think I'm dl right.”

The beam of light picked out adark form dumped in acorner. The form did not move, and made no
sound. The Captain made hisway to the figure, shoving junk out of hisway as he did so, and gently
turned it over. He flashed the light into aman's face, then moved the light quickly. "It's Seyehi," he said.
"Hedidn't makeit." The moans could still be heard, helpless sounds made by an unconscious man. The
light beam followed the sounds and spotted a body sprawled near the door that led from the control
room. Hafij beat the Captain there. "Lots of blood," he said.

The Captain studied Derryoc as best he could in the narrow circle of white light. The anthropologist's
big frame | ooked somehow collgpsed, and there was blood trickling from the corners of his open mouth.
Hiswesk cries were the sounds of an animal in unendurable pain.

"Derryoc. It's Wyik. Can you hear me?' Derryoc did not move, and his eyes stayed closed.

"Hafij, takethe light and seeiif you can get some painkiller from the dispensary. We don't want him
hysterica when he wakes up.”

"He's got to live," Hafij whispered. "Otherwise—"

"Here. Takethelight. Get Kolraq up here, if anyone's till with us back there. Better keep the rest out
until we figure out where we can put Derryoc.”

"Should | tell them—how bad it is?'

Without thinking about it, Wyik and Hafij felt themsdves as belonging together, with the others
forming a separate group. Now that Seyehi was gone, they were the only ones |eft from the control room
nucleusthat redly ran the ship. They regarded themselves as spacemen and tended to lump the othersin
the passenger category. In the old days the others would never have been aboard aship at all.

"Better tell them,” the Captain said. "They'll have to know sooner or later anyway. Tell Arvon to keep
aneyeon Lgor, incase hegetshyserica. | think thekid will bedl right; thismay be the making of him."

"If hesdill dive”
"Of course.”
"If only our two key men hadn't—-"

"Derryoc's il dive, Hafij. Get the medicine. Can you tell from the controls whether or not the pile's
dampened properly?’

"| threw the rods before we hit. | don't think well have ablowup.”

"Tdl the othersyou're sure we won't have one. The atomic jitters we can get dong without just now."

"Right." Hafij took the light and fumbled hisway out of the control room. It wasn't easy, Sncethe ship
was on her side and the door seemed to be jammed. He managed to kick it open and crawled through
on his stomach. Wyik could hear him heaving something out of the way, and he thought he heard low
VOICes.



Somebody was till dive back there, then.

He sguatted in the darkness, his hand on Derryoc's wet shoulder, and sensed the hulk of the ruined
ship around him. Somewhere out there past those twisted metal wallswas aworld, and they were stuck
on it. He didn't even know whether or not the air was breathable, and he had no hope that the planet
would be of any use to them now; the odds were overwhemingly againgt it.

It had been his decision. He stared into the darkness around him and knew that he should never have
tried for one more planet, one more sun. He had taken a calculated risk and he had lost. He had known
the drive wasrisky but he had gone ahead regardless. Why?

The Captain knew why he had done it. He knew that it had not been arationa decision. If only he
could have forgotten what had driven him out in space in the beginning—"Damn,” he said. It wastoo late
now.

He heard sounds from beyond the door. Hafij was coming back, and he had someone with him.
"Wdl?'

"Good news," Hafij said. "We must have taken the toughest jolt up here—they're dl dive back inthe
cabin. Just bruised up some, nothing serious at dl. Nlesine hurt hisleft arm, but it isn't broken.” The
Captain smiled.

"One morething," Hafij went on. "The Bucket has sprung aleak back there—fresh air iscomingin
and it seemsto be bregthable.”

"It has to be breathable. We haven't got any power, and our air won't last long without purification.
Hafij, it dmost looks asif our luck ischanging!”

Kolrag moved forward into the paecircle of light. "I have aninjection ready," he said. "'If you're
through congratul ating each other, maybe we can help Derryoc.”

"Sorry," the Cgptain said, and moved out of the way. "Hold the light on him, Hafij—I'll try to rustle up
another onein the supply room.”

The priest examined Derryoc with his short, surprisngly sensitive fingers. He bared the
anthropologist's arm, swabbed it, and injected a sedative from a hypodermic syringe. Derryoc il did not
move. Kolragq wiped some blood away from his mouth and stood up.

Wyik maneuvered back into the control room with two more lights, one of which he gaveto Kolrag.
"What do you think?'

"Wed better not try to move him. He's hemorrhaging inside, and dragging him around won't help any.
Theré's some stuff in the sedative that will kegp down theinfection, and that's about all we can do.”

Derryoc continued to moan with grating regularity.

"Will helive?"

Kolrag shrugged. "That's out of our hands."

Wyik leaned forward intently. "Will he cometo at dl?'

"Perhaps. It'shard to say.”

"He'stough,” Hafij said. "Hell come out of it, Captain—I've seen them like this before.”

Wyik nodded. "Come on. WEll haveto get every scrap of datathat came out of the computers
before we hit. Didn't Derryoc take some notes?’

"I think s0. He had atablet—"

"Findit. Get everything set up. Kolrag, have we got something that will keep him free of painif he
comesto, but something that won't make him fuzzy?'

"Wecantry," the priest said. "But he should rest. Y ou can't work him right away—that's inhuman.”



"We need hisbrain,” Wyik said smply. "He's the only one who can tell us what we've got to know
about this planet. If wework blind welll never get out of this—none of us, including Derryoc. That'sal
thereistoit.”

Kolrag hesitated, then wormed his way out through the control room door to see what he could find.

Wyik and Hafij settled down to watch and wait. Neither man spoke, but each was grateful for the
other's company.

It was astrange scene, and Wyik knew it. Thetwo lightsthrew silver rods across the jumbled control
room, touching broken machines that |oomed darkly around them. What had been the floor now formed
onewadl, giving the whole room a grotesque wrongness that no amount of logic could correct. Derryoc
stopped moaning, but gave no sign of recovering consciousness.

Thiswas my ship, Wyik thought. We took many jour neys together, and now the end of the line
isaworld without a name.

Outside the darkness of the dead ship was a greater darkness, the darkness of ignorance. A land far
from home, filled with the mystery and chalenge of the unknown. Walk out of the ship, and you stood on
dienland. Breathetheair if you could, and look about you. Blue skies, perhaps, and green fields. A river
not far away, rolling cleanly down its gravel bed to the sea. And from that ses, if thisworld was smilar to
other worlds of itstype, life had come. Tiny one-celled organisms and fish and amphibians and reptiles
and mammals and, possibly, man.

What kind of man?

Wyik felt the darkness pressing him in. He had seen much of men, and it was not easy to find hopein
the history he had found on many londly worlds.

If men survived long enough, Wyik thought, they built shipsthet lifted them toward the stars. That was
afact. But what led one individua man to ride one of those ships? What path did he walk that carried
him out into the sea between the Sars?

And how many men aboard this ship could guess a the secret that he, Wyik, carried within him?

The long hours passed, and still Derryoc did not move. He was breathing regularly, and there was no
blood on hisface. But—what if he didn't wake up, ever?

They had to take shifts, findly. Arvon and Tsriga threw together a cold and unappetizing meal from
the synthetics, and Kolrag supervised a blood transfusion for Derryoc.

There was no panic. They moved through the dark cave of the ship with that heightened intensity of
feding that disaster bringsinitswake. They taked quietly of Seyehi, and remembered that they had
aways caled him Feedback. They found little to laugh at, but Nlesine kept up aconstant stream of
gloomy predictionsthat, surprisingly, made them fed alittle better. Nothing could be as bad asNlesine
sad it was, which was optimism of asort.

No one |eft the ship. Without power the screens did not work, and they could not see the land around
them. But presumably there was sunlight, warm sunlight, and then nightfall. They had seen asatdlite
coming in, so there would be amoon up there, floating against a backdrop of stars.

But insde the ship there were only shadows and pale light beams burning through the wreckage.
After many hours Derryoc stirred, whitened, and opened his eyes.

Arvonwas & hissde, waiting.

"Dont try to move, Derryoc,” he said, touching his shoulder. "Just take it easy."”

The anthropologist closed his eyes, then opened them again. Hismouth was athin, tight line. His
breathing was shdlow and choked, as though he had something in histhroat.

"Weredown," Arvon said. "It'sdl over. You got asock on the head, but you'll be okay. Just don't



move. Understand?'
Derryoc nodded weakly.
Wyik climbed into the control room, with Kolrag behind him.
Derryoc spotted the priest and managed afaint smile. "Am | ready for you?"' he asked.
Kolrag hesitated. "I'm here asadoctor,” he said finally.

Derryoc grimaced. "Don't fed so good, Doc," he said. " Stomach upset—Ilike | was going to be sick
or something—" He broke off, and his eyes clouded.

"Derryoc,” the Captain said, "try to hold on aminute. We need you badly."

The anthropologist got his eyes back in focus. "Fed sck. Hard to think. Can it wait?"
"l don't know," Wyik said.

Derryoc looked at the priest. "How bad am |, Doc? Redlly?

"You've got achance," Kolrag said. "It depends.”

Derryoc shut hiseyes. "What do you need, Wyik?'

"The ship smacked down hard. It's not going anywhere again unless we can get help. Were down on
aplanet we don't know anything about. We don't know what we're up againgt, and we won't know if
you can't tell us. Can you?'

"Bigjob," Derryoc whispered. "Sleepy.”
Kolrag pulled the Captain back. "He can't do it, not now. What do you want to do—murder him?”

Wyik looked into Kolrag's eyes. Hisface turned very pae, and his breathing camefast. "Do you
think that, Kolrag?'

"No. Of course not. | just meant—"

The Captain turned back to Derryoc. "Get some deep, Derryoc,” he said softly. "Well try again when
you fed alittle better."

The anthropologist gave no sign that he had heard, but he seemed more comfortable.
"I'll stay with him," Kolrag volunteered. "I'll cdl you, Wyik."

"No. Well stay together. All right?'

The priest nodded.

"Therest of you try to get somerest,” Wyik said. "You'll be needing it.”

The three of them were |eft done in the wreck of the control room. They turned out the lights and sat
in darkness.

Derryoc's [abored breathing filled the sllence.
"l hope hewakes up," Kolraq whispered findly. "I hopel did the right thing."
"Y ou'd better pray harder,” the Captain said.

TEN

The anthropologist dept for eight hours. It was growing cold in the ship, and Kolrag had arranged a
blanket over him, with a second blanket wadded up for a pillow. Derryoc made no more sounds of pain.
Indeed, save for the shallow, rapid breathing that lifted and lowered his chest, he might have passed for
dead.

After the eighth hour they fed him intravenoudy. The sugar solution dripped down the rubber tubing,



and Derryoc seemed to take it well enough. At any rate, hisinterna bleeding appeared to be checked.
But he did not wake up.

It became necessary to dispose of Seyehi's body, since they had no way of refrigerating it. Arvon and
Hafij put on face masks, even though they were by now reasonably surethat i the air would not harm
them, and went outside. There they dug a shalow grave and lowered Seyehi's body into it.

Nlesine offered to stay with Derryoc. Kolraq and the Captain went out to say the words men say
when death comes among them.

It was night, but after the gloom of the ship the vault of stars seemed brilliant and alive and
compassionate. A silver half-moon siwung over their heads and bathed the world around themin
shadowed gray. They stood on level ground, asfar asthey could see, and the night wind was bitingly
cold.

They saw nothing and heard nothing thet lived.

Kolrag read the burid servicein asteady voice, but hiswords were thin in the miles of moonlight.
Wyik said what he could, and then the dirt covered Seyehi forever.

"He camealongway to die,” Arvon said.

Now that he was gone, redlly gone, invisible under the earth, hisloss struck home to them. The shock
of the crash had worn off, and they were al suddenly aware that they stood very close to death and were
far from the skies and the friends they had known.

It was strange to think that Seyehi would never again be a part of acontrol room scene, never again
work with the computers he loved, never again smile gently when someone called him Feedback.

They went back into the ship and closed the lock as best they could againgt the cold.
"He'sdirring alittle" Nlesine called.

Wyik and Kolrag took their lights and hurried forward. Both of them tried not to think about the
grave they had seen. But a second grave nudged icily against their minds...

The anthropologist moved one leg suddenly. His eyes opened, and he strained as though he were
trying to St up.

Koalrag caught him, held him down. "Easy, old friend. Don't moveif you can hepit.”

Derryoc was awake now, and awareness came back. "1 must be half dead if I'm your old friend," he
whispered. "Y ou never caled methat before.”

|—
"Don't gpologize. Thanks. | appreciated it. Could | have adrink?!
"Water?' suggested Wyik.

Derryoc frowned, alittle color coming into his paleface. "l guessit'll have to be water. Never thought
I'd cometoit, though."

The Captain laughed. Maybe he was getting better, maybe he would even get well!

Nlesine brought some water, and Derryoc sipped it gratefully. But he stopped after perhaps two
ounces. Hisface whitened again. He coughed convulsively, hisbody straining under the blanket. Flecks
of red appeared at the corners of his mouth.

The spasm subsided, just as Kolrag was getting the needle ready.
"Better not try that again,” Derryoc said, and smiled weskly.

No one spoke. Wyik was afraid to suggest anything, and Kolrag was desperately trying to think of
something that would help Derryoc, even though it was becoming clear that the man was beyond his help.



Derryoc himself broke the silence. "If we're going to work, wed better get to it.”
"Do you fed well enough?' the Captain asked.
Derryoc looked at him steadily. "'l won't ever fed any better, will 1, Wyik?'

Wyik didn't answer. Instead, he carefully propped Derryoc up on the blanket so that hishead wasin
aposition where he could read without straining. Then he fixed three lights above and behind Derryoc,
and did amagnetized pand into place to hold the computer tapes and notes.

Hafij squirmed around until he was able to hold items up for ingpection without cutting off the light.

"Thisisgoing to be very much of animpressionistic job," the anthropologist warned them. "Don't trust
ittoofar."

"Y our guesswill be better than anything we could work out on our own,” Wyik said. "How long will
you need before you can answer questions?”

"l need about aweek to do the job right. | figure I've got maybe four hours before | conk out again.
Do | havethat long, Doc?'

"| think s0," Kolrag said.

" Shoot some more stuff into meif you haveto. All things considered, | think 1'd better giveyou a
preliminary reading before | go back to deep—just in case. Let's say three hours on these tapes, and
then I'll tell youwhat | can. Let's see that equatorid survey first, Hafij—it'll be coded A 14, | think.
There, that'stheone... "

Derryoc's eyes were clear and bright, although his color was not good and his breathing wasirregular.
He showed no sign of pain, and seemed dmost to be enjoying himsdlf. Helost himsdlf in hiswork.
Evidently his powers of concentration were undimmed; it was quite obvious that the other peoplein the
control room had ceased to exist as far as he was concerned.

Thelong minutes ticked by and became hours. Derryoc absorbed materia rather than studied it; he
could fix hiseyes on a sheet for afew moments, then motion Hafij to replace it with anew one. He could
not have explained the picture that was building up in hismind, apicture developed out of haf hints and
subtle clues that might have been meaninglessto someone el se. The configurations of continents and seas
went into his caculations, aswell asan occasond lucky bit of concrete information picked up by the
camerascanners. Mostly hewas guided by alifetime of study about the processes of culture growth; he
supplied datathat were not actually before him on the basis of what had to be there.

After precisdy three hours he nodded his head. "I'm ready. Can you cut those lights down?"

Wyik turned two of them around, producing amore indirect illumination, and turned the other up so
that the beam passed over Derryoc's head.

"Do you fed strong enough to talk?"

"No. But let's not waste time being polite. Y ou won't like what I've got to say, but you'd better hear
it"

The others pressed closer, listening. Thiswas no longer an abstract problem to them—it was amatter
of life or degth.

"Hirgt," said Wyik, forcing himself to ask the questions, "can we get help anywhere on this planet?
Anyone we can go to and throw this ship together again?"

"No," said Derryoc. "There's no doubt on this point, Wyik. If you're looking for an advanced
technology you've drawn afat lemon.”

"Y ou mean there are no men?| thought—"

"Oh, men, sure. There are men here, athough they're not very numerous yet. Thetroubleisthat
youre abit too early. | may bealittle off, but I'd say that there's not asingle culture on this planet that's



even developed agriculture yet. Helpful, en?' Derryoc smiled alittle.
"In other words—"

"In other words, you're in the middle of a Stone Age world. The men are mostly scattered in smdlish
groups, living by hunting wild animals and gathering wild plant foods—roots, berries, stuff likethat. If you
want to know how to fix a broken spear point you've cometo the right place. If you want to know how
to repair a spaceship you'll have to wait twenty thousand years or so and then ask somebody—except
that somebody will have probably blown himsdlf up by then.”

Therewasalong slence.

"We're uck, then," Wyik said findly. "We can't repair this ship, even for norma drive. Asfor a
digortion field that might get ushomeagan—",

"It'sout of the question,” Derryoc finished. "Y ou haven't got the tools to make the machines to make
the other machines that might fix your ship. Y ou're not going to put this baby back together with a
monkey wrench, you know."

"Lookslike thisis going to be home, whether welikeit or not,” Nlesine said. "Therée's nothing we can
do."

"Almost nothing,” the anthropologist corrected him.
"l dont follow you,” Wyik said, frowning.

Derryoc paused, gathering hiis strength. Then his eyes became active and dert. He was clearly
interested in the Situation just as aproblem, gpart from any role he himsdaf might play init.

"What's the norma procedure for getting homeif your distortion field breaks down and you can't
repair it?" he asked.

Wyik watched him closdly. " Compute the ship's course through normal space, set the controls on
automatic, and deep it out. But we happen not to have aship, and no computers either.”

"But. you have got the deegping equipment, right?’' There was apause.

"Weve got the stuff, yes" Wyik said. "It's nothing very complicated: an extract from the lymphoid
tissue of hibernating mammals, coupled with an absorbent of vitamin D; alittle insulin and some common
drug derivatives that have been known for centuries.”

Thelights burned steadily in the ruined control room. "1t's powerful stuff, no matter how smpleitis”
Derryoc went on. "And why would you useit if you were suddenly deprived of your digtortion field?

"Simple enough,” WYyik said, puzzled. "The ship can't exceed the speed of light in norma space—or in
the ditortion field either, for that matter. But the field has the effect of ‘curving' spaceto bring two
objects closer together; it'sakind of short cut, as you know."

"l didn't ask you for alecture on eementary space navigation,” Derryoc said testily. "1 asked you why
you would use thedrug.”

"It'san emergency device. It'sthe long way homeif you can't get there any other way. Distancesin
normal space are enormoudly long, of course. Y ou may be ahundred light-years or more from home
when the digtortion field conks out. At normal acceleration in normal space it may take you better than a
hundred yearsto get home, and by that time you'll be dead. But the drug makesit possible for you to go
into asort of sugpended animation; your bodily processes dow down until thereis hardly a spark to keep
you dive. When you get home you wake up—and even if hundreds of years have passed on the ship
you're only aweek or so older asfar aswear and tear on your body is concerned. Of course, al your
friendswill be dead, you'll haveto begin your lifedl over again—"

"But you'll be home," the anthropologist interrupted. "Don't be so long-winded, Wyik; therés no time
for that."



"| dill don't get it," Hafij said. "We haven't got any ship, and the people here are il in the Stone
Age"

"Sure, sure" Derryoc said impatiently. "They'rein the Stone Age now and so they can't help you. But
suppose you had landed here fifteen or twenty thousand years later ? What then?"

