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Before the End

High above the tossing trees that were the roof of the
world, the fierce white sun burned in a wind-swept sky.

Alone in the cool, mottled shade of the forest floor,
the naked man sat with his back resting against his tree
and listened to the sigh of the woods around him. He
was an old man now, old with the weight of too many
years, and his thoughts were troubled.

He lifted his long right arm and held it before him.
There was strength in Volmay yet; the muscles in his arm
were firm and supple. He could still climb high if he
chose, still dive for the strong branches far below, still
feel the intoxicating rush of the air in his face. . . .

He let the arm drop.

It was not only Volmay’s body that was old; the body
mattered little. No, it was Volmay’s thoughts that wor-
ried him. There was a bitter irony about it, really. A man
worked and studied all his life so that one day he would
be at peace with himself, all duties done, all questions
answered, all dreams explained. And then. . . .

He shook his head.

It was true that he was alone, but all of the People
were much alone. It was true that his children were
gone, but they were good children and he could see
them if he wished. It was true that his mate no longer
called out to him when the blood pulsed with the fevers
of the spring, but that was as it should be. It was true
that he had only a few years of life remaining to him,
but life no longer seemed as precious to Volmay as it
had in the lost, sunlit years.

He looked up at a fugitive patch of blue sky that
showed through the red leaves of the trees. He had
walked life’s long pathway as it was meant to be walked,
and he knew what there was to know. He had not been
surprised—except once—and he had not been afraid.

And yet, strangely, he was not content.

Perhaps, he thought, it was only the weight of the
years that whispered to him; it was said that the old
ones had one eye in the Dream. Or perhaps it had been



that one surprise, that one glimpse of the thing that
glinted silver in the sky. ...

But there was something within him that was unsatis-
fied and unfulfilled. He felt that his life had somehow
tricked him, cheated him. There was something within him
that was like an ache in his heart.

How could that be?

Volmay closed his dark eyes, seeking the dream-state.
The dream wisdom would come, of course, and that
was good. But he already knew what he would dream,;
he was not a child. . .

Volmay stirred restlessly.

The great white sun drifted down the arc of afternoon.
The wind died away and the trees grew still.

The naked man dreamed.

And—perhaps—he waited.



1 “Free will?” Monte Stewart chuckled
and tugged at his untidy beard. “What the devil do you
mean by that?” '

The student who had imprudently expressed a desire
to major in anthropology had a tough time in choking
off his flood of impassioned rhetoric, but he managed
it. “Free will?” he echoed. He waved his hand aimlessly.
“Well—uh—you know.”

“Yes, I know.” Monte Stewart leaned back precarious-
ly in his swivel chair and stabbed a finger at the eager
young man. “But do you know?”

The student, whose name was Holloway, was obvious-
ly unaccustomed to having his glib generalities questioned.
He fumbled around for a moment and then essayed a
reply. “I mean that we have the ability to choose, to
shape our own Destiny.” (Halloway was the type that
always capitalized words like Fate and Destiny and Pur-
pose.)

Monte Stewart snorted. He picked up a dry human
skull from his desk and flapped the spring-articulated
mandible up and down. “Words, my friend, just words.”
He cocked a moderately bushy eyebrow. “What type
blood do you have, Mr. Halloway?”

“Blood, sir? Why—Type O, I think.”

“When did you make the choice, Halloway? Prior to
your conception or later?”

Halloway looked shocked. “I didn’t mean »

“I see that your hair is brown. Did you dye it, or mere-
ly select the proper genotype?”

“That’s not fair, Dr. Stewart. I didn’t mean

“What didn’t you mean?”

“I didn’t mean free will in everything, not in biology.
I meant free will in the choices we make in everyday
life. You know. . ..”

Monte Stewart sighed. He fished out his pipe from a
cluttered desk drawer and clamped it between his teeth.
One of his most cherished illusions was that students
should learn how to think; Halloway might as well start
now. “I notice, Halloway, that you are wearing a shirt
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with a most admirable tie, a pair of slacks, and shoes.
Why didn’t you put on a G-string and moccasins this
morning?”’

“Well, sir, after all »

“Your presence in my class indicates that you are
technically a student at the University of Colorado. If
you had been born an Australian aborigine, you would
instead be learning the mysteries of the churinga. Isn’t
that so0?”

“That may be, but just the same- »

“Have you had supper yet, Halloway?”

“No, sir.”

“Do you think you are likely to choose fermented
mare’s milk mixed with blood for your evening meal?”

“I guess not. But I could, couldn’t 1?”

“Where would you get it this side of the Kazaks? Have
you ever considered the fact that a belief in free will is
a primary prop of the culture you happened to grow up
in? Has it ever occurred to you that if the concept were
not present in your culture you wouldn’t believe in it—
and that your present acceptance of it is not a matter
of free choice on your part? Have you ever toyed with
the notion that any choice you may make is inevitably
the product of the brain you inherited and what has
happened to that brain during the time. you have been
living in a culture you did not create?”

Halloway blinked.

Monte Stewart stood up. He was not a tall man, but
he was tough and wiry. Halloway got up too. “Mr. Hallo-
way, do you realize that even the spacing between us now
is culturally determined—that if we were members of a
different cultural system we would be standing either,
closer together or further apart? Come back and see
me again in two weeks and we’ll talk some more.”

Halloway backed toward the door. “Thank you, sir.”

“You’re entirely welcome.”

When the door closed behind Halloway, Monte
grinned. Even with his rather formidable beard, the grin
was oddly boyish. He had been having a good time. Of
course, any moderately sophisticated bonehead could have
given him an argument on the old free will prob-
lem, but Halloway—although he qualified at present as
a bonehead—was not even moderately sophisticated.
Nevertheless, the boy had possibilities, if he would
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just stop coasting and start thinking. Monte had seen it
happen before—that startling transition from wide-eyed
undergraduate to dogmatically certain graduate and,
sometimes, on to the searching questions that were the
beginnings of wisdom.

Monte enjoyed his teaching and got a kick out of
his reputation as a fearsome ogre. The experience of
finding a student with real potential was a rewarding
one, second only to the thrill of solving a rough prob-
lem in population genetics or probing into the mysteries
of the culture process itself. Monte liked his work;
which made him practically unique in the modern world.

He walked over to the projector, a surprisingly dapper,
man despite the hit-or-miss casualness of his suit. His
short black hair was neat and trim, complementing the
slight shagginess of his jutting spade beard. His clear
gray eyes were bright and alert, and although he looked
his age—which was a year shy of forty—he conveyed
the impression that it was a pretty good age to be.

He flipped on the projector, testing it for tomorrow
morning’s freshman class. The three-dimensional picture
took shape in the air, without a screen, and there was old
Mr. Neanderthal in profile—supraorbital ridges, occipital
torus, and all. He turned off the projector, thus effec-
tively returning Homo neanderthalensis to the Third In-
terglacial.

Since his stomach informed him that it was time to be
heading for home, he locked up his smoke-hazed office
and rode the elevator up to the roof of the Anthropology
Building. (It was not one of the larger buildings on the
campus, but the status of anthropology in 1991 had
improved to the point where it was no longer possible
to dump the department into an improvised shack.) The
cold Colorado air was bracing, and he felt fine as he
climbed into his copter and took off.

He lazed along in the traffic of the middle layer, en-
joying the glint of snow on the mountains and the clean
golden light of the westering sun. It had been a pretty
good day for a Wednesday, and it had been easy. In-
deed, if anything, it had been too easy. A considerable
part of Monte’s irritation with other people was due to
their frequent inability to fire an idea his way that he
hadn’t heard fifty times before. Monte needed stimula-
tion; he lived on it. He didn’t give two hoots in a rain
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barrel for his reputation as one of the four or five top
men in his field, but he did relish new problems. Once he
had cracked a problem to his own satisfaction he tended
to lose interest in-it. He appreciated new points of view
for the simple reason that life was too short to waste it
on boredom.

He eased the copter down toward his tasteful rock-
and-log home in the foothills of the mountains, and was
surprised to see an unfamiliar copter parked on the roof
right next to his garage. He landed, climbed out, and
took a good look at it. It was an expensxve green Cadil-
lac, and it had the official U.N. insignia on its tags.

ThlS he decided, might be interesting.

The top door of his home opened before him, and
Monte Stewart hurried down the stairs to see what was
going on.

The man was seated in Monte’s favorite chair in the
living room, enjoying what appeared to be a Scotch and
soda. Both of these choices, in Monte’s view, indicated
a man of intelligence. He stood up when Monte entered
the room, and Monte recognized him at once. He had
never actually met the man, but his craggy face and
silver-gray hair were immediately familiar to any tri-di
watcher.

“You're Mark Heidelman,” he said, extending his hand.
“This is an unexpected pleasure; I'm Monte Stewart.
Did you send a letter or something I didn’t get?”

Mark Heidelman shook hands with a solid, no-non-
sense grip. “The pleasure is mine, Dr. Stewart. No, I
didn’t write—I just barged in on you. It’s pretty shoddy
procedure for a diplomat, but this visit is on the hush-
hush side. I hope you’ll excuse it when you find out why
I've come. I took the liberty of coming to your home
because this concerns your wife as well as yourself.
She’s certainly a lovely woman, by the way.”

Monte waved him back to his chair and pulled up
another one. “I like her,” he admitted. “This is an offi-
cial visit, then?”

“Very much so. We’re going to try to put you on the
spot, Dr. Stewart.”

Monte reached for his pipe, filled it, and puffed on it
until it lit. He knew, of course, that Mark Heidelman
was the confidential trouble-shooter for the Secretary-
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General of the United Nations, which meant that he
was a very big wheel indeed. Ever since the long-ago
days of the near-legendary Dag Hammarskjold, when the
U.N. was not yet as much a part of daily life as space-
ships and taxes, the Secretary-General had been just
about the most important man in the world. But what did
he want with him?

“I take it that you need an anthropologist.”

Heidelman smiled. “We need you, if that’s what you
mean.”

The servomec wheeled itself in, carrying a tray with
two fresh glasses of Scotch and soda. It wasn’t much of
a robot—just a wheeled cart with assorted detachable
appendages—but Monte and Louise had not had it long,
and they were inordinately proud of it.

Monte took his drink, raised it toward Heidelman,
and proceeded to indulge in one of the great benefits of
civilization. “Now then, Mark. What’s this all about?”

Heidelman shook his head. “Your wife told me that
you hated to discuss anything before supper, and I'm
taking her at her word. Anyhow, she’s invited me to
share a steak with you and I'd hate to get booted out
before I sampled her cooking.”

Monte chuckled, understanding more clearly why
Heidelman was one of the world’s most successful diplo-
mats. The man radiated charm, and there was nothing
at all unctuous or phony about it.

“Give me a hint, can’t you? Mysteries make me
nervous.”

“You may develop some dandy ulcers before this
one is over with. You see, Monte, one of our ships has
finally hit the jackpot.”

Monte felt a cold thrill of excitement run through
him. He raised his bushy eyebrows. “Do you me ”

At that moment, Louise came in from the kitchen.
She looked fresh and attractive as always, with her
lovely brown eyes shining and her black hair neatly
coiled in the latest fashion. She had put on one of her
sexiest dresses, Monte noted, which was a sure sign
that she approved of Mark Heidelman. After eighteen
years of marriage, Monte still found his wife delightful.
She was one of the main reasons why he would have
been the first to admit that he was a lucky man.

“The steaks are on, gentlemen,” she said. “Bring your
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drinks along with you.” She gave her husband a light
kiss on the forehead. “Monte, I'm so curious 1 could die.”

“So am I,” Monte said.

They went into the dining room, which was in a sep-
arate wing of the house. It was too cold for the roof
to be rolled back, but the stars were clearly visible
through the glassite roof panels.

Being civilized people, they turned their full atten-
tion to one of life’s most underrated pleasures: genuine
sirloin steak. It was cooked to perfection, with a delicate
pink streak through the middle. There was also a crisp
green salad with blue cheese dressing and a small moun-
tain “of whipped potatoes, but the steak—as was only
fitting—was the main thing.

Heidelman did not insult the meal by talking shop,
and Monte didn’t have the heart to detract from Louise’s
superb cooking by trying to push the conversation. He
waited until they were back in the living room and the
servomec had supplied them all with coffee.

“Okay,” he said. “We’ve got a quorum, and I have
been duly fed. Let’s hear about this jackpot you men-
tioned.”

Heidelman nodded. “I hope this doesn’t sound too
melodramatic, but 1 have to say that what I am going to
tell you is absolutely confidential. I know I can rely on
your discretion.”

“Shoot, man,” Monte said. “Let’s just pretend we’ve
run through all the preliminaries. What have you got?”

Mark Heidelman took a deep breath. “One of our
survey ships has found a planet with human beings on
it,” he said.

Monte tugged at his beard. “Human beings? What
kind of human beings? Where?”

“Give me a chance, will you? I’ll spill it as fast as I
can.”

“Fine, fine. But don’t skip the details, huh?”

Heidelman smiled. “We don’t have many details. As
you know, the development of the interstellar drive has
made it possible for us——"

Monte got to his feet impatiently. “Not those details,
dammit. We know about the Centaurus and Procyon
expeditions. What about these human beings? Where are
they, and what are they like?”
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Heidelman drained his coffee. “They were discovered
on the ninth planet of the Sirius system—that’s about
eight and a half light-years away, as I understand it.
Maybe I was a little premature in calling them human
beings, but they look pretty darned close.”

“Did you make contact with them?” Louise asked.

“No. We didn’t expect to find any men out there, of
course, but all the survey ships carry strict orders to
keep their distance in a situation like this. We did get
some pictures, and mikes were planted to pick up re-
cordings of one of their languages ”

Monte pounced on the word like a cat going after a
sparrow. “Language, you say? Careful, now—even chim-
panzees make a lot of vocal racket, but they don’t have
a language. How are you using the word?”

“Well, they seem to talk in about the same circum-
stances we do. And they are definitely not limited to a
few set sounds or cries—they yak in a very human man-
ner. We have some movies synchronized with the sounds,
and several of them show what appear to be parents
telling things to their children, for instance. That good
enough?” )

Monte dropped back into his chair and pulled out
his pipe. “I'd say that settles it. They’re men in my book.
How about the rest of their culture—things you could
see from a distance, I mean?”

Heidelman frowned. “That’s the odd thing about it,
Monte. The survey boys were pretty careful, but they
couldn’t see any of the things I would have expected.
No cities or anything of that sort. Not even any houses,
unless you call a hollow tree a house. No visible farm-
ing or industry. The people don’t even wear clothing.
In fact—unless the survey was cockeyed—they don’t
seem to have any artifacts at all.”

“No tools? No weapons? Not even stone axes or
weoden clubs?”

“Nothing. They go naked and they don’t carry any-
thing with them. When they swing through the trees——"

Monte almost dropped his pipe. “You’re kidding. Are
you trying to tell me that these people brachiate—swing
hand over hand through the trees?”

“That’s what they do. Of course, they walk on the
ground too—they’re fully erect in their posture and
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all that. But with those terrifically long arms of
theirs. . . .”

Louise laughed with delight, as though someone had
dumped a sack of diamonds into her lap. “Show us the
pictures, Mark! We can’t take much more of this.”

“Maybe that would be best.” Heidelman grinned, know-
ing that he had them thoroughly on the hook now. He
stood up. “I have the photographs right over here in my
briefcase.”

Monte Stewart stared at the brown briefcase on his
living-room table with an excitement he had never known
before. He felt like Darwin must have felt when he first
stepped ashore on that most important of all islands. . . .

“For God’s sake,” he said, “let’s see those pictures!”

2 There were five tri-di photographs
in full color. Heidelman handed them over without
comment. Monte shuffled through them rapidly, his quick
gray eyes searching for general impressions, and then
studied them one by one.

“Yes and no,” he muttered to himself.

The pictures—which were obviously stills blown up
from a movie film—weren’t too clear. They were a bit
fuzzy, and the subject matter was irritatingly noncom-
mittal. It was as though a camera had been stuck out of
a window and pictures snapped at random.

Still, they were the most fascinating pictures that
Monte had ever seen.

“Look at those arms,” Louise breathed.

Monte nodded, trying to get his thoughts in some
kind of order. There was so much to see in five pic-
tures, so much to see that was new and strange—and
hauntingly familiar.

The landscape was disturbing, which made it difficult
to get the man-like figures into perspective. There was
nothing about it that was downright grotesque, but the
shapes of the trees and plants were subtly wrong. The
colors, too, were unexpected. The trees had a blue cast
to their bark, and their leaves were as much red as
green. There were too many bright browns and blues,
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as though a painter’s brush had unaccountably slipped
on a nightmare canvas.

The Sun, which was visible in two of the pictures, was
a brilliant white that filled too much of the sky.

The whole effect, Monte thought, was curiously similar
to the painted forests one sometimes saw in books for,
children. The trees were not quite the trees you knew,
and the pastel flowers grew only in dreams. . . .

“They are men,” Louise said. “They are, Monte.”

Yes, yes, he thought. They are men. How easy it is to
say! Only—what is a man? How will we know him when
we meet him? Will we ever be sure?

Superficially, yes—they were men. (And they were
mammals too, unless females were radically different on
Sirius Nine.) But Old Man Neanderthal, too, had been
a man. And even Pithecanthropus erectus belonged in
the crowded genus Homo.

What is a man?

Monte’s hands itched; he wished fervently that he had
some solid bones to study instead of these fuzzy pic-
tures. For instance, how did you go about estimating the
cranial capacity from a bum photograph? The skulls
might be solid bone for all he knew; the gorilla has a
massive "head, but its brain is almost a thousand cubic
centimenters smaller than a man’s.

Well, what did they look like?

The general impression, for whatever that was worth,
was one of what could only be called “mannishness.”
The people—if that was indeed the word for them—were
erect bipeds, and their general bodily outlines were not
too different from a man’s. The legs, in fact, were very
humanoid, although the feet seemed to have a big toe
sticking out at a right angle to the other toes. (Monte
couldn’t be sure of that, however.) The arms were im-
mensely long, so that the hands almost touched the
ground when the people stood up straight. But the peo-
ple were fully erect; there was nothing of the stooped
posture of the ape about them. The bodies were hairless
and rather slender, and the skin color was a pale copper.

Faces? Well, they probably would not make an earth-
ly girl squeal with pleasure if they turned up on a blind
date—but then the earthly girl might not look so hot to
them either. The faces seemed human enough—long and
narrow, with rather heavy jaws and deeply recessed
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eyes. Monte could not see the teeth, but it was obvious
that the canines, at any rate, did not protrude. The hair
was uniformly light in color and was very short—hard-
ly more than a fuzz.

The people wore no clothing, but two of the men had
vertical strips painted on their bodies. The painting
seemed to be confined to the chests, and was quite sim-
ple—a streak of red and one of blue on each side of the
chest.

None of the people carried any weapons.

Monte saw no tools of any sort, and no houses. One
of the men was standing in front of a large tree that ap-
peared to have a hollow chamber in it, but it was hard
to tell.

There was a child in one of the pictures. He seemed
to be five or six years old, if earthly analogies could be
trusted, and he was hanging by one hand from a branch
and grinning from ear to ear. A female was scolding
him from the ground below, and the impression of mother
and son was very strong—and very human.

But then, of course, the mother-and-son relationship
often seemed quite human, even in monkeys—

Monte carefully put the photographs down on the
table.

“Brother,” he said, “I need a drink.”

After the robot—which had been engaged in clearing
away the dishes and washing them up—had mixed the
Scotch and soda according to Monte’s potent instructions
and had wheeled the glasses in on a tray, Monte began
pacing the floor. He even abandoned his pipe for a cig-
arette, which was a sure sign that he was worried.

“I don’t get it,” he said. “You say that they do no
farming—and yet they can’t hunt because they have no
weapons. So how do they get their food?”

“Couldn’t they live off wild fruits and roots and things
like that?”” Heidelman asked.

“It’s possible, I suppose.”

“Apes do it, don’t they?” Louise asked.

“Sure, but these people aren’t apes—unless you want
to call a man just a modified ape, which is one way of
looking at it. Mark says that they have languages, and
no other animal on Earth has a language except man. Off-
hand, you’d expect them to have cultures too; cultures
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and languages go together like ham and eggs. But I've
never heard of any group of human beings without any
tools at all. Even the simplest food-gathering peoples
known use digging sticks and baskets and stuff like that.
Either those people are the most primitive ever discov-
ered, or else »

Louise laughed—an infectious, charming laugh that
was utterly natural and unaffected. “Monte! I never
thought I’d hear you say that. After all your remarks
about stories about primitive supermen. . . .”

“The catch is,” Monte said seriously, “that primitive
is a pretty slippery word. We think we know what it
means on Earth—it refers to a non-literate’ culture with-
out urban centers. The notion works fairly well here,
but what does it mean when it is applied to people on
another planet? We don’t really know a damned thing
about them, and fitting them into a ready-made cate-
gory derived from a total sample of one planet may be
a gross mistake. As for supermen, I doubt whether the
concept is a valid one at all—is man a superape, or is
he something else altogether? Those people could be
different without being super, if you get what I mean.”

Heidelman sipped his drink. “Of course,” he said, “the
only way to find out the truth is to go and see.”

“Yes, yes.” Monte ground out one cigarette and lit
another. “Is that what you want us to do—or am I sup-
posed to wait until I'm asked?”

“You are being asked. Isn’t that obvious? We want
you to lead a scientific expedition to Sirius Nine, and
the sooner the better. And we want a trained anthropol-
ogist to make the first contact with those people—I’d
like to think that we’ve made at least enough progress
to avoid some of the more glaring errors of the past.
How about it?”

“Just like that, huh?” Monte perched on the edge of a
chair, feeling as though he had just been handed the gift
of immortality. “Hell, of course I'll go. Wild dinosaurs
couldn’t drag me away. But look, Mr. Heidelman, there
are a couple of things we should get straight right here
and now——"

Heidelman smiled. “T know what you’re thinking, and
you can relax. We know how important this is, and we'’re
prepared to give you all the authority you need. You'll
be pretty much your own boss. You’ll be free to pursue
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any scientific work you want to undertake. All we ask
is that you do your level best to establish a friendly con-
tact with the people on Sirius Nine and make a full re-
port to us when you get back. We’ll expect you to make
any recommendations you see fit, and you’ll have a voice
in seeing to it that they’re carried out. You can select
the men you want to have work with you. We’ll supply a
ship under Admiral York—he’s a good man—and he’ll
get you there and be responsible for your safety. But in
all relations with the natives you will be in charge. Your
only superior will be the Secretary-General. The U.N.
will pay your salary—which will be ample—and will ar-
range for you to take a leave from the University. Your
wife can go with you; after meeting her, I certainly
wouldn’t suggest that you go off and leave her for
three years. We can hash out the details later, but how
does that sound?”

Monte was stunned. “It sounds too blasted good to be
true. There must be a catch in it somewhere. . . .”

“There is. You put your finger smack on it awhile
back. We don’t really know a damned thing about those
people. It certainly won’t be an easy job, and it may
very well be dangerous. I'm not going to try to minimize
the danger, either. You’ll be risking your life out there.”

Monte shrugged. It wasn’t that he did not have a high
regard for his own skin, but staying at home now was
unthinkable. He didn’t insult Louise by asking for her
opinion; he knew his wife well enough so that words
were superfluous.

“I've never been in space before, not even to the
Moon,” Louise said. “I’d hate to die without even leav-
ing Earth.”

“How long do we have?” Monte asked.

“That’s up to you. With the new overdrive propulsion,
it will take a ship a little better than eleven months to
reach the Sirius system. If you spend a year on Sirius
Nine, that will put you back on Earth in about three
years if all goes well. We can stall things that long, I
think. We want to get going as soon as we can—I don’t
have to tell you that if word of this leaks out there’ll be
the devil to pay.”

“Pardon my ignorance, but why?”

Mark Heidelman smiled. “You don’t know much about
politics, Monte. This would be the news sensation of
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all time. Once the people got wind of it, every govern-
ment that could throw a spaceship together would start
a race for that planet. Any chance of a genuine scientific
expedition would go out the window. Those people out
there would be tried and convicted a million times over
on tri-di—either as subhuman savages or as dangerous
monsters. There might be a blowup—you never know
what’s going to happen when people start getting excited.
We can’t afford that. We've gor to have accurate infor-
mation before this thing breaks.”

“What happens after you get your accurate informa-
tion, if you get it?”’

“That depends on what you find out, doesn’t it? After
all, those people may be dangerous. We've picked you
for the job because we think you’re hard-headed enough
to stick to the facts.”

“It’s a fantastic responsibility, you know.”

“l told you that you were headed for some ulcers.
They’re part of the job when you work with the U.N. It
isn’t all cocktails and suave diplomacy, you know.” Quite
suddenly, Heidelman looked very tired.

Watching him, Monte had a flash of insight into the
problems that faced the man. This Sirius business, crucial
as it was, was only one of a vast series of interlocking and
never-ending crises. It must have taken a ton of paper-
work before the job could even have been offered to him,
and at the same time there was the question of what to
do about Brazil’s insistence on testing atomic weapons,
and the border squabble between France and Germany,
and the population explosions in China and India. . . .

Louise buzzed for another round of drinks and adroit-
ly turned the conversation into quieter channels. She
asked Mark about his football-playing days at Notre
Dame, and Heidelman responded gratefully by rattling
on for fifteen minutes about the virtues of the good old
single wing.

Monte discovered that Mark shared his passion for
trout fishing, and they solemnly swore that they would
try Beaver Creek together when Monte got back from
Sirius Nine.

By the time Heidelman reluctantly took his leave at
two o’clock in the morning, they were all good friends—
and that helps a lot in any enterprise.

While the robot clicked and buzzed around cleaning
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up the room, Monte began to prowl around aimlessly,
too keyed-up to sleep. He felt like a stranger in his own
living room. He looked at the familiar books that lined
the walls, studied the old early-period Tom Lea paint-
ings he was so fond of, and tramped down the corners
of the bright Navaho rugs scattered over the red tiles of
the floor. This was his home. Only a few short hours
ago his life had been comfortable, his future pleasant
and predictable. And now, with the suddenness that was
one of life’s most characteristic calling cards, it was all
new and strange. . . . '

Louise gently took his arm. “Let’s go look at it,” she
said softly.

At first, he didn’t understand her. Then he snapped
his fingers.

Side by side, they walked over to the picture window
and pulled back the drapes.

They looked out into a wintry blaze of stars beyond
the black silhouettes of the Colorado mountains. Monte
felt a brief, involuntary shiver run through his wife’s
body.

“There it is,” he said, pointing. “Funny—I even re-
member the name of the constellation: Canis Majoris.”

“I wonder what constellation we’re in,” Louise said.

“I never thought it would happen, really. After those
completely alien things uncovered by the Centaurus and
Procyon expeditions, the human critter seemed like a
very unlikely accident. I was reading an article just the
other day—remember, I told you about it—that esti-
mated that there was less than one chance in a million
for the independent evolution of man somewhere else.
According to this joker’s theory——"

“You know what you always say about theories.”

“Yes. But it’s a strange feeling just the same.”

Strange, and more than strange. The light that took
the photograph I held in my hand an hour or so -ago
won’t reach the Earth for more than seven years. It is
far, so far. . ..

He held his wife tightly in the circle of his arm. He
was not afraid, but she suddenly seemed infinitely pre-
cious to him. She was all that was warm and alive in a
universe vast and uncaring beyond belief.



“Well, old girl,” he said quietly, “I'm glad you’re go-
ing. with me.”

She kissed him, hard. “You’ll have to go farther way
than Sirius to get away from me,” she whispered.

They stood for a long time before the window that
opened on the night, watching and wondering and trying
to believe.

They could see Sirius plainly.

It was the brightest star in the sky.

3 How do you go about setting up
an expedition that is designed to make the first contact
with an alien, extraterrestrial culture? Monte didn’t know,
for the excellent reason that it had never been done
before.

Obviously, it was too big for a one-man job; he
couldn’t just put on his boots and pith helmet and sally
forth with notebook in hand. Nevertheless, the other
extreme was equally impossible—he couldn’t take every-
body who might have an interest in the problem. For
one thing, it would have required a fleet of spaceships.
For another, ‘unleashing a horde of investigators upon
what seemed to be a relatively simple culture would
have been a sure way of guaranteeing that no one would
get any real work done.

Quite early, he decided on a minimal expedition. He
would take the men he needed for the basic spade-work,
and leave the more specialized problems for later. He
told himself that he was motivated by practical consid-
erations, which he was to some extent, but the fact was
that Monte had a deep-seated suspicion of all massive
and grandiose research schemes. Multiplying the number
of brains working on a given job, he knew from long
experience, was far from a sure-fire way of improving
the quality of the final product.

Well, who did he need?

Monte himself was something of a maverick in modern
anthropology. He was primarily a social anthropologist,
and his major research had been involved with a search
for regularities in the culture process. Characteristical-
ly, however, Monte hadn’t stopped there. Impelled part-
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ly by a taste for the unconventional and partly by an ad-
mittedly egotistical faith in his own abilities, he had also
made himself a leading authority on the most technical
field of physical anthropology, population genetics. (The
thought of getting blood samples from the natives of
Sirius Nine made him as eager as any Transylvanian
vampire would have been under the same circumstances.)

Obviously, he needed a linguist. The whole shebang
cried out for the best damned linguist available, and so
Monte swallowed his personal feelings and chose Charlie
Jenike. Charlie was a sour and faintly uncouth individual
who somewhat resembled a dyspeptic penguin, and he
had the quaint habit of wearing shirts for days on end
until they virtually anesthetized unwary coworkers. Just
the same, Charlie Jenike was a brilliant linguist. If
anyone could crack one of the native languages in a
hurry, Charlie could do it. Oddly enough, human animals
being the strange critters that they are, Charlie’s wife,
Helen, was a doll—tiny and dainty and singularly charm-
ing. Helen and Louise got on well together, which part-
ly compensated for the sparks that flew when Monte
and Charlie glared at one another over their cocktail
glasses.

Harvard’s Ralph Gottschalk was probably the best of
the younger physical anthropologists, and he knew as
much as any living man about the primates generally. In
view of the rather gibbonoid appearance of the natives,
Ralph had to go along—and anyhow Monte liked to have
him around for company. Ralph—a giant of a man with
the build of a gorilla and the most gentle disposition
Monte had ever encountered—was an unfathomable
poker player and an eminently sane individual. Ralph
was also married, to an enigmatic female named Tina,
and he always left Tina at home when he traveled. It
was hard to say whether this was Ralph’s idea or Tina’s,
but at any rate Ralph always seemed tickled to_death to
get away. In the field, Ralph tended to wear the secretive
smile of a kid playing hooky from school.