Wyik hesitated. " Probably thiswould have been adead planet. As soon asthey got atomic energy,
they'd go the way the rest of them went."

"We didn't destroy oursalves," Kolraq put in, with morefirein hisvoice than had been heard in the
control room for many days. "We set out on this voyage in the hope of finding someone ese who might
survive, someone we could talk to. How do we know—maybe those savages out there will be the
ones we were looking for . It would be alovely, terribleirony ... "

"Theoddsareagaing it,” Wyik sad flatly.
Derryoc coughed dightly, blinked his eyes, and went on. "For once, gentlemen, I'm with Kolrag. Y ou

speak of odds, Wyik, but you're not thinking. What chance do you have to get help from any other
world but the oneyou're on?'

"No chance," Wyik admitted.

"Very well. Your only hopeiswith those people out there, those crude-seeming men hunting wild
animas and starving half the time. Either they help you, or no one does. They can't help you now.
Therefore you've got to wait until they can help you. Since you aren't likely to live fifteen thousand years
or so you've got to use the drug—use most dl of it—and deep just aslong as you possibly can. Then,
maybe, you can go homein one of their ships”

"How do we know well even have ahometo go to after al those years?'

"Y ou don't. And you don't know, either, that these people will refrain from blowing themselves up
until after they've developed space travel. But you're not going to throw a spaceship together out of mud
and trees, | can promise you that. And you'll never have achanceto get home any other way. So thereit
is. Takeit or leaveit."

"Takeit," Kolrag said ingtantly. "Takeit!"
"l don't know," Wyik said. "It'salong, long chance—"

Derryoc coughed again, and thistime there was blood on hislips. "Argue about it later. Hold up that
map, Hafij—the big one."

Hafij hed it up awkwardly wherethelight could fal onit.

"Listen closdly,” Derryoc said, spesking very fast. His voice was thin now, and hard to hear. "'l may
be wrong—I'm guessing from faulty data—but I've got some more advice."

"Yes?' Wyik moved till closer, looking worriedly at the anthropologist.

"The ship crashed here," Derryoc said, hisfinger reaching up to the map. He touched aspot highin
what would one day be called Northeast Asia "I don't think you should stay hereif you can avoid it.”

"Why not?"

"Too complicated to explain, Wyik. It's a periphera area, for one thing—it's out on the fringes. That
meansthe odds are againg its developing asrapidly as some other places. There are parts of our own
world where they've never seen a spaceship—you don't want to wake up in one of those.”

"True enough. But—"

“"Look at the map. Quickly, now."

“I'mlooking."

"The mogt intengve development of culture on this planet ssemsto be here," Derryoc said. Hisfinger



touched a part of what would in time be named France. "But there are people scattered al through this
region, and down into thisbig continent here." Heindicated Africa. "When agriculture develops, in my
estimation, it should comefirst somewhere between these two magjor aress, at asort of ideationa
crossroads. Perhaps along in here, near thisbody of water." He pointed to the M editerranean.

"Y ou think we should try to get to that sea?'

"No. That's where the population will be concentrated over along span of time. Too great arisk of
being found. What you need is an area that will be sparsely settled for many, many years—but an area
that will blossom suddenly when new idess hit it."

"l seethat,” Wyik said tensdy. "But where is there such an area?”’

"l can't be sure. I'm sorry, but | don't have adl the facts | need. But this huge idand here would not be
agood bet—it seemsto be mostly desert.” Hisfinger touched the idand men would one day name
Audrdia. His hand then swept over anumber of Pacific idands. "These aretoo smdl, and impossibleto
get to unless you want to risk it in aboat you might make. But look at this."

Derryoc'sfinger traced the outline of the continental mass that would, thousands of years | ater,
chadlenge the imagination of men asthe New World.

"Isitinhabited?’ asked Wyik.

"1 don't know. It seems obvious that man did not evolve there on this planet, and there is certainly no
great population there at present. | didn't see any men there on the tapes—but some few may have
arrived. But look what's going to happen!”

The otherslooked, and saw nothing.

"Ah," said Derryoc in exasperation. "No time to explain. But some men are bound to get into that
area—it'srichin land, well watered, enormousin extent. The men will comein from around where we
are now—see, across here, down along here." Hisfinger traced a path across the Bering Strait, down the
corridor of Alaska. "In dl probahility, they are dready filtering in now. They'll have agood part of this
planet ahead of them—a paradise for hunters. But they'll be along, long way from the cultura center of
thisworld, which is away back here." He pointed again to Europe. "One day, when ships get good
enough, men with afairly complex culture will crossthis ocean here, or possibly the other one; it doesn't
matter. They'll find avirtualy untouched land, and they'll take it fromitsorigind settlers. Then that area
will boom, and that's where you'll want to be. Y ou can stay hidden for thousands of years, and yet when
you wake up you'll have what you need within easy reach.”

The others stood slently in the gloom of the control room.
"Well, boys," Nlesine said after many minutes, "1 guesswe'd better dip into our old walking shoes.”

ELEVEN

The effort had been too much for Derryoc; it had eaten up hislast ounce of strength. While the other
men still stood around him, trying to understand the words he had spoken, he drifted into an exhausted
deep.

Wrapped in soft darkness, Derryoc dreamed. Kolrag might have called them visions, but thetiny
spark of awareness that continued to burn in the anthropol ogist rejected theidea firmly. He even smiled
dightly in hisdeep, so that those watching him wondered what he could possibly be dreaming that could
seemfunny a atimelikethis.

At firg his dreams were touched with vanity, and he was annoyed with them. He saw himself through
achild'seyes: badly hurt in acrash and yet saving his companions by the wisdom he had stored up
through the years. In the fog of what was now a.coma, the notion pleased Derryoc. He had never been a
redly big man in his profession, and he knew that the others thought him cold. It was good to be



appreciated, to beliked ...

The picture faded. Equations danced through his mind, coupled with scenes from many lands and
many worlds. He saw this curious animd caled man asthough in amany-sided mirror, everywhere alittle
different, everywhere the same. There was aflaw in the mirror, and he thought if he could only reach out,
touchit, fed it ...

Then he got better. The weariness evaporated, and strength flowed back into hisveins. Hismind
cleared, and he saw everything around him with crystal sharpness. He was happy, very happy, for he had
thought, he had been certain, that he was going to die. He was glad when they |eft the ship but hetried to
show no emotion. What was he, a, novelist or apries, to rgjoicein living winds and the smells of green
grasses?

Stll, it was good. The sun was agood sun, and warm, and it touched him with gold. It healed him as
only the sun could heal. And then they saw smoke on the horizon, and the next day they heard sounds:
cries, laughter, shouts. His pulse quickened. Men! He wanted to go to them, make friends with them, try
to understand them. Oh, he would talk about data and statistics, but they came later, they were the
rationae. For now there were only people, and fire shadows, and fresh meat and something to drink,
something with akick toit.

And perhaps here, too, he might find aman or awoman who would cal him friend, who would make
himfed just for alittle while that he belonged. It had been so many years since she had died, the onewho
never should have died, the one who was going to live forever.

He was happy, as happy as he had ever been. The drink was good drink, it made his head spin, it
was wet and warm and he could tagte it in hismouth ...

Within two hours after he had dipped into an exhausted deep Derryoc was having convulsions.
In three hours he was dead.

It was adirty, messy death, with no touch of romance about it. There were no last-minute curtain
gpeeches. There was not even dignity.

Arvon and Kolrag carried his body outsde, and they Tmried him in agrave next to Seyehi. All of
them felt somehow futile and lost when Derryoc was gone. There were words they might have said, little
things they might have donefor aliving man.

For the dead thereis only silence.

For Derryoc there was only the night wind under the stars, the night wind blowing aways across a
world hewould never know.

The sun was high in the sky.

Arvon sat on aflat rock, histall body comfortably douched, his chin resting in his cupped hands. The
dight breeze that rustled through the grasses had akeen edge to it, but the sunlight was warm on his
back. There were patches of white cloud in the sky, and whenever one of them drifted across the face of
thesunit grew decidedly chilly.

He looked around and discovered somewhat to his own amazement that he felt better than he had in
years. The ship, ahundred yards away in the middle of acircle of scarred vegetgjion and scorched earth,

was crumpled but harmless; in afew years, he supposed, it would be only ashell, and within a century it
wouldn't exist. There would be only the plains, the gleaming-tipped mountains, the winds.

Maybe that would be agood thing.

Hefdt acuriousjoy just in being outside, where he could bregthe clean air and hear thelong, living
slencesthat washed in from far away. He rgjoiced even in the bugs that plodded dutifully through the
grass, bound on pressing bug business. He was more than ready for whatever might come—hewas



"actudly eager for it, even impatient for it.
A man was not born to livein atube of stedl. A man was apart of the land and the sky; his body

knew that even when his mind reached out acrossthe light-years, into star fields and chalenge and
desolation ...

Hewaslondy for hishomeworld of Lortas, and the londliness was accentuated by the fact that this
planet was so much likeit in many ways, even though separated from it by agulf of yearsaswel as
miles. But he was not desperately lonely; L ortas could wait, would have to wait. He was not proud of
thelife he had left behind him there—it had been too easy for him, and it had come too fast. Too many
pleasures, too many women, too many nights that were so smilar he could never tell them apart. Even
high living can get monotonous, he knew; therut of theidleisadeep rut indeed. If hisfather had given
him less, worked him more—but it was childish to blameit on him.

Hethought, surprised: There are places on Lortas very little different fromthisworld | see
around me. There are open fields under our sun, and clean winds, and patient stone. Does a man
have to come so far just to find himself?

"Finething," avoice said unexpectedly. "Here we are splattered on an dien planet, and you're adeep
at the switch.”

Arvon jerked back to the present and looked up to see Nlesine standing in front of him. The novelist's
balding head was aready pinkish from the sun, and his eyes had a sparkle in them.

Nlesine sat down on ahandy rock, found it unsuitable, and settled on another. "Wyik wantsto see us,
whenever you're finished daydreaming. Big council of war or something. What're you brooding about?"

"Things. But | wasn't brooding.”

"l know." Nlesine smiled—an odd smile, at once cynical and understanding. ™Y ou've been acting like
we're better off now than before we crashed.”

"Aren't we?'
"It'll pass,” Nlesine assured him. "Y ou're 0 glad to be dive you're suffering from euphoria. Very

dangerous disease. Wait'll it freezes up around here—you'll stub one of your baretoesand it'll break off
likearotten twig." He snapped hisfingers chearfully.

Arvon nodded. "Funny, though—I'd never have thought 1'd enjoy anything like this, even for alittle
while”

"Keep your eyes open, son. Y ou can tell alot about a man by the way he reactsto something like
this. Take Lgor, now—he'sthe only one who's scared silly. HEll be trouble—you watch. Wyik isthe

same everywhere. Hefij islog, | think. He was the only one of uswho redlly belonged in space—Seyehi
liked it wherever his computers were, but Hafij likes it out there. Hell get back, if anyone does.”

"And the others? Tsriga? Kolrag?'
"I'm gill working on them. You tdl me."

Arvon shook his head. "Kolrag seems older than therest of us, and Tsrigayounger. | wouldn't push it
further than that.”

"It'sthe extremes that are sometimes the hardest to predict Nlesine said haf to himself. He stood up
then, briskly, and dusted himsdlf off. "Come on. It'stime for Momentous Words from Our Noble

Captain.”
Side by side they waked back through the early afternoon sunlight toward the wreck of the ship.

They sat in acircle on the sunward side of the ship, out of the cold wind. They were very closeto the
two raw graves, and it took very little imagination to see Derryoc or Seyehi among them.

Even seated on the ground, Wyik dominated the group. He was by no means a big man, but he was



the man you watched if only because of histightly controlled energy; he was a coiled spring, ready to go
at the dightest touch. He wastheir leader In fact aswell asin theory, and he led because he was hard
—not blind or stupid or in any way sadigtic, but smply tough from the core ouit.

Wyik did thetaking. "Y ou"al heard Derryoc, you know what he said. He was the man best qudified
to judge, and he advised us not to stay here. His reasons seemed to me to be good reasons & the time;
they till do. But there are several questionsthat should be raised.”

He paused, collected histhoughts.

"Thefirs isthis: Was Derryoc realy in possession of all the facts he needed to arrive a a correct
decison? It wasarush job, of necessity, and there were no computers to check him. He may have been

wrong."

"Hisguessisdill better than ours, Wyik," Nlesine said. "Mind you, athousand-mile wak does not
particularly strike my fancy."

Wyik amiled briefly. "1 agreethat his estimate of the Stuation isthe best we have. If we ever want a
chanceto get home again, he's given us a blueprint that may work. Therésredly no other solution; there

won't be another exploration ship out thisway in amillion years, and they'd never spot usif they came.
Arewe agreed on that?'

There were no objections.

"All right. Our problem isvery smple, then. Do we stay wherewe are or do we set sail for that
relatively uninhabited continent of Derryoc's? I'm sure that the point of this hasn't escaped you. Wedl
know that the odds are overwhemingly againgt thisworld ever attaining spacetravel, eveninitsmost
rudimentary form. The civilization here must be built by men, and we have seen, on world after world,
that man characterigticaly destroys himsalf when he has the power. Those are the facts, and we can't
ignorethem. If we do make it to this other part of theworld, and if we do survive adeep of many
thousands of years, there's agood chance we may wake up to aradioactive desert. If we do, that'll be
that. There's a chance this may be the planet we've been looking for, the planet that will give us some
company inthisrather forbidding universe of ours. But it'san awfully dim chance. Isit worth taking?"

The younggter, Tsriga, spokefirst. "Y ou know, wewouldn't have to deep that long, would we? |
mean, we could just go under for maybe five or ten thousand years—however long it would take—and
then wake up in acivilization of sorts, but one sill without atomic energy. We wouldn't get home, but we
could make ahomefor ourselves." His eyes brightened with enthusiasm. "It would amost belike going
back intime, on Lortas| mean, seeing al the things you only read about in history books—"

"I'll take the history books," Nlesine said.

"Your ideaisworth consdering, Tsriga," Wyik said, ignoring Nlesine. "And, of course, therésmore
to it than that—"

"Surel" Lgor interrupted with sudden enthusiasm. "Why didn't | think of that? We could just stay
here. We know what we've got now, don't we? It'snot so bad, isit? | mean, it's nothing like some of the
worlds we've seen after they began busting up the old atoms—it's green, you can drink the water, you
can swallow air without searing your lungs out. Well never get home anyway, so why try? We could
build oursdves alittle settlement, plant some crops, live out our lives. What's wrong with that?'

"Nowomen,” Nlesinesaid bluntly.
Lgor laughed. "There are natives, aren't there? What's wrong with them? We could go into the god
"A god without guts wouldn't gpped to them,” Nlesine said, smiling with one sde of his mouth.

"What do you mean by that?' Lgor haf roseto hisfeet. "Nlesine, I've had about al I'm going to take
from you—"



Nlesinedidn't evenlook at him. " Fearless Reporter Socks Effete Noveist," he murmured.

"That's enough of that,” Wyik said. He did not raise hisyoice, but Lgjor sat down again. "Let'snot
accuse one another; we've got enough problems without that. Thefact is, Lgjor put hisfinger on exactly
what | wasthinking. Mind you, that wouldn't be my choice, but let's be redlistic. I'm not the Captain any
more; I'm just Wyik. | can't order you around, and | would be silly to try. The unhappy fact isthat Lojar
isright. If wejust figure the odds, and if we believe that our only duty now isto oursdalves, then we'd be
better off staying right here. | think we'd survive. We might even have agood time.”

"V egetables don't have fun,” Arvon said.
"How do you know?"' asked Nlesine.
Arvon didn't answver him.

Kolrag, who had been slent throughout the discussion, got dowly to hisfeet and shielded hiseyes
with his hand. "Before we make too many plans about living with the natives,” he said, "perhgpswed
better ask them what they think about the idea."

The othersleaped up.
There, coming acrossthe plains from the south, were dark figures. They were silent, but moving fast.
Men.

TWELVE

Ingtinctively they moved toward the dark port of the ship. Wherever he was found, whatever else
could be said about him, man was dangerous. He was the supreme killer animal, and even hisown kind
faced him a their peril.

"Hold it," Wyik sngpped. "There are only four of them. Nlesine, go insde and get some stun guns.
Therest of you stay whereyou are.”

Lgor moved alittle closer to the port. He seemed about to challenge Wyik's authority, but he could
sense that he would be aminority of one. "I think we should get insde the ship,” he said. "Wed be safer
there”

"But we couldn't see,” Arvon pointed out. "What are we going to do—run and hide every time a
hunting party comes our way?"

they?
"Thepointis” Wyik said, "that we don't know anything about them. Weve got to find out. | can't see
any great danger—the range of our gunswill be better than anything they've got.”

epends on what they're hunting,” Tsrigasaid, smiling. "Stone Age men are often cannibals, aren't

"l hope you're not going to just open up on them,”" Kolrag said. "They may mean no harm.”

"No onewill fire unlesswe are attacked,” Wyik stated evenly, looking a Lgor. "Ah—thanks,
Nlesne"

Nlesine distributed the small hand guns.

They waited.

The four men who were walking across the plains were as slent as the wind. But they had adog with
them, and the dog barked awarning as he caught the dien scent.

Arvon watched the natives with a curious sense of awe. The figures moved closer, walking steadily
and with no effort at concealment. He could dmost make out details, but not quite. It was like looking
into the past, staring into that vast and shadowed fog that was the cradle of man on many worlds. Here
were men who had never known cities or agriculture or writing, men of the dawn, men only beginning the



long climb that might one day lead to the stars—or to oblivion.

The contrast between their experience and his gave to the natives akind of innocence. They would
know fears and selfishness and perhaps horror, but they had yet to discover the evil that waswithin
themsdves

They came on, walking out of youth, out of time. They stopped some thirty yards away, and Arvon
could seethem now.

They stood in aline, sllent and unafraid. The dog that was half wolf put hisbely in the grassand
whined, his pink tongue dripping with sdiva.

Theredity, as usua, was something of an anticlimax when you saw it up close. And yet it had itsown
drama about it, the dramaof sweat and hopes and smells.

The natives were not tal; there was not a man among them who approached six feet. Their hair was
long, straight, and black. Their eyes were narrow and dark. Their skin was ayellowish bronzein color,
and they were dressed in crudely sewn hides.

The men were proud. They stood quite still and did not fidget. They eyed the strangers with afrank
curiosity, but with an assumed superiority that waited for them to make the first move. They were
armed—two of them carried stone-tipped spears, and two carried akind of throwing stick armed with
wicked-looking darts.

Arvon caught awhiff of them on the breeze, and had to smile. For phantoms these men had acertain
solidity about them.

"Kolrag," Wyik whispered. "Y es?'

"Go in the ship and get four sharp knives from the mess. Then well go out there and seeif we can
make some friends." The priest ducked into the ship asthe natives watched silently. What did they make
of the ship, how could they explain it to each other? Arvon tried to seeit through their eyes. They would

know it was not anatura object, but would they connect it with the thunder that had shattered their
world afew days ago?

Kolrag came back with the knives. "Let'sgo,” said Wyik.

The two men walked dowly toward the natives. The dog leaped up, bristled. The natives lifted their
spears.

Wyik held aknife in each hand, gripping them by their points so that the handles were pointed toward
the natives. Kolrag did the same. To the natives the intent must have been obvious, for the two strangers
were helpless before their spears.

"Nanhaades!" one of the natives caled, raisng his spear to the throwing position. " Nanhaades!" The
dog 'growled deep in histhroat. "Put ‘'em on the grass,” WYyik said. "Then back off." They put the knives
down, being careful to make no sudden movements. They essayed smiles that were perhaps not
remarkably successful, which wasn't too surprising under the circumstances. Then they backed away
from the knives, pointing firgt to the natives and then to the knives.

The dark-eyed men were not stupid. The one who had spoken stepped forward, scooped up the
knives, and stared at them. He tested the edge of one against the skin of hisarm, and seemed Sartled
when it drew blood. He held the metd up to the sun, waiching it gleam asit caught the light. He grinned
delightedly.

The others moved up |o him, looking and chattering as though gags had suddenly been yanked out of
their mouths.

The onewith the knives backed away trom them, trying to balance four knives and aspear in his
hands. The three natives without knives followed him, talking rapidly. Obvioudy the leader was disposed
to keep the knives for himself—and equally obvioudy the others weren't too keen on the idea.



A firg-rate wrangle promptly developed, and stopped only when the man with the knives, after trying
in vain to decide which one was the best, divided them up. Then they al got to laughing and reflecting
sunlight into each other's eyeswith the shining metal blades.

It was good fun, and Arvon found himsdlf enjoying it hugely from adistance. He sneaked alook
around him, and saw that even Wyik had asmile on hisface.

Nlesine caught his eye and winked. "1t looks good to Nlesine," he said.

And then, incredibly, the four natives smply turned their backs on the ship and walked away, with the
dog bounding on ahead of them. They didn't look back at al, and appeared utterly unconcerned.

Soon they were only shadows again, and then they were lost from view.
"Well I'll be damned,” Nlesine said, grinning wryly. "What do they think thisis—a supply dump?'

"l guess we're not as important as we thought we were," Kolrag said. "We've just had alesson in ego
deflation.”

Wyik shook his head. "They'll be back."
"How do you know?" asked Kolrag.

Wyik suddenly looked older, asthough afraction of his tremendous energy had momentarily deserted
him. "They always come back," he said, "one way or another.”

They dept insde the ship that night, and it waslike deeping in atomb. The slence therewasthe
slence that waits under the earth, and even the dreams were dark.

They posted no guard: oncethe air lock was shut nothing could get at them. But the ship had
changed—in only afew days, it had grown old, it belonged to the past. Therewas not amaninit that
night who did not think of that closed air lock with afeeling of unreasonable fear, as though he were
seded off forever from the sun.

Arvon and Nlesine had stretched out Side by side, and they were both uncomfortable; the ship was
pitched at an awkward angle. They stayed awake for hours, although they spoke only once.

"How about the scouting copter?' Arvon whispered. "Couldn't we take it instead of walking?'

"Maybe. I'm not sure just what the range of that thing is. It runs on power storage units, you
know—too smdl for abulky atomic engine."

"I don't understand why Wyik hasn't mentioned it. It's almost as though he's avoiding the subject, but
we've al seen that copter.”

Nlesine laughed shortly. "Mathematics," he said.

"Mathematics?'

"Well, cdl it arithmetic. How many men will that copter hold?"

Arvon consdered. "Two, normaly. But we could get more than that in if we had to."

"More, yes—but therésalimit. A quart bottle just holds a quart, no matter what. We might be able
to cram four of usin that cabin—I think it would fly, but not well. Four isn't saven.”

" think it would carry five."
"Maybe—but what if it did? What about the other two?"
"Couldn't we make two trips?'

"Hardly. | know theré€'s not that much stored energy in those units. It might be possibleto just go
hafway in the copter, but | have afeding it wouldn't be too smart to split up at thisstage. Thisisn't going
to be any gtroll through the park, remember.”

Arvon yawned. "WEell work it out.”



"Your optimismisalittle sickening, my friend. I'll bet you actudly believe well get home again
someday. I'll bet you really think thisis the world we've been looking for. It'stoo neat, Arvon. Life
doesn't work that way."

"Sometimesit does," Arvon said stubbornly.
Nlesine chuckled. "Good night," he said.
"Good night.”

The slence came again, aslence that blanketed the ship in cold breathlessness. As Arvon drifted into
deep, hethought: It's quieter here than in the deeps of space.

It was not a pleasant idea.
The natives came with the sun.

There was something almost supernatura about their ap-pearance. One minute the plains were empty
of human life, and the next minute men were there, as though they had smply materidized out of the grass
and rocks and morning wetness. No, not supernatural, Arvon corrected himsaf—it wasrather that they
were supremely naturd, apart of the land itself.

The natives brought mesat with them, and there was nothing supernatura about that. They built afire
on the sheltered side of the ship, using what looked like dried dung chipsfor fuel, and roasted grest
chunks of red meat in the flames. The meat sizzled and dripped, and it was superb after too long atime
on synthetics.

"A trifleraw," asNlesine put it, "but whaf's alittle blood between friends?

They threw a piece to the dog, who wolfed it down gratefully, belched, and settled down to asensble
nap in the sunlight.

The natives did not seem concerned by, the fact that they could not understand the language of the
men who lived in the strange tower. Evidently they had come across groups of men before who spoke
tongues different from their own, and it was surprising how well they could make themselves clear just by
smilesand gestures. They certainly seemed friendly enough, athough it was aways possible that they
were just impressed by the knives and wanted more of them.

Looking at the rippling musclesin their arams and legs, and the jagged points on their spears, Arvon
preferred to hope they were merely congenia—and would stay that way.

When breakfast was over, the leader stood up, stretched, and pointed toward the south. There,
acrossthe plain, theland grew morerolling and alow chain of hillswasvisible, rising out of apurple
haze. He pointed again to the hills, then to Arvon and the rest, and then back to the hills.

"Hewants usto go with him," Wyik said. "Probably got the old stewpot bubbling,” Nlesine observed.
"| vote we offer Lgjor asasacrifice.”

"Cutit out," Lgor said nervoudy.

"Well, do we go?' Hafij asked. "Should we leave the ship?!

Thefour natives drew back dightly asthey talked. They were not smiling now.

"l don't think it would be smart to refuse their hospitdity,” Kolrag said. "They mean no harm.”
"How do you know?" asked Nlesine. "Haveavison?'

"I'mfor going,” Arvon said. "l agree with Kolrag—the more friends we have the better. We can close
the port on the ship; no one could get in."

Wyik nodded. "Well go. Take your guns, and let's gather up asupply of gifts—go easy onthe
knives, though. Maybe some clothes, aflashlight, thingslikethat. All right?"

They got ready, clambering through the ship with an odd sense of sadness. Of course, they would be



back, and the ship wasaruin. Still, it gave aman afunny feding to leave hislast tie with home.

The natives watched with expressionless dark eyes. They saw the men climb in and out of the black
tunndl in the gleaming wall, but made no attempt to follow them inside.

When they had |oaded themsdlves up and put on warm clothes againgt the chill in the air, Wyik
nodded and pointed toward the hills.

The natives grinned, as though pleased, and set off acrossthe plains. The dog was up in an instant and
led the way. He didn't bark now, and kept his black muzzle to the ground.

The land was not aslevd asit looked, Arvon found. The grass seemed to cluster in clumps, and the
black soil was rocky in between. There were hidden depressions that caught at your ankle and thorny
bushes that scraped at your hands as you went by. Some of the bushes had brilliant red berries on them,
and he wondered whether or not they were good egting. There were many flowers, poking ddlicate wet
heads up out of the grasses. The air was crisp, clean, and cold.

The natives chattered among themsalves and kept, up abrisk pace. Nlesine was soon puffing visbly,
and it was hard on dl of them. The men from the ship were not used to walking, and Arvon found that he
was developing aprize blister on hisleft hed.

"Trying to walk usto death," Nlesine panted.
"Don't look so weary,” Wyik sad. "We don't want them to think we're softies.”
"We are softies," Nlesine objected.

Oncethey glimpsed aherd, of animals ahead of them. They were beauties, large and ddlicately
poised, with lovely brown coloring and tossing antlers. But they were downwind from the men, and
caught the scent long before they were in range of the dart throwers of the natives. They milled abit, then
astag shook hisantlers decisively, snorted, and set out at atrot toward the west. The herd followed him,
not realy running, but moving right dong.

The leader of the natives pointed at them, said aword that Arvon didn't catch, and called back the
dog that had started out in eager pursuit.

They waked for hours, and the men from the ship were playing out rapidly. Soon it would be no
joke:; they would have to stop. Arvon found that his mouth was so dry he could not swallow, and his
chest was stabbing him when he breathed.

"Hail the conquering heroes from outer space,” he muttered, and concentrated on putting onefoot in
front of the other.

Theland began to rise, and they were suddenly on adefinite path that wound into the hills. The hills,
seen close up, werefairly formidable, and the rocks were worn and treacherously smooth, as though
something heavy had ground them down.

They kept walking.

Behind them and to the west black clouds began to pile up in the sky and the wind moaned down
acrossthe plains. The grasses undulated in the wind like waves, and far off in the distance there wasthe
rumble of thunder.

The natives kept chattering happily.
The men from space stuck their heads down and kept withiit.
Even Nlesing, for once, had nothing to say. Within an hour it was raining hard.

THIRTEEN

Y ou don't notice scenery intherain.



Thewater whirsand drumsadl around you, plashing on the rocks and digging tiny holesin the wet
black earth. Y our hair is plastered down on your forehead, and water dripsfrom it and dides across your
dick, shining face. Rain getsin your eyes, and you blink, and they get red and stingy.

Y our clothes hang on your body like heavy felt sacks, and your own sweat makes you clammy and
hot. Thereiswater in your shoes, galons of it, and every time you take a step you fedl your toes
squishing in your own privateriver.

The ground under you isdippery, and occasionaly you fall down. Y ou grab out for atree or alimb to
support yourself, but there are no trees. Soon your faceis cut alittle, and it stings where therain hits
agand it.

No, you don't have much time for scenery. Arvon didn't know where he was, and didn't care. He
waswrapped in atight cloak of misery, splashing along and haf wishing he were dead. A good many of
hisromantic views on primitive life heleft behind him in the mud. Then, incredibly, it was over.

One of the natives ahead of him cried out, and awoman's voice hollered something in return. Arvon
got hiseyesto working again, and picked out ablur of warm yellow light in the gray haze. He squinted
and saw some roundish humps rising up out of some sheltered high ground at the head of asmadl vdley.
They seemed too short to hold aman, but the party was making straight for them.

He stumbled on, and someone caught his arm and steered him toward alight. He was guided through
an opening, and dmost fdll ashisfoot missed ashort flight of stepsingde. Sunken living room, he
thought vaguely. But it waslight, and warm!

A fire. He clumped over toit, shook his hair out of hiseyes, and held out his handsto the blaze. He
was conscious of figures around himin thelittle pit house, and he heard some laughter. A smdl boy, he
noticed, was staring a him with frank curiogity.

Arvon was quite close to collapse, and knew it. They must have walked a good twenty milesover a
tough trail, and the plain fact was that none of them was used to that kind of work. Already, after only a
moment or two by thefire, he could fed thetiny achein hislegsthat meant stiffnesswithin afew hours.

Still, aman had his self-respect.

Arvon dug around and found a smile somewhere. He used it on the dark-eyed, round-faced boy. The
boy consdered it dubioudy, but finaly gave him abroad grinin return.

"Ho for the outdoor life," avoice muttered brightly. "Hooray for open trails and the symphony of the
ran.

"Hello, Nlesine. | seeyou survived.”
"There are two schools of thought on that. Where's the hospital ?*
Arvon shrugged.

The two of them stood side by side and dripped. The pit house wasn't big enough to hold the entire
party; Arvon supposed that Wyik and the rest were grouped around other fires. It occurred to him that
al of them would be duck soup for the nativesif they proved hostile.

"| guess we're not as clever aswe thought we were," Nlesine said, thinking aong the samelines. "It's
hard to remember, sometimes, that we're not on a spaceship any more and the rules have changed.”

"Let 'em carve me up if they'veamind to,” Arvonsaid. "All | want isaplaceto liedown.”

At that moment the native who had led the party from the ship stepped into the room. He had on dry
skins, though even these were spotted by rain, and he carried his new knife stuck in akind of sash
around hiswaist.

The native smiled and made chewing motions with his mouth. Then he pointed at Arvon and Nlesine.
"Theimport of your messageisfranticaly plain,” Nlesne announced as the native watched him



blankly. "We are happy that you consider us edible, but must respectfully decline your recent invitation.”

Arvon pulled out hisgun. "Nobody's going to eat me," he said, forgetting his sentiments of afew
moments before.

Then adecidedly haggard Wyik stuck his head in through the entrance flap. He saw thegunin
Arvon's hand and his eyes widened in astonishment.

"What in the world are you doing?" he snapped. "Put that thing away—you want to get usal killed?'
"Thisjoker wantsto eat us," Nlesine said. Oddly, the words sounded a bit lame.

"Eat you?' Wyik stared and then doubled up with laughter. He clutched at hismiddie and got red in
the face and short of breath. Tears ran down hiswet face. Some of it was undoubtedly hysteriainduced
by weariness, but Arvon had never seen the Captain laugh like that before.

"l don't getit," Nlesine said, looking faintly hurt. "Arvon and | may not betherarest of adl ddicacies,
but | daresay any stewpot would be honored by our presence.”

Wyik got himself under control. "Our friend here doesn't want to est you,” he explained. "He wants
you to eat. In other words, he'sinviting dl of usto afeast.”

Arvon put hisgun away. He fdt like an utter idiot, but he wastoo tired to care. "No," hesaid. "I'm
out on my feet."

"No," Nlesine echoed. "Negative. Not going. Forget it."
The native grinned some more and chewed.

"Weve got to go," Wyik said. Hewasweaving dightly ashetalked. "Thisisno timeto insult our
hogts™"

"A feast," Nlesine said with an absolute lack of enthusiasm. "Boy!"
"Maybeitll last dl night," Arvon offered grimly.
"Comeon," said Wyik. "Timeto kick up our hedsand be gay."

One after the other, with the native leading the way, they went out of the pit house into the night and
therain. They doshed dong toward alarger structure, from which ydlow light spilled out in long, warm
Splashes.

Someone was singing, and there was much laughter.
Arvon took adeep breath and determined to work on Having a Good Time.
Amazingly, it wasn't bad at al—t first.

As soon as he got inside the hot, eaming, hide-lined building, he saw ayoung girl who was sensibly
dressed in virtudly nothing at al. She came up to him, smiled, and handed him a somewhat squishy
bucket-like affair that had liquid init. Arvon, hismind reding with exhaustion and the closeness of the air,
felt that he had nothing to lose. He took a hedlthy swallow of the liquid. As he had expected, it wasn't
water, and it burned.

Just the same, hefdt better.

Even while acorner of his brain whispered that this whole thing was incredible and outrageous, he
took another drink, and felt till better.

"Easy there, boy," Nlesine said. "It's going to be along night."

Arvon nodded. He was sweating profusdly in hiswet clothes and wondering how many of them he
might discard with propriety. Another drink, he felt sure, would settle the problem nicely.

With an astounding abruptness he saw things with that sudden tricky clarity that acohol sometimes
brings. They had al been cooped up too long in that ship, they had al been serious for too long. They
needed a break, needed it desperately. They needed to forget, just for alittle while. Y es, and they



needed to remember , too—remember that being human wasn't dl long thoughts and sad faces.

Arvonwinked at the girl in what he hoped was auniversa language, and it seemed to him that the
years peeled away from him like leaves from an autumn tree. It was fun to be young, to forget ...

He knew that he was going to make afool of himsdlf, and hewas glad of it.
The party was on!

Arvon went through the whole thing in something of ahaze. It seemed to go on forever; event piled on
event, and yet when he bothered to check he found that only minutes had gone by.

Therewasfood, and plenty of it. Great dabs of dripping meat were roasted in the fire and served
skewered with sticks. There was akind of paste that was passed around in awooden trough; Arvon
wasn't sure, but it tasted asiif it had awild root of some sort as a base. There were berries mixed with
anima fat and pounded into atough, dry cake. It made you thirsty to chew onit, and that called for more
of thewarming home brew.

Thefirethrew great twigting shadows on the skinwals. Thin, tight things like tambourines with bone
rattles were shaken and drummed on with fingers. Wild, joyous chants rocked the roof, and there was
dancing that left you excited and exhausted.

Arvon was dizzy with drink and heat, and he was bone-tired. But he kept going on nervous energy
aone, with that tense exhilaration that ssemsto carry you on forever. Hefdt aglow of good fellowship
that made him everybody's friend and he was, in fact, having one hell of agood time.

Cannibalswere very far away indeed.

He was aware of the others without actualy watching them. Wyik was drinking politely, but hismind
was clearly on deep. He kept smiling, neither liking the party nor didiking it. He didn't seem in any way
superior toit; it wasjudt thet it was nothing but an interlude for him, marking time.

Hafij had promptly taken on more than he could handle, had crawled outside to be sick in the mud,
and was now comfortably oblivious by thefire.

Lgor wasn't having any, period. The newsman sat back in acorner, asfar from the center of activity
as he could get, and surveyed the scene with poorly disguised contempt. He drank as aman drinksto be
sociable, which meant that he stuck out like a miserable sore thumb.

Tsrigawas high and sailing with the wind. He was pouring out the story of his greet shattered loveto a
middle-aged woman who couldn't understand aword he said, but who kept passing him the hidejoy
dispenser whenever he paused for breath.

Kolrag, oddly, seemed to be enjoying himsdlf hugely in aquiet sort of way. He had cornered the local
shaman and appeared to be trying to learn the native language. That was curious, Arvon thought
vaguely—why bother with the language when tomorrow you'd be back at the ship?

Nlesinewasin his dement. Quite sober, despite the amount of lightly fermented juice he had
swallowed, he was putting first thingsfirst. He had cornered ayoungish, wide-eyed female, and he was
talking to her in animprovised sgn language that wasamode of smplicity and clarity.

All indl, it was afine party. The tambourines rattled and the dancers danced. Gradudly thefiredied
down, and Arvon thought he saw the gray light of early morning come filtering into the hide house. By
then he was more than alittle fuzzy, however, and it was hard to tell.

Hedidn't quite passout. A girl helped him back to the pit house he shared with Nlesine, and it
seemed to him that it had stopped raining. The earth was spinning under him then, and someone was
tucking afur blanket around him.

He did not deep done, but when he finally woke up the girl was gone, and he never did remember
who she was or what had happened.

Asamatter of fact, he remembered hardly anything when he came to and saw the sunlight streaming



through the door flap. He had athumping headache and he felt too weak to move.
He just agonized.

He heard Nlesine moaning something about a planet-sized hang-over, but it was too much effort to
turn hishead and look at him. Helay quite still and wondered if hewas going to die. After awhile he
dept again, and when he woke up he was shaky but hungry.

He stood up, blinked his eyes, and decided he was dlive. He was a so alone, and he went outside to
see where everybody was.

Judging by the position of the sun, it must have been late in the afternoon. Long shadowsfilled the
vdley, and he heard birds chirping. The village itself was soaking up the sun, and only afew puddies
dotted the rocks to remind him of the rain. He took a deep breath of the cool, crisp air and headed for
the biggest housein sght.

Inside it was dark; the fire had dwindled away to a heap of orange coad's, and there were no
windpws. When his eyes adjusted to the gloom, he found Nlesine and Tsriga sprawled on the floor,
awake but not eager for action. Two old native women were padding about, and one of them brought
him achunk of meat and ahide pouch full of clean, cold water.

"Wyik and H&fij are out hunting with the men,” Tsrigasaid. "I guess we should have gone dong, but |
don't think | could even defend mysdlf from the birds today, et aonewild animals.”