If everything worked out according to plan—not that
Monte thought that it would—a certain amount of psy-
chological testing would seem to be imperative. Tom
Stein’s work in Micronesia had impressed Monte, and
when he had met him for the first time at a meeting of the
AAA. in San Francisco the impression had been
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strengthened. Tom was a tall, skinny guy, prematurely
balding, with pale blue eyes that were almost hidden
behind thick glasses. His shyness failed to conceal the
fact that he had a razor-keen analytical mind; further-
more, although he was best known for his work in the
culture and personality field, he had a genuine feel for
social structure. He and his wife were inseparable. Janice
Stein was a plain, rather dumpy woman with a radiant-
ly pleasant personality. She was also a corking good
cook, which might come in handy.

Finally, Monte picked Don King. Don was an arche-
olagist, something of a lone-wolf in his ideas, and a pretty
sharp cookie. Monte didn’t actual like Don—few people
did—but the man was stimulating. He was a valuable
irritant because he never accepted anybody’s ideas at
face value, and he loved an argument above all other
things. Don, who was currently in his chronic state of
being between wives, was almost offensively handsome
—a tall, well-built sandy-haired man who habitually
dressed as though he were about to pose for an ad in a
fashion magazine. Mark Heidelman had questioned the
inclusion of Don, since the natives of Sirius Nine did not
make tools, but Monte was certain that Don would pull
his share of the load. For one thing, a good reconnais-
sance ought to establish whether or not stone tools had
been made in the past, and for another, the scanty pic-
tures available were not a reliable guide.

Five men, then, to breach a world.

Presumptuous?

Sure—but (as Monte was fond of remarking) nothing
big was ever accomplished by little men who stuck timid-
ly to little rules.

The ship was a great metal fish of the deeps; it lived
in space. Like the strange fish that live in the long silences
and the eternal shadows, the ship had never known the
land. It had been assembled in an orbit around the Earth,
and it had never known any other home beyond the
silent seas of space and stars.

Monte and Louise and the others had been ferried
up to the U.N. satellite and had boarded the ship there.
The ship had flashed out past the Moon on conventional
rockets, and had then gone into the overdrive field that
permitted .it—in one sense—to exceed the speed of light.
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By international agreement, all interstellar ships were
named after men of peace. This one, officially, was the
Ghandi. However, you just can’t think of a tremendous
sphere of hurtling metal as the Ghandi. Since it was the
second ship to make the long run to the Sirius system,
the crew—with the strained logic that sometimes filters
up out of bull sessions—had promptly dubbed it the
Son of Sirius. After some three months in space, the
happy thought had occurred to someone that Sirius was
the Dog Star. From that point on, the evolutionary se-
mantics were inevitable.

From Admiral York on down, everyone referred to
the ship as the S.0.B.—although the polite fiction was
maintained between officers and crew that the initials
stood for “Sirius or Bust.”

Monte and Louise had found that packing for a trip
to Sirius was annoyingly like packing for any trip any-
where. There were the same nagging problems about what
to take and what to leave behind, the same soggy deci-
sions about whether or not to rent the house, the same
frayed nerves and perpetual irritations. The force of
habit was so strong that they even planned it so that
their departure took place between semesters.

When they finally got away, it was a relief—and the
jump up to the U.N. satellite had been all that they had
imagined it would be. The stars were so close that you
could almost touch them with your hand, and the dark
abyss of space was a real and tangible thing. It was
much the same feeling that a man had when he went tc
sea for the first time, and he stood on the deck with the
wind in his face and looked out across the living greer
waves and the bowl of the sky and knew that the worlc
was new and mysterious and anything could happen. . .

Once they were inside the swollen steel bubble o
the spaceship, however, it was all very different. It rapid
ly became evident that the trip to Sirius was going to b
something less than a fury of excitement. Admiral Yorl
ran a tight ship, and he smothered the possibility o
emergencies with a calm efficiency that took everythin;
into account and corrected errors before they occurred
There was nothing to see and very little for a passenge
to do. '

When you got right down to it, Monte supposed, a
interstellar spaceship was the least interesting way t
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travel that there was. He made the discovery that mil-
lions of men had made before him: that riding in a big
plane, for example, isn’t half as much fun as riding in a
small plane—and that for sheer interest no plane can
compete with a horseback ride through beautiful coun-
try or a canoe trip down a clear stream leaping with
rapids. The more exotic the mode of travel—space-
ship, submarine, what-have-you—the more man had to
carry his own specialized environment with him. Further,
the more specialized the artificial environment, the less
direct contact he could have with the natural world out-
side.

The hyperspace field surrounding the spaceship might
have been fascinating beyond belief, but you couldn’t
see it, feel it, hear it, or touch it. Your world was in-
side the ship, and that was a rather barren world of gray
metallic walls and fragile catwalks and cool, dead air
that whispered and hissed through damp gleaming vents
and endlessly circulated and re-circulated in the vault
that had become the universe.

Eleven months in a vault can be a long, long time.

Still, there was work to be done. ...

Voices.

Monte leaned against the cold wall of the little box-
like room that Charlie Jenike had rigged up for his re-
cording equipment and absently stroked his beard. He
listened to the sounds that came out of the speakers and
perversely tried to make some sense out of them.

It was impossible, of course. The voices sounded
human enough; he could recognize what seemed to be
words spoken by both men and women, together with
utterances that sounded like the speech of children. But
the sounds which had been picked up by the hidden
mikes of the first Sirius expedition conveyed no mean-
ing to him at all. They were voices that spoke from
across the immense gulf that separated one kind of man
from another, voices of people who were more remote
from him than a Neanderthal from the last age of
ice. ...
“Doing any good, Charlie?”

Charlie Jenike twisted his aromatic form around on
his stool and shrugged. Monte had the distinct feeling
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that he was about to spit on the floor, but he was spared
this indelicacy.

“Good? Il tell you something, Stewart. I'm right
where I was a week ago, and that is precisely nowhere.
Let me show you something.”

“Please do.”

Jenike, moving with surprising grace and skill, set up
a projector and fiddled with some buttons that controlled
the sounds coming out of the speaker. “Got an action
sequence here with a few sentences to go with it,” he
muttered. “Show you what I’'m up against.”

A good clear picture formed in the air, sharp and
three-dimensional. A male native of Sirius Nine dropped
down out of the trees—there was a distinct thump when
he landed—and walked up to another naked man who
was standing in a clearing. The pickup was amazingly
sensitive, and Monte could even hear the rapid breathing
of the new arrival. The man who had descended from
the trees said something to the other man. It was hard
to catch exactly what he said, because the sounds of the
language were utterly different from any language Monte
knew. The man who had been there first hesitated a
moment, then gave a peculiar whistle. The two men went
off together and disappeared into the forest.

Jenike cut the equipment off. “Neat, huh? That’s
about the best we’ve got, too. I've worked out the
phonemic system pretty well; I can repeat what that guy
said without any trouble now. But what the hell does it
mean?”

“What you need is a dictionary.”

“Yeah. You get me one first thing, will you?”

Monte shifted his position carefully; the low artificial
gravity field that Admiral York was so proud of was apt
to send you smashing into a wall if you forgot what you
were doing. He appreciated Charlie’s problem. It would
have been a tough nut to crack even if he had been
working with a known culture.

Suppose, for instance, that two Americans meet each
other in a hallway. Imagine that for some reason they
speak in a private language that is quite unknown to a
hidden observer. One of them looks at the other and says
—something.

What?

It might be: “Joe! How are you?” (Health is a major
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concern of American culture, but you don’t have that
clue on Sirius Nine.)

It might be: “Joe! How’re the wife and kids?” (Same
clue, plus knowledge of the typical family structure.
Elsewhere, it might be wives and kids.)

It might be: “Joe, you old horse thief! Howsa boy?”
(Joking relationships are common in America, as in
other places.)

It might also be: “Joe, step outside. I'm gonna punch
you one in the snoot.” (Occasionally, Americans mean
what they say.)

Without even the hints that might be given by a known
cultural system, the voices from Sirius Nine were just
that—voices. They were sounds without meaning. It
would definitely not be possible to land on the planet in a
blaze of glory, stroll up to the nearest native, and say,
“Greetings, O Man-Who-Is-My-Brother! I come from
beyond the sky, wallowing in good will, to bring you all
the jazzy benefits of civilization. Come, let us go arm in
arm to the jolly old Council of the Wise Ones. . . .”

“I'm going nuts,” Charlie said, lighting a cigarette,
“Got any suggestions?”

“Just keep digging, that’s all. We’ll probably have to
work out a nonverbal approach, but if you’re set up to
learn the language in a hurry once you get the chance,
that’s all we can expect. Anything I can do for you?”

Jenike smiled, showing singularly yellow teeth. “Yeah,
you can get out of here and let me work.”

Monte stifled the reply that came all too readily to
his lips; he was going to keep things running smoothly
if it killed him. “See you around, then.”

He started to duck out through the door.

“Monte?”

“Yeah?”

“Don’t mind me. Thanks for coming by.”

“Don’t mention it.”

Feeling a little better, he closed the door behind him.

Already, the voices had started up again. He could
hear them faintly in the cold silence of the ship: laugh-
ing, solemn, playful, querulous.

He started gingerly along the catwalk, and the strange
whispers followed him, filling his mind.

Sounds from another world. . ..

Voices.
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The large, somewhat egg-shaped off-duty room was
supplied with rcasonably decent tables and chairs, and
even had an impressively mammalian nude painting on
one wall. It had a bar of sorts too, and the cool air
was warmed a bit by the fog of smoke and voices that
characterized all such rooms everywhere.

There were two distinct groups in the room. Members
of the crew formed a tight, noisy circle around the bar.
The anthropologists, as usual, were in conference at the
corner table. Monte had no doubt that the crew thought
they were just as alien as anything likely to be found on
Sirius Nine, and there were times when he agreed with
them.

“Garbage, old man,” Don King said, crossing his long
legs without disturbing the crease in his trousers. “Abso-
lute garbage.”

Tom Stein blinked his pale blue eyes behind his thick
glasses and pointed a skinny finger at the archeologist.
“Everything is too simple for you. You've poked around
with projectile points and potsherds so long that you
think that’s all man is. I say it is a mistake to regard
those people as simple until you know for sure what
you are talking about.”

Don finished off his drink with one long swallow.
“You’re making problems where there aren’t any, just
like old Monte here. Dammit, man, there are constants
in culture. We’re long past the stage where you can
seriously suggest that a culture is just a crazy collection
of unrelated traits—a thing of shreds and patches, to
use Lowie’s unhappy phrase. Cultures, as you guys are
always insisting, are hooked together intermally. A sim-
ple technology—and we don’t even know whether or
not they’ve gor any technology on Sirius Nine; I ain’t
seen any evidence of it yet—means a low level of cul-
ture. You don’t invent algebra while you’re out digging
up roots, my friend. We're dealing with a rudimentary
tribe of hunters and gatherers. Why make them more
complicated than they are?”

Monte puffed on his pipe, enjoying himself. “That’s
what I'm worried about. How complicated are they?”

Don ignored the bait and shifted his ground, which was
a favorite stunt of his. “It’s complicated enough in one
sense, I'll tell you that. It may have sounded nice and
simple to Heidelman back at the U.N., but what does he
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know about it? Did you read that official directive we'’re
supposed to be working under? It says we’re to make
contact with the natives of Sirius Nine. That’s a laugh.
How in the devil do you ‘contact’ a world like Sirius
Nine? A world is one helluva big place. You’d think
they would have found that out back at the U.N.”

Ralph Gottschalk shifted his big body on his chair. He
had a surprisingly soft voice, but everyone listened to
him. “I think Don’s got a point there. So far as we know,
there is no hypothetical uniform culture on Sirius Nine
—there are thousands of isolated bands of food gather-
ers. If a spaceship had landed among the Bushmen of
Africa fifteen thousand years ago, could it then make
contact with Earth? It seems improbable.”

Monte shrugged. “We all know that we’ll be doing
well to make contact with just one group; Heidelman
knows that too. But we still have to be careful. A lot de-
pends on what we do on Sirius Nine.” .

Don King raised his eyebrows. “Why?”

Monte, who would have asked precisely the same ques-
tion if he hadn’t been in charge of the expedition, took
a stab at it. “Apart from the admittedly remote possi-
bility that we may be biting off more than we can chew,
it might be argued that we have made at least some
progress in ethics and law since the time of Cortés and
the rest of his merry crew. We can’t just sail into a new
harbor, run up the flag, and line up at the hog trough.”

“I wonder. Maybe I'm just cynical because I’'m between
wives at the moment, but I doubt that line of reasoning
very much. We say we’re civilized, which means that we
have enough surplus to afford luxurles like high-minded
philosophies. But if things got tough TI'll bet we'd be
right back where we started from quicker than you can
say Cuthbert Pomeroy Gundelfinger; it'd be an eye for
an eye, a tooth for a tooth, and a pancreas for a pancreas.
That’s the way men are.”

“Maybe we’ll get a chance to find out,” Monte said.

“Maybe we will, at that. As I say, I'm between wives
at the moment and that always makes me cynical.”

“The difference,” Monte informed him, “is impercep-
tible.”

Ralph Gottschalk stood up, looking more than ever
like a gorilla. “I'm going back to work, gentlemen.”



Monte joined him, leaving Don and Tom Stein to their
interminable—and mutually enjoyed—arguments.

Together, the two men walked through the cold metal
ship to study the reports of the first expedition again.

When Monte came into their tiny room after his
umpteenth conference with Admiral York concerning
procedures to be followed on Sirius Nine, he found Louise
curled up in bed reading a novel. The book was entitled
Lunar Flame, and Monte recognized it as the current
bestseller that—to quote the dust jacket—‘“ripped the
plastalloy lid off the seething passions that boiled inside
the Moon Colony.”

“Pretty hot stuff?”

Louise slithered around in her shameless silk night-
gown—which he had given to her for Christmas two
years ago—and grinned at him. “Let’s go to the Moon,
dear.”

He laughed and sat down on the bed. “I thought you’d
be down at the hydroponics tanks.”

“I spent an hour down there,” she said, brushing back
her long, uncoiled black hair. “But it’s not much like
having a garden, is it? Too many chemicals—it’s like
growing plants in a chemistry lab. I miss our roses,
Monte. Isn’t that silly?”

“I don’t think so, Lise.” He took her in his arms and
nudged her cheek with his beard. “Three years is a big
chunk out of anyone’s life—and you did do wonders
with those flowers of ours. It’s funny, the things you
miss out here.”

“I know. I catch myself thinking about our picnics
up in the mountains. Remember Beaver Creek, where
you caught all those rainbows? And how quickly the
clouds came up, and the way the rain sounded on the
roof of the copter? I think the worst thing about a space-
ship is that there’s no weather.”

“It hasn’t been much fun for you, has it?”

She changed the subject promptly; she did share his
excitement about Sirius Nine, and she had no use at all
for complaining wives. “What did Admiral York have
to say?”’ :

Monte hesitated. “Nothing much. He’s a very level-
headed guy, I think. We were working out the details of
rescue operations—ijust in case.”
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Quite suddenly, they became acutely aware of the
ever-present cold steel of the ship around them, the cold
steel and the great emptiness Outside. . . .

Monte thought of the children they had never had—
Louise had lost two children in childbirth and the doc-
tors had advised against trying again—and he knew that
Louise was thinking of them too. It was a shared sad-
ness between them.

Louise held him tightly. “You will be careful, Monte?”

“Of course, Lise.”

“I hate to be a stupid wife, but you’re all I have. I
couldn’t bear to lose you.”

He kissed her, feeling her lips trembling beneath his.

It always comes back to this, he thought. After all
the problems and all the fights and all the triumphs and
all the sorrows, it comes back to one man and one woman
alone in a room. Without her, I am nothing. Without
her, the universe is empty.

And then he thought: Monte, you're a sentimental
slob. )

Well, what the hell! I like it this way!

“And so do I,” Louise said, reading his mind with the
ease of long practice.

In the darkness of the artificial night, with Louise
asleep by his side, Monte Stewart woke up. He had been
dreaming, and it hadn’t been a pleasant dream. His
pajamas were damp with sweat.

He lay quite still, his eyes open, staring into the black-
ness.

Maybe it's the ship that gives me the jitters. Maybe
it’s the cold dead air that whispers from the vents, or
the vibration of the drive that gets inside a man, or the
gravity that's never quite right. Maybe it's the gray steel
that seals me in. . ..

No.

Come off of it, Monte.

You know what it is.

Sure, he knew. The alien forms of life that had been
found on the Centaurus and Procyon systems hadn’t
worried him any when he had read about them. They were
really alien, so utterly different from human beings that
there was no possible point of conflict, any more than
there was between a trout and a pine tree. When life-
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forms are totally different, they can usually manage to
ignore one another. But when they are close—well,
there was a lot of unexpected truth in the old phrase
about being too close for comfort.

In a way, Monte felt, they had all been talking around
the real problem, pretending that it didn’t exist. In the
long run, it might not matter much whether or not the
natives of Sirius Nine had a culture that was more com-
plex than it seemed to be.

The crucial fact was that they were men.

The one animal man had to fear was man; so it had al-
ways been, and might always be.

In one sense, Monte Stewart was going to meet a
native of another world.

In another sense, and an equally real one, man was
at last going to meet man—his sometime friend, and
his most ancient enemy.

4 There are a number of much-

advertised facts, Monte discovered, that a man doesn’t
give a hoot in Hades about when he’s actually living on
an alien planet. Prominent among them are the follow-
ing:

The star Sirius is twenty-six times as bright as the
Sun of Earth, and two and one-half times as massive. It
has a temperature of 19,700 degrees Fahrenheit. It has
a white dwarf star for a companion, which revolves
around it every fifty years. The dwarf is a long way
off —twenty times the distance from the Earth to the
Sun—and it is only a little more than three times the
width of the Earth. Sirius has twelve planets, and the
ninth one, very far out in an elliptical orbit, is similar
enough to pass for a cousin, if not a twin, of Earth. The
planet has five percent more nitrogen in its atmosphere
than does the Earth, and slightly less oxygen.

On the other hand, there were certain facts that a
man could not ignore. These were the ones that kicked
him in the teeth:

The sun is a blinding white; a raging giant furnace in
the sky. If you are not careful, it blisters your skin with
disconcerting speed. The daylight hours—there are ten



of them—are oppressively hot, and the air is humid;
your shirt is plastered to your back ten minutes after
you put it on. The gravity, particularly after the months
on the ship, is a shade too strong and your feect feel as
though they have picked up heavy gobs of mud with each
step you take. Something in the air doesn’t agree with
you; your nose itches constantly and your throat is al-
ways sore. Strange animals sniff you on the heavy wind
and panic at the smell. The rolling grasslands look very
pleasant, but they are never level—you are always either
climbing or descending a deceptive grade, and there is a
libsral supply of burrs and thorns to rip at your skin
and your clothing. The great forests that grow in bands
along the bases of the jagged mountains are gloomy and
still, and the reddish leaves of the trees remind you of
a nightmare autumn. There are dirty-gray clouds on the
horizon, and muted thunder mutters down the wind. . . .

Monte wiped the sweat out of his eyes with his damp
sleeve and tried to find a less slippery grip on his rifle.
He had been on Sirius Nine for two weeks now, and in
his considered opinion had accomplished precisely noth-
ing. He had seen the natives with his own eyes, and
knew no more about them than he had known on Earth.
Journeying across the light-years, he thought, was some-
times easy when compared to crossing from one man’s
mind to another’s.

For the first time in his life, he genuinely understood
that a culture, a way of life, could be a totally alien
thing—something for which there was no counterpart on
Earth at all. Nothing in his previous experience had
prepared him for the reality of the people on Sirius Nine.
Now, struggling through the thick grass of the field with
Charlie Jenike at his side, he could not forget what he
had written the night before in his notebook. (He kept
two sets of notebooks, an official one and one for him-
self. So far, the official one was virtually blank.)

I’s frightening to realize how ignorant we are, and
how thoroughly conditioned by our own limited experi-
ences. Stories and learned speculations about life on other
planets always seem to emphasize the strange and exotic
qualities of the alien worlds themselves, but the life-
forms that exist against these dramatic backdrops all
live like earthmen, no matter how odd their appearance
may be. (Or else they live like social insects, which

33



amounts to the same thing.) All the caterpillars and oc-
topi and reptiles and frogs have social systems just like
the Vikings or the Kwakiutls or the Zulus. Nobody seems
to have realized that a culture too may be alien, more
alien than any planet of bubbling lead. You can walk
right up to something that looks like a man—and 1s a
man—and not know him at all, or anything about
him. . ..

Charlie sneezed. “Kleenex will make a fortune here.”

Monte squinted, trying to see over the curtain of grass
that surrounded him. ‘“Dammit, I think we’ve lost him
again.” He glanced up at the large gray reconnaissance
sphere that hovered in the sky above them, then spoke
into his wrist radio: “How are we doing, Ace? I can’t
see a thing down here.”

The soft, Texas voice of Ace Reid, who was piloting
the sphere, was reassuring. “He’s right where he was, sir.
Just at the edge of the trees. You’re right on target if he
doesn’t panic.”

“Thanks. Stand by.” He cut off the radio and concen-
trated on trying to avoid the hidden thorns in the grass.
His throat was sore and his eyes were inflamed. The day
was cloudy, fortunately, but the heat was almost unbear-
ably sticky. He felt like the wrath of God, and he was
none too optimistic about what he was doing. They had
tried twice before to make contact—how he was coming
to hate that phrase!—with the natives, and had gotten
exactly nowhere.

However, there was a possibility that the two of them
approaching on foot might not be overly alarming. And
the old man they had scouted had seemed to be more
curious than the others. . ..

“This,” Charlie Jenike said, “is murder.”

“Earthman’s Burden,” Monte muttered. He would have
preferred to have Ralph Gottschalk with him today, but
he desperately needed the linguist just in case the native
actually said something. Anyhow, Charlie was trying to be
cordial; it wouldn’t hurt him to reciprocate.

He pushed on through the sticky blue grass, talking to
fill up the silence. “You know, Charlie, it’s been a mighty
long time since any anthropologist went in absolutely
cold. I mean, even the early boys had some sort of a go-
between—administrators, someone who knew someone,
somebody. 1 feel like one of those Spaniards who washed
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ashore and looked up to find a bunch of Indians nobody
had ever seen before.”

“Give me the Indians every time. They’re at least from
the same planet we are—one of those Spaniards wound
up being a chief, you know.” Charlie began to sneeze
again.

With startling abruptness, they climbed out of the grass
and saw the dark shapes of the trees ahead of them.
Monte stopped and surveyed the terrain. He didn’t see
the man. Of course, they still had a good hundred yards
to go. ...

He cut in the radio. “Ace?”

“A little to your left, and dead ahead.”

“Right. Thanks.” He switched off the radio. “You
ready, Charlie?”

“l haven't been taking this stroll to help my digestion.”

Monte took a deep breath of the irritating air and
wished irrationally that he could light his pipe. It was out
of the question, of course. If there were no tobacco-like
plants on Sirius Nine, the native might not take too kindly
to the spectacle of a strange man with smoke coming out
of his mouth.

The two men walked steadily forward, their rifles at
the ready.

“Hold it,” Charlie whispered suddenly. “I see him.”

The man stood right at the edge of the trees, half
hidden by the faint shadows. He did not move at all, but
he was looking directly at them.

Monte did not hesitate. “Keep moving. Stay behind me
and on my right. Don’t use that rifle unless I'm actually
attacked, and for God’s sake, Charlie, try to look
friendly.”

Monte walked straight toward the man, keeping his
pace steady. His heart hammered in his chest. He was
within twenty yards of the man, fifteen. . ..

It was the closest he had ever gotten.

The man stood as though rooted to the spot, his dark
eyes wide and staring. His pale copper skin gleamed wetly
in the light, and the fuzz of golden hair on his head
seemed almost electrically alive. His long arms almost
touched the ground. The man was completely naked,
with a series of vertical stripes painted on his chest. The
stripes were all vermilion.
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He carried no weapons of any kind.

Ten yards. . ..

Monte stopped. Dammit, he thought, he 1S a man.
When you get up this close, there is no doubt at all.
Monte put his rifle down on the ground and held up his
hands to show that they were empty.

The man took one quick step backward. His dark eyes
blinked. He was quite old, Monte noticed, although his
muscles still seemed firm and supple. He looked fright-
ened, confused, uncertain. But there was something else
in his face, as though a struggle were raging within
him. The dark sunken eyes were sad, and yet strangely
eager. ...

Don’t run away. Just don’t run away.

Monte slowly fumbled in his pack. He took out a small
piece of raw meat and a cluster of red berries. He held
the meat in his right hand and the berries in his left. He
extended them toward the man.

The old man looked at the food silently. He wiped the
palms of his hands against the bare skin of his legs.

Monte took a step forward.

The man retreated a single step, standing now almost
behind a tall blue-barked tree.

Monte froze, still holding out the food. He didn’t know
what to do. If only he could talk to the man.

He bent over and put the berries and the meat on the
ground. Then he waved Charlie back and retreated ten
paces. They waited. For a long minute that seemed to
stretch into eternity, the old man did nothing at all.

Then, surprisingly, he whistled—one long whistle, and
one short. It sounded exactly like a2 whistle used to call a
dog.

Nothing happened.

The man repeated the whistle, urgently.

This time he got results. An animal whined back in the
trees. There was a sound of padded feet slowly moving
over a carpet of dead leaves. The sound came closer. . . .

The animal stepped out into the open and stood beside
the man. It was a big beast, and the stink of him filled the
air. He stood some four feet high and his coat was a dirty
gray. His long muscles rippled under his taut skin. His
ears flattened along his sleek head and he growled deep in
his throat. He looked at the two strangers and bared his
sharp, white teeth.
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Monte held his ground. The animal looked more like a
wolf than anything else, but he was built for speed. His
head was very long, with massive jaws. He was a killer;
Monte knew it instinctively. He felt exactly the same way
he felt when he looked at a rattlesnake.

The wolf-thing sniffed the air and growled again.

The old man whistled, once.

The animal went down low, his belly almost touching
the ground, and inched his way forward. It snarled con-
stantly, its long white teeth bared. It looked at Monte,
faliva dripping from its jaws. Its eyes were yellow, yel-
ow. ...

The wolf-thing paused at the meat, then kept coming.

Monte could feel the sweat dripping down his ribs.

The old man took a step forward, and whistled again,
angrily. The beast paused reluctantly, still snarling. Then
it turned, snatched up the meat, and trotted back to the
man by the tree. The man patted its sleek head and
nodded, and the wolf-thing disappeared into the forest,
taking the meat with him. He held it gingerly in his mouth,
not eating it.

Very slowly, the man stepped out and scooped up the
berries with his right hand. He stared at Monte, his dark
eyes fearful.

Monte took a deep breath. It was now or never. He
pointed to himself. “Monte,” he said distinctly. He pointed
to Charlie. “Charlie,” he said.

The man stood there with the berries in his hand. He
made no response. His eyes began to shift from point to
point, not looking at either of them directly. He seemed
very tense and nervous. Once, he glanced up at the gray
sphere hovering in the sky.

Monte tried again. He pointed to himself and repeated
his name.

The man understood; Monte was certain of that. The
dark eyes were quick and intelligent. But he said noth-
ing. He looked like he was trying to make up his mind
about something, something terribly important. . . .

Quite suddenly, with no warning at all, the man turned
on his heel and walked into the forest. In seconds, he had
disappeared from view.

“Wait!” Monte called uselessly. “We won’t hurt you,
dammit!” :
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“Try a whistle,” Charlie said sarcastically, lowering
his rifle.

Monte clenched his fists. Somehow, he felt very much
alone now that the man was gone, alone on a world that
was a long, long way from home. His skin itched horribly.

He looked up. Great dark clouds filled the sky, and the
rumble of thunder sounded closer. He saw a jagged fork
of white lightning flicker down into the forest. There was
a heavy smell of rain in the air.

Monte made up his mind rapidly. He was not going to
let that man get away. He called the sphere and dictated
a fast report of what had happened. “What’s the extent of
that forest, Ace?”

“It isn’t very wide, sir—not over half a mile. But it
stretches out lengthwise a far piece in both directions—
maybe two or three miles before it thins out any.”

“We’re going in after him. I want you to come down
low, just above the trees. Let me know at once if he comes
out the other side. Keep a fix on us, and if we holler you
know what to do.”

“You’re the boss. But there’s a bad storm coming
uF ”

“I know that. Stand by.”

Monte cut off the radio and wiped at his beard with his
hand. “He was walking, Charlie. That means there must be
a path.”

Charlie Jenike eyed the gathering rain clouds without
enthusiasm. “What if he takes to the trees?”

“What if he does?” Monte asked impatiently. “Didn’t
you ever play Tarzan when you were a kid?”

Charlie put his hands on his ample hips and tried to
figure out whether or not Monte was seriously consider-
ing taking to the trees after the man. He couldn’t decide,
possibly because Monte himself wasn’t sure at this point
of what he would or would not do.

Monte picked up his rifle and pushed his way into the
forest where the man had vanished. He thought for a mo-
ment that he heard the whine of an animal, but that was
probably his imagination working. It was hot and breath-
less among the trees, and the subtly wrong shapes of the
ferns and bushes gave the whole thing the improbable air
of a make-believe world. The woods were dark with
shadows. He felt cut off, as though he had stepped behind
an invisible wall.
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Thunder boomed high above them and the blue-black
limbs of the tall trees stirred fitfully.

“Look there,” he said. “There is a path.”

It was just a narrow, twisting trail through the forest.
In one place, where the leaves had been scraped away,
there was a fresh print—the mark of a naked man-like
foot, with the big toe sticking out at an angle like a human
thumb. The path looked like a trail through the woods
back home; there was nothing sinister about it.

But it was quiet; too quiet. Even the birds were silent
at their approach, and no animal stirred.

Monte thought of nothing at all and started down the
path.

The storm hit with a cold wet fist before they had gone
two hundred yards.

A wall of wind smashed through the trees and a roar
of metallic thunder exploded in the invisible sky. Great
gray sheets of wind-driven rain pelted the trees and over-
flowed into silver waterfalls that drenched the forest floor.

Monte put his head down and kept going. He heard
Charlie swearing steadily behind him.

The rain was cool and oddly refreshing on his damp
back, and the storm seemed to clear the air in a way that
was surprisingly welcome. In spite of the nerve-jangling
bedlam of sound, he felt better than he had before. His
nose stopped itching and even his sandpapered throat lost
some of its rawness.