"Kolrag's ill talking to the witch doctor,” Nlesine said. "He seems determined to learn the language; |
cant figure out why."

"Maybe helikesit here," Arvon suggested, drinking theicy water gratefully.

"Maybe he'sgot apoint,” Nlesine conceded. "As anoble ancestor of mine once phrased it, thisisno
bad dedl at al."

"It'sworth thinking about,” Tsrigasaid earnestly. "After al, weve got everything to lose and probably
nothing to gain by following Derryoc's advice. Thisway we could at least live out our lives. If wetakethe
long nap, chances are we'll wake up in one of those deserts where even the rats are poisoned.”

"Better take alonger look around, pa," said Nlesine. "I'm sureit isn't all dancing and singing around
here. Probably starve to degath in the winter. Anyhow, Wyik won't slay—you know that. Duty calls, and
al that.”"

"Well," Arvon observed, biting into a chunk of meet, "we won't go back to the ship today,
anyhow—it'stoo late in the afternoon.”

They didn't go back that day, and they didn't go back the next.
The natives were friendly, hospitable, and intelligent.
It began to look asthough they would never go back.

Arvon felt thetenson drain out of him, and the color came back to his skin. He was even getting a
tan, despite the chill in the air. He was happy and relaxed and contented.

For the present he was more than willing to leave it at that.

FOURTEEN

When they had been there aweek, Wyik called amesting.

They dl sat inahdf circle on the rocks, facing him. They knew what he was going to say aswell as
he did, and yet the gathering was more than just aformdlity.

It wasaturning point.



It seemed to be growing colder, and the men shivered in the thin sunlight. Below them, down in the
valey, asmdl stream trickled dong to nowhere, and it glinted likeice asit flowed. The few treeswere
evergreens, but they were dark now, amost black, and waiting for the winter's cold.

Wyik got down to business without any fussing around.

He stood up, composed but not calm. He could never be cam, not with his nervous system. Hewas
aways wound up, as though he might explode at atouch. He was not atall man and yet, curioudly, he
seemed the biggest man there.

"Well, gentlemen,” he said, "the holiday's over." Hisvoice was not loud—you had to strain to heer it,
but you listened. "I couldn't give you ordersif | wanted to, and | don't want to. The fact remainsthat |
didn't leave Lortas and spend yearsin spacein order to go live with some tribe on aplanet | never heard
of before. | came hereto find something, and I'm not quitting until | do find it—or until I'm dead. Our
homeisfar away from us now, and maybeit's easy for you to believeit doesn't exist. It does exist. Some
of us have children there, and there will be other children. | like these people here, don't you?"

The others murmured assent.

"Maybe—just maybe—this isthe planet we haveto find. Maybe thisisthe world that will makeit,
that will get into space without destroying itsdlf firdt. I it does makeit, thousands of yearsin the future,
Lortas must know. A civilization cannot endure in isolation; we know that. If thisworld getsinto space,
and if were not there to direct those shipsto Lortas—the odds are that they will never find each other.
Y ou havedl given up many things, and it is not for me to remind you of your duty. I'm going back to the
ship, and I'm going to carry out Derryoc's planseven if | haveto go done. | hope you'll decide to come
with me, but that's up to you."

He turned and walked away from them, alone. It seemed to Arvon that the Captain was aways
done.

The others sat in the failing sunlight and talked. Some argued one way, some another. But they spoke
without much conviction; they were going through the motions. Kolrag excused himsdf early and went off
to find Wyik.

Arvon listened to the men around him and knew they would go with the Captain. They went.

It was cold and overcast the day they |eft the native village. The wind whistled down through the hills,
and the women and children came out to smile and wave good-by, and then hustled back indgde their
warm houses.

Arvon fdt that he could aways come back to thissmall spot, lost in time, and be among friends. Sure,
they had distributed alot of presents, and they hadn't hurt anything. But you could not buy these people,
and they apparently redly liked most of the men from the ship. Perhaps that was agood sign, but he
could just hear old Derryoc snorting at the sheer wishfulness of the notion.

The samefour nativesled the way.

It wasn't asbad atrip asit had been the first time. Once they got out of the valley they had a
downgrade most of the way, and it wasn't raining. They weren't uncomfortably cold aslong asthey kept
moving, and they never stopped for long.

From some of the high ground they could seefar out over the plains, where the tall grasses and the
flowers stretched out in cold green waves, like avast inland sea. It looked cold and forbidding when the
wind rippled it, and it wasn't hard to see it sheeted with drifting snow, with animals starving and the sun
only apdediscinawintry sky ...

They could even see the ship, ashadow lying in adark charred circle. It was miles away, but the clear
ar made distances deceptive. And, far to the north, they could seejust aglint of ice clothing the
mountainsin chill white slk—glaciers, probably. A scant century ago might have seen them more
widespread, athough the sea of grassdid not look asif it had ever been glaciated.



They kept a steady pace, and soort they were out of the hills, walking across the uneven land. Rocks
bruised their feet and thorny bushes caught at their clothes. They could no longer see the ship, and there
was no path.

Nevertheless, the natives never fatered, and the wolf dog padded through the grass with unerring
ingtinct. It was very quiet, except for the rustle of the wind. It was warmer, though, once they |eft the hills.

They waked, and Arvon was pleased to find that he wasn't astired as he had been thefirst time. It
gtill wasn't easy, however, and he envied the natives their smooth strides and even, relaxed bresthing.

Hethought: It's all very well to talk about walking halfway around the world, but we'd never
make it. We aren't trained for it, we aren't tough enough for it. Not one of us would come through
alive. It's got to be the copter, but the copter won't carry all of us. Wyik must know that.

He watched the short, wiry figure of the Captain ahead of him and wondered. Did he know
something that the rest of them didn't know?

The sun was snking on the horizon before the ship findly loomed up ahead of them, and you could
seefaint garsin the sky. It was growing very cold. They would haveto rip up some brush to build afire;
the wood was damp and probably wouldn't catch well ...

"Homeagain!" sang out Nlesine gloomily. The ship did look cold, like atomb waiting for them.

It was at that precise instant, just as WYyik stepped forward to open the air lock, that a shriek split the
ar.

Suddenly the charred grass around them erupted dark figures.

Something burned at Arvon's shoulder. He looked back and was startled to see that there was an

arrow stuck in hisupper left arm. Warm, red fluid dripped down into his hand, and he recognized with a
shock that it was his own blood.

One of the natives dropped, choking, with ashaft through histhroat.

Wyik franticaly manipulated the air lock open and fell insde. He twisted around, yanking out hisgun,
and yelled, "Get down! Hit thedirt! Damnit, Arvon, get down, man!"

Stupidly Arvon discovered that he was still standing bolt upright, as though pardyzed. He dived for
the ground, wincing as the arrow shaft tore out of his shoulder. Asthough in adream, he fumbled out his
gun and looked for something to shoot .

There wasn't anything. All he could see was grass. He shuddered. If someone knew where he was,
there wasn't enough cover to protect aflea. He gripped the gun and tried to look in al directions a once.

He never heard a sound. But suddenly there was afigure over him, astone knife plunging at his chest.
Hetwisted out of the way and hit the firing stud on his gun. He heard the choog of the weagpon, and then
abody smashed againgt hisface.

He struggled desperately, and then stopped quickly as he sensed that the body was a dead weight.
Helay very ill, hardly breething, listening to the drip of his own blood. The body of his attacker was
heavy, and it stank.

He heard cries and shouts, and once a scream of agony. Can't lie here, hethought. They might
need me. But if | stick my head up—

Arvon sguared his shoulders on the ground, ignoring the lance of pain from the arrow point il
lodged in his shoulder. He got the body of the pardyzed man on top of him, and then carefully hoisted the
head up until it cleared the grass.

Whack!

A spear cracked into it, and Arvon cried with horror as something wet splattered into hisface. He
dropped the body, did out from under it.



Wait, one of their friends must have thrown that spear, and that meant—

"Hold it!" heydled. Then he stopped. The native couldn't understand him! He shivered, then tried
agan, louder, "Nlesne!"

"Ho!" came Nlesinesvoice. " Stay down—don't move!"
Arvon stayed down.

The harsh, convulsive sounds of combat faded. Voicesfilled the air again with friendly tones. Arvon
got hishead up, gave aquick look around, and then climbed to hisfeet. He fdt pretty good, consdering.
It had al happened so fast that he was more keyed up than afraid.

He looked terrible, though. His shoulder had bled a dark stream down his side, and he was smeared
with the blood of the dead native next to him.

Koalraq ran up and threw an arm around him for support.

"I'mdll right," Arvon said. "Better than | 100k, at least. Anybody hurt? What happened? Whered they
go?"

The priest smiled. "Nothing wrong with your curiosity, anyway. One of our natives—his name was
Nanyavik—is dead. Wyik was hit in theleg, but not serioudy. Two of them are dead.”

"Who were they? What did they want?'

Kolrag shrugged. "I understand that there's much raiding between different groupsin this area—it's
the way aman gets prestige in histribe. Our friends weren't the only ones who saw the ship come down,

goparently.”

Arvon could fed the stone point grating againgt the bonein his shoulder. " Just alittle good, clean fun,
isthet it?"

Kolrag looked away, hiseyes sad. "In their eyes, Arvon, it was something like that. They are men,

after al. Our own ancestors on Lortas did much the same thing, and with aslittle reason, afew thousand
years ago. Thetest iswhether or not men know when to stop.”

"Can you get thisrock out of my shoulder?!

"Yes. No trouble there, | think. We can give you low-order pardyss, then dig the point out with a
knife and saw you back up again. It'll be fiff for awhile, but I don't think the arrow severed amuscle.”

They started for the ship. It was dark now, but the natives were building afire and there was aready
apaeglow of artificid light from atube ingde the ship.

It was cold, and Arvon shivered.

"I'm glad you'll bewith us, Kolrag," Arvon said.

Kolrag smiled faintly. "I'm not going," he said.

Arvon looked sharply a him, but the priest said nothing more.

They patched up Arvon's shoulder and bandaged WYyik's leg. Then they buried their dead—three
more bodiesin graves by the silent, broken ship.

"Thisplaceisjinxed," Nlesnesad. "At thisrate none of uswill live out the year."
The next day—cloudless but cold—WYyik told them what they had been waiting to hear.

"Y ou men know that we cannot walk to that other continent that Derryoc showed us on his map.
Weé're not strong enough. The natives say that other men have passed this way, heading north and east
after the game animals, but never in winter. Isn't that right, Kolrag?'

The priest nodded.
" think the longer we delay the less chance we have of making it," the Captain said. "1 may be wrong,



but that's my decision. So there's only one way to try it—in the copter. I'm not sure how far welll get, or
how well the copter will fly in abad storm—it's only intended for short survey work, asyou know. But |
planto go asfar asl caninit, setting it down at night when we see aplace to land. The copter won't
carry al of us, and that'sthat. | think it will handlefour of us safely, and fivein apinch. Thisisapinch."

He paused, looking at them.

"Kolrag and Lgor are staying here," he said.

Nlesine frowned. "Hold on, Captain. Y ou can't give an order likethat." He moved forward, hisface
pale, breathing fast. "It's not for you to decide who's to go and who'sto stay.”

"] didn't decide," Wyik said dowly. "They did."

Kolrag nodded. "1 saw this coming as soon as Derryoc spoke to us. When we got to the native
village, | set about learning the language. 1t's no sacrifice for me, Nlesine. These people are close to the

things| believe in—aunity of life, aonenesswith nature. | sometimes think we have forgotten too many
things, we civilized men. | want to stay and try to learn some of them back again.”

Therewasslence.
"And Lgor?' Nlesne asked. "Don't tell me he's got religion.”

Wyik looked at the newsman, who shook his head. "L gjor doesn't haveto give hisreasons,” Wyik
sad. "It'shisdecison—and, frankly, Nlesine, it's none of your business."
Arvon looked at Lgjor: doppy, loudmouthed, friendless. How little we can ever know a man, he

thought. It's one thing to talk about staying here with all the others as a lark. It's something else
againto do it for the rest of your life with only one other man of your own kind.

"We're taking off tomorrow if we can get the copter assembled by then," Wyik said. "We need to
pack the deep drug very carefully, and some preservatives aswel. Aside from that well need the maps
and somefood capsules. WEll take our guns. There won't be room for anything else—it'sfor Kolrag
and Lgor, and thetribe." He paused. "Any questions?’

There were no questions.
They got to work.

It was adark and dreary day, with shapeless gray clouds blotting out the sky from horizon to horizon.
The wind was cold and even, but didn't pack much force behind it.

Thelittle gleaming copter perched on the ground beside the wreck of the spaceship, looking very
much like an odd minnow hatched from an egg carried by a giant defested mother.

They shook hands all around, with Kolrag and Lgjor and the natives who had befriended them. No
one had much to say, and hopes were far from high. Somewhere above them Lortaswaited, and a
thousand other worlds, hidden beyond a blanket of gray. Somewhere ahead of them was—what?

They crowded into the copter and sealed the port. The thing had a complicated lock on it, necessary
in any craft that was used for exploration work. Hafij took the controls, and Wyik sat next to him. The
others squeezed into the back.

"Aslong as nobody puts on weight, well do fine" Nlesnesaid.

The engine whined and kicked over asthe natives outside watched in amazement. It roared, belched,
growled. The copter blades sizzled over their heads, acircle of slver against the gray.

Hafij kicked in the boosters.

They were airborne. The craft wobbled asagust of wind hit it, but evened out and began to grab for
dtitude.

Arvon looked down. It was as though he stared into awell of time. There were the natives, skin-clad
figures against the green of the grass. A dog, already ignoring them, nose to the ground. Kolrag and



Lgor waving. Only shadows now, shadows on arolling plain: brave and beyond time and forever los.
Soon even the bulk of the wrecked ship waslost from view.

The copter climbed above the wind and came around toward the northeast. They saw aworld below
them, checkered green and brown and white.

Hafij set their course. The copter arrowed on, almost eagerly, toward a hope that was beyond hope,
and toward an unknown land that men would one day name America.

FIFTEEN

The copter was afragile insect, drawn to the sun. It hummed along arugged coastline that bordered a
cold blue sea. 1t was amost donein the sky, but several times birds paced it for afew miles beforefaling
behind.

The scene bel ow them was one of wild desolation. Great mountains of ice floated in the sea, their
peaks rearing up and glittering in the sun, their bases eerie dark shadows below the surface of the water.
The coast was rocky and deserted except for nesting birds.

They saw no men, and there were no ships on the sea.

They flew for days and saw no animals. It was acold planet of the dead, and worse than that. Death
implieslife, and it was hard to imagine life in those rocks, or in the depths of that icy blue sea. They
spoke little. They just endured. When evening shadows painted black fingers across the world, they set
the copter down in sheltered coves and tried to deep. But the driftwood made poor fires, and the frost
bit at their hands and feet. Inside the copter it was too crowded to deep.

They ate synthetics, when they ate. The coast curved toward the east, atongue of barren land licked
at the choppy sea.... There.

One great continent stopped, and another one began. Between them was a narrow band of shallow
water—they could see the rocks on the ocean floor. It looked as though it were redly one land mass and
aplayful giant had splashed afew buckets of water into atrough to cut them apart.

The water was perhaps sixty miles across, and was broken in the middle by sometiny forsaken
idands. It was not aformidable barrier; there were undoubtedly times when aman could walk from one
continent to the other on abridge of ice.

The copter hummed over the water, and in doing so it moved from Siberiato Alaska over the Bering
Strait, from the Old World into the New.

The copter turned and headed south. There was plenty of snow, but most of the areawas
unglaciated. In fact, it looked very much like the country they had crashed in: essentidly tundra, with
great rolling belts of black earth, carpeted with grass and sturdy bushes.

They discovered something ese. The mountain chains ran dong a north-south axis, which meant that
they did not congtitute much of abarrier to land travel dong their flanks.

"A funny feding," Tsrigasad, looking down over Arvon's shoulder.
"What?" asked Arvon, though he knew what the boy meant.

Tsigagestured vagudly. "All that down there. If Derryoc wasright, this part of theworld is practically
uninhabited by human beings. Just think: millions of square milesthat have never seen aman.”

"Yeah," said Nlesne. "We cdl them lucky miles.” Tsrigaignored him. "I mean, herewe are, actualy
flying over the route that men will take someday—or are taking right now. | wonder who they are, what
they're like? Arvon, do you think well see any of them?'



Arvon fdt athrill despite himsdlf. The eyes of youth were better eyesthan his, and they saw more
deeply. "I don't know. Maybe. But | expect manistill arare anima down there. We'd probably be
lucky to seehim.”

"l hate to step out of character asacynic,” Nlesine said suddenly, "but what's that down by that 1ake?
Over there, on your right?'

The copter buzzed toward a glassy lake. It was cloudy and hard to see, but there were dark figuresin
the grass, and they seemed to bein some sort of formation. They were drawn up in acircle, and severa
of them had formed aline as though to do battle. "Wyik—"

"| seethem. H&fij, can you drop her down abit?' The copter logt dtitude, skimmed over the lake.
They saw the things more clearly now, and they were not men. They were shaggy four-footed beasts
with horns. They stood in acircle, the calves out of danger, while the bulls tossed their heads and pawed
at the wet ground.

A pack of smdler animaswas howling away impotently, eying the calves. The smdler animas|ooked
rather like the wolf dog they had seen before.

Very few of the animalstook any notice of the strange silver insect buzzing over their heads. They
wereintent on their own business.

Tsrigatook apicture, as he had been taking pictures ever since the ship crashed. It was devel oped
right in the camera, and he grinned at the print, holding it up for the othersto see. The copter climbed
back up the ladder of the sky. Thelittle lake disgppeared, dong with the animas. They were soon
replaced by other lakes and other animals.

It was avast panorama below them, aworld of water and earth and grass. The sky was aclean, cold
blue, with a golden sun. The land was a patchwork of brown and black and green, ribboned with streams
of glass and dotted with ponds that were blue mirrorsreflecting the sky.

It was dmogt asif they werefollowing atrail of grassinto the south. What animals had followed that
trail before them, and what animalswould follow it in the centuries yet to come?

Darkness came early, and they had to land.

The copter touched the soft earth, the blades dowed and' stopped.
They got out, ligening.

Atfirg, slence

Sounds, then: the sounds of life in the wilderness, the sounds of aworld men had not yet spoiled.
Water chuckling over rocks, a snort from nostrilsthey could not see, acold bracing wind that blew in
fromfar, far away ...

Night was coming, but there was amoon.

Arvon gretched his cramped muscles and felt an unreasoning joy run through him.
"Damnit," hesad. "I'm going fishing."

A pause. "I'll gowith you," said Nlesine.

They rustled up someline, acake of stuff to usefor bait.

Then they set off, Sde by Side, the copter forgotten, into the night, into the pale radiance of the moon,
into the beginning and the ending of time.

Southward the copter flew, adot in alonely and cloud-streaked sky. And now the character of the
land benesth the whirling blades began to change.

The barren lands of the tundra, broken only by lakes and stands of dark trees along theriver valleys,



gave way to aforest of stately conifers. The copter sailed over aseaof green, acool forest that invited
them with soft shade and damp mosses.

It was ahunter's paradise, teeming with game: caribou, deer, wild turkey. If you hovered in the blue
sky over aforest pond you could hear the dap of abeaver'sflat tail smacking the water.

And dwaystheliving silences of the big woods, avibrant hush that was not emptiness but an
amalgam of bird song and whispering pines and the pad, pad, pad of cunning feet ...