He kept a sharp lookout, but it was hard to see any-
thing except the rivers of rain and the dripping bushes and
the water-blackened trunks of the trees. The crashing
thunder was so continuous that it was impossible to talk.
Far above him, the branches of the trees swayed and
moaned in the wind.

He was soaked to the skin, but it didn’t matter. He
shoved his streaming hair out of his eyes and kept on
walking. He concentrated just on putting one foot before
the other, feeling his feet squishing inside his boots, and
he kept looking, looking. . . .

There was still light, but it was a gray and cheerless
light that was almost as heavy as the rain. It was a ghost
light, fugitive from a hidden sun, and it had the feel of
imminent darkness in it. . . .

There.
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A tremendous tree to the right of the trail, a tree that
looked curiously like a California redwood, a tree that had
a black opening in it like a cave. . . .

And a frightened copper face staring out of the hollow-
ness within; two dark eyes peering into the rain.

Monte held up his hand. “There he is!” he hollered.

Charlie came up beside him, his pudgy features almost
obscured by countless trickles and rivulets of rain. “Let’s
grab him and run for it. We can make friends later
where it’s dry.”

Monte smiled and shook his head. It might come to
that eventually, but it would be a singularly poor begin-
ning. He stood there with the storm howling around him
and desperately tried to come up with something—any-
thing—that would get across the idea that he meant no
harm.

He had never before felt quite so keenly the absolute
necessity for language. He was hardly closer to the man
in the tree than if he had stayed on Earth.

Oh, Charlie had worked out a few phrases in one of the
native languages and he rhought he knew approximately
what they meant. But none of the phrases—even assuming
that they were correct—went with the situation. It wasn’t
the fault of the first expedition; they had planted their
mikes and cameras well. It was simply the fact that you
just don’t say the right things in casual everyday conver-
sations. A man can go through a lot of days without ever
saying, “I am a friend.” He can go through several life-
times very nicely without ever saying something as useful
as: “I am a man from another planet, and I only want to
talk to you.”

The closest thing they had was a sentence that Charlie
thought meant something like, “I see that you are awake,
and now it is time to eat.”

That didn’t seem too wildly promising.

“Why doesn’t he ask us in?” Charlie hollered. “He’s
looking right at us.”

“I don’t need any engraved invitation. Let’s barge on in
and see what happens.”

Monte stepped toward the tree.

The old man looked out at him with dark, staring
eyes. Those eyes, Monte thought, reflected a lifetime of
experiences, and all of those experiences were alien to a
man from Earth. The man seemed somehow to be of an-
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other time as well as another world; a creature of the
forests, shy and afraid, ready to panic. . . .

“Charlie! Give it a try!”

Charlie Jenike cupped his hands around his mouth
and bellowed a strange series of sounds; it sounded a bit
like singing, although his voice was distinctly unmusical.
“I see that you are awake,” he hoped he said in the na-
tive tongue, “and now it is time to eat!”

The old man shrank back into the hollow of the tree,
his mouth falling open in astonishment.

Monte took another step closer.

Instantly, without any warning, the man bolted.

He lunged out of his shelter, very fast despite his age,
and ran awkwardly, his long arms pumping the air. He
came so close that Monte actually touched him as he
passed. He scrambled up a tree with amazing agility,
wrapping his arms around the trunk and pushing with his
feet on the wet bark. When he got up to where the limbs
were strong, he threw one questioning glance back down
at the two strangers and then leaped gracefully from one
limb to another. He used his hands almost like hooks,
swinging his body on his long arms in breath-taking arcs.
The rain didn’t seem to bother him at all; he moved so
fast that he was practically a blur.

In seconds, he was gone—lost on the roof of the
world.

“Well, Tarzan?”

Monte stood there in the pouring rain. He was begin-
ning to get a trifle impatient with this interminable game
of hide-and-seek.

“P’m going inside,” he said, taking out his pocket flash-
light.

Charlie eyed the dark cave in the hollow tree. “That
thing may not be empty, you know.”

“l hope it isn’t.”

“After you, my friend—and watch out for Rover.”

Monte walked steadily over to the opening in the tree
and stepped inside.

5 There was a heavy animal smell
inside the chamber in the hollow tree, but Monte knew at
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once that the place was empty. He flashed the light around
to make certain, but his eyes only confirmed the evidence
of an older, subtler sense. The room—if that was the word
for it—felt empty and was empty.

In fact, it was the emptiest place Monte had ever seen.

He moved on in, making room for Charlie, and the two
men stood there in the welcome dryness, trying to under-
stand what they saw—and what they didn’t see.

The interior of the trunk of the great tree was hollow,
forming a dry chamber some twelve feet in diameter.
About ten feet above their heads, smooth wood plugged
the tubular shaft, forming a ceiling that reflected their
lights. _

The place was a featureless vault made entirely from
the living wood of the tree. Even the floor was wood—a
worn, brownish wood that was porous enough so that the
water that dripped from their clothes seeped away before
it had a chance to collect in puddles. The curving walls
were a lighter color, almost that of yellow pine, and they
were spotlessly clean.

There was a kind of shelf set into one wall; it was little
more than an indentation in the wood. The piece of raw
meat that the wolf-thing had taken was on the shelf, and
so was the cluster of red berries.

That was all.

There was no fumiture of any hkind. There were no
beds, no chairs, no tables. There were no decorations on
the walls, no art-work of any sort. There were no tools,
no weapons. There were no pots, no bowls, no baskets.

The place was absolutely barren. There were no clues
as to what sort of a man might live there.

It was just a big hole im a tree: simple, crude, unim-
pressive.

And yet. ...

Monte looked closely at the walls. “No sign of chop-
ping or cutting.”

“No. It’s smooth as glass. No trace of charring, either.”

“How the devil did he make this place?”

“Like Topsy,” Charlie said, “it just growed.”

Monte shook his head. “I doubt that. I never saw a
hollow tree that looked like this on the inside, did you?”

“Nope—but then I haven’t been in just a whole hell of
a lot of them.”

Outside, the rain poured down around the tree and the
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wind moaned through a faraway sky. It was not unpleas-
ant to be in the hollow tree; there was something secure
and enduring about the place, as though it had weathered
many seasons and many storms.

But how could a man have lived here and left so few
traces of his existence?

“Maybe he doesn’t live here,” Monte said slowly.
“Maybe this is just a sort of temporary camp—a shelter
of some kind.”

Charlie shrugged. There were dark circles around his
eyes and he looked very tired. “I'd say that these people
have no material culture at all—and that, my friend,
doesn’t make sense. You know what this place looks
like? It looks like an animal den.”

“It would—but it feels wrong. Too clean, for one
thing. No bones, no debris of any kind. And I'm not at
all sure that this is a natural tree.” -

“Supernatural, maybe?”

“I mean I think it has been shaped somehow.”

Charlie sighed. “If they can make a tree grow the way
they want it to, why can’t they chip out a hunk of flint?
It’s crazy. This place gives me the creeps, Monte. Let’s
get out of here before we poke our noses into something
we really can’t handle.”

Monte thought it over. It seemed obvious that the man
would not return while they were in the tree. Nothing
would be gained by parking here indefinitely. But he didn’t
like the idea of just pulling out. He was beginning to feel
a trifle futile, and it was a new experience for him. He
didn’t like it.

He reached into his pack and took out a good steel
knife. He carried it over and placed it on the shelf with
the meat and the berries.

“Do you think that’s wise?”

Monte rubbed at his beard, which was beginning to
itch again. “I don’t know. Do you?”

Charlie didn’t say anything.

“We've got to do something. And I'd like to see what
that guy will make of a real-for-sure tool. I'm going to get
one of the boys in here and plant a scanner and a mike
before he comes back. Then maybe we’ll see something.
I'll take the responsibility.”

He cut in his radio and called the sphere. Ace sounded
as though he were not exactly having the time of his life



bucking the storm above the trees, but he wasn’t in any
serious trouble. Monte carefully dictated a report of
what had happened, and arranged a rendezvous point at
the edge of the forest.

“Come on,” he said, and stepped back into the rain.

It was quite dark now, and the forest was hushed and
gloomy. The rain had settled down into a gentle patter
and the thunder seemed lonely and remote, as though it
came from another world. They brushed their way through
wet leaves and found the trail. The beams of their flash-
lights were small and lost in the wilderness of night.

Monte walked wearily along the path, his damp clothes
sticking to his body. He was bone-tired—not so much
from physical exertion, he realized, as from the strain of
failure. Still, the night air was fresh and cool after the
muggy heat of the day, and that was something.

All forests, he supposed, were pretty much the same at
night. He knew that this one, at any rate, was less alien in
the darkness. The trees were only trees, flat black shadows
that dripped and stirred around him. Occasionally, he
could even catch a glimpse of a cloud-streaked sky above
him, and once he even saw a star. With only a slight effort
of the imagination, he could feel that he was walking
through the night-shrouded woods of Earth, perhaps com-
ing home from a fishing trip, and soon he would walk into
a village, where lights twinkled along the streets and
magic music drifted out of a bar. . . .

He blinked his eyes and shifted the rifte on his shoulder.

Steady boy. You're a helluva long way from Earth.

It was hard for him to get used to this world. Sirius
Nine was just a name, and less than that; it seemed
singularly inappropriate. He wondered what the natives
called their world. He wished that he knew the names of
things. A world was terribly alien, incredibly strange, until
it was transformed with names. Names had the power of
sorcery; they could change the unknown into the known.

Tired as he was, Monte was filled with a hard determi-
nation he hadn’t known he possessed.

One day, he’d know those names—or die trying.

EXTRACT FROM THE NOTEBOOK OF MONTE
STEWART:
This is the fourteenth night I have spent on
Sirius Nine. The camp is silent around me, and
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Louise is already asleep. God knows I'm tired, but
I'm wide awake.

All my life P've heard that old one to the effect
that when you know the right questions to ask the
answers practically hit you in the face. I've even
said as much to students in that other life of
mine. (Space travel is a great cure for smugness.
I feel pretty damned ignorant out here. I wonder
if I wasn’t getting a mite cocky, back home?)

Well, I think I know some of the right ques-
tions. Here are the obvious ones:

What was that man we chased doing in the for-
est by himself? And, if he lives in that hollow tree,
does he live there alone? Wherever you find him,
man is a social animal—he lives in groups. Fami-
ilies, clans, bands, tribes, nations—the names
don’t matter. But a man alone is a very strange
thing. And he isn’t the only one, either; we've
seen others. Where is the group he belongs to?
And what kind of a group is it?

What are these people afraid of? The first
expedition did nothing to alarm them. Presumably,
they have never seen men like us before—we have
given them no reason to believe that we're danger-
ous. 'm sure that old man wanted to talk to us—
but he just couldn’t make himself do it. Why not?
Most primitive peoples, when they meet a new
kind of men for the first time, either trot out the
gals for a welcome or open up with spears and
arrows. These natives don’t do anything at all. Am
I missing something here? Or are they just shy? Or
what?

Why don’t these people have any artifacts? I
haven’t seen a single tool or weapon of any sort.
Don King hasn’t been able to find any artifacts in
archeological deposits. What’s the answer? Are
they so simple that they don’t even know how to
to chip flint? If so, they are more technologically
primitive than the men who lived on Earth a
million years ago.

Why have they retained the long, ape-like arms
of brachiators? Why do they swing through the
trees when they can walk reasonably well on the
ground? Is this connected in some way with their
lack of tools? Are we really dealing here with a
bright bunch of apes? Asnd if we are, then how
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about the language? (Question: Is a bright ape
with a language a man? Where do you draw the
line? Or do we have to get metaphysical about it?
And if they are apes, how are we supposed to con-
tact them for the United Nations?)

What’s the significance of that wolf-thing we
saw? Charlie and I saw the man ca!l Rover with a
whistle. We saw Rover pick up the meat and carry
it off. Later, we saw the meat inside the hollow
tree. (Problem: Was the man going to eat it, or
was Rover? Apes don’t eat meat under natural
conditions.) The man certainly seemed to control}
Rover. So is Rover a domesticated animal, or
what? On Earth, man didn’t domesticate the dog
until after he’d used tools for close to a million
years. Are there other animals they have domesti-
cated? ‘

How about that hollow tree? Is it natural, or do
the natives shape the growth in some way? If they
do, isn’t this an artifact? If they can do that, why
don’t they have agriculture?

Those are some of the right questions.

I'm waiting for the answers to hit me in the face
—but ’'m not holding my breath.

Two days later, the watched pot began to boil.

First, the old man returned to the hollow tree and
found the steel knife.

Then Ralph Gottschalk and Don King spotted a tree
burial.

And, finally, Tom Stein—who was cruising around
with Ace in the reconnaissance sphere—located an en-
tire village that contained at least one hundred natives.

Monte didn’t know exactly what he had expected the
man to do with the knife; he would hardly have been sur-
prised if he had swallowed it. He and Louise stood by
the scanner screen and watched intently as the man en-
tered the hollow tree for the first time since Monte and
Charlie had left.

The tree chamber was as Spartan as ever; nothing had
changed. The knife was still on the ledge by the meat and
the berries. Considering the probable condition of the
meat by now, Monte was just as glad that the scanner
did not transmit smells.

The old man stood in the center of the room, his dark
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eyes peering about cautiously in the half-light. His nose
wrinkled in a very human way and he picked up the meat
and threw it outside. Then he walked back to the shelf
and looked at the knife. He stood there for a long time,
a naked old man staring at a gift that must have seemed
very strange to him, a gift that had been made light-years
away.

Then he picked up the knife. He held it awkwardly,
between his thumb and forefinger, as a man might hold
a dead fish by the tail. He lifted it to his nose and sniffed
it. He got a better grip on the handle and gingerly touched
the cutting edge with the fingers of his other hand. He
muttered something to himself that the mike didn’t catch,
then frowned.

He walked over to the curving wall and stuck the point
of the knife into the wood. He yanked it out again, looked
at it, and then shaved a sliver of wood from the wall with
the cutting edge. His action left a single raw scar in the
polished smoothness of the room.

“Merc kuprai,” he said distinctly. It was the first time
Monte had ever heard the man speak; his voice was low
and pleasant.

“Charlie said that merc was a kind of polysynthetic
word,” hée whispered to Louise. “It means something like:
It is a . So he’s saying that the knife is a kuprai,
whatever that is.”

“Whatever it is,” Louise said, “it must not be very im-
pressive.”

The naked man shook his head sadly and tossed the
knife back up on the shelf. He did not look at it again,
He yawned a little, stretched, and walked out of the cham-
ber. The scanner still caught his back, just beyond the
entrance to the tree. He sat down in a small patch of sun-
light and promptly went to sleep.

“Well, I'll be damned,” Monte said.

Louise shrugged, her brown eyes twinkling. “Merc
kuprai,” she said.

“You, dear, can go to the devil.”

She gave him a quick, warm kiss. “You seem to be
oriented toward the nether regions today. Look up! Have
faith! Remember that every day in every way: ?

“Cut it out, Lise,” he grinned.

That was when Ralph Gottschalk came lumbering in
like an amiable gorilia. His face was flushed and he was
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smiling from ear to ear. Since Ralph was hardly the type
to get excited over nothing, Monte dccided that he must
have found not only the missing link but quite possibly
the whole chain.

“Monte, we’ve got one!”

“Swell. One what?”

“Confound it, man, a burial! We’ve got us a skeleton.”

The man’s excitement was contagious, but Monte held
a tight rein on himself. It wouldn’t do to go off half-
cocked. “Where? You haven’t touched it, have you?”

“Of course not! Do I look like a sap? But you've got
to see it! Don and I just found it about an hour ago—it’s
not a quarter of a mile from camp. The son of a gun is
up in a tree!”

“Are you sure of what it is?”

“Of course I'm sure—I climbed up and looked. The
bones are in a kind of a nest up there—a regular flexed
tree burial. Man, you ought to see the ulna on that
thing! And I'll tell you this—that mandible may be heavy,
but there’s plenty of room for a brain inside that skull. In
fact—"

“Anything in that nest except bones?”

“Nothing at all. No pots, no pans, no spears, no nothing.
Just bones. But you give me an hour with those bones
where I can really see ’em and I'll be able to tell you
something for sure about these people!”

Louise touched his arm. “Come on, Monte! Let’s go.”

“I’d better have a look,” Monte agreed. “Lead the way,
Ralph.”

Ralph charged off, sti'l mumbling to himself. He
ploughed through the scattered tents of the camp, crossed
the clearing, and plunged into a stand of trees at an im-
patient trot. Monte was amazed at the big man’s agility;
the tug of the gravity and the enervating effects of the
damp heat did not combine to make a sprint through the
forest his idea of a swell time. Louise seemed to be taking
it well enough, however, so he couldn’t afford to say
anything about it.

Don King was waiting for them at the base of a tall
tree. Monte wiped the sweat out of his eyes and was an-
noyed to notice that Don looked as natty as ever.

“Hello, Don. Ralph tells me that you two have nosed
out a burial.”

Don pointed. “Right up there, boss. See that thing that
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looks like a nest on that big limb? No—the other side,
right close to the tree trunk.”

“I see it,” Louise said.

Monte examined it as well as he could from where he
stood. It looked very much like a nest that might have
been made by a large bird, although it seemed to be made
mostly of bark. He chewed on his lower lip. If he could
just get his hands on those bones. . . .

“Well, Monte? What do you say?”

Monte sighed. “You know what I have to say, Ralph.
It’s no go. We can’t move those bones.”

Don King swore under his breath. “It’s the first solid
lead we’ve gotten! What’s the big idea?”

Monte put his hands on his hips and stuck out his
bearded jaw. The accumulated frustrations of this job
were beginning to get him on edge. “In case you haven’t
heard,” he said evenly, “we are trying our feeble best to
make friends with these people. It would seem to me that
desecrating one of their graves would be a fine way of not
going about it.”

“Oh Lord,” Don groaned. “Next you’ll be telling me
that those bones were probably somebody’s mother.”

“Not necessarily. They might just be somebody’s old
man. But I haven’t got the slightest doubt that we’re being
watched all the time. I'd like to have those bones just as
much as you would—maybe more. But we’re not going to
steal them—mnot yet, anyway. It may come to that. But it
hasn’t yet. Until I say otherwise, the bones stay there.
Understand?”

Don King didn’t say anything. He looked disgusted.

“I guess he’s right,” Ralph said slowly. “Sometimes we
have a tendency to forget what those bones mean to peo-
ple. You remember that joker in Mexico in the old days
who tried to buy a body right at the funeral? He almost
wound up in a box himself.”

“Nuts,” Don said.

Even Louise looked disappointed.

“Let’s go on back to camp,” Monte said, none too
happy himself. “Those bones won’t run away. They’ll still
be there when the time is right.”

“When will that be?” Don asked, running a hand
through his sandy hair.

“I’ll let you know,” Monte said grimly.

It was. indeed fortunate, in view of the general morale,
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that the reconnaissance sphere landed when it did with
the big news. The usually reserved Tom Stein popped out
like a jack-in-the-box, just as excited as Ralph had been
about the tree burial. His pale blue eyes flashed behind his
thick glasses and he even forgot to be analytical.

“Ace and I found a whole bunch of ’em about ten miles
north of here,” he said. “It must be the main local village
or something—at least a hundred of them. They’re living
in caves. We saw kids and everything. How about that?”

“That’s wonderful, Tom,” Monte said. “Maybe we can
do some good with them. Maybe if we catch a lot of ’em
in one place. . . .” He thought for a moment. “Tomorrow
we're going to take that recon sphere and set it down
right smack in the middle of those caves. We’re going to
make those people talk if we have to give them the third
degree.”

“Hey, Janice!” Tom yelled to his wife. “Did you hear
what I found? There’s a whole bunch of ’em. . . .”

Monte smiled.

Things were looking a little better.

An alien yellow moon rode high over the dark screen
of the trees and the orange firelight threw leaping black
shadows across the flat surfaces of the tents.

Monte, lying on his back on his cot, understood for the
first time that the old saying about feeling invisible eyes
staring at you was literally true. He knew that the camp
was ringed with eyes, eyes that probed and stared and
evaluated. It was not a pleasant feeling, but it was
the way he had wanted it to be. Indeed, the main reason
for establishing the camp in the clearing had been to give
the natives a chance to size them up. He hoped they
liked what they saw.

Ralph Gottschalk, his back propped up against a stump,
was strumming the guitar he had insisted on bringing
from Earth. He and Don King—who had a surprisingly
good voice—were singing snatches of various old songs:
John Henry, When My Blue Moon Turns to Gold Again,
San Antonio Rose, Wabash Cannonball. As was usually
the case, they didn’t quite know all the words, which
made for a varied if somewhat incomplete repertoire.

It was good to hear the old songs; they were a link
with home. And, somehow, the whole scene was oddly
reassuring. It was all so familiar, and at the same time so
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forever new: the dance of the fire, the distant stars, the
singing voices. How many men and women had gathered
around how many fires to sing how many songs since man
was first born? Perhaps, in the final analysis, it was mo-
ments like this that were the measure of man; no one, on
such a night, could believe that man was wholly evil

And the natives of Sirius Nine? Did they too have their
songs, and of what did they sing?

“It's beautiful,” Louise said, sharing his mood as
always.

Monte left his cot and went to her. He held her in his
arms and kissed her hair. They did not speak; they had
said all the words in the long-ago years, and now there
was no need for words. Their love was so much a part of
their lives that it was a natural, unquestioned power.
There was too little love on any world, in any universe.
They treasured each other, and were unashamed.

Tomorrow, there would be the caves and the natives
;nd the curious problems of men that filled the daylight

ours.

For tonight, there was love—and that was enough.

6 The gray reconnaissance sphere
floated through the sky like a strange metallic bubble in
the depths of an alien sea. The white furnace of the sun
burned away the morning mists, leaving the vault of the
sky clean and blue as though it had been freshly created
the night before.

“There it is,” Tom Stein said, pointing. “See? They’re
starting to come out now.”

Ace Reid, unbidden, began to take the sphere down.

Far below them, Monte could see a panorama that
might have been transmitted from the dawn of time.
There was a sun-washed canyon that trenched its way
through eroded walls of brown rock, and a stream of
silver-streaked water that snaked its way across the
canyon floor. Reddish-green brush lined the banks of the
stream, and it looked cool and inviting. (Old habits and
patterns of thought died hard; Monte caught himself
wondering whether or not the fishing was any good down
there.) At the head of the canyon, not far from the
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leaping white spray of a waterfall, there was a jumbled
escarpment of gray and brown rock. The face of the rock
was pockmarked with the dark cave-eyes of tunmels and
rock shelters. There was even a curl of blue smoke rising
from the mouth of one of the caves, which was the first
real evidence of fire that Monte had seen among the
natives.

He could see the people clearly, like toy soldiers de-
ployed in a miniature world. There were men and women
in front of the caves and on the steep paths that wound
down to the canyon floor. Three or four kids were already
down by the stream, splashing in the water. The people
must have seen the sphere, which was plainly visible in
the blue morning sky, but they didn’t seem to be paying
any attention to it.

“Look good, Charlie?”

The linguist smiled. “If they’ll only say something.”

Monte turned to Ace. “Set her down.”

“Where?”

“Just as close to that cliff as you can get. Try not to
squash anybody, but let ’em feel the breeze. I'm a mite
tired of being ignored.”

Ace grinned. “I'll park this crate right on their out-
house.” ’

The gray sphere started down.

They shaved the canyon walls and landed directly
below the cave entrances. Monte unfastened the hatch
and climbed out. The brown rock walls of the canyon
seemed higher than they had looked from above, rearing
up over his head like mountains. The blue sky seemed
far away. He could hear the chuckling gurgle of the
stream and feel the gentle stir of the wind on his face. He
;tl?:d there by the metal sphere and the others joinec

Suddenly, he was almost overpowered by a feeling
of strangeness. It wasn’t this world that was strange, noi
was it the natives who were all around him. It was him:
self, and it was Tom and Charlie and Ace, with thei
stubby arms and their layers of clothing. And it was the
gray metal sphere they stood beside, a monstrous artificia
thing in this valley of stone and water and livin
plants. . ..

The people did not react to their presence. The;
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seemed to freeze, neither coming closer nor attempting
to get away. They just stood where they were, watching.

What was the matter with them? Didn’t they have any
curiosity at all? Monte began to doubt his own knowl-
edge; he wondered whether all of his training and all of
his experience had been any good at all.

Me, the expert on man! I might as well be a cater-
pillar.

Then, at last, a child moved a little way down the
trail from one of the caves. He pointed at the sphere
and laughed—a high, delighted giggle. The people be-
gan to move again, going on about their business—what-
ever that may have been. They were so close that Monte
could practically reach out and touch them, and yet he
felt as though he were watching them from across some
stupendous, uncrossable gulf. He simply didn’t get them,
didn’t understand what he was seeing. The natives had
nothing; they lived in caves and hollow trees. Their
activities seemed aimless to him; they didn’t seem to do
anything that had any purpose to it. They appeared
unperturbed, and worse, incurious.

Yet somehow, they did not give him an impression of
primitiveness. (He recognized that that was a weasel
word, but he could only think in terms of the words and
concepts he knew.) It was rather that they were re-
mote, detached, alien. They lived in a world that was per-
ceived differently, where things had different values. . . .

An old man, considerably older than the one they had
tracked to the hollow tree, walked with difficulty down
the trail and stood there just above the sphere. He blinked
at them with cloudy eyes and hunched down so that he
supported part of his weight on his long arms. The wrin-
kled skin hung from his face in loose folds, almost like
flaps. He was definitely looking at them, not at the
sphere. Two young women drifted over and joined him.
The child giggled again and nudged one of the wide-
eyed girls.

Monte took a deep breath. He felt like a ham actor
who had come bouncing out of the wings, waving his
straw hat and doing an earnest soft-shoe routine, only
to discover belatedly that the theater was empty. . . .

Still, these people did not seem to be afraid. They were
not so timid as the man in the tree had been. Perhaps,
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Monte thought, the people here did share one human
attribute: they were braver in bunches.

Monte took a step up toward the old man, who frowned
at him and blinked his faded eyes. Monte raised his hands,
showing him that they were empty. “Monte,” he said, and
pointed to himself.

The old man muttered something and stood his ground.

Monte tried again, feeling as though he were caught
up in a cyclical nightmare. “Monte,” he said.

The old man nodded slowly and pulled at his ear.
“Larst,” he said distinctly.

By God! He said something!

Charlie whipped out his notebook and recorded the
single precious word in phonetic symbols. Monte smiled
broadly, trying to look like the answer to an old man’s
prayers. “Charlie,” he said, pointing. “Tom. Ace.”

The old man nodded again. “Larst,” he repeated.
He sighed. Then, incredibly, he began to point to other
things: the caves, the stream, the sky, the kids, the
women. For each, he gave the native term—slowly,
patiently, as though instructing a backward child. His
voice was weak and quavering, but his words were clear.
Monte matched him with English, then eased himself to
one side and let Charlie Jenmike take over.

Charlie worked fast, determined to grab his oppor-
tunity and hold on tight. He tested phrases and sentences,
scribbling as fast as his pen would write. He built up a
systematic vocabulary, building on the words he had
already learmed from the tapes. The old man seemed
vaguely surprised at his fluency, and patiently went or
talking,

Tom Stein maneuvered two of the kids, both boys
down the trail that led to the stream. He took a length of
cord from his pocket and made a skillful cat’s cradle or
his fingers. The boys were intrigued, and watched hin
closely. Tom went through his whole bag of string trick:
—the anthropologist’s ace in the hole—and tried- hi
level best to make friends.

Monte was as excited as though he had just trippec
over the Rosetta Stone—which, in a manner of speaking
he had. He stuck to the rules of the game; they were al
he had to go on. Begin with the person in authority
How many times had he told his students that? Finc
out what the power structure is, and work from the to}
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down. Okay. Swell. Only who was the person in authority?

Looking around him, he couldn’t be sure. It could
hardly be Larst, who was close to senility. It certainly
wouldn’t be one of the children. The women backed away
from him whenever he tried to approach—one of them
actually blushed—and they didn’t seem to be very likely
candidates. One difficulty was that many of the natives
were not paying any attention to them at all; they simply
went on doing whatever they were doing, and he was un-
able to get any clear impression of how they ranked. It
was very hard, he realized, to size up people who wore
no clothing; there were no status symbols to give you a
clue. Except, perhaps, for the chest stripes. . . .

He compromised by wandering around with his note-
book and trying to map the cave village. The people did
not hinder him, but he considered it best not to try to
enter the caves themselves. He plotted the distribu-
tion of the caves and jotted down brief descriptions of
the people he found in front of each one. He took some
photographs, which didn’t seem to bother the natives at all.

But they had made contact!

That was what counted; the rest would follow in time.

His one thought was to get as much done as possible.
He lost himself in his work, forgetting everything else.

The great white sun moved across the arc of the sky
and the black shadows lengthened on the floor of the
brown-walled canyon. ...

Monte never knew what it was that warned him. It
was nothing specific, nothing dramatic. It certainly wasn’t
a premonition. It was rather a thread of uneasiness that
wormed its way into his brain, a subtle wrongness that
grew from the very data he collected.

Long afterward, he told himself a thousand times that
he should have seen it before he did. He of all people,
moving through the cave village with his notebook and
camera, should have caught on. But the plain truth was
that he was so excited at actually working with the na-
tives that he wasn’t thinking clearly; his brain was dulled
by the flood of impressions pouring into it.

And, of course, there had been no real cause for alarm
in the weeks they had spent on Sirius Nine. Somehow,
the human mind continues its age-old habit of fooling
itself by moronic extrapolation: because there has been

55



peace there will always be peace, or because there has
been war there will always be war. . . .

The thing that triggered Monte’s brain back into
awareness, oddly enough, was not a man—it was an ani-
mal. He spotted the creature sitting in front of one of the
caves, apparently warming itself in the late afternoon
sun. (If you habitually lived in a furnace, he supposed,
it took a good bellows to heat you up a little.) Monte
snapped a picture of the thing, then studied it carefully
from a short distance away. It certainly was not related
to Rover, the powerful wolf-like animal they had seen
in the forest. In fact, unless he was very much mistaken,
the animal was a primitive type of primate.

It was a small creature, no bigger than a large squir-
rel. It had a hairless tail like a rat, and its rather chunky
body was covered with a reddish-brown fur. (It would
have been practically invisible in the branches of the
forest trees.) Its head, nodding in the sun, was large
and flat-faced, with sharply pointed ears like a fox. The
animal had perfectly enormous eyes; they were like
saucers. When it looked casually at Monte, the animal
resembled two huge eyeballs with a body attached.

Many features about the animal were suggestive of the
tarsier. To be sure, the tarsier was nocturnal, and there
was no sign that this animal was equipped for hopping.
Still, the tarsier was the closest analogy that Monte
could find.

It was the first animal that Monte had seen in the
cave village and it prodded his thoughts toward the wolf-
thing they had encountered in the forest. It was odd, he
reflected, that they had encountered nothing like Rover
in the village. As a matter of fact, now that he happened
to think about it, it was odd too that. ...

He stood up straight, a sudden chill lancing through
his body.

That was it. That was what was wrong about this
canyon village. That was what had been bothering him,
nagging at him. How could it be?

Monte walked as quickly as he dared over to the trail
and scrambled down it. He had to fight to keep himself
from running. He hurried over to where Charlie and
Larst were still yakking at each other. The old man—he
looked positively ancient now—was plainly weary, but he
was still answering Charlie’s questions.



Monte touched the linguist’s shoulder. “Charlie.”
Charlie didn’t even look around. “Not now, dammit.”
“Charlie, this is important.”

“Go away. Another hour with this guy »

“Charlie! We may not have another hour.”

That did it. Slowly, reluctantly, Charlie Jenike got to
his feet, stretched his sore muscles, and turned around.
There were shadows under his eyes and his shirt was
soaked with sweat. He was controlling his temper with
a visible effort.

“Well?”

“Think carefully. Have you seen any men here today?”

Charlie gave a sigh of exasperation. “Are you blind?
What do you think I’'m talking to, a horse?”

“I mean young men—or even middle-aged men. Have
you seen any?”

Charlie shook his head, puzzled now. “No, I don’t
think I have. But: »

“But nothing. We’ve been idiots. There’s no one here
except women and kids and old men!”

Charlie’s face went white. “You don’t think »

Monte didn’t waste any more time. “Ace,” he snapped.
“Walk over and get inside the sphere. Call the camp at
once. Hurry, man!” -

While Ace started for the sphere, Monte eased his
way over to where Tom was holding a group of kids en-
thralled with his string games. He squatted down beside
him. “Tom. Try not to look alarmed, but I think we’re
in trouble. There’s not a single solitary man of fighting
age in this village. Ace is calling the camp now.”

Tom stared at him, the cord forgotten in his hands.
“Janice,” he whispered. “She’s back there——"

Ace stuck his head out of the sphere and hollered:
“I’m sorry, sir. The camp doesn’t answer.”

The three men forgot field technique, forgot every-
thing. As one man, they sprinted for the sphere.

As he ran, Monte’s brain shouted at him with a single
word, repeated over and over again:

Fool, fool, fool!

Ace had the sphere airborne almost before they were
all inside.

They flew at top speed into the gathering shadows of a
night that was suddenly dark with menace.
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7 There was no fire; that was the
first thing that Monte noticed. The camp clearing was
gray and still in the early starlight. Nothing moved. The
place was as lifeless as some forgotten jungle ruin, and
the tents—there was something wrong with the tents. . . .

Monte kept his voice steady. “Circle the camp, Ace.
Let’s have the lights now.”

The sphere went down low and hovered in a slow
circle. The battery of landing lights flashed on.

“Oh God,” Tom Stein whispered. “Oh God.”

Monte felt his stomach wrench itself into a tight knot.
His mouth opened but no sounds came out. His hands
began to tremble violently.

The tents were ripped to pieces; they were little more
than sagging frames. The clearing was littered with
debris—pots and pans and clothing and chairs and bright
cans of food. And there were crumpled, motionless heaps
on the ground. They were very dark and very still.

Monte was a man of his time; he had no experience
with the sort of thing that had happened down below.
But he knew a massacre when he saw one. Slaughter.
That was the word. A word out of the past, a word that
was no part of life as he had known it.

He wanted to be sick, but there was no time for that.
“Land,” he snapped. “Get your rifles ready.”

The sphere dropped like a stone and hit the ground
with a dull thud. Ace switched on the overhead lights and
grabbed a revolver. The men scrambled out through the
hatch.

There was an ugly smell in the warm air. Everything
was utterly still, utterly lifeless. It seemed that nothing
was moving in all the world.

The men advanced in a tight group, hardly breathing.
The first body they saw was one of the wolf-things. His
dirty-gray coat was black with blood. His white fangs
were bared, snarling even in death, and his yellow eyes
were open and staring. Monte shoved at the body with
his boot; the muscles were already stiff, though not com-
pletely so. sg '



The next body was also one of the beasts, His head
had almost been blown off.

The third body, lying on its face, was Helen Jenike.
Her back was clawed to shreds. Her fingernails were
dug into the ground, as though she had tried to seek
shelter in a hole. Charlie rolled her over and caught her
up in his arms. He began to sob—dry, terrible, wrench-
ing sobs that were torn from the depths of his soul. Monte
stared at her face. Helen had always been such a dainty
person; this was the first time he had ever seen her with
her lipstick smeared and her hair in her eyes. . . .

Monte and Tom and Ace went on. They found Ralph
Gottschalk—or what was left of him—surrounded by
four of the dead wolf-things. Ralph—big, gentle, Ralph
—still had his rifle in his hands. His bloody face was
frozen into an expression of incredible hate and fury.
One of the wolf-things still had its teeth fastened in his
mangled leg. Monte forced the jaws apart and kicked
the thing aside.

They went on, across the scattered logs of the dead
fire, toward the tents.

The last body they found was Louise.

She lay in the dirt, a red-stained kitchen knife in her
hand. She seemed smaller than Monte remembered—a
tiny, crumpled, fragile thing. He had never seen her so
still. He picked her up and stroked her black hair. He
didn’t even see the blood. He stood there with his wife
in his arms and listened to Charlie sobbing from across
the clearing. She seemed so light; she didn’t weigh any-
thing at all.

He remembered: it had been a long time ago, on an-
other world. She had turned her ankle in the Colorado
mountains and he had carried her to the copter. “God,”
he had said, “you weigh a ton!” And she had laughed—
she had always been laughing, always happy—and she
had said, “You’re getting old, Monte!”

Old? He was old now.

He sat down on the ground, still holding her. He
couldn’t think. Somebody’s hand was on his shoulder.
Ace’s. He was dimly grateful, grateful for some small
touch of warmth in a world that was cold, cold beyond
belief. He shivered and wished vaguely that the fire was
going. Louise had liked the fire.

“She’s gone! She’s not here!”
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A voice. Stupid. Who wasn’t here? She was here. . . .

Tom Stein, pacing around like a crazy man. Why
didn’t he sit down? What was the matter with the man?

“Monte! Janice isn’t here! She may still be alive.”

Slowly, with a dreadful effort, Monte pulled himself
back to awareness. It was as though he were far under-
water, pulling for the light above him. But there was
no light, there was no feeling. There was nothing,

“Monte, we’ve got to find her!”

He put Louise down, gently. He stood up, his face
pasty white, his eyes wild. He looked around. The world
was still there.

“Who else is missing?”

“Don isn’t here. They may have gotten away. We've
got to find her!”

“Yes. We've got to find her.” He turned to Ace. “Call
the ship. Tell them to stand by for boarding. Tom. Take
your rifle and start firing into the air. One shot every
ten seconds. Maybe they’ll hear you.”

Desperate to be doing something, Tom ran off and re-
covered the rifle he had dropped. He fired. The shot
was small and lonely in the darkness.

Monte walked slowly over to Charlie Jenike.

“Let’s build a fire. It’s cold.”

Charlie looked up at him with unseeing eyes.

“Come on, Charlie.”

Charlie got to his feet, stricken and lost. He nodded
wordlessly.

Together—<loser in their grief than they had ever been
in a happier world—they began to build a fire.

At the edge of the clearing, Tom Stein fired his rifle at
the sky, once every ten seconds.

There was no warning at all that Don and Janice were
near; they simply materialized out of the forest like two
shadows. Tom almost shot his own wife before he recog-
nized her.

“Why didn’t you holler?” he asked fretfully. “Why
didn’t you shoot and let me know you were alive?” Then
she was in his arms, clutching him as though she were
drowning and only he could save her. “You’re alive,”
Tom said over and over again. “You’re alive. Are you
hurt? You’re alive!” He was so overwhelmed that he
didn’t even think of thanking Don King for saving her life.
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Don was a far cry from the neat, handsome man he
had been a few long hours before. His clothes were torn
and his sandy hair was black with dirt. He was still bleed-
ing from a gash in his left shoulder. He was trembling
with the reaction to the ordeal he had been through, but
he was probably the calmest man in the clearing. For
him, the shock was over.

He sat down before the fire, his head in his hands. He
didn’t look at Monte or at Charlie. He said quietly, “I'm
sorry. Sorry as hell. I did the best I could. They were
already dead when I grabbed Janice and lit out.”

Monte squatted down beside him. “Nobody’s blaming
you. We’re just glad you’re alive. What happened, Don?”

Don still did not look at them. He stared into the fire
and talked flatly, as though he were describing something
that had happened to someone else a long time ago. “It
was still light, about the middle of the afternoon. We
weren’t doing much of anything, just waiting for you to
get back. Ralph and I were kidding around about going
back to that tree burial and poking into it a little. We
didn’t do it, though—we were afraid we might offend the
little tin gods.” He spat into the fire. “All of a sudden a
pack of those damned dogs or whatever they are came
busting out of the woods. They were on us before we
knew what was going on. It was crazy, a nightmare. It all
happened so fast we couldn’t put up any kind of a de-
fense. They seemed to be going after the women; I don’t
know why. They snarled all the time, like they had gone
mad. I saw some of the native men in the trees. They
didn’t do anything—just watched. They never tried to
help—I got the impression they had sent the dogs, but
that doesn’t make sense. We got our guns and did what
we could—Ralph went after one of them with his bare
hands. There were too damned many of them. I shot two
of them that were after Janice and Ralph hollered at me
to run. I couldn’t see anything clearly, it was all chaos. I
grabbed her and took off into the woods. I didn’t know
what to do, where to go. Those bastards in the trees
could see me, and they could climb better than I could. I
knew those dogs could trail us on the ground, and we’d
never have a chance. I remembered that tree burial—I
guess it was because Ralph and I had just been talking
about it—and I headed for that. It turned out to be a good
idea, but I don’t take any credit for it—we were lucky.
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We climbed up to that damned nest and just sat there.
The natives were all around us for a while, but they didn’t
do anything—maybe the place is sacred or something. The
dogs followed us and I shot a pile of them—ten or twelve,
at least. Then I ran out of ammunition; there hadn’t been
time to grab any spare clips. After a while the dogs went
away, and so did the natives. When we heard you shooting
we climbed down and came back. That’s all. My God,
what happened over at that village? Did you guys rape
the chief’s daughter or something?”

“Nothing happened. Nothing at all.”

Charlie Jenike just shook his head; words were too
much trouble. -

Monte stood up, keeping his eyes averted from
Louise’s body. “You get the ship, Ace?”

“Yes, sir. They’re standing by. Admiral York is about
to blow a fuse. He says for you »

“The hell with Admiral York. Look, Ace—this will
take two trips, understand? Janice goes first; we’ve got to
get her out of here. Tom will go with her, of course. And
Don.”

“I'll wait for you,” Don said.

Monte ignored him. “When you get them stashed away,
come and get us. Charlie and I will get the bodies ready—
we’ll use tent flaps to wrap them in. Take your time, Ace
—there’s no rush getting back here.”

Ace hesitated. “They may come back again, Monte.”

“Yes. I hope they do.”

_Ace looked at him and then headed for the sphere,
rounding up the others as he went. The sphere lifted
soundlessly into the starlit sky, and was gone.

Monte and Charlie sat by the fire, their rifles in their
hands, alone with the dead. The night was utterly silent
around them. It was not cold, but both men were shiv-
ering.

“Well, Charlie?”

“Yes. Let’s get it over with.”

They got to their feet and cut up what was left of the
tents. Then they did what had to be done.

By unspoken assent, they took care of Ralph first,
together.

Then each man did what he could for his wife.

When it was over, they built up the fire again. The
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damp wood hissed and sputtered, but the flames finally
took hold and twisted up toward the sky in hot orange
columns. Monte honestly didn’t know whether the fire
was to keep something away or to lure something in. He
was sure that Charlie didn’t know either.

Monte sat with his back to the fire, watching the black
line of the trees. His vision seemed preternaturally sharp:
he could trace the webbing of branches against the stars.
And his hearing was keener than it should have been: he
heard each tiny stir of the leaves, every scrape of an
insect across the forest floor, each distant night-cry of
an invisible bird. He was aware, of course, of the fact that
sensory impressions are sometimes heightened at mo-
ments of crisis—but that datum was stored in a part of
his mind that was not really functioning. He was sur-
prised at his acute awareness, and that was all.

“Why did they do it, Monte? What did we do to them?”
Charlie’s voice was hoarse and ugly.

“I don’t know. I thought we were very careful. Hell,
maybe there wasn’t any reason.”

“There’s always a reason.”

“Is there? I’'m beginning to wonder.”

Charlie didn’t say anything more, and thesilence was
hard to take. It was better to keep the night filled with
words. When he didn’t talk he began to think, and when
he began to think. ...

“I guess we made the prize stupid blunder of all time,”
Monte said slowly. “We figured that because we meant
them no harm they must necessarily feel the same way
about us. We went in among the cannibal tribe with our
hymn books and they popped us in the stewpot. We should
have been more careful.”

“They seemed so shy, so frightened. Was all that an
act? How could we have known, Monte? How could we
have known?”

“It won’t help them to blame ourselves.”

“But I do. God, I just went off and left her sitting
here——"

“Cut it out, Charlie,” he said harshly. “I can’t take
that.”

The silence came between them again, and this time
they did not disturb it. They let the heat of the fire bake
into their backs and waited for the sphere to return from
the orbiting ship. The night around them was vast and
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filled with strangeness; it was more lonely than the stars
that burned in the sky above them, and more filled with
mystery. . . .

They both sensed his presence at the same time.

“Monte?”

“Yes. Over there.”

They got to their feet, their rifles in their hands. The
light was not good, and at first they didn’t see anything.
But they both knew with absolute certainty that there was
a native somewhere in the trees, watching them. They
knew that there was just one native, and they knew ap-
proximately where he was.

. Monte was as calm as ice. He squinted his eyes, wait-
ing.

“There he is,” Charlie whispered hoarsely.

Monte saw him now. He was up high, up where the
branches began to thin out, up where he was outlined
against the stars. A tall man, facing them, his long arms
reaching up above his head. . ..

The man seemed detached somehow, aloof and unwor-
ried. He was not trying to conceal himself. He was just
standing there watching them, as though it were the most
natural thing in the world to be doing. . . .

Something in Monte snapped—literally snapped. It
was as though a taut wire had been suddenly cut. The
hate boiled up in him like searing lava; his lips curled
back in a snarl.

He did not think, did not want to think. He let himself
go. He was surprised at how easy it was, how steady his
hands were, how clearly he could see. He even remem-
bered not to hold his breath.,

He lifted the rifle; it was as light as a feather. He got
the motionless native in his sights. Sitting duck. He
squeezed the trigger. The rifle bucked against his shoulder
and a tongue of fire licked into the night. He was not
aware of any sound. The slug caught the native in the
belly. Monte smiled. He had wanted a gut shot.

The man doubled up in the tree, grabbing at himself.
Then he fell. It took him a long time. He bounced off one
branch, screaming, and hit the ground with a soft thud.

Monte and Charlie ran over to him. He was lying on
his back, his long arms wrapped around his belly. His
sunken eyes were wide with shock and fear. He tried to
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say something and a gush of blood bubbled out of his
mouth.

Monte started for him, but Charlie pushed him aside.

“He’s mine,” he whispered.

Charlie Jenike finished the man off with his rifle butt,
and he took his time doing it.

They left the native where he was and went back to
their fire. It was blazing brightly. Neither of them spoke.

When the gray sphere drifted down out of the sky, Ace
helped them load the bodies of their dead. It didn’t take
long.

The sphere lifted again toward the invisible ship high
above them in the starlit night. Monte looked down and
watched the fire in the clearing until it was lost from view.

Then there was only the great night all around them,
the great hollow night and the far cold stars. He closed
his eyes. There was a terrible emptiness inside of him, an
icy ache that cried out to him of something vanished,
something lost. . . .

Something that he had been and something that he
could never be again.

8* The funeral was mercifully brief,
and even had a certain dignity, but it was still a barbaric
thing. Monte sat through it in a daze, his mind wander-
ing. How Louise would have hated it all. . . .

“When I die,” she had told him once, back in those
sunlit days when death was only a word and they had both
known that they would live forever, “I don’t want any
gloomy songs and weeping relatives. I want to be cremated
and I want my ashes to be spread in a flower garden,
where they’ll do some good. You'll see to it, won’t you
Monte?”

“Afraid I can’t,” he had said. “I’ve already promised
you for a sacrifice to the Sun God.”

The Sun God.

Sirius?

Sacrifice. . . .

There had been one consolation, he supposed, although
that was hardly the word for it. Her body, stretched out
in its makeshift box, was in space. It was drifting in the
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emptiness and the stars. Crazily, he wondered whether
she was cold. At least she was not buried in the earth,
with damp soil sealing her off forever from the light and
the sun.

In time, she might even fall into the sun. A strange sun,
to be sure, a white furnace of a sun, but still a sun. She
might have liked that. . ..

He could not believe that she was gone. Oh, he didn’t
try to kid himself about it. She was dead, and his mind
accepted the fact. He couldn’t console himself with any
fuzzy notions that they would meet again in some Great
Bye and Bye. But belief is something you feel, not just
something that your mind cannot reject. Even when he
knew that Louise was in a box in space, he found himself
listening for her voice, watching for her to come walking
through opening doors, wondering why she stayed away
now that he needed her so much.

It was unbearable. He shunned the room that they had
shared, entering it only to try to sleep. (Sleep? He had
forgotten what sleep was.) He didn’t drink much; drink-
ing only made it worse. He knew that some men hit the
bottle in an effort to forget, but that would never work
for him. Alcohol only accentuated what he.was already
feeling; it had always been that way.

But there were times when he had to go into their
room. There were times when he had to lie on their bed,
and be alone in the darkness. There were times when he
saw her clothes and the books she had been reading.
There were times when he could smell her perfume, still
lingering in the bare, tiny room.

Then he knew that she was gone from him forever.

Then he knew.

Admiral William York sat behind his polished desk
and looked acutely uncomfortable. He was a tall man, tall
and lean, and his gray hair was cropped close to his skull.
He seemed to be at attention even when he was sitting
down, but he was not an unduly formal man. He had
warm brown eyes and a face that easily relaxed into a
smile. In fact, Monte thought, he was the perfect officer—
even to the slight limp that he had when he walked, a
limp that hinted discreetly of past deeds of valor. He was
a civilized man, and that didn’t make the interview any
easier.
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Monte was aware of the contrast in their appearances.
Monte’s clothes didn’t fit him the way they should; he had
lost a lot of weight and was downright skinny. His beard
was ragged and his eyes had dark circles under them.
Monte was hard, harder than he had ever been, but he
was too hard to be flexible any longer. He didn’t bend
and snap back. He—broke.

It didn’t all show, of course; he was glad of that. He
was still Monte Stewart, no matter what he felt like inside.
But he felt oddly ill at ease, like a schoolboy summoned
before the headmaster. He didn’t belong here, in this
room, with this man. The hum of the air vents bothered
him, and the stale metallic smell of the gray ship. The
air seemed cold and dead after the warm irritating atmos-
phere of Sirus Nine; he always seemed to be cold
now. ...

“Drink, Monte?”

“Thank you.”

Admiral York poured out a shot of whiskey for each
of them. He sipped his, but Monte tossed it down like
medicine. York made quite a thing out of lighting a ciga-
rette, doing his best to make Monte relax. Monte didn’t
want to disappoint him, so he fished out his pipe and
began puffing on it. The smoke did taste good. That, at
least, had not changed.

Admiral York fingered a stapled pile of typewritten
pages on his desk. There were fourteen pages, Monte
knew, with his signature on the last one.

“Well, Monte?”

“You've read it. It’s all there. There isn’t anything
else to say.”

York leaned back in his chair, staring at his cigarette
as though it were the most interesting thing in the world.
“You realize, of course, that the safety of this expedition
is my responsibility. I have to take most of the blame for
what happened down there.”

Monte sighed. “You’re not a fool, Bill, so don’t act
like one. I made all the decisions with the natives. I was
careful to make that clear in my report, in case there
should be any question about it later. It wasn’t your
fault.”

“Perhaps. But it will be if anything else happens, so
nothing else is going to happen. We know what we’re up
against now.”

67



“Do we? I wish you’d let me in on it.”

“You know what I mean.”

“That’s what you keep telling me. But I don’t.”

York shrugged. “Look, Monte, I'm not trying to be
difficult. I know that you’ve had a terrible shock; please
believe me when I say that if there were anything I could
do to help I would do it.”

“I know that, Bill. Sorry.”

“The fact remains, however, that I am not a free agent.
I have the responsibilities of command here; I must do
what I think best.”

[13 An d?”

“And I'm taking this ship back to Earth, Monte. I
can’t risk any further bloodshed. The decisions from
now on will have to be made by higher authorities.”

“You mean Heidelman?”

“I mean the Secretary-General. Surely you realize the
situation we’ve gotten ourselves into here? You do under-
stand, don’t you?”’

Monte puffed on his pipe. He felt his hands begin to
tremble and it made him mad. “You mean that we've
failed. That it was all for nothing. That we’re just going
to turn tail and run.”

York looked away. “Isn’t that about the size of it?
Think, man! You can’t go back there. You must be able
to see that. It was bad enough the first time. Now the
natives have attacked us and killed some of our people.
Worse than that, maybe, you’ve killed one of the natives.
I'm not blaming you; I might have done the same. But
we’ve got to draw the line somewhere. We didn’t come
here to start a war.”

“What did we come here for?”

“That’s your department, not mine. My job was to get
you here and get you back. That’s what I intend to do.”

“Very fine, very noble. Maybe you’ll get a medal out
of it, huh?”

“There’s no call to get sarcastic. I'm trying to be
reasonable with you. You’re being bull-headed, not me.
It’s always easy to blame the brass.”

Monte got to his feet, his pipe clamped between his
teeth. “Hell, I know I'm taking it out on you.” He
looked at York with weary eyes. “How do you think
I feel? My wife is dead. Ralph is dead. Helen is dead.
And I've flopped in the biggest job I ever had. Ever
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think of yourself as a failure? I never had. I always
thought I could do anything. Maybe things came too
easy for me; I don’t know. I've had my nose rubbed
in the dirt, but good. But 'm no quitter. I'm not through
yet.”

“But what can you do? I'm all for this hands-across-
space stuff; I believe in it. But it’s absurd to sacrifice
yourself for the glories of anthropology. You’re not
thinking straight »

“To hell with anthropology! What kind of a jerk do
you take me for? It’s bigger than that and you know it.
If we foul it up now there may never be another chance.
The next outfit that comes out here—if there is a next
outfit—will be a military expedition. Do you want that?”

“No. No, I don’t.”

“Okay. I loused up the first try. It’s up to me to set it
straight. It’s my job. I want to do it, that’s all.”

“I can’t let you risk the others.”

“No, of course not. But who are we risking? There is
no threat to the ship—they can’t get at you here. Janice
must certainly stay here, and I wouldn’t want Tom to
go back. I don’t think Don would go anyhow. I don’t
know about Charlie—that’s up to him. But I can go
back.”

“Alone?”

“Why not? The worst that can happen is that I'll get
myself knocked off. What difference will that make?”

“Monte, I admire your guts. But I've seen it happen a
thousand times—a man loses his wife and he thinks it’s
the end of the world. It isn’t. You're still young——"

“Creeping crud! I've got to go back. I've got to live
with myself, Louise or no Louise. Suppose you were
sent out on a big assignment and you lost the first
skirmish. Would you run for home? Would you?”

York hesitated. “Maybe. If I saw that there was no
hope at all—”

“But you don’t know that! We don’t even know what
happened down there, not really. We’ve got enough of the
language now so that we can talk to them. We made
some progress. Look, you’re clear on all this. It’s down
in black and white that 'm in charge of all relations with
the natives. We came out here to stay a year. I want
that year. You can’t just order me to go home, not when
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the ship is in no danger at all. That won’t help what
happened. We've got to try again.”

York poured out another drink and handed it over.
“Calm down. Just what do you propose to do? Go back
down there with your popgun and start blazing away?”

Monte sat down and swallowed his drink at a gulp.
“I swear to you that there will be no more killing. Not
even in self-defense.”

York looked at him and nodded. “I believe that. But
where will it get you? You must have some sort of plan.”

“I do. I'm going down there and I’'m going to win their
confidence. I'm going to find out what makes them tick.
When I understand them I can deal with them. I'm
going to give Heidelman his - peaceful contact if it kills
me.”

“That’s not a plan. That’s an ultimatum. We can’t
trust those people—they’ve proved that. We've got to
consider our own security.”

Monte smiled. “That sounds pretty familiar, Bill. That’s
the old, old road that leads to nowhere. I can’t trust him.
‘He can’t trust me. So wouldn’t it be better to drop a
big fat bomb on him before he drops one on me? Do
you want to start that up all over again? Do you want
that to be the history of Earth’s first meeting with other
men?”

“You gave them every chance to be friendly!” York
was a little red in the face; this was a touchy subject.
“You bent over backwards. What did it get you? There’s
no damn sense in it! I can’t let you go back down there
and get yourself killed. That is my responsibility.”

Monte grinned; he was feeling better. “I didn’t know
you cared.”

“Cut it out. I'll go this far with you—TIll give you a
week. At the end of that time, I want a plan—a real
plan. And you’ll have to sell me on it, I warn you. I want
a plan that gives a reasonable prospect for success. I want
a plan that will ensure your safety. I want a plan we
can show the boys back home that makes it dead cer-
tain that no more natives get hurt, no matter what good
excuses we have. I want the works, in writing.”

“You don’t want much, do you?”

Admiral York permitted himself a smile. “As the man
said, you buttered your bread—now lie in it.”

Monte stood up and stuck out his hand. York took it.
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“You've got yourself a deal, Bill. Thanks. I won’t for-
get it.”

“If this backfires, neither one of us will ever forget
it. But good luck. And try to get some sleep, will you?”

“Sleep? Who has time for sleep?”

Monte turned and walked out of the room.

He hurried along the metal catwalks with the great
ship all around him, feeling more alive than he had felt
in a long time. There were plans to be made. He stuck his
pipe in his mouth and set out to find Charlie Jenike.

9 He found Charlie Jenike where he
had known he would be: crouched over his notebooks
and recording equipment in the cold little box-like room
Charlie used for his linguistics lab. Charlie was so
wrapped up in his work that he didn’t even hear Monte
come in.

Monte studied the man, seeing him with fresh eyes. He
had never felt really close to Charlie until that fantastic
night by the fire in the bloody clearing on Sirius Nine;
there had always been a subtle antagonism between them.
It was probably nothing much; they just rubbed each
other the wrong way. And yet, somehow, he had been
fated to commit a murder with Charlie Jenike. In a uni-
verse where strangeness lurked behind every common-
péa:ue facade, this was surely one of the strangest things
of all.

(Oh yes, it had been murder when they had killed the
native. Monte knew it and Charlie knew it. They had
not even recognized the man. They had never seen him
before. They hadn’t known what he wanted or what he
was doing. If you come home some night and find your
wife has been murdered, you don’t just charge out into
the street and shoot the first man you find on the prin-
ciple that one victim is as good as another. Maybe they
had been a little crazy, but that didn’t excuse them in
their own minds. What was it that Don King had said in
that bull session so long ago? “We say we're civilized,
which means that we have enough surplus to afford
luxuries like high-minded philosophies. But if things got
tough I'll bet we’d be right back where we started from
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quicker than you can say Cuthbert Pomeroy Gundel-
finger; itd be an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, and
a pancreas for a pancreas. That's the way men are.”
Monte recalled that he had been rather self-righteous
in that argument, talking learnedly about progress and
ethics and all the rest. He had been pretty sure of him-
self. But then, it had been a very long time ago. . . .)

Charlie certainly wasn’t very impressive physically. He
was a dumpy, sloppy man who was losing his nothing-
colored hair; if he had ever glanced into the mirror,
which was highly unlikely, he would have seen what
looked disturbingly like a bulldog’s face perched atop a
penguin’s rotund body. Charlie lacked all of the con-
ventional virtues: he dressed badly, changed his clothes
all too infrequently, had little visible charm, and didn’t
bother to cultivate the civilized buzz of small-talk which
serves to cushion our dealings with our fellow seasick
passengers on the voyage of life. Nonetheless, Charlie
had something, something that was quite rare. Watching
him at work, Monte realized that the man had a certain
dignity, a certain integrity that had all but vanished
from the contemporary scene. The very words dignity
and integrity were slightly suspect these days; like so
many others, they had been corrupted by the politicians
and the tri-di dramatists. It was a surprising thing to
find such a man and to know him—it was something like
finding a worm that could do algebra. Now that the chips
were down, Monte found that he could turn to Charlie
Jenike in a way that he never could with a man like Don
King, or even with Tom Stein.

Charlie finally sensed his presence and turned around,
his eyebrows lifted questioningly.

“I’'ve been talking to Bill York. He wants to take the
ship back to Earth.”

“That figures. Will he do it?”

“Unless I can talk him out of it. I'd like to kick it
around with you a little, if you don’t mind.”

The linguist fumbled for a cigarette and lit it. “T’ll
try to fit you into my list of appointments. Shoot.”

Monte filled his pipe and sat down on a hard, straight-
backed chair. The whisper of the air vents seemed very
loud to him. It was odd that the noise didn’t make Char-
lie’s work more difficult than it was. He wondered sud-
denly why Charlie kept on working as he did. To keep
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himself from thinking about Helen? Work was a kind
of opiate, but that was a feeble explanation. For that
matter, Monte didn’t know what it was that kept him-
self working. He smiled a little. He didn’t understand
Charlie, he didn’t understand himself. How could he pos-
sibly hope to understand the natives of the Sirius Nine?

“How much did you get from Larst?”

“Plenty.”

“Enough to talk with them?”

“I think so. I already had a lot of stuff, and the old
buzzard gave me enough of a key so that I can work out
most of it. It’s a curious language—very weak in active
verbs. But I can speak it now, after a fashion.”