There was plenty to eat now. They smply spotted their prey from the air, shot it from the copter, and
stopped for the night with their meat ready and waiting for them.

Once they thought they saw aman, dark eyes staring out of a green thicket. When they investigated,
he was gone, and they found no tracks.

Oncethey spotted a curl of smoke from the air, but when they reached the fire only silence greeted
them.

They flew on, into the south, and the country below them changed yet again. High plainsrolled away
from the mountain flanks, plainsrich with grass and flowers, plainsthat undulated like the sea.

They saw animalsin profuson now: lumbering eephants, afew wild horses, fantastic herds of big
bison that blackened the plainsfor miles.

And they saw men, dark figuresthat hunted in packs like the wolves, staking the herds with spears at
the ready. Oncethey flew over acamp at evening, arude skin shelter, awoman patiently scraping away
a ahidewith astonetool, achild watching her solemnly.

Arvon gared at them, imprinting them forever on hismind. You there! hethought. You, tired hunter,
hungry child, working woman! Do you know you have conquered a world? Do you know that men
like you will live and die for centuries, and then be replaced by men with guns from the other side
of oceans you have yet to see? Do you know you have won a continent, and that one day it will be
taken from you? Eat your meat, hunter, and laugh while you can! Tomorrow will be long, and a
great night creeps from the depths of the sea ...

The copter hummed through the skies, over the sea of grass. The plains continued into what would
eventualy be the eastern part of the state of Colorado.

Then they headed westward, into the mountains. The copter dowed, an eagle searching for anest.
Their power units were dmost exhausted.

They landed high in the mountains by atiny glacia lake. Onejourney had ended.

Thefirst night was cold, and the blanket of stars was remote and uncaring. They dept in the shelter of
the copter since there were no trees.

Arvon lay on hisback looking up at the stars. The air was crystal-clear, and he could see them
plainly. There ablue one, there ared one, there one that seemed to pulsate as he watched.

He had gone through much of hislife like other men, taking it for granted. Even the search through
space had often not touched his soul with awe. And yet how strange lifewas, dl of it! That seaof sars,
those diamonds in chill black water. He had sailed that sea, and he knew that those stars were mighty
suns, and around many of them drifted planetslike his own, or like the world on which he found himself.
Somewhere out there, in that infinite ocean, was there aman looking thisway a astar in the night?

Hello, friend! Good luck to you!

Helistened for along time to the night sounds around him, the sounds of an dien planet far from
home.

It was late when he dept.
In the morning, when the sun had climbed over the mountains, they fanned out over the area, looking



for asuitably concealed spot for the long deep that was coming. They worked down aong the stream
until they were wel below timber linein astately forest of pines and aspens, but they did not find what
they needed.

Wédll, there was no hurry. The fact wasthat they al subconsciously welcomed achanceto delay the
injection of the drug. They fished and lazed around in the sun, breathing the fresh air, trying not to see the
dead planet that al this might become ...

But they kept looking.

It was Arvon who first sumbled on the rock shelter. He had followed alittle cut up from the mountain
stream, and the dark shadowy dlit of the scooped-out placein the rock wall stood out like black paint on
white paper. He crawled in-side and was delighted to find that there was asmall opening in the back of
the shelter.

He hurried down to the copter to get atubdight, and he and Nlesine came back for a closer look.

The cave was nothing much—merdy ahollow room in the rock of the mountain. Therewasadow
drip of water trickling down one side, and the place was damp and un-inviting.

White bones gleamed on the floor; some, animal had crawled into die. Or had it been killed by
something that lived in the cavern, something that would be back?

"l guessthisisit,"” Arvon said. Hisvoice seemed very loud in the sllence.

"Swell," said Nlesine. "A granite bedchamber, complete with hot and cold running bones. Just what |
awayswanted. Know any good bedtime stories, Arvon?'

"A few, but they're not for children.”
"Thanksvery much."
They caled the others, and after that it was Smply a question of two weeks of hard work.

They stripped the vault of everything they could move to protect themselves against quakes. For the
same reason they took tools out of the copter and carved themselves nichesin the back wall of the rock
chamber.

They arranged the tubelights, which would last virtudly forever, around the room.

They took the preservative that dl ships carried and applied it to everything they thought they would
need: their clothes, their wegpons, their notes.

They rigged aporta to sed the vault off from the rock chamber by using the gimmicked door of the
copter.

They spent two days outside, doing things that were not strictly necessary. No man among them was
anxiousto crawl into one of those stone beds to deep while the centurieswhispered into dust ...

Findly, they could find no more excuses.
They went into the vaullt.

The last thing Arvon saw wasthe silver copter that had carried them so far. It sood outside the rock
shelter now, its blades tilled, its cabin empty.

When next that portal opened, that copter would be dust.
The portd closed.
The men took their placesfor thelong deep.

Wyik gterilized the syringe. He opened the self-refrigerating duraglass container, which kept the drug
seded at atemperature close to absolute zero. When it was ready, hefilled the syringe.

"I'll haveto useit dl," hesaid. "Well go asfar aswe can.”



"How far? How long?" The voice was Tsrigas.
"About fifteen thousand years." WYyik's tone was matter-of-fact.
Fifteen thousand years.

"Get onwithit," Arvon said. "'l don't want to think." Don't want to think that no one has ever had
to sleep so long to get home, think that this world may be radioactive dust when | wake up, think
that | am afraid, afraid ...

The gleaming needle went to work.

Taigafirg, hislondy eyesfrightened, then closing, cdosing ...

Hafij, hisfingers crossed in the niche where he thought no one could see them.
Nlesne Hesadit: "It looks bad to Nlesine."

Arvon. Hewasrigid. Hefought it.

He saw Wyik inject himsdf. Therewas till adrop or two in the duraglass container—not enough to
do them any good, not enough to put them to deep for five years. He saw Wyik smile bitterly, resed the
uselessthing, tossit on the floor, whereiit, too, grew colder and colder, refrigerating itself toward
absolute zero ...

Arvon tried to scream, but it was too late now.

SIXTEEN

The fire had been replenished many times, but now it was only a heap of glowing coas. Therock
walls of the vault pressed inward, muffling sounds, somehow creating an amosphere of cozy comfort
despite the barrenness of the cave.

They were dl awake now, gathered about him, watching him.
The nicheswere empty inthewals.

Weston Chase shook his head, adjusted his glasses, and said, "My God, Arvon, | never heard of
anything likeit."

"It'strue,” Arvon said.

"Yes, | know it is. That'swhat makesit so hard."

Wesfdt asense of shock swelling within him; he couldn't shake it off. It wasn't easy to have your
fedings, your beliefs, the very structure of your world, yanked out of their sockets, uprooted, twisted
around so that nothing waswhat it had seemed.

There was no more horror left in Wes Chase,
Instead, he was close to tears.

"l think | undergtand,” he said to Arvon—and to the others, athough they could not speak his
language. "It's—well, it'sincredible.”

Arvon frowned. "Y ou don't baieve me? Y ou think—"

"No, no." Weswaved his hand helplesdy. "It'sjust staggering, that'sdl. Not just the story, but you.
Y ou've changed, dl of you."

How could he expressit to them? How could he make them see, as he was seeing, with new eyes?

They weredl so different from what they had seemed. He knew what it waslike. That first year of

medica schoal, at the University of Cincinnati. He had gone down from Ohio State, and he had hardly
known asoul. He had looked around him in thosefirst classes, and he had seen only strangers—cold,



aoof, frightening. And then, yearslater when hel€eft to serve hisinternship a Christ Hospital, he could
barely remember how it had been, those first few days. Why, they were dl hisfriends, or at least his
acquaintances. He had studied with them, rigged skeletons with them, gotten drunk with them. They were
no longer asea of hostile faces—they were Bill and Sam and Mikowta and Holden. He knew them, he
belonged with them.

And now, herein this strange vault in the Colorado mountains, it was the same.

The white-faced figure from hell that had chilled his blood that night so long ago wasjust Arvon—a
man with adifferent background from his own, but aman he understood for al that. Asfar asthat went,
he knew Arvon better than he knew most of the people he saw every day in Los Angeles—and liked him
better, too.

And the others, the ones who had awakened while Arvon talked, the ones who had wolfed down the
food Arvon had gathered, the oneswho stared a him curioudly with those odd expressions of hope and
fear and desperation?

He needed no introductions.

There, that man watching him with the deceptively sarcadtic haf-smile on hisface. Nlesine, of course.
He was balder than Wes had pictured him, and thinner. He must have lost some weight since the crash of
the ship, Wes decided. Lord, had that been fifteen thousand years ago? He noticed Nlesine's eyes:
shrewd and green, with just ahint of buried warmth in them.

And that tal, skinny fellow with the strange black eyes—that would be Hafij, the navigator of the
Bucket. Yes, he saw what Arvon had been driving at about Hafij. The man had a caged look about him;
he was not of the land or the sea or the friendly blue skies. His heart was out in the star-shredded deeps,
hishomewasin stedl and darkness. Wes didiked him at sight, but he admired him.

Tgiga Wesadmost smiled. He was young, hardly more than aboy. His clothes, subtly, were more
garish than the ones the others wore. He was tal, gangling, knobby-boned. He was probably more
nervous than Wes a this point. Wesfelt apang of regret—Tsrigawas too close to the son he had
wanted, but never had.

And the Captain. There was no ignoring him. Wyik dominated the vault without ever saying aword.
He paced the floor with short, jerky steps. He reminded Wes of aboxer in thering, waiting for his
opponent to come out of his corner. He was taut, wound up, dangerous. He was more than just
alive—the man blazed with energy. He didn't smile, not once. Short? Y es, but you didn't notice that. The
overwheming impression you got of Wyik wasthat he was hard, granite-hard, unyidding. Therewasa
mystery about the man; he carried it with him like an aura. He wasrestless, driven, a war with himself.
Weswatched him, and thought: Watch your step, Wes. That man would destroy you in a second if he
thought it necessary.

Westook out acigarette and lit it. Ten eyeswatched him do it. The smoke was stdein his mouth.

How could he tdll them? He had journeyed with them between the stars, braced himself for the crash
when the space-ship hit, laughed at the feast in the hide-covered pit house, stared down with themon a
green and unknown land below the copter blades ...

It had been an odyssey that surpassed imagination, an odyssey that wound out of space and out of
time, only to end here, in arock cavein Colorado. Only to end in failure.

Helooked at them. Aliens? How stupid the word seemed new! A thing was not alien when you
understood it. He d-most wished that he had never gotten to know them, never shared their adventures.

Wes could not keep the sadness out of hiseyes. "Arvon," he said dowly, "there's something | must
tell you, right now. It isn't easy for meto say, but you must believe that it's the truth. Arvon, it was all for
nothing." Arvon stared at him, uncomprehending. "We haven't got spacetravel yet," Wes said, hating the
words. "1 don't know whether were going to blow ourselves up or not; | wouldn't take any betson it



either way. But we haven't got any spaceships, that'sfor sure. Arvon, you're stuck—all of you are stuck.
It was aone-way trip."

Arvon stood up dowly. Stunned, he shook his head. He said something to the othersin their own
language. There was a shocked slence.

"To come sofar," Arvon whispered findly. "To take the chance, to wake up and find the world il
aive, to hope, and then—"

He stopped.

Wesfdt anicy shiver run through hisbody. Wyik waswalking toward him, and he had degth in his
eyes.

Wes backed away, hisfists clenched. He knew desperation when he saw it, and he didn't propose to
be murdered if he could help himsalf. Something had snapped in Wyik; hewould kill blindly if he got the
chance—

Nlesihe stepped out, caught the Captain'sarm. Wyik shook him off, but by then Arvon blocked his
way.

They talked rapidly, persuasively.

Wyik cooled off, his eyes cleared. He shook his head, disgusted with himsalf. Helooked over a Wes
and managed asmile of gpology. Wes amiled back without notable enthusiasm.

"He'ssorry,” Arvon explained. "It isvery hard for him—harder than for the rest of us, perhaps.”

Wyik said something to Arvon earnestly.

"Areyou sure of what you told me?' Arvon asked Wes. "l do not think you would lieto me—but are
you sure?'

Westried to relax, but the strain of hisimprisonment in the vault was beginning to tell on his nervous
system. "Y ou went to the town down there at the foot of the mountain, you looked around. Did Lake
City look like a spaceport to you?"'

"That means nothing. There are villages on Lortas that |ook the same way—d eepy, backward,
forgotten. Surdly, in your cities—"

Wes sat down, keeping an eye on WYyik, who was pacing up and down irritably. "We're close," he
admitted, "but just not close enough. We used an atomic bomb in awar—oh, that was more than ten
years ago now." He caught the look in Arvon's eyes and flushed. "Weve done some work on rockets, |
think—guided missles and thingslike that." He flushed again, and then, annoyed &t his own reaction,
rushed on: "We have announced plansfor an artificid moon of some sort, alittle onethey're going to
shoot up into space. Y ou could call it aspaceship if you wanted to, but | don't think you're going to ride
homeinit."

Arvon trandated Wess remarks to the others. There was aflurry of conversation. Wes noticed
Nlesingswry smile. If it had looked bad to Nlesine, his glum prediction had indeed been verified by time.

"Theserockets," Arvon persisted. "Y ou mean liquid-fuel arrangements? Powder? What?*

Wes shrugged. "I'm adoctor, not a space cadet.” Arvon looked blank, so Wes amended his
gtatement. "I don't know much about rockets. We have jet aircraft; | think they all useliquid fuels. No
atomic jobs, asfar as| know."

Arvon nodded dispiritedly.

"Wait aminute!" Wes snapped hisfingers, and Wyik started like acat. "We do have engineers,
factories, desgners. Why couldn't you tell them what you want—tell them how to do it—and have them
build a ship for you? With your knowledge you ought to be able to cut centuries off thetime it would take
usto build agar ship under normal conditiond”



Arvon laughed. It was a short, staccato noise, utterly unlike him. He spread his hands helplesdy. "Y ou
don't seethe problem,” he said. "It is difficult for me to make examples—no, that isn't the word | want."
He paused, searching hismemory. "It ishard for me to take anal ogies from your experience. But | can
guess a some of the stages through which you must have passed. Y ou have ships, large ships, for ocean
trave?'

"Yes. We cal them ocean liners.”

"Well, then. Suppose you are the captain of an ocean liner and you suddenly find yoursdlf on foot
severd centuriesin the past. That date would be?"

"Around 1700, | suppose,”" Wes supplied.

"Yes, around 1700. As captain of aliner, you search out a shipbuilder and tell him what you want.
Perhaps you even draw him apicture. Can he make an ocean liner for you?'

Wes shook his head, beginning to get a glimmer of the problem.

"Of course he can't. Now, with a spaceship equipped with an interstellar drive, the problem s
magnified many times. Such aship isbuilt by specidists, with specidized knowledge. We did not build the
ship any more than one of your jet pilots throws his plane together before hefliesit. Wyik was our
Captain, but he couldn't design the atomic drive that powered the Bucket. Hafij was our navigator, but he
couldn't give you more than ageneral description of how adistortion field works. If we had the ship now,
we could take your engineersto it and show them some things; that would help. But our ship isdust now.
Thethingswe know might save alittle time—cut out afew blind dleys—but that'sdl. If you have given
us accurate information, your people are more than a century away from interstellar flight. The Moon will
come sooner, of course, but it won't do us any good. We won't live a century more, Wes—particularly
not after the effects of that deep we had to take."

Weswaited, but Arvon seemed to have retired into thought. "1t doesn't look good,” Wes said findly.
"Y ou sound like Nlesine”

Nlesinelooked up at the sound of his name and bowed gravely. "But you're right. It doesn't look
good for us—and it doesn't look good for you. Thisworld you call Earth seemslike agood bet to
survive—it may even attain interstdllar flight, as we have done. But then you can see what will happen.”

"WEII go out into space,” Wes said dowly, "and well find the same things you found. Well feed the
results to our computers—and then it will be our problem.”

"Exactly. The odds against your ever finding Lortas are prodigious,; it was only alucky accident that
we found you. Of course, | don't know that the Earth will survive; | don't know that much about it. What
do you think, Wes?"'

Wes remembered the paper he had read the night before he had gone fishing. He remembered the
headlines, he remembered the talk he had heard at parties, in bars, in his office. He remembered
Hiroshima, and Nagasaki. He remembered Hitler, and dl therest. "I don't know, Arvon,” hesaid. "I just
don't know." Arvon looked around him, at the bare walls, a the glow from the lights, sdlvaged from the
wreck of the ship. Hewas silent, and Wes knew he was seeing far beyond those rock walls, back into
the gray migsof time....

"A century!" Arvon exclaimed, overcome by theirony of it. "To deep for fifteen thousand years—and
to fail because of ahundred more!™

Heturned, gestured toward the others. He spoke rapidly to them and showed them the notes he had
made. He talked for along time, and Wes caught some English words. Arvon was teaching the others
English. Wesfdt ahollow achein the pit of his ssomach. He was suddenly back in the present with a
vengeance, and the effect of the story Arvon had told was wearing off. Damn it, he was ill aprisoner in
thishole!

"Arvon."



The man looked up a him.

"Y ou have no right to go on holding me here like this. My wife will be worried half to death.”
Arvon hestated. "We do what we mugt,” he said reluctantly.

"Y ou mean you still won't let me go?'

Arvon came over and stood before him. "I like you, Wes, believe that. But you are aman, after all.
We know nothing about you except what you've told us. We've risked too much, come too far, to take
chances now. Y ou might lead an army to us, might drop atomic bombs on us, might capture us and pen
us up like wild beasts. Such things have happened to men from Lortas on other worlds, with other men.
We have not decided what to do with you yet. | promise you this: wewill not kill you unlessit becomes

absolutely necessary.”

He turned away and began explaining something to Wyik.

Westried to control a sudden fury. The arrogance of the man! Here he, Wes, had believed his story
without question, fantagtic asit had seemed. And now Arvon wasn't sure about Wes!

"Hdl," he said quite diginctly.

And then he thought: Suppose | were one of them, fighting an impossible fight on an alien

planet. Suppose | caught one of the natives snooping around my hideout. Would | let that native
get away, go back to histribe, tell all the others?

But reason could not help him now.
He was desperately homesick.

He thought of Jo, remembering her before she had been hiswife, and after. Her hair, like delicate silk
when she pulled off her bathing cap after adip in the pool, her eyesthat sparkled when she'd had too
much to drink, her laugh that he had not heard in so long. He saw his house on Beverly Glen: rock and
redwood, and geraniumsin the gardens. And green dichondraglinting under the sprinkler spray ...

Jo. He couldn't keep his thoughts away from her, and not al the thoughts were pleasant. God, how
long had he been here? What had she thought? What was she doing, now, this very minute? Did she il
love him, redly? Had Norman—

No, don't think that. It isn't fair.
Isit?

He made no sound, but buried his head in his hands. He felt the beard on hisface with surprise. He
closed hiseyes, and he was sick with loneliness.

Hislifewasfar away, and that life had not been dl that he had once dreamed it might be.

Somehow that hurt more than al the problems of dl the other men who had ever lived, or ever would
live

He dept, and dreamed, and cried out from the darkness within him.

SEVENTEEN

The hours passed dowly and rolled up into days.

Arvon wasworking hard, teaching the others English. The atmospherein the cave was one of utter
gloom. Occasionaly Arvon asked Wesfor help with aword or phrase. Sometimes \Wes cooperated,
sometimes he sulked and refused to say anything.