Monte felt a wave of relief. That was one bluff he had
pulled with York that had panned out. They had the
words, they had a bridge. “What the devil do they call
Sirius Nine?”

“That’s a tough one. They think of the world in a
number of different ways, some of them pretty subjec-
tive. They do have a word, though—Walonka. it seems
to mean a totality of some sort. It means the world, their
universe, and it has an idea of unity, of interconnections.
It’s the closest I can get. They don’t quite think in our
terms. You know, of course, that it’s more than just a
matter of finding different labels for the same thing—
you have to dig up the conceptual apparatus that they
work with. They call themselves Merdosi, the People.
And they call those damned wolf-things by a very simi-
lar term: Merdosini, A rough translation would be
;ortr;;thing like ‘Hunters for the People.” Interesting,
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“%t makes sense. Did you get anything else sugges-
tive?”

“I got one thing. One of the words that Larst applied to
himself has a literal meaning of man-who-is-old-enough-
to-stay-in-the-village-all-year-round. What do you make
of that?”

Monte frowned. “It must mean that the younger men
don’t stay in the village all the time. And that
mean ?

“Yeah. When you noticed that none of the younger
men were present, you were dead right. But it didn’t
necessarily mean that we thought it meant—that they
were out on a war party of some sort. The attack on




our camp might not have been hooked up with their ab-
sence at all. Those guys are out in the woods most of
the time—maybe they all live in trees like the man we
tried to contact.”

“But they must come into the village sometimes.”

“Obviously. There are kids running around. That
would indicate at least occasional proximity.”

“You think they have a regular mating season, some-
thing like that?”

“I wouldn’t know. It’s a possibility. But it seems a
little far-fetched for such an advanced form of life.”

“It wouldn’t have to be strictly biological, though. Hu-
man beings do funny things sometimes. It might be a
situation where there is some slight biological basis—
females more receptive at certain times of the year—and
then the whole business has gotten tangled up with a
mess of cultural taboos. How does that strike you?”

Charlie ground out his cigarette. “Well, it might ex-
plain a lot of things. The attack on the camp, for one.”

Monte got to his feet, excited now. “By God, that’s it!
How could we have been so stupid? And to think that I
planned it that way——"

“You didn’t know.”

“But I did the worst possible thing! I set up our camp
in a clearing, where they could watch us. I wanted them
to see what we were like. And we had our women with
us, all the time. We flaunted them. And then we went to
the village with their women——"

“You couldn’t have known.”

Monte sat down again wearily. “Me, the great anthro-
pologist! Any fool bonehead could have done better. I
should have known—what was that guy doing in the
tree by himself in the first place? We landed and the very
first thing we did was to break the strongest taboo in
their culture! It was just like they had landed in Chicago
or somewhere and had promptly started to mate in the
streets. My God!”

“It’s somethmg to think about. But that isn’t the whole
answer.’

“No, but it’s a lead! They don’t seem quite so unfath-
omable now. Charlie, I can crack that culture! I know I
can.”

Charlie lit another cigarette. “Youre going back
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there.” He said it as a simple statement of fact, not as a
question.

“Yes. I've got to give York a royal frosted snow-job
to do it, but I'm going back.”

“Don won’t go. York won’t let Tom and Janice out of
this ship again.”

“l don’t give a damn. I’'m going alone.”

“You can forget that. Include me in. I'm going with
you.”

Monte looked at him. “You don’t have to go, Charlie.”

“Don’t I1?”

“You know what the odds are. I don’t think we’ll ever
come back, to tell you the truth.”

“So? Who wants to come back? What for?”

Monte sighed. He had no answer for that one.

“We’re both crazy. But we've got to come up with a
plan for Bill York. An eminently sane plan.”

“Yeah, sure. Sane.”

“Let’s hit it. Got any ideas?”

Charlie smiled, relaxing a little. “I've got a few. I was
afraid you were going to try to sneak off and leave me
here. I was working on a small snow-job of my own.”

Monte pulled his chair up to the table and the two men
put their heads together.

An hour or so later, a passing crewman was aston-
ished to hear gales of laughter behind the closed door of
Charlie Jenike’s linguistics lab.

EXTRACT FROM THE NOTEBOOK OF MONTE
STEWART:

I've lost track of time.

Sure, I know what “day” it is and all that. It’s
easy to look at the ship’s calendar. But it doesn’t
mean anything to me. (Funny to think of how
much trouble a people like the Maya went to in
order to invent a calendar more accurate than
our own. And even their calendar was forgotten in
time; it got to the point where it didn’t matter. I
wonder why? I wonder what really happened?)

It seems to me that Louise died only yesterday.
That is the only past I know, the only past I have.
There is a time when the pain is too much to bear.
There is a time when the pain goes away—or so
people tell me. Those are the two dates on my
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I find it almost impossible to work on my of-
ficial notebook. In this one, the one for myself, I
can think. A man can’t think in terms of large
abstractions like the United Nations and the First
Contact with an Alien Culture. It gets to be a per-
sonal thing, a personal fight. There comes a time
when a man must get up on his own hind legs and
admit the truth. I’'m doing it for me, for Monte
Stewart. I'm doing it because I am what I am.

(And what am I? Cut it out, boy! You’re not
ready for the giggle academy yet!)

Well, a long time ago I asked myself some ques-
tions about the people of Sirius Nine. Or should I
say questions about the Merdosi of Walonka?
That is progress of a sort. And I think I've got
some answers now; the questions must have been
good ones. And, as usual, I've got some more
questions.

But what do I know?

I know what that man was doing in the forest by
himself. The Merdosi have a mating season of some
sort. The men live out in the forest most of the
time, and only come into the cave village with the
gals at certain times of the year. This may be bio-
logical, or cultural, or—more probably—both.
Question: What in blazes do the men do out there
in those hollow trees? Question: How do the
women and kids get by on their own in the village?

The Merdosi are afraid of us, and I still don’t
know why. Sure, we broke a powerful taboo by
living with our women at the wrong time of the
year—but that doesn’t explain everything. They
attack us because they are afraid of us; I'm certain
of that. At other times they try to ignore us. It is
as though we are a threat to them simply by being
here. Why?

Obviously, there is a very close relationship be-
tween the people and the wolf-things—between the
Merdosi and the Merdosini. The Merdosini are the
Hunters for the People. The two life-forms are
interdependent. Can we call this symbiosis? Re-
gardless of the name we tag it with, we have a
problem. It’s easy to see what the wolf-things do
for the natives—they do their hunting for them,
and their fighting as well. But what do the natives
do for the wolf-things? %hat do the Merdosini get



out of the deal? It must be a very old pattern, but
how did it start? How do the natives control those
animals? On Earth, the dog probably domesticated
itself—hung around the fire for scraps of food and
the like. But that won’t work here, because the na-
tives seem to get their food—or some of it—from
the Merdosini. What’s the answer? (And we’ve
got the same puzzle with those tarsier-like critters
I saw in the village. Are they just pets, or some-
thing else?)

I'm convinced that the key to this whole thing
is somehow mixed up with the fact that these peo-
ple have no tools. We are so used to evaluating
people in terms of the artifacts they use that we
are lost when these material clues are denied to us.
Making tools seems to us to be the very nature of
man. The first things we see when we look at a cul-
ture are artifacts of some sort: clothes, weapons,
boats, skyscrapers, glasses, watches, copters—the
works. But most of this culture isn’t visible. We
can’t see it, but it’s there.

What can it be like? Is there a richness here
that we are just not equipped to see?

And remember that they do have the concept of
tools. They even have a word that means an artifact
of some sort: kuprai. The old man knew what a
knife was for, but he was not impressed by it. Well,
we have a lot of concepts in our culture that we
don’t make much use of. I can remember hearing
a lot of twaddle about how it doesn’t matter
whether you win or lose, but only how you play the
the game. Try telling that to a football coach. Try
telling that to an honest man whose kids don’t
have enough to eat.

Take away all our tools, all the trappings of our
civilization, and what do we have left?

What do the Merdosi have?

The gray metallic sphere came down out of cold black-

ness into warm blue skies. The white inferno of Sirius

burned in the heavens like a baleful eye that looked

down upon a red and steaming world.

The sphere landed in the clearing where the charred
logs told of a fire that once had burned, and bright cans

of food and broken chairs hinted at a meal that had never

been eaten.
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The hatch opened and two men climbed out into the
breathless heat of the day. They moved slowly and
clumsily, for their bodies were completely encased in
what had been spacesuits a few days before. They looked
like awkward robots who had somehow strayed into a
nightmare jungle in the beginning of time, and they car-
ried extra heads in their hands.

Supplies were unloaded and the sphere lifted again into
the wet blue sky and disappeared.

The two men carried no weapons.

They stood for a moment looking at the dark and silent
forest that surrounded them. They heard nothing and
saw nothing. They were not afraid, but they knew that
they faced a world that was no longer indifferent and un-
prepared. They faced a world that was totally alien, and a
world that was hostile beyond reason, beyond hope.

They were the Enemy. It was a fact of life.

Strange and unnatural in their stiff-jointed armor, al-
ready sweating under the great white furnace of the sun,
they methodically began to make camp.

All around them, in the tall trees that reached up to
touch the sky, long-armed shadows stirred and watched
and waited.

1 O Monte wiped the stinging sweat out

of his eyes—no simple matter with his hand inside a
spacesuit glove—and squinted up at the sun. The swollen
white fireball was hanging just above the trees, as though
reluctant to set. Its light turned the leaves to flame and
sent dark shadow-tongues licking across the clearing.

It had been the longest afternoon of his life. The space-
suits, even with the air vents that had been drilled into
them, were miserably hot and clumsy. He felt as though
he were standing in twin pools of sweat, and the faint
breeze that whispered against his damp face only made
the contrast more unbearable. He thought of what it
would be like with the helmets on and shuddered.

Still, it was the only way.

His throat was getting sore again from the irritants in
the air, but his nose was clear. It was odd, he thought,
how different things affected a man at different times on
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an alien world. Now that he was used to the way Sirius
Nine looked, now that he knew that the name of the
world was Walonka and its appearance was familiar, he
was struck by the way the place smelled. Even if he had
been blind, he would have known that he was not on
Earth.

He smelled the acrid smell of sun-blasted canyons and
the brown-rock smell of the mountains. He smelled the
bubbling silver of the streams and the close, heavy smell
of the trees. He caught the perfume of strange flowers
and the greasy scent of vines that crawled up to the roof
of the world. He smelled the slow wind that had flowed
like oil over places he had never seen. He sniffed the
rank odor of furtive animals that padded across the forest
floor. He sensed the tang of seasons and woodsmoke and
the great vault of the sky, and he smelled things that were
unknown and nameless and lost.

How strange it was to smell things that conjured up no
memories, brought back no nostalgia. . . .

“Soup’s on,” Charlie said, looking more grotesque than
ever in his bulbous spacesuit. “Get it while it’s hot.”

“I’ll settle for a cold beer.”

“Got to eat, don’t we? Can’t be a hero on an empty
stomach, as someone once should have said.”

“How about Ghandi? He was good enough to have
York’s ship named after him.”

Charlie tried to shrug, but it was virtually impossible.
“He wasn’t lugging a spacesuit around on his back. Burns
up the old calories, you know.”

Monte took a self-heating can that Charlie handed to
him and awkwardly spooned out a steaming horror that
was supposed to be beef stew. He ate it standing up,
for the simple reason that sitting down was too much
trouble. He washed the stuff down with a canteen of cold
wl))vater and was surprised to find that he felt somewhat

etter.

Sirjus was below the rim of the trees now, although it
was still flooding the sky with light. There were puffy,
moisture-laden clouds on the horizon, and they looked
black in the middle and crimson around the edges. It
was still hot, but the evening breeze was freshening.

They built up the fire in the clearing until the logs siz-
zled and popped and white smoke funneled into the sky.
They checked their tents and then they were ready.
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“Do you see them?”’ Monte asked.

“No. But I feel ’em. They’re all around us, up in the
trees.”

“Time for your speech, wouldn’t you say?”

“Are you sure you wouldn’t rather do it yourself? You
can speak the lingo as well as I can by now.”

“Not quite. Anyhow, you’re more eloquent. Give ’em
the works.”

“It’s useless, you know.”

“Maybe. We've got to try.”

Charlie Jenike walked stiff-legged to the other side of
the fire. He stood there facing the trees. The fire hissed
behind him. He looked somehow more alien than the
world he faced: a squat mechanical man that had stepped
out of a factory in a dark land beyond the stars.

The red-leafed forest was an abyss of electric silence:
waiting, watching, listening.

Charlie Jenike took a deep breath and made his pitch.

“Merdosi!”

There was no answer; Charlie hadn’t expected one.

“Merdosi!”

There were only the trees rooted in the hostile soil,
only the immense night that rolled in from far away.

“Merdosi! Hear my voice. We do not come to you in
anger. We carry no weapons.”

(Monte smiled in appreciation; Charlie really was good
with the native language. That last sentence was a mar-
vel of circumlocution.)

“Merdosi! My people came to Walonka to be friends
with your people. We meant you no harm. In our ignor-
ance, we made many mistakes. We are sorry for them.
The Merdosi too have made mistakes. It was wrong for
you to send the Merdosini after our people. It was wrong
to kill. We did not understand, and we too were wrong
when we killed one of your men. This clearing has been
stained with blood—your blood and our blood. That is
past. We want no more killing We will k111 no more.
Our only wish is to speak with you in peace.”

The shadow-filled forest was silent. A log burned
through on the fire and collapsed in a shower of sparks.

Charlie lifted his heavy arm. “Hear me, Merdosi! This
is another chance for both of us. We are all people to-
gether. We must trust one another. On our world be-
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yond the sky, many bad things have happened because
people could not trust each other. Many times the first
step was never taken, and that was wrong. Here and now,
we are taking the first step. We have come in peace. We
have trusted you. We have washed our hands of blood.
Come out! Come out and let us sit by the fire and talk
as men!”

No voice answered him. In all the darkening hush of
the woods, no figure stirred.

“Merdosi! We have learned your words, and we speak
them to you. There is nothing to fear! There is much to
be gained. Do you not wonder about us, as we wonder
about you? Will you not give us a chance, even as we
have given you a chance? It is wrong for a man to hide
like an animal! Come out! Come out, and let us be men
together!”

There was no reply. He might as well have been talk-
ing to the trees themselves. Slowly, he let his arm fall to
his side. He turned and rejoined Monte by the tents.
There was a bleak sadness in his eyes.

“Well,” he said, clearing his throat.

“It was good, Charlie. No man could have done any
better.”

“It wasn’t good enough.”

“Maybe not. We knew it was a long shot, didn’t we?
We gave it a try. What the hell.”

Monte stroked his matted beard absently. He looked
around the little clearing. The firelight seemed brighter
now; the long night was near. He found himself looking at
the exact spot where Louise had died. Quickly, he averted
his eyes.

Charlie snorted. “We’re nuts. They’re nuts. The whole
thing is insane. If we had all our marbles, we’d go back
to Earth and forget there ever was a Sirius Nine.”

“Think you could forget?”

“Maybe. I could try.”

Monte laughed. “I'll tell you, Charlie: it’s probably
easier for me to come here than it would be to go home,
and that’s the truth. But the notion is not without its ap-
peal. I could go back to Earth and file a classic report
with the U.N. The intrepid anthropologist returns from
the stars and gives the boys the word. The natives are
bloodthirsty jerks! 1 advise that they be obliterated for
the good of mankind! Ought to create quite a stir, hey?”
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“Maybe that’s just the report you should file,” Charlie
said soberly.

" “There’s another good one we could come up with; it
would be very popular and would make everybody feel
good. The natives are poor ignorant dopes who don’t
know what they’re doing. I advise that their culture be
manipulated by the all-wise earthmen to make them
smart like us. 1 propose an ‘earthman’s burden’ for the
good of the universe! How’s that sound?”

“Familiar. Stupid, but familiar.”

“The devil of it is that most people would welcome a
report like that. It’s funny how many people there are who
like to play God.”

Charlie started to say something, then changed his
mind. He walked over and managed to lift another log and
toss it on the fire.

“Think we’ll last out the night?” he asked casually.

“Maybe.”

“Let’s get with it. I'd just as soon try to make pals with
the Devil as the Merdosi.” -

“We might have a better chance, at that. After all, the
Devil is a product of our own culture a few millenniums
back. He’s one of the boys, even with his horns and tail.
He even speaks our language, according to usually re-
liable sources. He makes deals.”

“To hell with him,” Charlie grinned.

“Exactly. Are you ready?”

‘LYes"’

“Put your helmet on and let me test it.”

Charlie picked up his gleaming helmet, stared at it a
moment, took a deep breath, and settled it on his shoul-
ders. It clamped into place with an audible click, and
Charlie locked the catches with gloved, puffy fingers.

Monte checked the helmet carefully. It was secure.
Charlie’s face, behind the thick glassite plate, seemed
swollen and remote. Monte put on his own helmet and
fastened the catches. All sounds from outside ceased. He
knew a moment of panic when he felt as though he
were smothering, but then the air came in. The doctored
suits had breathing holes in the helmets, so that they did
not have to depend on canned air.

He spoke into his mike. “All set?” His voice had a hol-
low sound to his own ears.

Charlie poked at the helmet and gave it a pull or two.

82



“Okay.” His voice was tinny in Monte’s ears. “You’re
sealed in like a sardine.”

“This ought to be quite a night.”

“Yeah. At least we won’t die of boredom.”

“We may roast to death, though.”

“It’s a thought.”

They fell silent; there was nothing more to say. Monte
felt oddly detached, as though his body belonged to some-
one else. It was already hot in the suit. The silence was
overwhelming. The world seemed to have disap-
peared. ...

Side by side, like two cumbersome monsters who had
lost their way, the two men moved into the sleeping tent.
They lowered their heavy bodies onto the protesting
cots and lay quietly, their eyes bright behind their glas-
site plates.

“Now I lay me down to sleep,” Charlie said.

Monte said nothing. He stared up into the hushed dark-
ness of the tent and tried not to think.

Outside, the fat yellow moon would be rising. The old,
uncaring stars would be looking down on the orange fire
that burned in the little clearing. Somewhere, invisibly re-
mote, the ship that had brought him from Earth would
be floating in the dark silence.

Sealed in his anachronistic spacesuit, Monte Stewart
was as alone as a man could ever be.

He closed his eyes.

Patiently, he waited.

They came out of the night and out of the stillness that
lay beneath the silver stars. They came as he had known
they would come, on great padded feet, with yellow eyes
that gleamed in the close darkness of the tent.

He saw them coming; he was not asleep. They were
phantoms, slipping like fog through the entrance to the
tent. He could not hear them through his helmet, but he
could see their glowing yellow eyes.

He imagined what he could not see: the dirty-gray coat
with the long muscles rippling under a taut skin, the long
sleek head with the crushing jaws, the saliva dripping
from the pulled-back mouth. . ..

He could smell the stink of them, hot and moist and
heavy in the trapped air of the tent.

The wolf-things, the killers, the Merdosini.
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They had come back to kill again.

“Charlie.”

“Yes.” The voice was tinny in his ear. “I see them.”

He felt nothing, but he could see them nosing at his cot.
He could see the black flowing shadows around Charlie’s
bed.

He lay very still, trying to slow down his breathing. His
heart was pounding wildly in his chest. The sweat trickled
down from under his arms and it was cold as ice in his
hot suit. He waited, not moving a muscle.

Nightmare? Yes, this was what a nightmare was like. A
nightmare was all terrible silence and the black shadows
of death.

Incredibly, the punch-line of an ancient joke came to
him: Here comes old cold-nose.

He fought down a mad impulse to laugh, to scream, to
yell. These were the beasts that had killed Louise. These
were the animals that had destroyed Helen Jenike. These
were the killers that had torn Ralph Gottschalk apart.

These were the voiceless horrors of a fevered dream. . . .

The wolf-things attacked.

Suddenly, with mindless ferocity, they were all over
him. He couldn’t see, couldn’t move. The cot must have
cracked under their plunging weight, for he felt himself
fall to the ground. He was smothered under them, the
stink of them filled his nostrils.

He waited, fighting down panic. They couldn’t hurt
him. He grabbed that thought and held onto it. They
couldn’t hurt him. That was what the spacesuits were for.
If your defense is strong enough, you don’t have to worry
about the offense. The spacesuit was tough and it covered
every inch of his body. It would take more than teeth and
jaws to tear through that suit. The natives scorned weap-
ons. Very well. Let them try to open a can without a can-
opener! '

He felt nothing at all, he heard nothing but Charlie
breathing into his suit mike. He could not see; one of the
things was blocking his face plate. Flat on his back, he
tried to move and failed. They must be all over him. . . .

The stench was terrific. He lost track of time. Unbid-
den, his mind began to work. What if they blocked his air
supply? Was the air getting stale? What if they found a
fault in the suit, a weak spot, and white teeth began to
gnaw at his bones? What g one of the natives came in
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and unlocked his helmet? What if the natives could di-
rect the wolf-things well enough so that they could pry
open his helmet, get at his head?

If only he could see/

There was some sound coming through the air filters—
or was it only his imagination? A wet roaring, a growling,
aslavering. ...

“Charlie!”

“I hear you.”

“Can you move?”

“No.”

“How long has it been?”

“I don’t know.”

“What if they don’t stop, never stop?”

“You tell me. Calm down, Monte. This is your party,
boy',,

Monte flushed in hidden shame. Couldn’t he take it?
What was the matter with him?

If only he could see.

If only he could move. . . .

Suddenly, he had to move. He had miscalculated his
own staying power; he could not endure this blind suffo-
cation, this being buried alive. He tried to lift his arms
and failed. He tried to bend his knees and failed. He tried
to sit up and failed.

He began to cry, and choked it off as rapidly as it came.
He gathered himself, sucked in fetid air. He was going
to move. No stinking animal was going to stop him. He
felt a strength pouring through him that was almost super=
human.

Now!

He wrenched and twisted to his right, felt the suit roll
over. He was clear! He lurched to his feet, his eyes blazed.
He stumbled out of the tent, pulling shadow beasts with
him.

He could see! The fire in the clearing still burned
feebly, and the moon was pouring silver down through
the night. The wolf-thmgs were all around him, circling
him, moving in again. The muscles rippled on theu' lean
ﬂanks their jaws were bleeding where they had tried to
tear a hole in his suit.

Monte laughed wildly. “Come on, you devils! Come
on and fight!”

“Monte! What are you doing?”
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“Shut up!”

“Monte, remember »

‘;Shut up, I tell you!” He was screaming, he had gone
mad.

The wolf-things jumiped him, trying for his metallic
throat, trying to pull him down. There was no longer any
thought in his mind of standing and taking it. He was
clumsy in his suit, but he had a strength he hadn’t known
he possessed. He moved his arms as though they were pis-
tons.

He caught one of the beasts in his gloved left hand,
gripping it by the leg. He lifted it off the ground and
smashed his right hand into its snarling face. The thing
dropped like a stone when he let it go.

He picked up another one, staggering under its weight.
He threw it at a tree, hard. He crouched down in his
bulky armor, moved forward like a wrestler. His breath
whistled in his teeth. He grabbed one that was trying
to slink away, swung it in a great circle, and hurled
it into the coals of the fire. It hit with a shower of sparks,
rolled, and bolted for the safety of the trees.

His own laughter was maniacal in his ears. He seized
a log and whirled it around his helmeted head like a
scythe. He felt it crunch into something, and it felt good.

“Monte!”

Something had him from behind; he tried to shake it
off but couldn’t. He pulled free and turned, the log ready
in his hands.

Charlie stood there, an impossible robot in the moon-
light, waving his arms.

“They’ve gone!” The voice rang in his ears. “They’ve
gone! Put the log down, you fool! What are you trying
to do?”

He hesitated, and that was enough. Something like
sanity came back to him. His arms were suddenly as
heavy as lead and he dropped the log to the ground. He
looked around. The clearing was empty. He saw one of
the Merdosini dragging itself into the trees.

“You idiot! They couldn’t hurt us. You know what we
decided—"

That voice. He had to get away from that voice.

Trembling, he reached up and unlocked his helmet.
He jerked it from his head, swallowed the fresh clean air.

Something inside of him snapped. He leaned against a
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rock and was violently, desperately sick. He couldn’t
move, didn’t want to move.

Charlie stumbled over to him, a gloved hand caught at
his shoulder. He tried to brush the hand aside but he
didn’t have the strength. Charlie picked up his helmet
and clamped it down over his head again. All sounds
stopped except for the noise of harsh, labored breath-
ing. His? Charlie’s?

The tinny voice again. “You take that hat off again
and I'll brain you with a rock. What got into you?”

“Don’t know, don’t know. . . .”

He could hardly stand. Charlie steered him toward the
tent.

There was a light. It came from Charlie’s suit. He saw
that his cot was smashed beyond repair. The tent was a
shambles.

The anger poured through him again. He was glad
that he had fought back, plan or no plan. He hoped
that he had killed a few of them. Somewhere, in some
dim corner of his brain, he knew that his thoughts were
crazy thoughts—but it didn’t matter.

The beasts had attacked them, hadn’t they?

“Lie down, Monte. They won’t be back tonight.” Char-
lie’s voice sounded tired and hopeless, as though he had
been let down from an unexpected quarter.

What's the matter with him?

Or is it me? What's the matter with me?

He was on the floor of the tent, on his back. He had
no idea how he had gotten there, but it felt wonderful.
He was exhausted. Everything was far away, fuzzy.

“Charlie? Sorry, Charlie. Feel so strange. . . .”

The voice came in from miles away. “Go to sleep. We’ll
talk about it in the morning.”

“Yeah, go to sleep. ...”

He closed his eyes.

In seconds, he was asleep.

And that, really, was when it started

1 1 Dreams?

Monte wasn’t at all sure that they
were dreams, which in itself was strange. Somehow, he
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had always known when he was dreaming. If the dream
had been pleasant, he had enjoyed it. If it had been one
of those terrible dreams that come welling up from the
black pits of the mind—or from an improvident sand-
wich eaten too late at night—he had simply willed him-
self to wakefulness.

It's just a dream, he would think. Wake up! End it!

And he would stir and open his eyes and feel Louise’s
warm body next to his and everything would be fine.

But now his dream was very clear, very real. It was not
at all complicated and it had a weird kind of plausibility
to it. He was back home, and it was years ago. For some
reason, he had killed a man—a featureless man, a man
without a face. He had dug a hole out in the woods and
buried the man. He had covered up the grave and for-
gotten about it. Long years had passed and nobody sus-
pected that he was a murderer. He hardly knew it him-
self; he had buried his secret deep in his mind and
kept it there. And then one day a hunter was building a
fire. He cleared away the brush and found a decayed
hand sticking out of the earth. He uncovered the rest of
the body. The skin-shredded skull spoke the name of
Monte Stewart.

They were coming for him, coming to get him. It
was all over. The secret was out. He should have con-
fessed years ago. . . .

It's just a dream! Wake up! End it!

He fought his way out of the dream, peeling away the
layers of fog and cotton. Sure, it was just a dream! A
typical silly guilt dream, even. Calling Dr. Freud!

He stirred, opened his eyes.

He felt Louise’s warm body next to his.

Good. It was over.

No! It could not be.

Why, Louise was dead. She couldn’t be here. She was
cold, cold. ...

And he had a spacesuit on, didn’t he? How could he
feel her warm body? ‘

Dreams?

He moaned, not knowing whether he was asleep
or awake. He tried to remember. He was in a tent with
Charlie, Charlie Jenike. And they had been attacked by
great wolf-things with yellow eyes. Why? What had they
done?
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Wait!

They were coming back again, out of the blackness
that crouches just before the dawn. He could hear
them padding into the tent. He could smell the animal
stink of them. They were on top of him, their gaping
jaws tearing at his chest. . ..

He tried to move and could not. He was pinned
down. His mouth opened, desperately seeking for the air
that was no longer there. Cunningly, he tried to roll
over. He didn’t move an inch.

They can’t get at me. I'm safe in my suit. Remem-
ber?

He relaxed. Safe!

But what was that, coming silently through the en-
trance to the tent? What was that long-armed naked
shadow? It was bending over him, smiling. . . .

It was unlocking his helmet, pulling it off!

Monte screamed.

A wave of blackness washed over him.

A metallic voice spoke in his ear, coming from far
away: Monte! Lie still! There’s nothing after you! Wake
up, wake up. ...”

He opened his wide, staring eyes. There was a robot
bending over him. He saw the robot’s face.

Charlie.

The gray light of morning was washing into the tent.

He was alive.

After three cups of coffee, he was still shivering.

He stood with his back to the fire, knowing that it was
foolish even as he did it. He could not feel the fire
through his suit, and the early morning air was not
really cold. It was damp and the ground was wet, but
Sirius was greater than any man-made fire. It rose be-
hind thick gray clouds and its heat was heavy and op-
pressive.

His eyes were tired and red-rimmed and his beard was
a tangled mess. (Beards, he realized, were not ideal
equipment inside spacesuit helmets.) He could not have
slept more than two or three hours and he was bone-
weary.

Still, his brain was working again. His sanity had re-
turned, and he was grateful. Monte Stewart had never
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been a man to doubt himself before, but now he was
unsure. He did not understand his own actions.

And those dreams, if dreams they had been. They were
sick dreams. Tired as he was, they alarmed him.

“I don’t get it,” he said.

Charlie looked like he had not slept at all. He spooned
breakfast mush out of a can and kept his distance. “You
must have gone off your rocker.” '

Monte managed a wry smile. “I guess that man is not
a very rational animal. We assumed that because we
were determined to be fair and peaceful the natives
would be the same way. They weren’t. And we assumed
that I would always act logically. I didn’t. Maybe we’re
two of a kind.”

“But why? We made our big speech, we had our plan.
We knew that the Merdosini would attack us, and we
knew that they couldn’t hurt us. All we had to do was
to wait until they went away. We would have proved our
point—we meant no harm even if we were attacked.
And then you blow your stack and fight back. If that’s
the best we can do we might as well quit.”

Monte poured the dregs of his coffee into the fire.
“I'm sorry.”

“Swell, wonderful. You’re sorry. What do we do now?
Send them a making-up present?”

“I don’t know. What do you think?”

“You're the big genius. This was all your idea. You
tell me.”

Monte rubbed his tired eyes. He looked at the mock-
ing trees that surrounded the clearing. The plain truth
was that he had no ideas at all. He had nothing but a
hard knot of determination. He was too worn out to
think.

“You won’t win any good-conduct medals this morn-
ing yourself,” he said irritably. “What’s eating you?”

Charlie threw up his hands in despair. “He throws
away the only chance we’ve got and then he asks me
what’s eating me. My God!”

Monte turned and faced him. “I said I was sorry.
I'm not Superman. I make mistakes. I don’t know what
got into me. But I do know that if we start knocking
each other we’re through. Cut it out.”

Charlie sat down heavily on a log. He cupped his chin
in his gloved hands. He seemed infinitely weary. “It’s
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everything, Monte. These damned suits. The miserable
air. The whole stinking planet. I didn’t sleep at all last
night. Right now, none of it makes any sense. I don’t
even know what I'm doing here. I might as well be on
the ship. I just don’t care any longer.”

Monte nodded slowly. “It would be easy to quit. It
gets easier all the time. There just doesn’t seem to be
any logical reason for going on. I know all that.”

“Then why not quit and be done with it?”

“I don’t even know the answer to that one. But it’s a
hard thing to be defeated, Charlie. It’s easy to quit, but
you have to live with it a long, long time.”

“Thank you, Friendly Old Philosopher. You've made
it all as clear as mud.”

“Maybe you’d better hit the sack for a while. I’ll hold
the fort. We won’t get anywhere this way.”

Charlie pulled himself to his feet. “You twisted my
arm. I can’t say that I'm anxious to stick my head in
that blasted helmet again, though.”

“Do it anyhow.”

“Of course.” Charlie looked at him strangely, but said
nothing more. He picked up his helmet and disappeared
into the tent.

Monte stood silently in the gray morning light. There
was a smell of rain in the air. He studied the trees but
saw nothing suspicious.

Dimly, in the depths of his mind, a thought nagged
at him. He tried to pull it out into the open, but it was
too much trouble.

He just stood there and looked at nothing, nothing at

Along about noon, when the cloud-smothered surface
of Sirius Nine was a steaming jungle that threatened to
melt Monte in his suit, the gray heavens opened up and
a torrent of warm air turned the clearing into a puddled
swamp.

There was no thunder and little wind. The rain hissed
down in shimmering sheets, effectively isolating Monte
where he stood and masking the forest that surrounded
him. It was a peaceful rain and he was slow in reacting
to it. He was puzzled at his own feelings. The rain was
pleasant against his face and even the slight trickle of
water inside his suit was not unwelcome.
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I want it to be a magic rain, he thought. I want it to
wash everything away. I want it to cleanse this world. I
want it to make me clean again. 1 want it to make me
forget, forget. . . .

Forget what? He shook his head. I don’t understand
myself. Is there something the matter with me, some-
thing the matter with the way I am thinking?

Sick? 1 must be sick. But what is it? What is it?

He stood for a long time in the strange shelter of the
rain and then walked over to the tent. He pushed his
way inside. He did not want to leave the rain, but he
thought vaguely that if he were sick he should take some
medicine and the medicine was in the tent. . . .

He waited for a moment, letting his eyes accustom
themselves to the darkmess. His suit dripped in little
puddles on the floor. He heard Charlie’s labored breath-
ing and realized that Charlie had gone to sleep without
his helmet. That could be dangerous if the Merdosini
came back. He started toward Charlie’s cot.

Charlie sat up suddenly, his eyes wild.

“You!” Charlie pointed a trembling finger. “Keep away
from mel!”

Monte heard his own voice speaking. It was definitely
his own voice, but it was alienated from him. It was very
much like hearing a playback of his voice from a re-
cording machine. It said: “Your helmet. You can’t sleep
without your helmet.”

Charlie lurched to his feet, monstrous in his swollen
suit. His breathing was harsh in the confinement of the
tent. “Get out, get away! I know you now. You can’t
fool me any longer.”

“You can’t sleep without your helmet.” (Why did he
keep saying that?)

“Don’t touch my helmet, let it alone!”

“You can’t sleep——"

“Shut up!” Charlie tried to back away, but there was
no place to go. “It’s all your fault—everything is your
fault! If it hadn’t been for you, I wouldn’t be here. If it
hadn’t been for you, we wouldn’t have made so many
stupid mistakes, If it hadn’t been for you, Helen would
still be alive!”

The words slashed through the fog in Monte’s brain
like a knife. “Charlie, I lost my wife too—"

“Clever! Oh, you’re clever, no doubt about that. You
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wanted to get rid of her! You dirty murderer. . . .”

“Charlie——"

“Get away! Get back, I warn you. . ..”

Monte tried to turn, but he was rooted to the spot.
This was insane. If only he could think, if only he could
free his mind from whatever it was that held him in
thrall.

“I can’t stand it!” Charlie crouched down: he was squat
and ugly like some prehistoric beast with a scaly reptilian
skin. “I won’t just stand here and take it!”

“Wait, Charlie.” (Charlie? No, surely this was not the
Charlie Jenike he had known. What was happening?)

The thing that had been Charlie Jenike attacked.

The sheer hurtling fury of his rush knocked Monte from
his feet. He fell heavily to the floor of the tent, he felt im-
mensely strong hands closing about his throat, he heard
Charlie snarling like a wild animal in his face.

“Kill you, kill you, kill you!”

Monte doubled his gloved fist and swung a short chop-
ping blow at Charlie’s exposed head. There was a
crunching thud as he connected. The clutching hands re-
laxed their pressure against his throat. With a wild surge
of power, he heaved the robot-body away from him.

Monte leaped to his feet, ignoring the weight of the suit
he wore. His lips curled back in a smile. He walked over
and kicked Charlie in the head with his boot.

Charlie began to scream. The sound was very unpleas-
ant. Monte decided to cut it off. He knelt down beside
Charlie, reached out, and got him around the neck. He
started to squeeze.

The screaming stopped.

“Call me a murderer, will you? You miserable excuse
for a human being. . ..”

He tightened his grip. Charlie’s eyes were bulging.

Then Monte heard his other voice, the one that whis-
pered inside his brain—a voice miraculously insulated,
protected, preserved.

Call me a murderer. . ..

Miserable excuse for a human being. . . .

A wave of revulsion washed over him. He jerked his
hands away from Charlie’s throat as though they had
touched the fires of hell.

My God, what have I done?

“Charlie! Charlie!”
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Charlie gasped for breath. He looked up with the most
bewildered, tortured eyes that Monte had ever seen. The
eyes were wild and stricken, but there was the light of
sanity in them. '

“Help me,” Charlie whispered hoarsely. “Help me!”

Monte pulled him into a sitting position, then threw his
arm across his shoulder and hauled him to his feet.

“Charlie! I don’t know what’s going on, I can’t think.
But we have to get out of here! Now, this minute!”

“Yes, helpme. ...”

Together, they staggered out of the tent into the gray
hiss of the rain. They didn’t know where they were going,
or why. They had lost everything, even their hope.

They knew only that they had to get away.

Fast. Before it was too late. Before it was all over.

They stumbled through the rain, two shapeless mon-
sters spawned in a nightmare of desolation. They walked
and crawled into the dark, dripping forest and disap-
peared.

Where the men from Earth had been, there was only an
empty clearing in the rain.

An empty clearing and a dead fire and two sagging
tents and two forgotten spacesuit helmets. . . .

12 ..

Monte felt the blood pounding
in his head. The very air that he breathed seared his
lungs; his chest heaved in shuddering gasps inside the
prison of his suit. He slipped and fell sprawling in the mud.
He lurched back to his feet and kept on going.

Run!

He had no destination: he was running away from
something, not toward something. He was running away
from the rain-soaked clearing, running away from the
dark long-armed shadows of the Merdosi, running away
from the wolf-things that prowled in the night.

And he was running away from himself.

Run!

The jungle of trees around him became an impene-
trable wall; he had to fight for light, for air. Creepers anc
vines and thickets snatcheg4at his boots. He could se¢



nothing clearly. Even the leaden gray sky was invisible.
There was nothing in all the world but the fury of flight,
nothing but the mindless command to keep on going, al-
ways, forever.

Dimly, he was aware of the crashing of a heavy body
behind him, a sound of boots sucking at the mud, a sound
of shallow choking gasps for air.

Come on, Charlie! Don’t give up! Run!

He crashed out of the trees into the half-light of the
fading day. Through a screen of silver rain he saw a
brown, swollen river. It gushed between eroding banks
and foamed against glistening upthrust boulders. The
water was as black as dirty oil, except where the surface
was cut by rocks and the white spray leaped into the air.
The booming of the river filled the world; there was noth-
ing else.

He knew that he had to cross the river. It was des-
perately important to him that he get to the other side.
But how? Swimming in the spacesuit was out of the ques-
tion; he would sink like a stone. Even if he threw away
the suit he could never swim in that rushing water.

Reluctantly, he stopped. He fell to his knees, fighting for
breath. Charlie staggered out of the forest behind him
and fell full-length on the ground, sobbing,.

There had to be a way.

Somehow, he got to his feet. He walked upstream, star-
ing at the thrust of the water. Behind the gray curtain of
the rain, the boulders in the river bed glistened like naked
primordial islands. A wall of sound beat at his ears. But
every atom of his being was bent toward a single goal:

Run!

Get across the river!

He kept on going, his eyes narrowed against the rain.
He hauled the senseless spacesuit with him as thought-
lessly as a turtle carries the shell upon his back.

There. He blinked his eyes. The river widened, fanning
out between crumbling banks of yellow mud. Massive
rocks loomed up out of the foaming water like a chain of
battered islands that stretched from bank to bank. The
river ran fast and rough in silver-laced rapids, but it was
not deep. He could walk across on the boulders if he didn’t
slip. If he did miss his footing. . . .

Well, that would be that.

He didn’t look back; he simply assumed that Charlie
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was there. His boots squished through the sticky mud and
he scrambled out upon the first rock. It was slippery with
slime; he had to keep moving or fall. The spray drenched
his face, making it hard for him to breathe. But the noise
was the worst. The nameless river roared at him with an
ancient chant of malevolent fury.

Like some misshapen, unrecorded beast from a for-
gotten era, he scrambled along from rock to rock. He
could hardly see where he was going and he was driven
on by a mad, unreasoning will that had possessed his
body. He clawed at the slick rocks with his thick-gloved
fingers, kicked at them with his boots, hugged them with
his arms. He cursed them, reviled them, screamed at
them.

He fell the last few feet, fell into dirty rushing water
that rolled him over like a log. He crawled to the shore
and flopped out of the water like the first amphibian grop-
ing for the land.

The river was behind him. He had crossed the river. He
was too weak to stand. He lay in the mud, smiling insanely.

He heard someone screaming hysterically. He twisted
around and saw Charlie’s bloated body doing a crazy
tight-rope dance across the chain of boulders. He wanted
to help him but he could hardly move. He slithered
around in the ‘mud until he was facing the river again
and stretched out his hands. When Charlie fell from the
last rock he caught him and pulled him out of the water.

Charlie lay face-down in the yellow mud, his body
heaving convulsively. Gradually, his movements sub-
sided. He turned his mud-streaked face toward Monte
and tried to smile.

“We made it,” he whispered. “I don’t believe it.”

Monte took a deep breath; his demon was driving him
on. “Can’t stay here.”

“Good a place as any. We’re through.”

“Find a dry place. Hole up.”

“Whatfor?”

Monte was impatient with talk. Didn’t the man know
that they had to keep on going? Couldn’t he see that they
had to get away from the river? Didn’t he understand
that they had to find. . ..

What?

Monte pulled himself slowly to his feet. A part of him
was amazed that he could stand, but another part of him
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knew that there were dark reservoirs of strength in his
body that no machine could ever measure, no man could
ever comprehend.

For a moment, he blacked out. Then the blood came
back to his head and he swayed with dizziness. Despite
the mud and the rain he felt hot.

Probably burning up with fever. But what does that
mean? What is fever? Just a word. Words can’t help me
now. There are no words.

“Come on, Charlie,” he said. “Get up.”

“Ca.n,t.”

“You can. Get up. It won’t be far.”

“We’re beaten.”

Monte reached down, caught Charlie under the arms,
and heaved him to his feet. “You can't stay here.”

Chariie shook his head. “I can’t go on.”

“You can. Just do it.”

Monte turned and started away from the river. He con-
centrated on putting one foot in front of the other. He
did not look back. He did not think. He just kept walking
beneath a weeping sky, drawn as a metal filing is drawn
toward a magnet that it cannot see.

The country was open now, exposed to the sweep of the
rain. He walked through tall grass, trampling down the wet
spears with his boots. He could feel the land rising under
him, and far ahead, masked by the gray curtain of the
rain, he saw the high horizon. A jagged and dark hori-
zon that held the edge of the coming night.

Mountains.

He did not know how long it took him to reach the
foothills; time had lost its meaning, He might have walked
forever under the alien sky with the night wind in his
face. But he did not stop. He simply endured. He kept on
going.

It was quite dark and the rain still fell. He looked up
at banks of cliffs and saw it there. A deeper blackness
against the single shadow of the night. A doorway of
darkness. . . .

A cave.

He smiled. He had not known what it was that he was
searching for, but he knew it when he saw it. A cave.
That was it. That was the answer.

It had to be.

He climbed a twisting trail up the face of the cliff. He
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could hear Charlie behind him, dislodging rocks with his
boots. He reached the mouth of the cave. He did not
hesitate. He bent down and edged inside. It was black,
black as midnight in a land that had never known the
light of the stars, but it was warm and dry.

He was safe. He knew he was safe.

He moved back from the entrance and fell on the floor.
He found a flat rock to use for a pillow. He closed his
eyes.

He knew somehow that a cycle had ended. He had come
full circle.

Charlie collapsed beside him, gasping with exhaustion.
Monte’s brain tried to tell him that he should not sleep;
but it was no use.

It did not matter.

Nothing mattered.

He was safe, safe in the cave that was the beginning of
all men, hidden from the world beyond.

He slept.

The strange, twisted dreams did not return. He slept
the heavy sleep of complete and utter weariness. Grad-
ually, his breathing became regular. The lines in his face
smoothed and softened. His body relaxed.

When he woke up, Monte saw a golden haze at the
mouth of the cave. The sun was up and the rain had
stopped. Even inside the cavern, the air smelled fresh and
fragrant. At first, he did not move. He just lay where he
was, rejoicing in the simple pleasure of being alive.

No, it was more than that. He was not only alive. He
was well. The fevered sickness that had chained his mind
was gone, washed away. He felt cleansed and happy. It
was perhaps the oldest and most fundamental of all
human joys: I have been sick, and now I am well. I have
stood on the brink of the black pit, and I have come back.

Sanity. It was something that Monte had always taken
for granted. Madness had never been something that
could happen to him. Others, yes. But not to him.

Now, he knew better. He was thankful just to be him-
self.

But what had happened to him—and to Charlie? Was
it possible that they had been on Sirius Nine for just two
nights? It seemed to him that those few hours had been
an eternity, longer than all the rest of his life. He could
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not even remember them clearly. It was all so jumbled,
so confused. . . .

And there was something about the whole experience,
something that he could not quite remember. A quality of
desperate urgency, of testing, of menace. It had not been
natural. It was somehow intimately bound up with the in-
comprehensible Merdosi, and with the wolf-things, and
with the dark shadows of the unsuspected. . . .

He got to his feet, moving quietly so as not to disturb
Charlie. He crouched down and walked to the mouth of
the cave. He stepped outside.

The white furnace of Sirius struck him like a blow, but
he welcomed it—welcomed the heat and the light and the
purity of it. He reveled in the sweep of the blue sky, the
rain-washed green of the grasses, the flame of the red
leaves on the trees. The fresh air kissed his face. Even the
distant river was peaceful, winding its way between yel-
low banks, gleaming like glass in the hot rays of the sun.

He looked at himself, fingered the tangle of his matted
beard. His suit was caked with mud. There was a great
jagged tear in his left leg. His gloves were scratched and
stiff. His body felt damp and infested with filth.

Slowly, Monte began to remove the spacesuit. The
gloves went first, and he noticed that his hands were white
and clammy, as though they had been too long away from
the light of the sun. He struggled with the suit, taking it
off section by section. It wasn’t an easy job. When he had
finished, the suit lay crumpled on the rocks like a dis-
carded serpent skin.

He took off the rest of his damp clothing and stretched
it out on a flat stone to dry. The heat of the sun felt won-
derful, and it was with reluctance that he moved back
into a shadow to get out of the glare. He knew that Sirius
could blister his naked skin in a few short minutes. Still,
it was a real temptation to linger awhile in the bright light.

He wanted a bath. A bath, he decided, was one of the
great unappreciated blessings of civilization. A bath and
a good meal and a cool drink. . ..

Well, all that would have to wait. It was something just
to get rid of the spacesuit. He looked at the thing with ac-
tive dislike. The whole idea of the spacesuits, which had
seemed so logical on the ship, was utterly wrong. It was
wrong, and yet it was completely characteristic of the mis-



takes that he had made. How could you expect to contact
a people by insulating yourself from them?

Somehow, he needed a new way of thinking. He needed
a fresh approach. He needed to think the whole thing out
with an uncluttered mind.

He sat down on a rock, cupping his bearded chin in his
hands. He looked out at the panorama of the world below
him. It was hard to believe that there was ugliness in all
that beauty, hard to believe that evil could exist in such
a place. .

There had to be an answer somewhere. There had to
be a key that would unlock Sirius Nine. There had to be
some path that he could follow, a path that would lead
not only to an understanding of the Merdosi but also to
an understanding of himself and what he represented. . . .

That was when he heard the terrible sound.

He leaped to his feet, his reverie forgotten.

Inside the cave, Charlie was screaming.

1 3 For a moment a pang of despair

shot through him and he abandoned himself to it. He had
assumed that Charlie too would be free of the sickness,
although there was no real reason for thinking so. It
seemed to him that he was miserably alone, miserably
helpless. He was faced with a task that was beyond his
powers. He was making no progress at all.

The awful screaming continued. There were no words
in it; it wasn’t human. It was a naked animal cry of agony.

Monte pulled himself together. He didn’t know how he
did it, just as he didn’t know what it was that had carried
him through the past night of horror. He only knew that
he was an actor in some vast and terrible drama and that
he must play his part until he dropped.

He ducked down and went into the cave. There was
plenty of light and he could see clearly. Charlie was on his
back, his swollen arms sticking straight up into the air,
his gloved fists tightly clenched. His dirty face was con-
torted and sweating, his mouth loose and trembling.

The screams filled the cave.

Monte knelt down, ready for anything, He felt as
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though he were caught up in some endlessly repeating
cycle with no way out, no way to break the chain.

He slapped Charlie’s face, hard.

“Wake up! You’re dreaming. It’s okay. You’re safe.
Everything’s okay. Wake up!”

The screaming stopped. Charlie snorted and opened
his eyes. The eyes were wild with terror, filled with a
nameless fear.

“It’s okay, Charlie. You've been dreaming. It’s just
me, Monte. Easy does it, boy. Relax. Take it easy.”

Charlie looked at him. Gradually, the light of recogni-
tion dawned in his eyes. His arms dropped to his chest.
He shook his head, licked his lips.

“It’s all over, Charlie. Don’t let it get you. Look—see
the sun shining out there? We’re okay.”

Charlie stared at Monte’s nakedness. Suddenly, he
smiled. “What is this, a nudist colony? Now I know I'm
nuts!”

Monte laughed with relief. Charlie seemed to be him-
self again. “I just couldn’t stand that damned suit any
longer. Come on outside and get yours off. You'll feel
better.”

Charlie didn’t move.

“Come on, get up. We’ll get us some food. . . .’

Charlie shuddered and seemed to withdraw into his
suit as a turtle will pull its head back into its shell.
Monte reached out and touched his shoulder, trying to
pull him back from wherever he was going.

“There’s nothing to be afraid of now. Don’t let it get
you again. Fight it!”

“No.”

“Man, you can’t give up! Look out there—the sun is
shining ?

“Damn the sun. What difference does it make? Not
our sun.”

“What’s wrong with you? What’s the matter? Let me
help....”

Charlie closed his eyes. His breathing was very shal-
low. “I tried to kill you, Monte. Have you forgotten that?”

Monte waved his hand irritably. “We were sick. They
did something to us. We weren’t responsible. That wasn’t
us fighting. Don’t you know that?”

“Words.” Charlie opened his haunted eyes. “My God,
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the things I saw in my mind! The dreams I had! Am I
like that?”

“Of course not.”

“Those things came out of my mind. Things about
you and Louise. Even about Helen. Slime! Sick? Lord, the
sickness is inside us. I don’t know myself, All the
things you keep bottled up inside of you and then some-
body takes the lid off. We tried to kill each other! And
you say that everything is fine. Mad! We’re both mad!”

“Maybe so. But this won’t get us anywhere. We've got
to fight!”

“Fight what? Shadows? Dreams? A planet? Ourselves?
Go away. Let me alone. I don’t want to do anything else,
ever.”

“Come on outside. The fresh air will do you good.”

Charlie laughed—a bitter, hollow, broken laugh.
“Fresh air! That’s funny.”

“Dammit, I'm trying to help you! Charlie, we’re all
alone here. We can’t quit. There’s too much at stake.”

“Garbage, garbage. Idiocy. We should have quit before
we started. Helen’s dead. Louise is dead. Ralph is dead.
We’ll be dead soon. And for what? For what? Hang the
Merdosi! They’re not like us, never have been, never will
be. They're monsters. We’re monsters!”

“You're contradicting yourself. Come on now. . . .”

A look of cunning came into Charlie’s sunken eyes.
“No. They’re out there. All around us. I can feel them.
They're after me, inside my head.”

Monte was baffled in the presence of the sickness that
he saw in the other man. It was like talking to a lunatic.
“I've been out there. I've looked. We're all alone.”

“I can feel them, I tell you! Do you really think you
can get away from them by splashing across a river?
This is their world, not ours. We’re finished!” .

Monte searched desperately for some magic words
that would get through to him. There were no words.

Charlie sighed, closed his eyes again. He went down
into the depths of some profound depression. He began to
mumble, to whisper to cry. “No good. I'm no good. The
things I saw—in my own mind—I'm sick, so sick. R

“Do you want me to contact the shlp"” Monte asked
quietly. “You can’t go on like this—it’s asking too much
of any man. Maybe it would be best——"

“No, no. Can’t go back, nothing there. Can’t leave you
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here. Just let me alone, can’t you? Let me rest—
think. . . .”

Monte got to his feet. “You need something to eat.
I'll get some.”

“Don’t go out there! Don’t leave me! Stay here!”

“Starving never appealed to me much,” Monte said
firmly. “We have to get food. You wait here, do you un-
derstand? I’ll be back.”

Charlie began to cry again.

Monte walked out into the sunlight and put on his
warm, dry clothes. He unhooked the spare canteen
from the spacesuit and fastened it to his belt. He tried
not to listen to the wretched sobbing from the cave.

He started down the trail toward the green world
below.

The whispering grasslands surrounded him and the
smell of the rain-washed air was sweet. The land sloped
gently toward the river and the sky above his head was
warm and blue and comforting. In spite of himself, in
spite of everything, Monte felt a sudden surge of confi-
dence.

He could take it. He knew that now, and it was a val-
uable thing to know. A man could go all through his life
and never meet the final test that would tell him what he
was. When all the horrors are behind you there is noth-
ing more to fear.

How in the devil was he going to get his hands on
some food? The water was easy; he could simply go on
to the river and fill his canteen. But he had no weapons.
He was not eager to go back to the clearing and pick up
some cans, although it might come to that in the end.
He might build a trap of some sort, but that was a
slow and uncertain technique at best.

He remembered that Ralph had run some tests on a
batch of red berries that he had picked. If he could find
some of those it might help. But a man couldn’t live on
berries. Roots? Fish?

Well, first things first. He kept on toward the river, en-
joying the walk, strangely at ease. The world of Walonka
no longer seemed alien to him; it was even beautiful,
once you got used to it. Perhaps all worlds were beauti-
ful to appreciative eyes. Planets were not alien, at least
not the ones a man could walk on without an artificial
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air supply. People were the problem. It was far easier
to adjust to a new world than to a new human being.

He stepped out of the grass and saw the river gliding
before him, quiet and peaceful in the bright sunlight. It
was a far cry from the wild torrent of the night before;
even the upthrust rocks looked dry and inviting. He
stretched out on the cool bank and put his mouth in the
water. He drank. It tasted clean and fresh. He filled his
canteen and wished fervently that he had not left his
pipe and tobacco back in the tent. He could do with a
smoke. In fact, despite his empty belly, he would have
been completely content with his pipe. He had always
loved the land, any land that had not been spoiled by
the stinks of civilization, and a man could ask for very
little more than a clean river and a blue sky and a
warm sun.

He felt completely at peace with himself.

Perhaps the river was the answer. There had to be
fish in it, hanging in those dark pools by the rocks. As
an old fisherman, he could almost smeil fish. He could rig
up a line of some sort, bait it with insects or even berries,
catch himself a mess of fish. . . .

And he suddenly remembered the birds. It should not
be too difficult to locate some nests, swipe a few eggs.
He smiled. If only that was all there was to life! Enough
to eat, enough to drink, a fire to keep you. warm, a shel-
ter to keep you dry, a little love. . ..

How did the lives of men get so complicated? Why did
men insist on cluttering up their lives with all the little
irritations that made a man old before his time? Why
couldn’t a guy just sit in the sun and fish and smoke his
pipe?

He didn’t know. But he was not simple enough to be-
lieve in his own lotus dream. He recognized it for what
it was: a reaction to all the hell he had been through,
a fantasy of all the Good Old Days that never had been.
There was some truth in it, sure. Maybe even a little
wisdom. But a man was what he was. He had a brain and
he couldn’t switch it on and off at will.

Louise was dead. Charlie was sobbing in a cave in
some nameless cliff. He, Monte, had failed in his job. The
Earth and Sirius Nine had touched across the dark seas
of space, and their destinies were bound together for-
ever—no enchanted Excalibur could cut the chains that
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tied them. There was a vast and intricate play of forces
at work here and now, by this peaceful river, and they
all centered on him. He had to do what he could, or for-
get about calling himself a man.

He got to his feet, then froze.

There was an animal drinking from the river not
twenty yards downstream from him. It was a lovely crea-
ture, not unlike a deer, but it was small and its legs were
short. It was not built for speed like a deer. There were
no horns on its head. Its coat was a soft brown with
flecks of white. It was very dainty, and it was—helpless.

The animal looked up at Monte, took him in with
gentle liquid eyes, and did not move. It didn’t seem fright-
ened. It nibbled at the green shoots of a bush that grew
along the river bank and twitched its short tail lazily.

Probably, Monte thought, the animal had confused
him with one of the natives. The wind was blowing in
Monte’s face, and without the clue of scent the animal
did not realize that he was anything strange. And the
natives always hunted with the Merdosini. . . .

If he could catch him, break his neck—or even stun
him with a rock. . ..

Monte took a step toward the animal. The animal
eyed him curiously and continued to munch on the
grass. Monte moved closer, careful to make no sudden
motions. The creature sniffed the air. Its mule ears
cocked forward along its head.

Monte held his breath. Fifteen yards to go. Ten.

The animal backed away. It gave a kind of whistling
snort, turned, and trotted off through the high grass. It
wasn’t really running. Just keeping its distance.

Monte suddenly realized that he was very hungry.
There was a lot of meat on that critter. He picked up a
stone about the size of a baseball. If he could just get a
little closer. . . .

Monte broke into an easy run, bringing his feet down
as softly as he could. The animal didn’t look back, but
matched his pace. Monte braced himself, deciding that a
quick sprint was his only chance. He gripped the stone
firmly. Now. . ..

Just as he started to race forward, he saw it.

He dropped like a shot, hiding himself in the tall
grass.

He was not the only one hunting that animal. One of
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the wolf-things, belly low to the ground, swift and silent
as death itself, was cutting across the trail.

Monte parted the grass and watched. How could he
have been so careless? He was completely helpless with-
out the protection of his suit—as helpless as that runt
deer. But the wolf-thing didn’t seem to be interested in
him; he went after his prey with a single-minded concen-
tration that was frightening to observe.

The little animal never knew what hit him. The Mer-
dosini struck like a blur, like a soundless shadow. The
great white fangs ripped at the jugular and there was a
spurt of crimson blood that reddened the muzzle of the
killer. It was all over in seconds.

That was when the man stepped out of the grass and
whistled. Monte’s eyes widened in surprise. He knew that
man. He was an old man, tall and long-armed and naked
with vertical stripes of vermilion on his chest. His skin
was copper in the sunlight and the fine hair on his head
was a fuzz of gold. And his eyes, those dark and tor-
tured eyes—Monte couldn’t forget them.

It was the same old man that they had first tried to
contact after the landing on Sirius Nine. The old man
who had fled from his hollow tree when they had tried
to talk to him—how long ago? What was he doing here,
on this side of the river?

The man called off the wolf-thing. The beast whined
and rubbed up against the old man’s legs in an oddly
dog-like gesture. The man patted his head absently, then
reached down, gathered up the dead animal, and hoisted
it to his shoulders. From where he lay in the grass,
Monte could distinctly see the red blood trickling down
over the copper skin.

Side by side, the man and the wolf-thing set off through
the high grass.

They were headed straight for the cliff where the cave
was. Coincidence? Monte hardly thought so.

He thought fast. It wouldn’t do to make any foolish
mistakes this time. The old man wasn’t much of a threat
to them as long as he was alone. And the wolf-thing was
probably safe enough as long as the old man con-
trolled him. If Monte let himself be seen, he might scare
the old man away. He didn’t want that. It was just pos-
sible. . . .

He waited until they had a good lead on him. He
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waited until he was sure that the long grass would
conceal his movements. Then he got to his feet and
silently followed their trail.

He walked through the green world under the white
sun.

Hope was reborn in him.

He followed the trail of the old man and the killer.
Each step he took brought him closer to the foothills of
the mountains where Charlie waited in the cave.

And each step he took filled him with wonder.

1 4 The old man walked steadily be-

neath his burden, the long muscles of his body seeming
to flow as he moved. He did not stop to rest. The wolf-
thing padded along at his side, occasionally even frisking
in front of its master.