Alternatdly Weswas fascinated by the situation in which he found himsalf and indignant at being held
acaptive. It must be at least October, he figured, and perhaps even later. When the vault door was



opened, gusts of cold air blew into the chamber, and he caught the crigp, metdlic smell of snow.
It was along way down to timber line, and thetiny fire didn't really keep them warm.
They were, in fact, miserable—all of them.

Twicethey felt the ripping vibrations of jetsin the air over the mountains. Each time the men from
Lortasran out of the cave and stared into the sky. They could tell that the jets were outdistancing their
sound trails. But they could also see the stubbed wings.

For his part, Wes fet oddly displaced, as though he had been changed in some subtle fashion. He
looked down at himsdif, at the old tennis shoes, the torn pants, the supposedly waterproof jacket with the
rust sainson it. He felt the mouse-colored hat, which he had recovered, somewhat the worse for wesr.
Helistened to the ticking of hiswatch, fingered the three keys on hiskey ring, fdt the lump of hishillfold
in his pocket.

Many times he dipped the photograph out of its plastic holder and looked &t it: at Jo.
She stood there, in her tweed skirt and brown cashmere swester, looking a him, smiling alittle. Jo.
It hurt to think about her.

He came back to himsdlf, wondering. Could thisredly be Wes Chase—a moderately successful eye,
ear, nose, and throat man? A guy who liked to go fishing in old tennis shoes and a battered felt hat? A
guy who liked to get tight oncein awhile? Could this be the Wes he had dways known listening to talk
about intergtdlar ships and deeps that lasted fifteen thousand years?

Theisolation of cultures, the destiny of man—Surely, these things weren't part of his life? Surely,
gpaceships and dl that were thingsthat intelligent, people laughed at, like flying saucers. Fun to give you
the cregps a amovie, maybe, but not part of the real world.

He shivered suddenly, dmost seeing life as these other men in the cave saw it. Why, up there, beyond
the rock, beyond the blue of the sky, there were other worlds, other men, other fears and laughter—and
yet they were dl the same, everywhere.

God, how ignorant he was! How ignorant they al were, here on Earth. How—what was the word?
Provincial.

They were hicks, country boys who thought the city was amyth, the world wasflat, evil was adream.

He shook himsdlf, literaly. It was hard to grow up ... Theredly surprising thing about Arvon and
Nlesine and Wyik and Hafij and Tsriga—Yes, and about Kolrag and Seyehi and Lgor and
Derryoc—was how familiar they seemed. Aliens? He knew men like them, like every one of them, in
Ohio or Colorado or Cdifornia. Supermen? Nonsense. They were just men, and he could understand
them ... Understanding, he put himsdlf in their shoes. Here they were, stuck on Earth. Here they were,
and after years of searching they had perhaps found the oneworld in al the universe that could help
them—but they had come too early. The ship had yet to be built that could carry them home again, and
could do more than that.

A ship that could fuse the two grest civilizations—aship that could fertilize two greet cultures, keep
them going, give birth to anew, varied way of life that might carry man—how far?

But aship that did not exi<.

He knew what they were thinking; the same thing he would be thinking if their posgitions had been
reversed.

Suppose he's lying? Suppose he's like too many other men we've known? Suppose he's tricking
us, trying to catch us off guard? Suppose his people really have conquered space and he doesn't
want us to know?

Or, morekindly: Perhaps he means well but doesn't have the facts. He's just a doctor, they
wouldn't tell him everything. Maybe there's some political reason why they don't tell their citizens



what goes on. Maybe there'sa war brewing ...
Cadllesintheair, of course. But what else could they build?
Sure enough, intime, Wyik went to work on him.

"Your home, Wes. Whereisit?' His voice was smooth, controlled, but there was a harsh undertone
toit he could not quite concedl.

"They cdl it Los Angeles—that's Spanish, redlly, not English. It'sacity in aplace cdled Cdifornia”
"How far from here?'

"Hundreds of miles. Too far to wak."

"It'sabig city?'

"One of the biggest.”

"They have many thing there, Wes? Factories, technicians, scientists?"

"Sure. All that and Marilyn Monroe, too.”

"Marilyn Monroe?'

"She'sakind of goddess who livesin Hollywood—that's a part of Los Angeles where they make
dreamsout of cellu-loid."

" She would be important to see?’
"Sheld be worth alook, yes. Take your mind off your troubles.”

Wyik frowned uncertainly. "Wes, we need your help. | know we have no right to ask it after keeping
you here so long. But we—some of us—must go to thiscity of yours. Can you get us there without
cdling any attention to yoursalf? We want to trust you.” He smiled. "But we can't, of course.”

Westhrilled, and color cameinto hisface.
Her€e's your chance. You can get out! You can go home!
"It won't be easy,” he said.

"l know that. We have discussed it thoroughly. It seemsto usthat the basic requirement is money.
Can you get some?"

Wes nodded.
"Without communicating with anyone unless one of usis present?’
Wes hesitated. That did raise some problems.

"Think it over,” Wyik said. "WEell give you until tomorrow. And think carefully, Wes. Don't make any
foolish mistakes."

Weslooked into the Captain's cold, hard eyes.
"I won't make any mistakes," he said evenly.

The next day he went through the circular port, out into the rock shelter. Behind him was the bare
vault with the five niches cut into the wall, five rock beds where five men had dept for fifteen thousand
years ...

Aheed of him—

Light.

White, blazing, blinding light.

Sun and snow, and the outward thrill of immengty.

Hewasfree. True, Arvon and Nlesine were with him, and both were armed. But thiswas hisworld,



and he knew it better than they could ever hopeto know it. His freedom was histo take, when and if he
wanted it.

If hewanted it?
Damn fool! Of course you want it!

Neverthel ess, he turned and waved at the rock shelter: waved a Tsriga, trying to be brave; and at
Hafij and Wyik, withdrawn and silent.

They dl waved back.

"l know theway," Arvon said. "I'll gofirgt, then you, Wes, and then Nlesine. Be careful—thetrail is
dippery in spots.”

"Sothisiscivilization," Nlesine muttered, hisbading head pink in the bright, reflected sunlight. He
picked hisway over somerocks. "Kolragq had the right idea after dl."

The stream was till running, chuckling blackly between banks of snow. Above them wastheglacid
lake, probably iced over in part, and below them, at thefoot of aninvisbletrail, was Lake City,
Colorado.

They set off at agood clip. For the most part the snow was thin and dry. They had to wade the
stream severd times, and their feet grew numb with cold. Weswas not in very good shape, and he
puffed quickly inthethin air, but his excitement kept him going without tiring him too much.

Timber line, and black trees like burned stumps resting in the snow. Spruce and pine and aspen,
patient trees, waiting out the winter. The air was cold, but it smelled wonderful, and aslong asthey kept
moving they werewarm.

It was | ate afternoon when they passed through the valey in the mountain foothills—the valley that
had been choked with green and gold the last time Wes had seen it. Now it was barren and empty, with
black rocks and clumps of brush like ink splotchesin the snow. The stream deepened and dowed after
itstumble from the heights, and it glided like oil over the comparatively level land.

There—that was where he had |eft his car. There was no sign of it now. It had undoubtedly been
found within, aday or two. He supposed that Jo had it—she had akey in her purse, he remembered.
How many times had he locked his own key in the car and phoned Jo to come open the door for him?

Phone Jo. If only—

Wi, they were till roughly two milesfrom Lake City. It was unlikely that they would see anyone,
but there was achance. A few hundred people lived there al year round, and there would be hunting
partiesaswdll.

"Better wait until after dark," Arvon said. He searched out arock and sat down behind it, out of the
wind. Wesand Nlesinejoined him.

"| expect to freeze to death," Nlesine said. He sighed. "It would al make a dandy nove, but who
would ever believeit? And old Wes hereistoo middle classfor agood villain."

Wes shivered, and flexed his numb toes in histennis shoes.

It wouldn't be any fun to get frostbitten. He wasn't certain he cared for Nlesine€'s remark. "Y ou've got
thingsturned around, friend,” he said. "If nothing else, you're guilty of kidnapping—and that carriesthe
desth pendty.”

Nlesine raised his eyebrows, interested and not in the least darmed. ™Y ou till have the death pendty?
| wouldn't have expected it at thisleve."

"Wevegot it," Wes assured him.

Arvon shrugged. "Weve nothing to lose. Y ou're afunny guy, Wes—bringing that up at atimelike
this. Maybe we have a crazy man for an informant.” His smile took the sting out of hiswords. Westried



not to think; it was easier that way. The big problem, of course, was clothes. The odd dress of Nlesine
and Arvon could hardly go unremarked, especidly in Lake City. If they were seen, there would be talk.
And then, regardiess of their intentions, the men from L ortas might be crowded into a corner where they
would haveto fight.

In which case the outlook for Weswould not be bright. No, he wanted no trouble while hewas till in
their hands. But to get clothes he had to have money. Sure, they could steal some, probably successtully,
but then what? Everyone would be looking for them, and there would be no chance at al of keeping

thingsquiet.

"It'san odd Stuation,” Nlesine said, idly packing asnowbal. "Here we are, and we mean no harm to
anyone. And yet there's no one we can go to for help. This culture smply isn't ready for our story. There
aren't any men from space, asfar asthey're concerned. And even if someone believed us, what could he
do?Wed get al baled upin locdl politics and spend the rest of our livestrying to convince the experts
that we don't know how to make a death ray or afleet of spaceships. These things have happened
before, Wes."

"You could tell your story and show them where Lortasison astar map,” Wes said. "Then, someday
maybe they'd get there.”

Arvon laughed. "Y ou're suggesting we're not quite the disinterested atruistswe claim to be? Y ou
mean we're worried about Arvon and Nlesine aswell as mankind?"

"Damnright weare," Nlesnesad, "l want to get home mysdlf. | have no desireto be a statue—I've
carted too many of ‘em off too many dead worlds."

"Sill, if you can't get back—"
"WEell do what we can," Arvon said. "But we haven't given up yet."

The sun drifted down the sky, and shadows lengthened over the snow. The breeze died away,
fortunately, but it was cold—wel| below freezing.

When they could seethefirst cold starsthey got to their feet. They were stiff and sore, and they
stamped around to get their blood circulating again.

Then they hoofed it toward Lake City.

They kept off the road when they reached the highway and ducked behind rocks when they saw
headlights coming. They could see the Gunnison River on ther right, gleaming icily in the Sarshine.

At firgt Lake City wasonly acluster of warm yellow lights, anidand of warmth in the night.

Then it was dark buildings, wood houses, the bulk of asummer riding stable. Voices, the thud of feet
hurrying dong the sdewak. Music: ajukebox in the Chuck Wagon, muffled by thewalls.

Wood smoke curling fragrantly in the night air.

Wesfdt hispadms swesating. God, I'm glad to be back, he thought. And then: But I'm scared stiff.
Arvon and Nlesine stuck close by hisside.

They crept up through shadows, between two wagon wheels ...

"Easy doesit,” whispered Arvon.

"Yeah," said Wes nervoudy. "Easy doesit."

EIGHTEEN

He got them through it somehow.
First there was the meeting with Jm Walls, the salty manager of the Pine Motdl. He wasn't ever likely



to forget Jm'slook of utter astonishment at the sight of Doc Chase: a bearded, skinny, bedraggled wreck
of aman. Jm gstared a him asthough he were Rip Van Winkle, then heingsted on feeding him and giving
him a drink—which Wes used to good advantage.

Wes had been stopping with Jm for anumber of years, and knew him well enough to fend off his
questions. Jm accepted his check for five hundred dollars and obvioudy fdt that Wes had run off with
some girl and gotten her into what was locally referred to as motel trouble. He promised not to phone Jo,
and Westook him at hisword.

He was acutely aware of Nlesine watching him through the window.

Next day he bought some simple clothesfor Arvon and Nlesine, and found aman with a 1938 Ford
hewaswilling to el for three hundred dollars cash.

And s0 it was that on the sixteenth of November, with a cold sun staring out of ablue-white sky, they
ground up the twisted road across Slumgullion Passin an old Ford. Arvon and Nlesine crowded in
besJHe him in the front seet, their facesworried and drawn.

It's like a dream to me, Westhought, but how strange it all must be to them! An alien world, an
alien time, an alien city at the end of the road. And Lortas, not even a light in the sky, spinning
toward death, waiting for a visit that would never come.

But for him—
Jo, and home.

Hetried to coax more speed out of the car, without success. He had to keep it in second for along
time, and Lake City was gone, and on either srde the world dropped away into pine-marked canyons of
sugary snow.

It wasacurioudy prosactrip.

Wes sttled down into the routine of driving, and even found himsalf worrying because the car used
s0 much oil. Hewas involved in an immense problem, he knew that. One day historians might say that the
destiny of the human race rode with themin thisold car, and it could very well betrue. If they ever made
amovieof it, Weswas certain that he and Nlesine and Arvon would speak grandiloquent lines about

Man and Civilization and Stars. Every police car they saw would be athreet, eyes would regard them
suspicioudy asthey drove.

In actudity, their main problem was where to find a decent meal. They picked up 66 at Gallup, and
athough New Mexico and Arizona had many charms good food was not among them. They endured a
series of grease-bound cheeseburgers, they drank gallons of coffee that was indistinguishable from the
battery acid in the car, and they stared without fascination at the fungoid growths of “trading posts' that
dotted the desert, offering real-for-sure Indian tom-tomsfor only a dollar apiece.

Nlesine ventured the observation that perhaps this was a primitive part of the planet and Wesa
savage who just hadn't heard about the spaceships and what not on the other side of the pond.

Intheir khaki shirts and jeans and light jackets, Nlesine and Arvon looked less dlien than ever. And,
like Wes, they seemed to live mainly for the shower at the end of the day.

It was hard to remember the impersona forces at work in the universe around them, forces that
would touch Earth aswell as Lortasif Earth didn't blow hersdlf up Before then. Theworld of the present,
of stale candy bars and filter-tip cigarettes and soft drinksin gas gations, wastoo immediate.

Wes was worried about money. He was not arich man, and five hundred bucks would put avery
perceptible dent in his checking account. How could these men ever pay him back?

Helaughed doud.
Five hundred dollars. Would he give that much to save hisworld? Would he, voluntarily?



Wi, five hundred dollarswas alot of money.

It was easier to let someone €l se do the worrying. What was the future to him?
Maybe, he thought, maybe. Maybe that's why man becomes an extinct animal .
They went through Needles.

"SothisisCdifornia" Nlesne said, unimpressed. "It looksjust like Arizona"

"It getsdifferent,” Wes assured him.

They droveon.

Los Angeles sprawls out like an octopus, extending tentacles of gaudy hamburger stands and fuming
automobiles for milestoward the north, the south, and the east. Westward lies the sea, and one hasthe
decided feding that in time that, too, will be straddled by floating housing units and department stores
built like pyramids.

Thereisno abrupt trangtion from desert to city. It isonly that the towns get closer and closer
together—Welcome to West Orange Orchard and Gracious Living Y OU Can Afford—and then they
aredl onebig city, and that isLos Angeles. At one point the road goes over arise, and you can look
down into the basin that holds the bulk of Los Angeles. Y ou can't actudly see the city, of course: al you
seeisagray pal of fog, mist, smoke, and that specia urban effluvium called smog.

"Y ou mean peoplelivein that without face masks?' asked Nlesine in genuine astonishment.

"I'm afraid 0. It isn't so obvious when you'reright down init; you have to get aboveit to get the full
visud gpped.”

"Incredible,”" Arvon said, taking out his pocket handkerchief and holding it over his mouth with what
he hoped was a casua manner.

Westooled the car dong without thinking very much about it. The traffic was heavy, but nothing
compared to what it was on a Sunday. He sensed the admiration of his companions, both of whom
clearly expected to die at any moment, and he responded to it by driving with an elaborate casua ness.

Hetook them in by way of Union Station, where they picked up the Hollywood Freeway. He edged
out into ariver of carsand kept to the far right lane because his old automobile couldn't competein the
eterna speed and endurance contests in the center speed tracks. They hurtled out of downtown Los
Angeles—that gray jungle left behind to rot when the city exploded toward the Valey and SantaMonica
and amyriad of other destinations—and rode the bedlam toward Hollywood.

Inasurprisingly short time he cut over to Sunset Boulevard and drove down the wide, curving street
inthe genera direction of Westwood. The character of the place changed drastically now. Mainly it
ameled of money.

It wasatypica Los Angdesday: cool but not cold, moist and yet not exactly humid. The sun was
vaguely visible through the haze, and everywhere you looked there were huge yards choked with brilliant
green foliage and dotted with clumps of bright red flowers. The houses, set back at varying distances
from the road depending on how much money the owner had, tended toward white Spanish castles and
long, low ranch buildings.

There were old ladies seated a booths aong the road salling maps that would direct the young at
heart and infantile in mind to genuine homes which belonged to red live movie stars—or had belonged to
them last week when the current map had been printed.

There were more cars than they had seen on the highway from Colorado to Arizona. All kinds of
cars. sedate old black sedans driven by Retired Couples, junk heaps piloted de-fiantly by the very young
or the very poor, brand-new gleaming vehicles with brand-new gleaming Successful Men at the whedls,
buglike foreign sports cars weaving in and out of traffic, their goggled driversignoring mere stock cars



with avast superiority.
There.
Wess handstightened on the whedl.

He stopped at the light on Beverly Glen. If he turned right, toward the Valley, he would be homein
five minutes.

Jo.

"Keegp going straight ahead, Wes" Arvon said quietly.
Thelight changed. Grimly Wes stayed on Suns<t.
"Whereto, gentlemen?' he asked, hisvoicetight.

"Tourigt court,” Nlesine said. "Easy doesit, Wes—as soon as we find out what we have to know,
you can go home and forget dl about us. That'sapromise.”

Arvon looked at Nlesine sharply, then smiled alittle.
"Does WYyik know about that?' Wes asked.
Nlesine shrugged. "Y ou escaped.”

Wesfet aglow of warmth. Again his mind seethed with contradictions. These men had held him
prisoner—and yet, damn it, he was on their sde.

Thetrouble was, he saw suddenly, that he was between two worlds. He was not a part of the mission
that had brought the men from L ortas to Earth. And, oddly, he was not quite a part of thisworld around
him ether, athough he had spent years of hislife here.

Somehow he had become the dien—and it was not a pleasant feding.

They passed the black and white sign that pointed toward the University of Cdiforniaat Los Angeles.
Turn left there and he would wind up in Westwood Village, where his office was. God, he probably
didn't have a patient left any more. If he walked in the door, would Miss Hill gtill bethere, asaways?

He stayed on Sunset, stopped again for alight at Sepulveda. He looked around him, at the cars, the
houses, the trees, the hustle. There was a newspaper—the Mirror-News, not the Times—in an orange
serve-yourself stand on the corner. He could read the big black headlinee RUSSIA SAYSMAYBE.
Maybe what? He could even see a photo of some blonde in the left-hand corner. Married? Divorced?
Murdered? The light changed. He went on, up the hill.

And suddenly the city around him seemed to change. The green lawns and trees became sand, the
buildings collapsed and were only sted skeletons fingering the sky. Sand drifted everywhere, tough
weeds grew out of sidewalks, the street pavement was cracked and concrete dabs stuck up like
dominoes.

Silence, emptiness. Wind and sand. Degth.

Oh, he knew what he was seeing. It was the world of Centaurus Four, seen through Arvon's eyes.
Y es, and hundreds of other worlds that he had never heard of. Worlds of men that had once lived and
laughed and brawled asthis city blared thoughtlesdy around him now.

Wes shivered and came back from redlity. Not to redity—from redlity.

Helooked at Arvon and Nlesine beside him, and knew that they, too, were seeing Los Angeles asiit
would one day be.

They, too, knew that today was just an early scenein thefirst act of the tragedy of man.
Why, why had they cometoo early?

Wes's own problems faded away, adrop in abucket to be poured into the ocean. He knew
somehow that thisworld, this Earth, would survive to master space. And then Earth would find only



death around her in the universe, and Earth would count herself unique, and in time Earth would stagnate
and die, an isolated idand, unable to find her counterpart on Lortasthat could give her lifeforever ...

"Turninthere" Arvon sad quigtly.

Wes started, reached for the lever to turn on hisleft taillight, then remembered where he was. He
stuck out hisarm for aturn and pulled into the driveway of aplush motel just off Sunset, still ahaf mileor
50 from the Pacific.

The car stopped.
They spent two weeks at the motel, and Wes was never aone.

Arvon and Nlesine took turns going out; sometimes they took Wes dong, but not often, for there was
aways the chance that he would be recognized.

Somewhere Nlesine got some money. He didn't say how he had gotten it, and Wes never asked him.
Nlesine blossomed out in aneet charcoa suit, while Arvon merely looked uncomfortable in amoderately
clashing sport coat and dacks.

One motd room ismuch like another. They are fine for spending the night, and there had been atime,
with Jo, when Wes had enjoyed them. But two weeksisalong time. He studied the three trite
paintings—araose, aboy examining abandage, apalid sunset—and memorized the pattern in the
bedspreads. After that hefed the TV set with quarters, and he was not amused.

He supposed that the people on Centaurus Four might have watched such programs just before the
world went bang.

There was nothing particularly mysterious about what Arvon and Nlesine were doing. They went to
variouslibraries and looked things up. They bought magazines, particularly news magazines. They made
appointments by hook or crook with various technical men, and talked to them guardedly. They made
notes.

Nlesine discovered alending library in adrugstore. He checked out novels and leafed through them
rapidly. He was not reassured by an endless series of stories about sadists, supermen, and crafty
business executives.

"Isyour world really likethis?' he asked.
Wes shrugged. "Some of it. Not dl of it, | hope."

Therewas nothing at al dramatic about it. They ate three medls aday, got enough deep, and worked
Seadily. They made amountain of notes.

But, gradudly, the inevitable became the obvious.

Arvon had dark circlesunder hiseyes.

Nlesine got more and more sarcastic.

On the second day of December, Arvon threw abook at the wall.
"l giveup," hesad.

"It looks bad to Nlesine."

Wes sat on the bed and stared at hishands. "I tried to tell you.”

Arvon paced the floor. "There aren't any magic outs. Thisworld hasn't got manned spaceships, and
won't have for ahundred years. It may be two centuries before they hit on an interstellar drive. We're

whipped.”
Nlesine turned to Wes. "I think you're on our side, Wes. | don't think you'll turn usin for kidnaping,

or whatever you want to call it. | promised you wed turn you loose if we couldn't find anything. Weve
found nothing, in spades. The only thing were gambling with now isour lives™ He grinned wryly. "Hell,



man, why don't you go see your family?"
Westrembled, got himsdlf under control. "How about you?"'

Nlesine shrugged. "We'relicked, friend. Any way you cut it, werre not going back to Lortas. | don't
believe anyone will listen to us, but | suppose Wyik will try to tell people here about our world and what
brought us here. They'll laugh—it'll be great materid for comedians. But if we get enough publicity,
perhaps someone will remember, someday—when they find out what's waiting for them above the sky."
He paused. "Me, | guess!'ll find myself some comely wench and seeif | can write anovel about the
future. It'll stink, of course—aman hasto have roots, and mine aren't here. Silly to worry about that now,
intit?’

Suddenly Wes didn't care. Jo filled hismind, Jo and home and things he understood. He was hungry
for them, and he wanted to forget al about space and doom and dl therest of it.

He hardly remembered saying good-bye.

Hejust walked out, climbed in the car, and headed back up Sunset Boulevard.
It wasthat asmple.

Hedidn't think, he just drove.

And the city was asong around him: Jo, Jo, Jo ...

NINETEEN

Beverly Glenisacurious, contradictory street, and yet it istypica of Los Angeles: From Pico to
Wilshireit isafairly featureless patchwork of identical apartment houses. From Wilshireto Sunset it
anticipates Bel-Air Road by featuring spacious lawns, banks of flowers complete with Japanese
gardeners, and expensive, dull houses. After thejog at Sunset its character changes sharply.

Coming from the direction of the ocean, Westurned left on Beverly Glen, joining the steady stream of
carsthat wound up the hill toward the Valey.

From the moment that he turned, he was home. He smiled, responding to the street he had selected
for thearenaof hislife. Jo had never liked it, and he could see why—it was a crazy street.

But it was hiskind of aplace.

Therewasn't agreat ded of money on this part of Beverly Glen, but therewas alot of imagination.
More than that, there was variety, the missing ingredient in Los Angeles, where Wes had observed
everyonetrying so hard to be different that they al wound up looking exactly dike.

There were weird bal conies sticking out over the narrow road, there were garages fixed up as studio
apartments, there was amodest wood house with arock castle tower. There were modern
all-glass-and-redwood homes, where people seemed to live in shower baths and sometimes pulled the
curtain and sometimes didn't, and there were dumps rented to college kids for seventy-five dollarsa
month.

It wasthe fed of the place that Wesliked. It was shady and reasonably quiet, and therewas a
surprising amount of open hillside, still beautiful because the landscape experts hadn't gotten to it yet.
Wes often had deer comeinto hisback yard, and rabbits and wonderful greenish hummingbirds that
buzzed through the sprinkler sprays. And there were dways friendly Californializards scrabbling around
intheleaves

He could have driven it with his eyes shut, even in the old Ford. He had a strange fedling that he had
never been away, that he had just gone to the office as usud and was coming homefor dinner.

There were no spaceships on Beverly Glen.



He passed asgn painted in the middle of the street in big red letters. It said: Bill Remember Jmmy's
Bicyde.

He grinned, wondered who Bill was, and could amost see him snapping hisfingers, turning around,
and rushing back somewhere for Immy'sbike.

It was agood street.

He turned off on one of those streets that seem to go Straight up the side of the mountain, ground
aong in second for two minutes, and turned right into adriveway half hidden by abrilliant green hedge.

Hewas home.

Wesfdt tearsin his eyes and damned himself for asenti-mental fool. He stopped the car. He got out,
smelling the green-wet air asthough it had been created for him aone. There—he saw hisown car inthe
carport. And the rock-and-redwood house—nothing sensationa, maybe, but it was his, or would be
with afew more payments.

Helistened, heard nothing but adog yapping down below.
Jowasaone.
He ran across the dichondrato the front door, dipped hiskey in thelock, pushed it open.

He glanced quickly through the kitchen, the living room, the semi-enclosed brick patio. Then he
hurried down the hall, excited as akid, and opened the bedroom door.

"Jo," hesaid.

And stopped.

Norman Scott got up off the edge of the bed, hisface whiter than the sheets.
"Wes," whispered Jo. "Oh my God, Wes."

She covered hersdlf, hid her face in the pillow, sobbing.

"Look here, old man," Norman said, talking very fast. "L ook here, old man." He ran out of gas,
stopped.

Wes stood absolutely ill. His ssomach tied itsdlf into knots and his head was spinning. He couldn't
see. Hefdt nothing, nothing at all.

"l—we thought you were dead,” Norman whispered. "No word, no nothing. What were weto
think?We didn't know, couldn't know—"

"Shut up,” Wes said. He said it softly, without anger. He didn't want to hear Norm's voice. That was
dl.

Jo didn't look at him.

"I'd better be going,” Norm said inanely.

"Yes. Youd better go."

He didn't see him leave, but he was done with hiswife.

He touched her bare shoulder, not ungently. It felt cold, like marble. " Shut up,” he said.
Jo choked into silence. Shelay there trembling. She il didn't look at him.

"You love him?' Wes asked. It was an empty question; he didn't care.

"Yes. No. | don't know." Jo's voice was so muffled, he could hardly understand her.

Wesfumbled out acigarette, lit it. His hands were steady. He looked around. The bed—he
remembered how they had shopped for a mattress that wouldn't sag with hisweight, yet wasn't too hard
for her. Pdle blue walpaper. Closet with hisclothesin it, her dresses. A dip hanging on the bathroom
doorknab.



He heard her voice from along way off: "Where did you go? | wasfrantic. What could | do? He was
S0 nice to me, so kind. Wes, why did you leave me?' Her voice hardened. "1 told you never to go off
and leave me sitting in that miserable cabin! Was | supposed to wait al winter?" She began sobbing
again. "Oh, Wes—my God—" Weswaan't listening.

Helooked at her. She had logt alittle weight, her blonde hair was gold on the pillow.
"Still upper lipand dl that," he heard himself saying.

"What?"

"Nothing. Adults. Be civilized, sophisticated.” Shelooked at him now.

"No, I'm not crazy." He smiled without humor, wondering what she would think if hetold her where
he had been, what had happened. Then he shrugged. It didn't matter now.

Hewas adranger here. Thiswas not his home, this was not the woman he had married. Like dl the
rest of hislife, thistoo had been taken from him.

Hewas aone in the room, with a stranger. Jo climbed out of bed, shivered into arobe, pushed back
her hair. "Give me acigarette, Wes." He didn't even hear her.

"I ought to beet the hell out of you or something, but it isn't worth the effort.”
"Please give meacigarette.”

"You'll betaken care of. Y ou haven't athing to worry about.”

"Wes, | don't understand you."

"Never mind."

"Wes—I'm going to cal Horace. Y ou need adoctor. Y ou look—awful. Look, can't wetalk this
over? Thisisn't the Middle Ages. We're sensible men and women." Wes turned and walked out the
door. "Wes!"

Hewalked out of. an dien house into dien sunshine. He felt nothing, saw nothing.
He got in the old Ford, backed into the street, and drove into nowhere.

When he came back to himsalf, he was driving on Olympic Boulevard and he was sobbing. He had a
cigarette in his mouth and it had burned down too far; it seared hislip. He spat it out the window without
touching it with hisfingers.

He watched an intersection go by. Vermont Avenue. Practically downtown. He had no ideahow he
had gotten there and didn't care. He made three right turns and then aleft, 'and he was headed the other
way, toward Santa Monica.

He stopped at aliquor store and bought three fifths of White Horse Scotch.
"Gonna have aparty?' the man asked.
"Yesh. My debut.”

Back inthe car. To Beverly Glen again, and over to Sunset. Down Sunset in acrush of cars. t The
motd.

He got out, knocked on the door of the cabin.

No answer.

He knocked again.

"ItsWes," he said. "Open the door, damnit.”

The door opened dowly, and there was Nlesine with agun in his hand.
"Pardyzeme," hesad. "Please.”



Nlesine eyed him, looked up and down for policemen, and let himin.
"l was afraid you'd be gone," Wes said.
"Y ou took our car, pd." Then Nlesine noticed hisface. "Wes. What'swrong, man?'

"Theworld just ended ahead of schedule. | hope you would like to get drunk, because | hate to drink
done”

Then Wesran out of words. Hefell on the bed. He couldn't even cry.

Arvon closed the door carefully.

He touched Wes's shoul der.

He spoke in his own language, but what he said could be understood anywhere, in any tongue.
"Comeon," Nlesine said when the silence was too much to bear, "Open the bottle, Arvon.”
Wes's glasses had falen off, but he didn't need them for what he was seeing.

The scotch went down like warm oil, but he was cold, cold as the emptiness between the worlds.

They went after the first bottle with acertain steady determination, but it was evening before they
polished it off. From that point their course was clear before them. They started in on the second bottle.

Wes told them what had happened. He tried to be very hard-boiled and unconcerned about it, but he
waan't fooling anyone, least of al himsdlf.

While he talked, he thought: / wonder what happened to Arvon and Nlesine back on Lortas. This
iswhat drives a man outside himself, even to the stars. It isn't high-minded, it isn't abstract. This
iswhat it is: fear and loneliness that can never be forgotten, no matter how far you go, no matter
how long you travel ...

"A toadt, gentlemen,” Nlesine said. "To the rescuers of the Universe, the heroes of the Cosmod!” They
had one on that.

They smilarly honored the girls on Lortas (no finer brand on any planet), Happy Wyik, and
red-blooded American boys.

They got on famoudy, and Wes began to fed dightly better. But then the inevitable happened: Arvon
and Nlesine began to reminisce about old times. Soon they were laughing hystericaly, dapping each
other on the back, lost in long-ago eventsin which Wes had no part. He was alone again.

He was a so sobering up. The scotch just made him sick at his ssomach. He sat on the bed and
listened and stared at thewall.

Helooked at hislife. Hedidn't likeit.

Hewas not afool. He knew that he had built up too rosy a picture of Jo while he waslying in that
cave. Jo hadn't been like that, not for many years. But a man had to believe in something, had to have a
home ...

Sure, it had been hisfault, too. He had been crazy about Jo, he'd had to have her. He had known she
didn't want hiskind of life, but he hadn't cared—then.

Oh, you're a great man, Wes. Three cheers for you. He remembered Cincinnati, himsdlf asaboy.
Winter snow and diding down those crazy hills, dodging the trees, coming up smack againgt black logs.
Going back to the house, fighting to get hiswet shoes off, the way his numb feet tingled in the warmth.
Summer nights, hot and muggy, and you let the fan blow on your swesat and listened to the train whistles
over in Norwood; it seemed amillion milesaway, and amillionyears ...

Spring and baseball, every afternoon, playing until it wastoo dark to see the ball down in the empty
lot at the end of the street. WWoods and secret green trails, swinging on vines over the creek, catching
crawdads under the rocks. September and football and knowing you were good, knowing the girlswere



watching you, the wonderful fearful mysterious girls, and dreaming that somehow, someday, you would
marry one of those girls and then, of course, it would be an orgy every night and life would be svell
forever.

It all seemed pale after that. College was agray blur of cof-fee and greasy eggs and dreary singsong
teachers. He remembered one old duffer reading a poem by Sandburg, then mumbling, "Isthat a poem?
If that's a poem, I'm Hercules!” And Tom was going to dress up in aleopard skin and cometo classand
legp up and say, "It isapoem, and | am Hercules!" Only he never had.

Med school was better, and the research had caught hisinterest. Thelab had excited him—God, he
used to work all night. But Jo wanted money, and that had meant the runny noses and the office, the
millions and billions of runny noses, the endless afternoons.. ..

Was he different? Was he unique? Or did this happen to al American men? Hetried to think of men
he knew who were happy, redly happy. It seemed that as soon as you got to know aman well you
discovered that he hated hiswork, or tolerated it, and wanted to get away—where?

And then Colorado, and the fantastic weeks in the vault where five men had dept for fifteen thousand
years. And the story, the wonderful story of a ship that had touched the stars, searching, searching ...

It had been the most interesting thing that had ever happened to him. And now even that had ended in
failure, and that failure was apersona thing, and here they were, three bumsin amotel dugging down the
booze.

Nlesine dmost finished the second bottle and smacked hislips. Therewas ill adrop or two iniit, but
hardly enough to bother about. He put the cap back on tightly, though. "Saveit for later,” he muttered,
and opened the third fifth.

Wes suddenly got up off the bed.

He stared at the two men with him and he was cold-sober.
And hopeful.

Maybe—

"Wait aminute," he whispered. "Wait a minute.”

TWENTY

There was black coffee, argument, and more black coffee.
There was restless, nervous dleep.

And then, after amorning tug of war with fried eggs and bacon and still more black coffee, there was
only onething to do. They had to get back to Colorado, and fast.

That same afternoon they drove out Sepulvedato the Internationa Airport and caught atwin-engined
planefor Denver. It was achoppy flight, and did their somachs no good. At Denver they rented acar
and droveto Lake City, coming into it behind Slumgullion Pass, which was pretty well iced over.

It was atough climb up the mountain along the black, icy stream, but they hardly noticed the snow
and the wind and the bitter cold. Numb and red-faced and excited, they clambered into the rock shelter

and rapped on the port.
There was no answer.

"It'sus, damnit!" Nlesine hollered out in Lortan. " Spring is here, and we knew you'd want to go pick
wild flowers. Come on out, you crusty old men!"

The port opened dowly, and there were Wyik and Hafij and Tsriga, guns ready.
"Finewecome," Nlesine observed, moving into the vault. Y our joy at our return touches us deeply.”



Wyik caught his shoulder. "Don't play with us, man! What did you find out? Quick!"
"Wecan't build aship,” Arvon said. "It'simpossible.”

Wyik'sfacefdl.

Tsrigasat down on thefloor.

Hafij didn't bat an eye.

"Hold off awhile on the suicides, though,” Nlesine said quietly. "1 think we've got a chance—and we
can thank Wesfor thinking of something we al stupidly overlooked.” He grinned. "Y eah, the dlien
nobody would trust. Him."

Wyik turned to Wes. "But what—"

"Wait." Arvon hurried over to the five niches cut into therock wall. Hefdl to hisknees, pawing
through the pebbles and dirt and twigs that had accumul ated.

"l don't seeit," he whispered.

"Fine housekeepers,” Nlesine muttered, and joined him.

"It's got to be—"

"Hold it. Hereitis"

Nlesne hed it up, and it wasjust asthey had known it would be.

They sat and talked and hoped and ate awhopping meal of venison; the newcomersreished the
venison more than the three men who had been egting it for weeks.

Then they dept the deep of the exhausted.

Next morning Wes and Arvon and Nlesine went back down the mountain trail, their prize wrapped in
ahandkerchief and pinned in Nlesine's coat pocket.

Two days later they were back in Los Angeles.
That was where Wes got down to business.

The arrangements were not easy, but Wes Chase was almost happy as he worked. For once he had
come up with something he could be proud of, and for once he was doing something that redlly interested
him.

Not by himself, of course—but it was hisbrain that set it in motion.

For awhile he forgot about Jo, forgot about everything but the problem at hand. Thiswas hiskind of
aproblem—and it could belicked.

It took them the better part of two years.

Wes had friends from his endocrine research days who were now strategically spotted in the big labs.
They helped carry the bdl, and the whole thing was virtualy aroutine performance for atrained team of
researchers.

It cost Wes money, of course, but he didn't care. He cashed in his pile of stocks and bonds with
something like relish.

The stepswere the usua ones:
Firdt, adetailed quditative andysis.
Second, addlicate quantitative one.

Finally, alengthy process of purification, repested tests with drug derivatives, experiments on white
mice and rhesus monkeys.



It was tough going, but no miracles were required.

It boiled down to this. It was impossible for today's technology to manufacture a spaceship out
of vague mental blue-prints. Even had the ship still existed, many problems would have been
almost insoluble—and the ship was dust and less than dust after fifteen thousand years. But the
substance that had put the men from Lortas to sleep in the first place was a relatively simple
compound. As Arvon had told Wes, the injection that produced suspended animation was an
extract from the lymphoid tissue of hibernating mammals, like the woodchucks, in combination
with an absorbent of vitamin D and insulin and some common drug derivatives. If the labs had a
sample to go by, no matter how small, the stuff could be synthesized. And Wyik had not used quite
all of the drug. He had resettled a few dropsin the self-refrigerating dura-glass container and
dropped it on the floor. There it had stayed, preserved at a temperature close to absolute zero,
while centuries marched by ...