A man and his dog, Monte thought. A man and his
dog packing out a deer. How easy it was to transpose
this scene into an earthly parallel! Psychologically, it
was a dangerous line of reasoning—and yet it had a
certain validity to it. Offhand, to someone who had never
been there, it might seem that the life-forms of Sirius
Nine should be totally different in appearance from those
of Earth. But wasn’t that notion violently contradicted
by all the facts of evolution? It was one of those insidi-
ously logical ideas that suffered from one minor flaw: it
wasn’t true. Even a nodding acquaintance with terres-
trial evolution should have been enough to puncture that
particular bubble. One of the most arresting facts of
evolution was the principle of parallelism or convergence.
Life-forms that had been separate for millions of years
often showed striking similarities. He thought of the
classic example of the marsupials and the placentals.
There were marsupial bears, cats, dogs, squirrels—ev-
erything. There were creatures that looked like elephants
but weren’t. And even the history of man illustrated the
same idea. Man had almost certainly developed not
once, but several times. There were types like Pithecan-
thropus in Java and China and Africa. There were classic
Neanderthals living at the same time as Homo sapiens,
and even interbreeding with them in Palestine and Czecho-
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slovakia. There were many different groups of Miocene
primates, such as the Dryopithecines, who were evolving
in man-like directions. Perhaps there were only a limited
number of solutions to the problems of survival. Perhaps
a given type of life, such as a mammal, would of neces-
sity develop along parallel lines, no matter where the
evolution took place. Perhaps the twin mechanisms of
mutation and natural selection would always ensure the
survival of basically efficient types: fish and birds, turtles
and rabbits, butterflies and men. Perhaps on all the
Earth-like planets in the universe, given the proper condi-
tions of air and sunlight and water, man would find only
variations on a single master plan. . . .

Alien? Sure, the life on a planet could be alien—Monte
had found that out in the nightmare with the Merdosi.
But wasn’t it alien in its nuances, in its shadings, in its
almost-but-not-quite quality? Wasn’t it alien because it
was subtly different? And wasn’t that more truly
alien, say, than something that looked like an octopus
but had thought patterns just like a modern American?

Take that old man there, walking along under a white
sun with a carcass on his back. His bodily proportions
were different from Monte’s, but so what? The puzzle lay
elsewhere. Why was he doing what he was doing? What
was he thinking about? What had motivated him to kill
that animal and carry it toward the cave? What had it
cost him in pain and worry and courage?

What was he doing? .

Wait and see, boy. Wait and see.

Without hesitation, the old man started up the trai
that led to the cave. There could be no doubt that he
was familiar with the place; their sanctuary had not beer
as safe as they had imagined. Monte hung back, no
wishing to expose himself. He wanted to see what woulc
happen. He listened carefully, but he could not hea:
Charlie. Asleep? Watching?

Moving quickly from rock to rock, Monte moved uj
the cliff. He angled off to the left so that he would com¢
out just above and to one side of the cave.

Holding his breath, he wriggled forward and lookes
down. The old man was standing on the ledge just in fron
of the cave. The wolf-thing was whining and sniffing a
the discarded spacesuit. The man put the dead anima
down at the mouth of the cave. For the first time, h
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hesitated. He backed off a few steps. He folded his long
arms across his vermilion-striped chest. He took a deep
breath.

The old man spoke. There was a tremor in his voice.
He was afraid, but he was determined to do what he had
come here to do. He spoke slowly and distinctly, choosing
his words with care. Monte had no trouble in understand-
ing him.

“Strangers!” (Literally: “People-Who-Are-Not-Mer-
dosi.”) “I speak to you as once you spoke to me. I bring
you a gift of food as once you brought me a gift of food.
I speak my name: Volmay. There has been much trou=
ble since you first spoke to me. Much of it has been due
to my own cowardice. It is time for a beginning-again.
I tell you my name: Volmay. Will you speak with me?”

He was answered by silence. Charlie said nothing at all.

Monte cursed to himself. This was the chance they had
been waiting for. Couldn’t Charlie see that? He wanted to
show himself, call down to Volmay. But if he startled him
now. . ..

“Strangers! Are you there? I speak my name again:
Volmay. I have brought food to you. I am alone. Do you
no longer wish to speak?”

Words! First it was the men of Earth calling out to the
Merdosi. Then it was Volmay calling out to the men of
Earth. And there were never any replies. The gap was
never bridged.

Come on, Charlie! Give him a chance!

The old man stood alone on the ledge of rock, sur-
rounded by the ancient mountains and the sweep of the
sky. The warm wind whispered in the silence.

“Strangers! It is not easy for a man to think against his
people. I am only a man. My courage is weak. Soon I
will go. Will you not speak with me?”

Silence.

Then—sound.

Movement.

Charlie hurtled out of the mouth of the cave as though
shot from a cannon. He was screaming like a madman.
His swollen suit was encrusted with filth, his face was
contorted into a grimace of fury. He had a sharp rock
in his hand.

Before Monte could move, Charlie had thrown him-
self on the old man. He knocked him down, leaped
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on top of him. He struck with the rock. The old man
jerked his head away and the rock grazed his shoulder,
cutting a red gash.

The wolf-thing snarled and circled, its belly low. The
old man cried out to him, waved him away. Charlie lifted
the rock to strike again.

There was no time to think. Monte jumped down from
where he was hidden, fell, and scrambled forward. He
grabbed Charlie’s arm, twisted it. :

“You damn fool! Let him alone!”

“Come to kill us! Get him, get him, don’t let him get
away!”

Charlie twisted free. He kicked the old man in the head
with his boot, stunning him. The wolf-thing growled,
fangs bared.

Monte leaped to his feet, threw a punch with his right
hand. He connected with the chest plate of Charlie’s suit,
almost breaking his fist. Charlie swayed off-balance.

“Stop it! He came to help us!”

Charlie shook his head, his eyes wild. He lifted the
rock. “Stay away! Keep out of it!” He turned toward
the helpless man.

Monte felt as though he were back in the nightmare
again, fighting his own kind, fighting himself. But he knew
what he had to do.

“Let him alone, Charlie,” he said quietly. “Let him
alone or I'll kill you.”

Charlie hesitated. He took a step toward Monte, then
stopped. A look of utter bewilderment passed over his
sweating face. The rock fell out of his hand. “No,” he
said. “I can’t—I don’t—I don’t know. . ..”

Then a strangled sob broke loose from him. He turned
and ran down the trail, not even looking where he was
going. It was a miracle that he didn’t fall.

“Charlie! Come back!”

The awkward figure thrashed its way down the cliff,
never pausing for a second. It ran full tilt into the grass-
lands and vanished.

Monte was caught in the middle. He didn’t know
what to do. He ignored the whining wolf-thing and knelt
by Volmay’s side. The old man’s eyes were open. His
naked body was trembling with shock.

“Are you well?”’” Monte asked, fumbling with the native
language. “I am so—regretful. My friend—he is sick. ...”
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“I know. I will live.”

“I must go after him, bring him back. Will you wait?”

The old man spoke slowly. “It always comes to this, to
sadness. I tried very hard.”

“Yes, yes. I understand you. It is not too late »

“Who knows? My dreams have been uneasy. We have
both done wrong. We cannot trust one another. My
dreams told me that we might have a beginning-again,
but the dreams are so strange since you have come. .. .”

“Volmay, will you wait? Will you wait?”

“It was not easy for me to come here. I do not know.
I will try, I will try. ...”

Monte touched the cld man’s shoulder. “We are grate-
ful for what you have done. I will be back soon. Wait for
me.”

“We will do what we must, all of us.”

Monte couldn’t wait any longer. Charlie was sick;
there was no telling what he might do.

He left the old man where he was and ran back down
the trail, toward the green world that had swallowed the
man who had been his friend, toward the river.

Monte plunged into the tall grasses. It was easy to fol-
low the trail left by Charlie’s heavy boots—but it was not
necessary. He knew where Charlie was going, knew it as
certainly as he had ever known anything in his life.

He did not waste his breath in calling. It was too late
for words and he needed to conserve what strength he
had left. He was weak with hunger. The nervous energy
that had sustained him was beginning to falter.

He was covered with sweat when he reached the river.
He saw Charlie at once: a squat, bulbous figure on a
rock in the middle of the stream. A pathetic, broken man
smothering in the shell of his mechanical suit, looking
down at the cool, clean water.

Why did he wait for me? Was it too hard to die alone?

“Charlie! Don’t do it!” His voice was very small, lost in
the immensity of the sky, drowned by the rush of the river.

Charlie Jenike looked back at him and said nothing.

Monte started across the rocks toward him.

Charlie smiled a little, a strangely peaceful smile, and
jumped. He hit the water feet first and dropped like a
stone. He came up again once, caught in the current.
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His clumsy body thrashed in the water. He seemed to be
trying to swim.

Monte dove into the water, knowing that it was no use.
The river was swift and cold. He struck out for the
struggling figure but he never had a chance.

Charlie went down again and stayed down.

Monte fished down from the surface, peering through
the cool green depths. He stayed down until his lungs
were bursting, surfaced, and went down again. He couldn’t
find him. There were deep pools in the river and the cur-
rent was swift, swift. . . .

He kept at it until there was no longer any hope and
then fought his way to shore. He dragged himself out on
the yellow bank and caught his breath. The river looked
calm and untroubled under the arch of the sky. There
was no sign of Charlie.

He felt empty, completely drained of all emotion. He
was exhausted by everything he had bzen through. He
tried to remember Charlie as Charlie had been: a
brusque, unkempt man, a man devoted to his subject, a
man of integrity, a funny little guy who looked like a
penguin. . ..

But that Charlie was far away, far away. He had died—
when? Days ago, a lifetime ago. The sick, frightened, be-
wildered man that had thrown himself into the river had
not been Charlie. He had been someone else, a broken
man, a man who could not face the dark depths of his
own being.

I brought him here. I brought all of them here.
Charlie, Louise, Helen, Ralph.

And now I am alone.

And I too have changed. . . .

He looked up into the cloudless blue sky. Somewhere
up there a ship still sailed. A mighty ship that had crossed
the gulfs between the worlds. A ship that held his peo-
ple, wondering, waiting. . . . It always came down to
human beings. Small, afraid, uncertain, powerless—but
it was up to them. It was always up to them.

Monte turned his back on the river and began to re-
trace his steps. He was desperately tired. The white sun
was dropping down toward the edge of the mountains
and the day was hot and still and empty.

He climbed the trail that wound up the cliff. He
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reached the cave. He thought of it as his home; it was the
only home he had.

The old man was gone. The wolf-thing was gone.

The dead animal was still there.

Monte sighed. He made himself go back down and
gather wood. He built a small firc by the mouth of the
cave and broiled a chunk cf meat on a stick. The fat
sizzled when it dropped into the fire. The smell of the
cooking meat was a good smell. That, at least, had not
changed.

He ate until the pain left his belly. He stood on the
rocky ledge and watched the great night paint its shadows
across the world of Walonka. He took a final swallow of
water from his canteen and crawled into his cave.

1 5 The sunrise was a glory.

Light flooded the cave and Monte
woke up instantly. There was no transition, no fuzziness.
He was fresh and alert the moment he opened his eyes, as
though just being alive was a great gift and there was no
time to waste.

And I was the guy who always needed three cups of
coffee to get going!

He stepped out of the cave, drinking in the beauty -of
the dawn.

The white ball of the sun was draped in clouds. It
burned through the mist, shining like a rainbow. It
reached down with fiery fingers and painted colors on the
land: vivid green, flame red, jet black. It bounced its light
off the mountains, making them -gleam like glass. Its
warmth sent a pleasant tingle through his body.

Monte hauled up more wood and built himself a fire. He
took a long drink from his canteen and hacked out an-
other chunk of meat from the dead animal. He used a
sharp rock to clean the hide away and cooked an ample
breakfast. The meat tasted like venison. It was tough and
wild and juicy.

When he had eaten, he found a hard rock to use as a
hammerstone and chipped out a reasonably good hand
axe. He put a sharp edge on it, leaving the core of the
original stone for a grip. He looked at it and grinned. He
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was making progress. Fid, htl wis inltigsgiowef Paleo-
lithic already! Another Wct}!lopletitartd hd <A@ ifivent
pressure flaking. . . .¢ “V? lhw ano on 1udr szoqquz [

He went to work on WHat' s fé‘fft?)f’iﬁg'ﬂféat"‘ﬂle cut
it into long narrow strips and put it in the‘suh to’dry. He
walked down into the grasslands and found some of the
red berries. He pounded the berries into the meat, melted
some fat and poured it over the dry meat. He smiled with
satisfaction. It probably wasn’t the best pemmican in the
world, but it would last him for a couple of days.

That was all he needed.

He sat cross-legged in front of his cave, looking down
on the land below. The time had come. It was now or
never.

He closed his mind to everything except the problem
before him. He had all the facts he needed, all the facts
he could possibly expect. He had all the pieces of his puz-
zle. All he had to do was to put them together.

Only—where did you start?

Well, take it from the beginning. Go over it step by
step. Think it through.

There must be a key.

There had to be a key.

Start with Mark Heidelman who had first told him
about Sirius Nine. Was that the beginning? No—go back
still further. Go back to the dawn of man on the planet
Earth. Go back. . .. _

Suddenly, he got to his feet. He looked around him, his
eyes staring.

I've been blind. Blind. Here it is, right in front of
me!

Yes.

A cave.

A fire.

And a chipped-stone tool.

He picked up the chunk of flaked rock that had become
a hand axe. He held it in his hand, held it so tightly that
his knuckles whitened.

A chipped stone tool.

The beginning.
The key.

EXTRACT FROM THE NOTEBOOK OF MONTE
STEWART: ’
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+ This journal looks like something dug up out of
a tomb. It's:a miracle thag jt still hangs together.
I suppose that no one will ever read what I write
here, but somehow that doesn’t seem to matter
very much. Or does it? Maybe a man always
needs to try to communicate—with himself, if nec-
essary.

Communication.

In a way, that’s what this whole thing is all
about.

I’'m excited now. I think I see the answer. I
must try to get it down. And then perhaps. . . .

Once you see this thing in perspective, it’s not
difficult. The trick is to back off; take a long look
down the corridors of time. Lord! Isn’t it odd how
a man can teach an idea for half of his life and
then not apply it when the chips are down? I
tossed it off every semester in my introductory
lecture: “If you want to understand the human
animal, you must go back to the beginning. Written
records are very recent in the story of man—they
only take you back a few thousand years. Man
himself has been around for close to a million
years. In order to get an insight into what he is
like today, you must look back down that long
road and see where he has been. You must go back
to the beginning. . ..”

The beginning?

After all, how do we know the story of man on
Earth? How did we unravel the past?

We did it by digging up tools. Stone tools.

Paleolithic: Old Stone Age.

Mesolithic: Middle Stone Age.

Neolithic: New Stone Age.

We're so used to it we don’t even think about it.
It’s a part of us. Of course! Who questions the
basic dictates of his culture? It always seems so
natural, so inevitable.

From the very first, as soon as man became
man, he made tools. He chipped artifacts out of
stone. This was how he lived. This was how he
hunted, how he defended himself, even how he
expressed himself. (Who can look at a Solutrean
blade and not know that it is a work of art?)

Obvious?

Maybe. But consider this. When man on Earth
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first started down that trail, theredwas:no:tifning
back. When he chipped- his!! first ‘toel]--hd!déter-
mined his destiny.- All-theésrest fiowed-from vwthat
one creative act: spears, harpoons, bows:and:dr-
rows, the plow, wheels, Wwriting, citiés, planes,
bombs, spaceships. . ..

It was a way of life, a way of thinking,

It was man’s path on Earth.

(It is not for me to say whether that path was
good or bad. I don’t know whether or not the terms
have meaning in this context. But it is a fact,
surely, that man saddled himself with a heavy
load when he chipped that first stone tool. Only a
moron can fail to read the lesson that is written
in our story. An emphasis on external power car-
ries a built-in penalty. Read our novels, listen to
our music, look at our art. Visit an insane asy-
lum. Count the suicides. Count the graves of all
the wars. Weigh the boredom, if you can—the
emptiness, the frustration, the weariness, the des-
perate search for diversions. We have power over
things: we can build bridges, houses, ships, planes.
But have we been fulfilled as a people? Have we
even found a measure of happiness? Why do we
need pills to ease the knot in our guts? Is our
yearning for the stars only an expression of inner
poverty? Was there a toll bridge on the path we
walked? Was there a hidden joker in the deck we
opened?)

A way of life, yes.

But was it the only way?

What if man on Earth had never taken that first
step?

What if he had turned down another trail, a dif-
ferent trail?

Vlyzhat if he had never chipped that first stone
too!

What other path had been open to him?

Consider the Merdosi, back in the mists of dawn
on Sirius Nine. See them with their long ape-like
arms, their naked bodies, their dark and intelligent
eyes. See them with the word-magic in their
mouths, huddled together under a great white
sun. ...

They had taken a different turning. They had
started down a different trgil.
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. :'What had it been?

Well; what were the key facts about the Merdosi
now? How-had they behaved? What techniques had
they used? -

Item: They had little or no visible material cul-
ture; they didn’t make things.

Item: They had a close and pivotal relationship
with some of the animals of their world, the Mer-
dosini and the saucer-eyed creatures that looked
like tarsiers. They seemed to control them.

Item: It was possible that they could influence
growth patterns to some extent. For example,
those hollow trees did not seem to be completely
natural. And \perhaps they could grow other
things. . ..

Item: They had been completely baffled by the
men from Earth. They had not been able to adjust
to a contact situation. They had been confused,
upset, afraid. They had attacked, first with the
Merdosini and then. . ..

Item: They had attacked their minds. They had
driven Charlie mad. While the men from Earth
slept, they had induced a sickness into their
brains. They had worked through their
dreams. . ..

Item: The baffling thing about their culture was
the fact that there was nothing to see. All the
visible clues were lacking.

Item: What had the old man said? What had
Volmay told him? “We will do what we must, all
of us. We cannot trust one another. My dreams
told me that we might have a beginning-again, but
the dreams are so strange since you have
come....”

Dreams.

Yes, and was there not a parallel among many
of the primitive peoples of Earth, the peoples who
had not yet been smothered by the mechanical
monster? Did not all of them place great faith in
dreams? Did they not use dreams to see into the
future, to give meaning to their lives, to touch the
unknowable? Did they not trust their dreams as
sources of deep wisdom? Did not some of them,
like the Iroquois, develop the idea of the subcon-
scious long before Freud, and recognize that iliness
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might be caused by a seomflicts>Betweeri~therinmes
man and supposedly rational thought?uoy aviz yorit

(And how about ‘cuptbwat Heeasts2i®idiwehot
speak of dreams as symibtiold:of doperandiddals?
And were not our attitudes ‘toward: them -very
much like those of the Merdosi teward artifacts?
Weren’t we great ones for giving lip-service to
dreams? “Never lose your illusions, my boy! Al-
ways keep your dreams before you! But of course
we must be practical, take a good course in Busi-
ness Administration. . ..”) -

What did it all add up to?

Clearly, the Merdosi had developed a different
aspect of the human personality. Their culture had
centered on a different cluster of human possibil-
ities. They had tumed inward. They had tapped
the hidden resources of the human mind. They
worked in symbols, dreams, visions.

Telepathy? No, not quite. Rather, they seemed
to have perfected a technique of projecting emo-
tional states. That would account for their control
over animals. That would account for what hap-
pened to Charlie—and to me.

But it must be more than that, far more. It must
permeate every aspect of their lives. They must
live in a world of symbolic richness, they must see
the world in vivid colors, tones, shadings. They
must be able to open their minds, share them.
They must have techniques that we have never im-
+ agined—they must understand the growth of trees,
the unfolding of life.

Yes, but the Merdosi were people too. They
were not supermen. They were not idealized fig-
ments of the imagination. They were only different.

Wasn’t there a hidden price-tag on their way of
life too? What would the characteristics of such a
culture have to be?

Obviously, there were certain advantages. There
would be a closeness with other people, a harmony
with life. Above all, there would be a kind of in-
ner security, a peace. But the technique of dream
interpretation depended in the final analysis on a
static, unchanging society. Dreams did not come
out of nowhere. As long as nothing changed, the
old ways would work—you could understand the

118



dreams, rely on them;: trust the ancient commands
they gave you.

But if you started to- dream about a spaceship?

"~ Or strange men with rifles?

Or men and women with alien customs?

Wouldn’t the single basic fear of a secure society
be the threat of insecurity, of change? What could
you do when your dreams held no answers?

You would fear the coming of strangers with a
dark, cold terror. They would strike at the very
roots of your existence. How could you possibly
trust them when all they offered were words?

Words were not enough.

Contact was not enough—indeed, it might be
fatal.

Protestations of. friendliness were not enough.

I know what I must do.

The way is plain.

But can I trust myself, and all the things that
have made me what I am? Is the bridge strong
enough to hold us both?

It was no good trying to put it off. It had to be done.
The next move was up to him.

Monte spent one last night in his cave, resting. Then
he walked out into another of the glorious mornings of
Sirius Nine, ate some of the pemmican he had pre-
pared, and drank some water. He was ready.

He felt a certain affection for the little cave, and the
symbolism of the place was not lost on him. Apart from
that, he had always loved the high places. He was con-
vinced that there were two basically different kinds of
people—those who were drawn to the lowlands and those
who found rest only in the mountains. If he could have
his life to live over again, he decided, he would live more
of it in the mountains where the air was clear and a man
could touch the sky.

He looked down upon the green grasslands that rolled
away to the darker green and yellow that lined the river.
It was peaceful here, despite everything that had hap-
pened. Even the air seemed less irritating, and the raw-
ness had left his throat. Could he not just once live up to
the best that was in him, no matter what the cost?

Man had met man for the first time. The patterns of
future history might well be determined by what hap-
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pened here. And the universe was huge, swimming with
islands of life. There was more at stake here than even
the destinies of Earth and Walonka. There were other
worlds, other men. Man had need of all the friends he
could find, and one day he too would be judged.

Monte shrugged. It was a lot to ask of any one man.
But perhaps it always came down to just one man, one
decision, in the end. . ..

He grinned at the crumpled pieces of the spacesuit,
still heaped on the rocky ledge. He wouldn’t be needing
them any longer. '

He started down the trail.

He was amused at his self-styled role as a man of des-
tiny. He was well aware that he was not the ideal man
for the part. It was too bad, he thought wryly, that he
could not have walked naked from the cave. That
would have been a dandy symbol, a real corker, the very
stuff of legends.

Unhappily, he couldn’t risk the sunburn; he needed
his clothes.

A parboiled hero! There was one for the books.

He walked on through the tall grasses, stroking his
beard, smiling to himself.

1 6 Monte crossed the river without

incident. He retraced his steps to the clearing where he
and Charlie had pitched their camp and was surprised to
find it just as they had left it. Somehow, he had expected
it to show the same changes he sensed in himself. That
terrible day in the rain—surely that had been a million
years ago, in another time, another age. ...

He stopped only long enough to pick up his pipe and
tobacco. He clamped the pipe between his teeth and sa-
vored the delicious smoke. If they ever stood him against
a wall before a firing squad, he thought, he would ask for
a last pipe.

It was all very strange, just as life itself was strange.
It hadn’t been very long ago that he had given up his pipe
for fear of frightening the natives. Now, when he was
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about to walk the same path he had walked before, the
pipe no longer mattered.

He had learned something, at least.

The externals didn’t count.

He moved into the forest. The great trees closed in
around him, whispering with activity, but he ignored
them. He went on to the field where he had first glimpsed
Volmay so long ago—where he had offered him food
and seen the first of the Merdosini. He found the path
which led into the woods, the dark path that for him
would always hold the echoes of blackness and rain and
the wind that swept the roof of the world.

He located the hollow tree.

Volmay was sitting in front of it, his naked body gleam-
ing in a fugitive patch of sunlight. His old head had
fallen forward on his striped chest. He was asleep.

Dreaming?

As soon as Monte stepped into view, Volmay stirred
and opened his eyes.

“Hello, Volmay.”

“Monte. I speak your name. I dreamed that you would
come.”

“You did not wait for me.”

Volmay smiled. “I waited here.”

“I came as soon as I could.”

“Yes. I knew that you would come. I wanted you to
come. And yet I did not know—do not know——"

“What?”

“Whether it is good. I am an old man; I am con-
fused. Nothing seems certain to me. I am very sorry
about the—other.”

“That is done.”

“Perhaps.” Volmay frowned; deep lines stood out on
his face. “I am sorry about all of the others. But I am
only one man.” He groped for words. He looked very
tired.

“We are alike, you and I. We have both tried to do
things that are hard for us to do. It is never easy to
act alone. It is easier to flow with the tide, is that not so?”

“There are times when a man must swim against the
current. I am ashamed that it took me so long. I was
afraid.”

“But you came to me. And now I have come to you.”
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The old man sighed. “It is not enough.”

“No. we two can do nothing. I know that. I have
come to—offer—myself.”

The old man stood up. He looked at Monte with
dark, sad eyes. “I do not understand your words.”

“Sometimes a battle cannot be won by fighting. There
are men of my people who found that out long before I
was born. Sometimes a fight can only be won by a sacri-
fice, a surrender.”

“That is a strange idea.”

“Volmay, your people can see into my mind, is that
not so?”’

“If it is your wish. They cannot do it against you will.”

“It is my will. I offer myself to them. I will hold back
nothing. I want them to examine me. I want them to see
for themselves what I am.”

“And what are you, Monte?”

He laughed. “I am a man. I hope that is enough.”

Volmay turned away. “How can you trust us, after
what we have done? I can promise nothing. I do not know
what will happen to you.”

Monte sat down before the entrance to the hollow
tree. It was warm in the sunlight. He refilled his pipe
and puffed on it until the tobacco caught. “It seems to
me that my people came here to you, not the other
way around. We are the intruders. This is your world.
It is only right that I should be on trial here, as you
would be on trial if you came to our world. That is the
way of things. I will accept your verdict.”

The old man sat down beside him. *“You will have no
choice.”

“I have already made my choice.”

“I do not know. We are so very different. . . .”

“Are we? I thought so, once. But the first step must
be taken. One of us must have faith. Or else ”

“What?”

“lI have not the words to tell you.”

“There will be—unhappiness?”

“More than that, Volmay. There are forces at work
here that we are powerless to stop, you and 1. Our twc
peoples have met. We will never be entirely separate
again; this I know. We two are the beginning of a long.
long story. We will not live to see the end of it—perhaps
it will never end. If we can trust each other, we can be
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friends. If we fear each other, we must be enemies.”

“Perhaps it was wrong of you to come. We did not ask
you here.”

“Who is to say? It may be that one day your chil-
dren’s children will be thankful that we came to you. In
any event, we are here.”

“Do you think we will ever be thankful that you
came?”

“I do not know. That is the truth.”

“You are very strange. Why did you come here?
It must have been a long, hard journey.”

“Why do you dream in the sun? Why do you live in a
hollow tree? We are what we are. My people, Volmay—
they are a restless people. They have always been rest-
less. To us, the stars were a challenge. Can you under-
stand that?”

“The stars?” Volmay smiled. “The stars are the stars.
They have always been there to light the darkness. But
sometimes, at night, when the world is still, I have
climbed high into the trees and looked at them and won-
dered....”

“You do understand.”

“I am not sure. I have always felt closest to the stars
when I was alone, not moving. I have always felt closest
to the stars when the night wind touched my face. Can
you get nearer to the stars than that?”

“I don’t know. How can I explain »

“Yes. Exactly. Words—they are nothing. But, Monte,
I must ask something of you. I do not know so many
things.”

“I will try to answer you.”

He smiled an old, tired smile. “How can you trust your-
self? You know nothing of your own mind. How can you
know what my people will see in you? Your dreams. . . .”

“There is no other way.”

Volmay looked at him. “There is hope. Yes. You sur-
vived an attack on your mind—you were strong enough
to withstand it. That is surprising. There is something in
you that carried you through. There is hope in that.”

“I’d like to know myself what that something is.”

“Yes. It is good for a man to know himself; I cannot
imagine living otherwise. But my people are afraid. It
will be very hard for them not to find evil in you. Do you
understand that?”

123




“I understand. We are the same way, when we are
afraid.”

“And you are not afraid any longer?”

“I'm scared to death. But I'm more afraid of not try-
lng."

“You will be very helpless, my friend. I would not
want to be the cause of more harm coming to you.”

“You have agreed that there is no other way.”

“That is true.”

“Then you must take me to the village and explain to
them. Or if the time is wrong for ‘the village, take me to
the men.”

Volmay looked at him with new interest. “You have
learned about us.”

He felt an odd thrill of pride, as though he had been
given a professional compliment.

“Very well.” the old man looked up into the trees.
He squinted his eyes as though concentrating. He did not
speak for a long minute. Monte followed his gaze and
saw one of the little reddish-brown animals hiding in
the branches, its huge eyes peering down at Volmay.
He only caught a glimpse of the creature before it dis-
appeared.

“I have sent a message,” Volmay said. “All will be
ready.” '

“Thank you.”

The old man stood up and moved toward the tree.
“We will eat together now. Then we will sleep. In the
morning, we will go.”

Monte followed him into the hollow tree.

It was high noon when they reached the village. The
white furnace of the sun hung suspended in the middle of
the sky, as though reluctant to ‘move on. The eroded
brown rock walls of the canyon reflected the light like
smudged and ancient mirrors. The waterfall at the head
of the canyon was an oasis of coolness, and the silver-
flecked stream that snaked across the canyon floor looked
familiar and eternal and inviting.

The cave-eyes of tunnels and rock shelters watched
them from the gray and brown rock faces of the cliffs.

In a sense, everything was just das it had been before
—and yet it was all different, completely different. There
were no children playing down along_ the river, no peo-

124



ple going about the seemingly aimless tasks of everyday
living.

There was an air of taut expectancy in the village.

There was an aura of fear and suspicion and waiting.

The Merdosi had built a great fire on a ledge of rock
that jutted out over the canyon. They had all gathered
around the leaping flames in a circle of naked bodies and
dark, staring eyes.

Monte followed Volmay up a twisting trail. He could
not face the eyes that watched him. He looked at his
feet and walked steadily forward.

He felt naked, exposed, alone.

He could find nothing in himself to cling to, nothing to
help him.

He was beyond comfort, beyond science, beyond rea-
son.

He was on trial, on trial before an alien judge and
an alien jury. He did not know their standards of right
and wrong, guilt and innocence. He did not even know
what he had done, or had not done. He did not know what
he was.

And through him all the people of Earth were on trial.
Who was he to offer himself as the representaiive of a
world? Surely, there were better men. . . .

But if you really knew all there was to know about any
man on Earth, would you invite him into your home?

He walked through the circle of eyes and stood with
his back to the flames. It was very hot. He did not know
whether or, not he could stand it.

A young man with vertical blue stripes painted on
his naked chest stood before him. He held out a gourd
that ‘was filled with a dark and fragrant liquid.

“Drink,” the man said. “Drink and let your mind be
open. It is the way.”

Monte lifted the gourd to his lips and drank the stuff
down. It tasted like heavy wine.