The wonder was that none of them had thought of the possibility until Wes had seen Nlesine recap the
scotch bottle with afew drops still left init. After that, with Wess own earlier experiencein endocrine
research asatrigger, the result was dmost aforegone concluson. The seasona changesin the functioning
of the pituitary glands of hibernating animaswere well known to him, and offered a ready-made excuse
when he went to the labs with his problem. In less than two yearsthey had it. "Y ou'd better be careful
with thisstuff, Wes" Garvin

Berry, in charge of the project, said when they were through. "1t knocks our lab animals out like a

light"
"Well watch our step, Garv," Wes assured him.
It was as Smple asthat.

The three of them had taken a somewhat uninspired apartment in Santa Monica, but Wes did not go
directly back to Arvon and Nlesine. He had something he had to do first.

The priceless drug, sealed in athick glass bottle, was on the front seat next to him as he drove. It
looked oddly com-monplace, even to Wes—withalittle imagination it became only a bottle of milk; he
had picked it up at a Westwood grocery, and now he was bringing it hometo Jo ...

But it was abottle of milk that had set him back many thousands of dollars.

And there was no more Jo.

And no more home.

He had gotten used to it, he supposed. There was no more pain, only a hollow emptiness somewhere
ingde of him where hislife used to be. He did not blame Jo, or Norm. He had made afizzle out of hislife
without any help from them.

If he had only been man enough to do what he wanted to do instead of what Jo thought she wanted
himto do.

If he had ingsted on children.
If he had taken charge of hisown lifewhiletherewas dill time ... If, if, if.

The hdl with it. His hands tightened on the steering whed. At least he had not failed in this. He had
done onething in hislife that was worth doing. And he wasn't through yet.

Half unconscioudy he began the pilgrimege.

He drove through a summer haze out along the coast highway. The road was crawling with cars. The
sandy beaches were littered with people soaking up the sun. The hamburger and hot-dog stands were
doing aroaring business. And the private cottages that lined the ocean, the cottagesthat al winter were
s0 brown and damp and desolate, had their windows open and carsin their garages.



Hepulledin at the Point and went inside.

"Doc!" One of thewaiters hurried over to him, smiling. "Haven't seen you in years. How's Mrs.
Chase?'

"Fine, fine" How strange to be called Doc again! Werethe pieces of hislife still scattered here,
waiting to be picked up?"Bring me a scotch and soda out on the balcony, would you please?’

"Right away, Doc. Good to have you back." He went out on the bal cony and seated himself in the
shade there. He could hear the water below him, hissing and murmuring asit curled in on the beach and
sucked around the black rocks. He looked out over the ocean, blue and sparkling under a clear sky.
There were fishing boats out there, black dotsin the sunshine, but mostly there was loneliness, and
peace.

He watched the gullswhedling over the shallows, nosing down after fish. Along the shore line some
pipers were earnestly examining the wet sand, then skittering back to avoid the breakers \When they
foldedin.

Hetook off hisglasses and closed his eyes, nursing hisdrink. The murmur of the seawasinfinitely
soothing. He and Jo had come here many times in that other life, had gotten tight, laughed, done crazy
things. If only aman could go back, he thought—back to childhood springs, back to light heartsand
carefree nightsthat would last forever ... If

He put his glasses back on and stared, amost hypnotized, at the sea. We're alt aliens here on the
land, hethought. We're fish out of water, flopping on the rocks.

"Wesold boy," he said doud, "you are one cheerful bastard.”
He paid for hisdrink and |eft amuch bigger tip than necessary.

He climbed in his car and drove back aong the beach, up the hill to Santa Monica, then out Wilshire
to Westwood. He found an empty parking space near his office, put two penniesin the meter, and just
sat inhiscar looking. He had let Miss Hill go, of course, but some obscure impulse had led him to keep
up the office rent. He could read the black and gold sign outside the building: WESTON J. CHASE,
M.D.

His middle name was Jasper, and he hated it. He remembered when Jo had had afake sign made up
onceasagag: W. JASPER CHASE, M.D. He smiled. God, that was along time ago.

He didn't know how long he stayed there, but he noticed with a start that the meter wasred. He
drove off: down Olympic to Beverly Glen.

The boundaries of my life.

He made the jog a Sunset, where Bel-Air started, and drove aong through the quiet shade of
Beverly Glen. Helooked for the sign that had reminded Bill to remember Immy’s bicycle, but it was
gone, of course. He turned up hishill, angled off into what had been his driveway.

He stopped the car, got out. He stood half-hidden by his hedge. He could have been seen from the
house if anyone had been looking. He didn't move, neither calling attention to his presence nor concealing
it.

He wondered whether he wanted to be seen.

The air was wet and green, and the dichondra was as smooth as agolf course. Jo was keeping the
yard in good shape. The rock-and-redwood house was peaceful in the after-noon shadows.

Was she there?

He had seen her severa timesin the past two years, but only with their lawyer. Shewas well taken
care of, and she had seemed happy.

Glad to berid of me, probably.



No, that was unjust. He knew Jo. She would never admit that she had been hurt, even as he had been
hurt. She would have given no sgnto him.

He saw himself walking up to the door. She answered it, not looking her best. She brushed back her
blonde hair, wished she had remembered to put on lipstick.

"Wes”
"Jo, I've been thinking—about lots of things. Could | comein for awhile?!
She hegitated, only amoment.

"You'reaone, Jo?'

"Of course, slly. Comeonin, Wes"

Hewould go in and then—what?

Would she take him back? Did he want her back? Oh, the attraction was ill there, and he hadn't
been with her for two years. Just walk up to the door ...

Could they begin again?
Wes knew the answer to that one. They could begin again—you could adways begin again. But how
would it end?

He knew the answer to that one, too. He was what he was, and she was what shewas. It hadn't
worked, not redly, and it never would.

He stood there by the hedge, unmoving. You fool , hethought. You're waiting for her to come out
to you.

If she saw him, she gave no sign.

Hedidntgoin.

The shadows lengthened and it was night. He saw stars sprinkled in the sky above him.
"Good-by, old girl," he said.

He got back in the car and drove away.

Thistime when he got to Santa M onica he went to the apartment where Arvon and Nlesine were
waiting for him,

"Ho!" said Nlesine, tossing down anove hewasreading. "Did you get ambushed or something?'
"Or something," Wes admitted.

Arvon took the heavy glass bottle and gave it asmacking kiss. "Y ou got it!"

"It'sready. Garv saysit's an exact duplicate of the stuff we gave him to work on. | hope he'sright.”
"He's got to beright,” Arvon said.

"Theincurable optimist,” Nlesine muttered, rubbing hisbading head. "It's probably not as good as
Nembutd."

They fixed themsdlves adinner, with Nlesine showing off hisnew-found skill with spaghetti. It was
good, and so wasthe wine, but they were al unusualy subdued.

Thiswas the end of the road.

"It'sacrazy busness" Arvon said finaly. "We woke up after fifteen thousand yearsin arock vault in
Colorado, just when you happened to crawl into that shelter to get out of the storm. There probably
hadn't been another human being in there since we went to deep. And | had to grab you and scare you
haf to death and foul up your lifefor you."



"| did that for mysdlf," Wesput in.

"Maybe. But there we were—and after fifteen thousand years we were il too early! 1'm convinced
now that Earth isthe world we've been seeking—you are so much like us, Wes, that only amost identical
culturd strains could have produced our two peoples. But we had failed until you came up with your
bright idea. It looks like you saved us, Wes—and saved far more than that. But—" He paused.

"But you il get the short end of the stick,” Nlesinefinished.

" think you're giving me credit for more truism than | have," Wessaid dowly. "I didn't do dl thisjust
out of the goodness of my heart. | didn't do it for that neat abstraction called the world, either. I'm a
sfishanimd, gentlemen.”

"Ah. You haveaprice." Nlesine grinned as though reassured.
"Yes"

They waited.

Westook adeep breath. "I'm going with you," he said.

TWENTY-ONE

There was no hurry now, so they drove through the Southwest to Colorado. They traveled at night in
Arizonaand New Mexico, and stopped in air-conditioned tourist courts by day.

Lake City was enjoying its annua rush season as the trout fishermen camein, and in truth the place
did have afar livelier ar about it than it had in the winter.

They left the car at the Pine Motel, with anote to Jm Walls, who had cashed Wes's check when he
had first come back down the mountain. Then they hoofed it through the delightful Colorado sunshine,
beside the blue waters of the swift-flowing Gunnison. The mountainsloomed around them, inviting them
with the enchantment of distance and the clean green of pine stands.

They turned off the main road at the creek, followed the tiny Hath into the brush. There were no cars
parked dong the stream, and that was good.

Up through the valey of green and .gold, with the water chuckling and gurgling on their right. Even as
they scrambled up the mountain trail, Wes caught himsalf eying one or two pools of dark water and
imagining the trout that lurked inthem fanning their fins...

They climbed on, past the cool pines and dender aspens, their boots treading on jungles of fern and
flower. Then they |eft the spruc.es behind them and there was no more timber.

By the time they turned off at the shelter, they were good and tired, and Wes wasworried. What
would Wyik say?

Up into the rock shelter.

The port opened to receive them.

They were back in the vaullt.

Nlesine held up the thick glass bottle triumphantly. "Werein!" he sad.
"We have Westo thank for it,” Arvon said.

Tgigaand even Hafij were smiling oddly secretive smiles.

Wes cleared histhroat. "I came back with them," he said, and then stopped. That's obvious enough,
you idiot. "I came back because |I—because | hoped that you wouldn't mind if—"

"Shut up,” Wyik said, not unkindly.
"Wha?'



"Areyou blind, Wes?'

Weslooked around him, bewildered. Everything looked about the same. The untidy floor, the wood
for the fireplace, the odds and ends, the niches cut into the far wall—

Wait a minute.
There had only been five niches before: Wyik, Arvon, Nlesine, Tsriga, Hafij.
Now there were Six.

Wyik grabbed his hand, and the Captain's face rlaxed into arare smile. "We hoped you'd come
aong, Wes" hesad. "After dl, you're one of usnow."

Wesfound it hard to speak.

It wasn't the nicheitsdlf, it wasn't even the great adventure that the niche implied. No, it was more
than that.

He was wanted. God, he thought, somebody likes me, somebody wants to have me around.
It wasagood feding.

Damn it, | am NOT going to cry like a baby!

"Thanks" he sad. "Thanks very much.”

Then he walked away, out of the vault toward the glacid lake that glinted in the pale sun, because this
was agood time for aman to be aone with histhoughts.

The night before they started, Weswas Sitting out under the gtars, shivering alittlein the high, thin
wind, listening to some animal snort through the brush below him.

Arvon climbed out of the rock shelter and joined him. "We used to Sit out under the starslike thison
Lortas" hesad. "It'shard to think that al the girls you used to know have been dead for fifteen thousand
years”

Wes nodded, although it was still hard for him to get used to theidea. "Funny, but | awaysthink of dl
of you asgoing home, back to the world you left—but that's not the way it will be, isit?

Arvon picked up a pebble and skipped it down toward the invisible animal, which responded with a
flurry of move-ment. "Lortaswill till be there unlessall the predictions were wrong. But it won't be our
Lortas—not after fifteen thousand years or 0. It'samost as though you had |eft the Earth at the end of
the Stone Age and come back to it today—but it's not quite that bad, actualy. Things had dowed down
on Lortas before we left, just asthey will dow down here after another few hundred years.”

"But you'll be strangers, just the same.”

"WElIl al bein the same boat, Wes." Wes kept talking. He recognized the nervousnessin himsdlf, he
needed reassurance, needed it badly. We might never wake up, he wasthinking. We might wake up
and find the Earth a radioactive desert. The odds, the fantastic odds ...

" think you're missing the point,” Arvon said finally. " Sure, we keep talking about odds and Statistics
and al that. Sure, we were scared the first time—scared that thisworld would be like the others, dl the
others scattered through the skies. But, Wes, you haven't blown yourselves to bits—and you've had the
technology to do it, and the provocation, too. The redly incredible thing to meis how much, how very
much, thisworld islike our own. Hell, I'm no more an dien here than you are now—alittle different
physicaly, maybe, but not so much that | couldn't walk through the streets of Los Angeles without
anyone looking at metwice."

Wes amiled to himsdf. For dl hisclaims, there were afew things Arvon till didn't know about Earth.
"No offenseintended,” he said, "but I'm afraid most anything could livein Los Angeles unnoticed.”

Arvon shrugged. "Okay, true enough. But it's no accident we are assSmilar aswe are, Wes. This
world, basicdly, is Lortas as L ortas was along time ago. There are differences, important differences, of



course. It'sthose differences that will make anew life possible for both worlds one day, if we can ever
get them together. But it'sthe similarities that are important to us now. | know that Earth will not
destroy hersdlf. | know shewill develop spacetravel. | know were not going to fail now.”

Weslit acigarette. "We have a custom called whigtling in the graveyard,” he said. "Buit, thanks, even if
itwasawhigle"

The two men sat in slence then under the glory of the stars.

Weslooked up at them out into the sea of night. Sometime | may be out there, out with the suns
and the darkness and the silence—

It was |late when they returned to the vaullt.

Wes remembered that other time, when Arvon had carried him into the shelter, when Arvon had been
acreature out of anightmare. It seemed amillion years ago.

He did not look back, although he knew he would never see the world that waited at the foot of the
mountain path again.

He heard Nlesine snoring lustily as he stretched out on the hard floor.

How strange, how strange that we want a good night's sleep before we sleep for five hundred
years...

Hedept.
The morning wasfilled with tense jokes.

They had always been careful to conceal any traces of their presence on the outside, so that was dll
attended to. They ate agood big breskfast, dl of them eating more than they really wanted. After dl,
lunch was five hundred years away.

They seded off the vaullt.
Wes got his hypodermic needle out and cleaned it in dcohol.
He was nervous, but his hands were steadly.

"All right, Wes" Wyik said. "Let'sget onit. Make absolutely certain that you give usdl exactly the
same dose. And be sure you lie down in the niche before you inject yoursef—it hitsfast.”

Rather self-conscioudy they al shook hands.

Nobody said, and everyone thought, What if it doesn't work, what if the lab made a mistake,
what if thisistheend ... ?

Wyik did into his niche, settled himsdf.
"All right, Wes" hesaid again.

Wes cleaned a spot on his arm with cotton dipped in dcohol, opened the heavy glass container, filled
the hypo with precisely one cubic centimeter of the drug. The stuff compounded its effect asthe "dosage
was increased, he had to be careful ...

He inserted the hypo expertly, pressed the plunger.

Wyik's haunted, desperate eyes clouded, closed, and he dept. Wes stared at him. He didn't seem to
be alive, he could see no chest movement. He took hiswrist. Y es, there was the pulse, but fading,
fading ...

"Next," said Nlesine.
Very carefully, forcing himself to concentrate on the job and nothing €l se, Wes made the rounds.
A corner of hismind refused to be silent.



All of you, all of you, hethought. You, Wyik, and Nlesine, and Arvon, and Tsriga, and Hafij. You
have all lost something, even as | have lost something. What happened in your lives on Lortas that
sent you here? A man can be driven only by the springs inside himself. You, Nlesine—were you a
good novelist? Were you good enough? You, Arvon—if your life was empty, did you seek to fill it
here? Tsriga, you were a boy when you came here, but you will be a man when you return. | hope
the next woman will be worthy of you. Hafij, what loneliness made you seek the stars for your
home? And, WYk, strange Wyik, are you too running away? What made the black unrest in your
soul?

It was done.

Westurned out the tubelights, al except onethat he held in his hand. Hefilled the needle for the last
time. Then, amiling alittle, he carefully recapped the heavy glass container.

He crawled into hisrock cubicle.
The vault was dark and empty around him, the solid rock above him seemed the weight of centuries.

And yet he was not alone. The men who dept in the darkness around him understood. They, too, had
lost something, everything, and they, too, were searching ...

Heinjected himsdlf, switched off thelight.
Darkness, shadows—
And agreater, softer oblivion.

Sound.

That camefirg.

It curled into hismind like smoke, blue smoke, wood smoke, and it was avoice, talking,
whispering ...

A language he didn't know. Strange. What wasit?

Ah! Lortan. Herecognized it.

Wyik'svoice.

Suddenly, shatteringly, he opened hiseyes. Light. It hurt. He blinked, kept them open. Hefdt the
rock under hisbody, he felt the squeezing heart in hischest, theliquid duggishin hisvens...

"I'm awake." He said it doud, hisvoice acroak. "I'm not dead. I'm awake."

A hand on hisshoulder. Wyik's. "Easy," said the Captain. "Takeit dow. Therésno hurry. You'real
right.”

Weslay ill, gathering his strength. He was cold. Hefdlt his chest, and scraps of rotted cloth fell
away. Naked, hethought. Me, a nudist.

He managed asmile.

After awhile he crawled out of the niche, stood up. He was lightheaded and thought he wasfalling,
but he recovered himsdf intime. Skinny, God, I'm skinny. WYyik, too, was thin and pale, his eyes
feverishin hishead.

Hungry.

"Outsde," hesad. "Have you looked?"

"No. | ligtened, couldn't hear anything. | waswaiting.”
One of the others ftirred, groaned. Tsriga.

"Let'swait until wecan dl go," Wyik said.



Wes sat down on the floor, shivering. It was hard to think, hard to come back from the dead. He
wondered how Arvon had come out of it so fast that time long ago—how long ago now?

But hewas alive.

They waited, and when they were al ready Wyik cautioudy opened the port.
Light, light and Sllence.

They went into the rock shelter, looked out.

Nothing had changed. Sky, rocks, brush, stream—

Wesfdt despair clutchhiminanicy fig.

"Whafs happened? It's al the same. God, didn't the stuff work?'

Arvon shook his head. "It waslikethis before," he said. "A spot like this, high in the mountains—why
would it change?'

Whistling in the dark?

They saw no human figure. They heard no animas—no sound at al save asighing wind.
Dead. The placeisdead. Earth, too ... .

"Wat."

Heheardit. They dl heard it.

A rumble, as of thunder, far away.

Coming closer.

A blasting roar, a hurricane of sound—

They saw it.

Above them.

A ship, aprodigious ship, amountain of metal and glassthat blotted out the sun. Its shadow crossed
them. The thing wasimmense, so highin the ky, so beautiful—

And it was gone.

Only the thunder remained, ralling over the mountains.

Hafij was crying. "A ship, aspaceship.” He said it over and over again, tasting the words on his
tongue.

"Wemadeit," Arvon said.

We made it, we made it.

He remembered, they al remembered: No human culture on record had ever succeeded in
finding and establishing friendly relations with another human culture on a different planet. If a
world could be found where men were sane, if contacts could be built up between them, if ideas
and hopes and dreams could flow from one to the other —

Then perhaps man might someday be more than just another animal who lost hisway ...

They paused long enough to drink the cold, clean water from the glacia lake. They laughed and joked
and cried, not daring to believe, but having to believe.

They started down the path, the swift mountain stream at their Sde, running, running—
Past the spruces, the whispering pines, the dender aspens.

Into awarm summer valley, al green and gold, dive with color and the songs of birds.
Toward anew world, anew hope.



Derryoc went with them, and Seyehi, and Lgor, and Kolrag, asmile on hisface. Wesfdt tearsin his
eyes. Jo was there too—Jo and the life that had amost been, and never was.

Thesunlight waslife, and promise.
Weswasn't thinking about the world, or two worlds, or the universe.

I'monly forty. That's not so old. Thereis still time for me, time for children and happiness and
life. Only forty, only forty, there is still time for me ...

They weredl moving into the unknown.

No one of them had ahome.

But they knew now that the winds of time are patient and blow forever.
Thiswas not theend.

Thiswasthe beginning.
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