The fire blazed beneath him. The circle of eyes pressed
closer, closer. .

The sky began to spin.

I will not hide. I will let them in. I want them to know,
to see, to share. . ..

Black darkness and white light, all mixed up together.

Eyes.

They were in his mind, staring.
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1 ; Knock knock.

“Who’s there?

Art.

“Art who?”

Art Ifact!

(Laughter.)

WHAT IS HAPPENING TO ME? WHO AM I?

There. There you are. See? You are still Monte
Stewart. 1 am Monte Stewart. When the mind is con-
fronted with something totally new it interprets it in
terms of an analogue. . . .

Is THIS AN ANALOGUE?

Call it what you will. Look. Listen.

Question: Is this what you have hidden all your life,
kept sealed up inside of you?

Answer: Yes. I am ashamed. I was ashamed.

(Laughter.) .

Q: Don’t you know how small it is, how trivial?

A: 1didn’t know.

Q: You know so much and so little. Are these the
names you are trying to show us? Judas? Pizarro? Hit-
ler?

A: Those are some of the names.

Q: Einstein? Tolstoy? Ghandi?

A: Those are some of the names.

(Snapshot: An ugly mushroom cloud, shadows pressed
into concrete.)

Q: That is the hydrogen bomb?

_ A: Not that one. Only an atomic bomb. We used it
twice.

(Snapshot: A beagle puppy in an animal shelter. A kid
with big round eyes. The puppy wags its white-flagged
tail.)

Q: Merdosini?

A: Only a pet.

Music.

Q: What is that?

A: Swan Lake. The Original Dixieland One-Step. Star-
dust. John Henry. Scheherazade. The Streets of Laredo.

Q: What is anthropology?
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A: The study of man.

(Laughter.)

Q: What is this Exhibit A you keep thinking about?

A: It is evidence in a trial.

Q: A trial?

A: In a court of law.

Q: Law?

CONFUSION. A MAN IS INNOCENT UNTIL PROVEN
GUILTY! A MAN HAS THE RIGHT TO CONFRONT HIS AC-
CUSER! THEY USED TO CHOP OFF YOUR HEAD IF YOU
STOLE A RABBIT!

Q: Why did you come here, to Walonka?

A: We have been searching for men like ourselves.

Q: Why?

A: I don’t know. We gave each other many reasons.
Perhaps because the universe is vast and man is small.

Q: You needed us?

A: That was a part of it. And there was the excite-
ment. . ..

Q: Like music?

A: Like music.

(A child’s thought: “He’s funny! He’s funny!” And a
mother-thought: “That’s not nice!”)

Q: Why do you smoke a pipe?

(Laughter. His laughter.)

Q: What is another world?

A: Earth is another world.

Q: Where is the Earth?

(Snapshot: Stars like fireflies in a great night. Empty
miles lost in darkness. Round green islands floating,
shining through necklaces of white clouds.)

A: Itis faraway.

Q: There were people like us on your world once?

A: No, not like you.

Q: But people who did not live as you live?

A: Yes.

Q: Why do you call them primitive?

CHAOS. TARZAN SWINGS ON A VINE, FLEXING HIS
BICEPS. “ME MAN, YOU GIRL.” A NEANDERTHAL
SCRATCHES HIS HIDE AND PEERS FROM HIS CAVE. A MAN
DRESSED IN SKINS, WORKING BY THE LIGHT OF A STONE
LAMP, PAINTS ON A ROCK WALL DEEP BENEATH THE
EARTH. AN INDIAN PRAYS TO THE SUN. AN oLD EskiMoO
MAN CRAWLS OUT ON THE ICE TO DIE, '
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Q: What happened to these people on your Earth?

A: Some were killed, hunted down like animals. Some
were put on reservations. Some were only—changed.

Q: Will this not happen to us, if your people come?

A: No! No! I don’t think so.

Q: Why?

A: We have changed, we have grown up.

Q: Have you?

A: There are laws!

Q: Ah, we know that word! Who made the laws?

A: We did.

Q: What is progress? Your head is full of it.

A: I don’t know. A word. Medicine. Ethics. Space-
ships. . . .

Q: What is it like not to know yourself, to be empty
inside? What is it like to be uncertain and afraid?

A FLASH OF RED. ANGER. REBELLION.

A: Physician, heal thyself!

(Laughter.)

Q: You admire your people?

(Pause )

: Sometimes.

: You think they are good, your people?

: Sometimes.

: When?

: Your questions have no answers! We are not per-
fect. We have done the best we could. We have tried!

Q: You admire our people, the Merdosi?

A: Sometimes.

Q: When? .

A: When you come out of your shells, when you take
a chance, when you don’t take the easy way!

Q: When we are like you?

A: Perhaps. But that is because I don’t really know
you! A man cannot admire what he does not understand.
You have hiddn yourselves from me!

Q: And if a man understands, then he admires?

A: Not necessarily. But if he truly understands, he may
find compassion. He may even find love.

Q: Or hate?

A: That is possible. But there is hope. . . .

Q: Ah! You would like to see into our minds, to under-
stand us?

A: Yes! Of course! But I haven't finished telling you
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about my people. I have hardly begun! You don’t know
us yet. I haven’t told you about Plato and baseball, poets
and beer, Caesar and the Rocky Mountains, artists and
Aztecs! 1 haven’t told you about science——

Q: You are wrong. We have seen all these things. It is
only that you don’t remember—not all of our questions
are shaped into words. We know you now. But would
you like to know us?

A: Yes. But you can’t possibly know my people yet! I
haven’t done them justice. . . .

A KNIFE IN MY BRAIN, CUTTING THEM OFF. IT Is ALL
CHANGING. I AM GOING OUT. . . .

Wart!

COME BACK!

IT 1S OVER, IT IS OVER.

No!

I CAN SEE, IT IS BEGINNING. . ..

I am not myself, but I am a man.

(What long arms you have, Grandpa!)

Is this what freedom means?

I am standing on the roof of the world. There are leaves.
all around me, red leaves and green leaves, and they draw
a line across the sky. There is a cool breeze kissing my
face; the air is clean and spiced with the smells of living
things. The big sky arches above me. The sun is white and
near and friendly.

There are birds nesting in the high branches: brown and
yellow birds that sing with the sheer joy of being alive.
Every leaf is new-minted, every line in the bark of age-old
trees is unique.

Nothing has changed. This is where peace reigns su-
preme. It has always been so, from the beginning of time,
It will always be here, waiting for me.

I dive from the top of the world. The blood races in my
veins. I smile; who could keep from smiling? I rush
through the cool green air, reach out with my strong right
hand, catch a branch. It gives under my weight, but I swing
in a great arc—forward and down, so fast that I can
hardly breathe! My left hand breaks my fall and I swing
on my long arm, swing out and down. . ..

(Look, Ma, I'm flyin'!)

I rest on a gnarled limb in the middle ranges, sealed
off from the sky above and the land below. There is water
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here, standing in dark little hollows in the wood. And
there is food: blue eggs in neat, round nests, red berries
on thorny vines, combs of honey clouded in buzzing in-
sects.

This is where a man belongs. This is where he finds his
strength. This is where the good dreams are born.

There is no need to think, to analyze. It is enough to
feel, to be. A man is not alone. He is a part of everything
he sees; he shares in the harmony of the open sky and the
budding land and the thrusting trees. He is in the crystal
rivers that flow from dark mountain ranges, in the orange
fires' that warm the night, in the air that whispers over
waving grasslands.

I love this place. I am grateful for what it is. I am grate-
ful too that it was given to me, for the Sun Shadows built
our world well, and built it to last forever. . ..

It was long ago and it was yesterday. It was in the be-
ginning and it is now.

The Sun Shadows looked down on Walonka and were
sorry that jt .was lonely, They walked out on the Edge,
where it is neither night nor day, and there they found the
Moon Shadows. Together, hot and white and cold and sil-
ver, they danced beneath the stars.

They made the Merdosi, born of the sun and the moon
in a shelter of stars. They carried them to Walonka. They
gave Walonka to the Merdosi and Merdosi to Walonka.

“Live under the sun,” the Sun Shadows said. “Look up
and know that we are watching. Look down and see -our
Shadows walking across your land. That is the way it will
be, forever.”

“Live under the moon,” the Moon Shadows said.
“Look up and know that we are watching. Look down and
see our Shadows walking across your land. That is the
way it will be, forever.” '

The sun and the moon did not forget. They always
watch us from our sky. The Merdosi did not forget. We
have honored the Shadows of the Sun and the Shadows
of the Moon, and we have kept Walonka as they gave it
to us.

We have been careful. . . .

A dream?
I am a man. A man spends half of his life with his eyes
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open and half of his life lost in dreams. The two go to-
gether. A man cannot live without his dreams and a
dream cannot live until it is acted upon.

It is good to dream, to refresh myself. There is wis-
dom in dreams. If you dream in the afternoon, the Sun
Shadows speak to you. If you dream at night, the Moon
Shadows speak to you. And if you can dream on the
Edge. . ..

My dreams speak truth to me always. They tell me
what I really want to do. And what I really want to do is
right, for am I not a man?

Of course, sometimes a dream is not clear. It must be
interpreted. There are Merdosi who are skilled in such
things. And twice a year we all dream together. . . .

It is dangerous to change. When the old ways are left
behind, the dreams are confused. It is hard to know what
is right.

It is wise to accept the world that was given to us.
Our lives have been comfortable. Each of us in his time
repeats a cycle that goes back to the Beginning.

And yet. . ..

Sometimes the dreams are strange. There are longing
dreams. There are dreams that speak of unknown coun-
tries. There are restless dreams. When a man wakes from
such a dream, he is unhappy, he is filled with a sense of
something missed, something lost. . . .

It is better to ignore such dreams.

It is better to keep things as they are, forever.

(Ask me no questions. . . .)

I am a boy.

I have lived my life in the village with the women and
the old men. I have played down by the river. I have not
told the Elders about all of my dreams, for I am ashamed.
I have been happy, I suppose. But there are times. . . .

I have seen the men come into the village. I have
sensed the thrll in the air. I have watched, some-
times. . . .

I have watched the men go back into the great forest,
where the trees grow tall. How I have wanted to go with
them! .

My time is coming. I am almost a man.

They will build a great fire on the ledge that looks
down over the river. They will bring us together, four
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boys and four girls. We will drink together, and the El-
ders will look into my mind. I hope they don’t see every-
thing!

If we are fit, we will be taken to the Place—four boys
and four girls. There we will stay alone with the Sun
Shadows and the Moon Shadows. We will stay alone
until we are no longer boys and girls.

Renna has dreamed of me. I know she has, for she has
told me so. And when the moon is full, and we are at the
Place. . . .

I am afraid, but I can hardly wait.

I want to be a man!

And later, much later, I can go into the great forest
alone and find my tree. . ..

I see—myself!

I come out of the sky in a round mctallic thing that
lands in a clearing. I step out into the air of Walonka. I
sneeze.

How strange I look with my short arms and funny
clothes, clutching my rifle! I am full of questions, full of
strange smells. My mind is cold.

I am an alien.

I walk toward the forest. I never look up toward the
roof of the world. I am busy with schemes, plans, subter-
fuges. '

I am different.

I walk toward the Merdosi. I am something new, some-
thing unknown, something dangerous.

What do I want, with my cold, closed mind?

What do I want, with my words that are only words?

I am Change.

I am to be feared; I cannot be trusted.

I keep coming, keep coming, keep coming. . . .

Go away, go away!

I keep coming, keep coming. . . .

Go back, go back!

I keep coming, keep coming. . . .

Knock knock.
“Who’s there?”.
BLACKNESS!
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1 8 Monte Stewart opened his eyes.

At first, he was confused. The black nothingness of ob-
livion was gone, but it had been replaced by a gray,
featureless gloom that was not much more informative.’
He felt a hard surface under him. He reached over with
his hand and touched rock. He sat up, squinting. He
felt dizzy and faint, but there seemed to be a lighter
patch of gray to his right. . ..

Of course! He was in one of the village caves. He had
passed out during the trial, if that was the right word for
it, and. ...

It all came back with a rush.

He leaped to his feet and ran toward the entrance to
the cave. He stuck his head out, grinning like an idiot.
The village was asleep around him, asleep and strangely
beautiful in the first pale light of the dawn. The waterfall
was a murmur of silver, the winding river a ribbon of
glass. The forest was deep and dark and inviting.

He was on the Edge, where it was neither night nor day.

There was no fear in him now. There was no worry, no
uncertainty.

He did not have to ask any questions.

He knew.

(Had he not seen into their minds, as they had seen
into his? He knew the decision of the Merdosi as surely
as they themselves did.)

He was free.

More than that, he had won—won for all of them.

He was frankly surprised at the outcome, and yet it had
a certain inevitability about it. He was surprised and he
was proud. He was proud of himself, proud of his people,
proud of the Merdosi. And he was grateful—grateful for
the meaning that had been given to his life.

He had lived his life in the conviction that understand-
ing was possible between man. He had lived his life in the
belief that hope was possible between men. He had lived
his life in the belief that hope was not an obsolete word.
How many men are given such a dramatic proof of the
codes by which they live?

The verdict?
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It was not a simple thing, not a matter of being guilty
or not guilty. (What was the crime, what was the law?)

It was rather a matter of acceptance. .

The Merdosi had accepted him as a man, as a human
being that was neither all bad nor all good. They had ac-
cepted his people for what they were, seeing in them a
fundamental kinship with themselves. They had recog-
nized the differences and respected them.

Perhaps they would have preferred never to have met
the men from Earth. But the men from Earth had come.
The Merdosi, at the very least, were prepared to make the
best of a bad bargain.

They were willing to give the strangers the benefit of
the doubt.

They loved their world the way it was, and yet they
were big enough to know that they were not perfect.
They had things to learn, just as did the men from Earth.
It would take time, and the way would not be easy, but
they were ready to try. They did not know where the new
road might lead; there would be many new dreams. But
surely, if all men walked the road together, it would be a
good road. . ..

Monte stood for a long time on the Edge, waiting for
the night to end and the day to begin. He watched the
stars winking out one by one. He sensed the silent thun-
der of the dawn.

The Merdosi had looked into his heart and mind, and
they had trusted him. But what of his own people? What
would they do to the world of Walonka in the years to
come? Could he trust the men of Earth?

If the Merdosi could have faith in the aliens, could
he have none?

But it would take more than faith.

There was work to be done.

He walked down the trail that wound down to the can-
yon floor, leaving the sleeping village behind him. There
was no need to tell them he was leaving or where he was
going; they already knew. He was free to go, just as he was
welcome to stay.

He walked along the purling river.

Just as the great white sun flamed behind the moun-
tains, he vanished among the trees of the waiting forest.

It was late afternoon when he reached the little clear-
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ing. The battered tents still stood. The blank-faced space-
suit helmets still lay where they had fallen. The charred
black logs of the dead fire were still in place.

Monte shivered, despite the heat of the day. He was
not alone here. He was surrounded by watching eyes,
eyes of the living and eyes of the dead. He was engulfed
in two sets of memories—his and those of the Merdosi.
He was at once the explorer setting foot in a strange and
unknown land and the native who stared and feared and
wondered.

He sat down on a rock to rest, cupping his bearded chin
in his hands. The problem, really, was the same as it had
always been. The problem was communication, getting
through to people. First it had been the Merdosi. Now it
was his own people.

His own peoyple. . . .

A wave of homesickness swept through him, more in-
tense than any he had ever known. This was not his world,
could never be his world. He was hungry for the sights and
sounds he knew, hungry for a sun that was not a white
furnace filling an alien sky. He had done his job, hadn’t
he? Surely they could expect nothing more of him. He
had only to signal the waiting ship, and go home.

(Home, the loveliest word in the language—in any
language! See the shining snow on the Rockies, the green
of the mountain meadow in spring, the friendly books that
lined his office. Have a cup of steaming coffee, sleep in
his own bed, have a classic bull session with the boys.
And who was looking after the flowers that Louise had
planted?)

That wasn’t all| either. He would be famous, wouldn't
he? He would be a big shot, a hero. Didn’t every man
have a hankering to be a wheel, even when he laughed
at the wheels he knew? He would be a Success, a corn-
ball dream come true. He could write his own ticket. He
could be the top man in his field.

He got up, filled his pipe, and went to work. He
straightened up the devastated tents, built a fire, and
cooked a meal. Then he dug out the voice-typer and set
it up by his cot. He lined up a supply of tobacco, ar-
ranged the portable light, and sat down to think.

This was going to be the most important piece of writ-
ing he had ever done in his life. Quite possibly, it was
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the most important piece of writing that anyone had ever
done.

He tried to remember them, those people he must
reach with his inadequate words. He tried to think of
them as individuals. Admiral York—not an easy man to
sell. Tom Stein and Janice; their memories of the Mer-
dosi were anything but pleasant. Don King, a cynic with
small use for dreams. Mark Heidelman. The Secretary-
General.

And there were so many others: politicians, report-
ers, hordes of self-styled experts.

How would he himself have received the story of the
Merdosi if he had never come to Sirius Nine? He pic-
tured himself sitting in his university office, his beard
neat and trim, his eyes skeptical. He saw a student come
crashing into his sanctum, all full of the wonderful story
of the Merdosi. He could almost hear the biting sarcasm
of his own comments. . . . ]

He stared blankly at the voice-typer. Outside the lighted
tent, he could feel the darkness of the world around him.
Where were the words that could tell his story?

What could he say about the precedent he had tried
to set, without sounding like a pompous idiot? How
could he tell them what he had leamed, without sound-
ing like a romantic fool? How could he make it clear to
everyone that this was a matter of life and death, a ques-
tion of ultimate survival? How could he show them
the enormity of the sacrifice the Merdosi were making
by permitting the strangers to come among them? How
could he explain the lesser sacrifice his people must
make in return, a sacrifice of restraint, of wisdom, of hu-
mility?

He could only tell his story to the best of his ability.
He could only use the feeble words he knew. He could
only hope that the truth was good enough.

What was the story he had to tell?

It was a simple story, really.

There were no primitive supermen. (Wasn’t that what
we secretly longed for? Didnt we want god-like being:
who would shoulder our responsibilities for us? Didn*
we want a benevolent sorcerer who might wave a magic
wand over our world?)

There were no bestial savages. (Wasn’t that what w
secretly wanted too? A nice evil monster that we coul
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handle, instead of the monsters we all had within us? A
bug-eyed tentacled beast that we could focus all of our
little hates upon?)

It was a shame. There were no supermen. (Lay my
burden down!) There were no monsters. (Kill the witch!)

There were just people.

It was just a story of people who had taken a different
turning on the pathway of life. Just a story of human
beings—more advanced and less advanced, better and
worse. Just a story of the Merdosi, who had been afraid
to give their trust—until now. A story of a people ready
to learn, and to teach. And a story of the Edge, of Sun
Shadows and Moon Shadows and a shelter of stars. . ..

A story of how man met man, and wanted him for a
friend.

He thought it was a good story, a story of promise, a
story of beginnings. But he could not write the end-
ing. That was up to the men of Earth.

He went to work.

It took him two days to tell his story.

When he had finished, he carefully arranged the ma-
chine cylinders and the manuscript on the table by the
voice-typer. He took out his battered notebook and
placed that on top of the pile. He had concealed nothing,
held nothing back.

As soon as the time was right, he called the recon-
naissance sphere on the portable radio equipment. It
was there, as it was once each day, waiting for his call.

He talked fast, telling Ace what he had done and where
the materials were. He told him what he was going to do
and that he was in good shape. He made a few requests:
tobacco, food, clothing. Then he cut the contact. He
could not bear to listen to Ace’s familiar Texas voice;
it was too much like home.

And he couldn’t go home, not yet.

He might never get home again.

He knew that if he ever returned to the ship he was
through. Admiral York would never permit him to come
back to Walonka, and he would never leave him behind
if he had any choice. And Monte knew that it would be
very easy to let himself be persuaded. Once he was on
the ship it would be easy to convince himself that he
wasn’t needed here, that his job was done.
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It wasn’t done, of course. It was just beginning. It
wasn’t enough to blithely make contact with a people.
What was needed was a bridge, a bridge of sympathy
and understanding. He would have to be that bridge.
There was no one else.

One day, the ships from Earth would come again.

He had to be ready.

He changed his clothes and loaded his pockets with
tobacco. He took nothing else. He left the tent, walked
across the clearing, and entered the dark woods.

He did not look back.

There were open spaces in the forest where the blue
sky showed through, but he averted his eyes. He did not
want to see the gray sphere come down. He did not want
to think of the great invisible ship that was his last link
with home.

He walked on toward the hollow tree, where old Vol-
may would be waiting.

They had a lot of dreaming to do together.



" " _After the Beginning

It took four years.

They were long years, and busy years. Monte, caught
in the web of one culture, could well imagine what was
happening in the other. It would have taken the space-
ship about eleven months to reach Earth from Sirius
Nine. It would take it another eleven months to come
back again. Therefore the people of Earth had had two
years and a couple of spare months in which to make up
their minds.

That was about par for the course. How had the de-
cision been reached? With cartoons and editorials and
public debates? Or by secret discussions within the Unit-
ed Nations?

Well, no matter.

The men of Earth had to come back, that was certain.

But how they would come, and for what purpose. . . .

That was something else again. That was the worry
that nagged at Monte for many long days and nights.

It had been a strange four years. There had been the
excitement, the thrill of exploring a new and unknown
civilization. (He knew now how they had felt, those
men who had first seen the ruins of the Maya, the hidden
tombs of ancient Egypt, the Eskimo shamans in the long
Arctic night!) And there had been the loneliness, the
very special kind of loneliness that a man knows when
he is cut off from his kind. He could never truly be a
part of the Merdosi way of life; he was sealed away
from it by years of alien experiences. He longed for
the sights and sounds of Earth, and yet he was no longer
quite a man of Earth either.

Change was always hard.

He had made new friends, and Volmay in particular
was as remarkable a man as any he had ‘ever known. But
Monte missed his old friends, the men and women
who had shared that other life with him. The loss of
Louise was a hollow ache within him.

Perhaps he was just growing old. He was getting to the
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age where a man seeks a return, a link with his own
Ppast, a closing of the circle of life.

And there had been one real crisis.

It seemed very obvious to him now, and he wondered
that he had not thought of it before. It was inherent in
the situation. When the Merdosi looked into his mind,
they saw more than his personality, more than a refiec-
tion of the character of his people. They saw the pos-
sibility of their own destruction—and they saw a new
kind of knowledge.

Artifacts, for them, had always been a sort of con-
fession of weakness. But they could not help recognizing
their own weakness when contrasted with the men of
Earth. They could see the advantages of weapons, just
as Monte could see the advantages of a technique of pro-
jecting emotions. If you combined the two, you had a de-
fense of sorts.

Just in case.

Some of the younger Merdosi men began to experi-
ment. They were able to bypass millenniums through the
medium of his mind. It was absurd to imagine that they
could build themselves a missile with a nuclear war-
head, of course; Monte could not have done it himself.
But bows and arrows were something else again.

It was pathetic, but it had the seeds of destruction in it.

It made the situation just that much more critical. An
arrow can kill as surely as a bomb or a bullet. And a
death now could only invite retaliation. If that happened,
Monte’s whole life was reduced to an ironic joke.

Four strange and worried years. . . .

It was with mixed emotions that Monte watched the
coming of the ship, one spring day.

The monstrous ship filled the sky, blotting out the
sun, making no attempt at concealment.

(A show of force?)

Landing spheres detached themselves from the mother
ship and started down. Monte counted twenty of them.
They glittered like ominous bubbles in the sunlight.

They landed.

With a sinking heart, Monte watched the soldiers
climb out.

They lined up in little rows, like toy soldiers on parade.
Behind them, in a protected pocket, stood six men who
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we're ‘ot 'in uniform. That, at least, was encouraging.
Monte would have given a lot for a good pau of field
glasses.

" Voliiay smiled a tired old sniile. “They have come
to rescue you from the monsters, my friend.

“It looks that way.”

“What will we do?”

“Will you go and speak to the other men, Volmay?
Tell them to get ready. Tell them io have patience. Tell
them that there has been a misunderstanding.”

“I will do that. And you?”

Monte shrugged. “If they’re so dead-set on doing it, I
guess I'll go down there and let them rescue me.”

“Alone?”

“That would be best, I think.”

“Will they listen to what you have to say?”

“They’ll listen. They’ll listen unless they’re prepared
to shoot me on sight.”

“You will be careful?”

GGYeS.”

“I wish you well. We will be waiting.”

Monte clenched his fists and clamped his empty pipe
between his teeth. He left the shelter of the trees and
started across the field toward the soldiers.

The soldiers saw him coming. They stayed in forma-
tion, screening off the six civilians.

Monte walked up to them, his blood boiling. He put
his hands on his hips, took a deep breath, and spat out of
the corner, of his mouth. He stood there, looking them up
and down: skinmy, ragged, bearded, his eyes as cold as
ice.

“Get the hell out of my way,” he said diplomatically.

One of the soldiers sneezed.

A colonel stepped forward. “Try to be reasonable, sir.
We know you’ve been through a lot. But we have a pro-
cedure to follow here——"

“Great!” Monte was getting madder by the minute.
“If I may coin a phrase, colonel, we can do without your
particular bull in this china shop. Let’s get something
straight, shall we? The Merdosi are back there in the
trees, watching every move you make. Right now they’re
friendly. More than that—they’re trusting us. But you've
got to get these soldiers out of here.”
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The officer flushed. He made a desperate effort-tp sal-
vage his dignity, but a sneeze caught him unawares. . “I
have my orders ”

“Just a minute, please.” A tall man in civilian clothes
pushed through the line of soldiers. His hair was grayer
than Monte remembered it, but he had the same smiling
eyes. “Monte, is it really you?”

“Bob!” Monte laughed and clapped him on the shoul-
der. “Bob Cotten! My God, the last time I saw you——"

“The Triple-A meetings in Denver, wasn’t it? It’s
been a long time, too long. Man, you look like a ghost.
What have they been doing to you?”

“Bob, have you got some authority around here?”

Bob Cotton grinned. “Well, I'm the new anthro-
pologist in charge of making contact with the natives. I
guess I've sort of got your old job.”

“For two cents I'd let you start from stratch. Boy, am
I glad to see you! Can’t you get this damned army out of
here? Everything’s okay if we don’t mess it up now.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yes. You want me to sign it in triplicate?”

“That won’t be necessary, Monte. Your word is good
enough for me. But you'll have to talk to the big boys.”

“Who’d you bring with you? The P.T.A.?”

“Not quite. The Secretary-General sent along a five-
man committee. They've got a big fancy title—some-
thing about Extraterrestrial Relations, which sounds
highly immoral—but they’re okay. One man each from
the United States, Russia, England, China, and India.
They won’t give you any trouble, once they get a go
ahead from you. But the way things were left here, its
understandable that no one wanted to take chances.”

“I told you everything’s okay.” Monte turned to the
man in uniform. “If the colonel will be good enough to
stand aside. . ..”

The officer waved his hand. “Sure, sir. Glad to have
you back, Dr. Stewart.”

Monte shook his hand. “Sorry I was sa cantankerous,
colonel. Buy you a drink later?”

The colonel sneezed and managed a smile. “I could
use one.”

Bob Cotten escorted him to the five waiting men.

They all had smiles of welcome on their faces.
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Mot Felt ‘2 great load lifting from "his shmﬂdel:s. He
almést'Btoke down and cried. .
Everythmg was going to be all nght -

Later that same afternoon, the ﬁrst meeting took place
between the two groups. It happened in a little clearing
in the forest, not far from Volmay’s tree.

On the face of it, the meeting wasn’t very dramatic.
It would have made a poor scene in a play, no matter,
how the music swelled behind it. Indeed, Monte thought,
there were only two people left on two worlds who could
really appreciate the enormity of what happened.

He himself was one.

Volmay was the other.

They stayed on the fringes now, gladly relinquishing
the stage. But they were both remembermg Remember-
ing that other meeting that had been only yesterday as
worlds count time, and yet had been an eternity ago in
some far lost age. . ..

Volmay had been standing there, frozen with fear, and
the wolf-thing had padded across the leaves.

Monte had walked toward him, meat in one hand and
berries in the other.

“Monte,” he had said, peinting at himself. . . .

Had that been only yesterday, even as the worlds
count time?

It was all so easy now. )

Monte had led Bob Cotten and the U.N. committee to
the clearing. They had left the soldiers behind and they
were unarmed. The men of the Merdosi had been wait-
ing, their bows and arrows tossed casually into the
bushes.

One of the Merdosi men had stepped forward and
shaken the hand of the man from India, smiling with
pleasure at being able to show off his knowledge of the
customs of Earth. “You are welcome among my peo-
ple,” he said in English.

“We have come in peace,” said the man from India,
proudly speaking a sentence he had learned in the Mer-
dosi language. (Charlie’s records, back on the ship,
had been put to good use.) “I want you to meet my
friends.”

Simple.

Nothing to it.
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Monte looked across at Volmay, and the old man sol-
emnly winked at him.

That night, Monte slept alone in his tent. He was not
quite ready to feel the steel of the ship around him.
Outside, a small fire burned against the darkness of the
hushed and silent world.

A light breeze began to blow, whispering through the
trees its song of silvered rivers and sleeping grasslands
and distant mountains. A fat yellow moon floated over
the edge of the black forest.

Perhaps the Moon Shadows spoke to him as he slept,
who can say?

For the dreams came to him again as they had come
before into this tent in this clearing. The dreams came to
him again, but this time they were different dreams: the
dreams that come best when a man’s work is done and
he is alone.

Monte Stewart smiled in his sleep.

He was dreaming the best dream of all, the dream of
the magic promise, the dream of going home.
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This is an original publication — not a reprint. Printed in U.S.A.

The anthropologist’'s dream..

Monte Stewart was an extremely intelligent, somewhat
contentious anthropologist, with a sense of humor
and a non-conformist approach to life. As an expert
in his field, he was chosen to approach the first
apparently human-like form of life ever to be en-
countered on another planet.

Here was the chance he had been waiting for all his
life —an opportunity to make contact, to investi-
gate, to ascertain the facts about an altogether new
man-like species — with the added knowledge that
the peace of the worlds depended upon the estab-
lishment of friendly relations.

But Stewart and his party of experts couldn’t get to
first base. They tried for weeks — and then vicious
unreasoned tragedy struck their camp.

What had gone wrong?
Who were these ‘people’?
Why had they attacked the humans?

Stewart had failed in his mission, but for his own peace
of mind he had to discover the answers — and this
he could now only do alone.
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