Ja Fell a Tnee

And this delightful herb whose living green
Fledgesthe river'slip on which we lean-
Ah, lean upon it lightly! for who knows
Fromwhat once lovely lip it springs unseen!
—THE RUBAIYAT

The First Day

;ust before the treeman's lift began to rise, Strong swung it around so that his back would be

toward the trunk. Thelesshe saw of the tree during theinitial phase of his ascent, the better. But the lift
was little more than atriangular steel frame suspended verticaly from athread-thin winch cable, and
before it had risen ahundred feet it swung back to its origina position. Whether he liked it or not, the tree
was going to be with him right from the sart.

Thetrunk was abouit fifteen feet away. What it made Strong think of most was acliff, aconvex, living
cliff, with bark-prominences eight to ten feet long and fissures three to four feet degp—an arbored
precipicerising into agreen and maestic cloud of foliage.

He hadn't intended to ook up, but his eyes had followed the sweep of the trunk of their own valition.
Abruptly he lowered them. To reassure himself, he looked down into the shrinking village square & the
familiar figures of histhree companions.

Suhre and Blueskies were standing on one of the ancient buria mounds, smoking morning cigarettes.
Strong was too high to see the expressions on their faces, but he knew that Suhre's stolid features were
probably set in stubborn resentment and that Blueskies was probably wearing his "buffao-look.” Wright
was about a hundred feet out from the base of the tree, operating the winch. Hisface would be
essentialy the same asit dwayswas, alittle pinched from worry, perhaps, but till embodying that
strange mixture of gentleness and determination, still unmistakably aleader'sface.

Strong raised his eyesto the houses surrounding the square. They were even more enchanting seen
from above than from below. Omicron Ceti's red-gold radiance lay colorfully on chameleon rooftops,
danced brightly on gingerbread facades. The nearer houses were empty now, of course—the village,
within athree hundred yard radius of the tree, had been vacated and roped off—but looking at them,
Strong got the fanciful impression that pixies had moved in during the night and were taking over the
household choreswhile the villagers were away.

The thought amused him whileit lasted, but it did not last long. The convoy of huge timber-carriers
that moved into the square and parked in along waiting line sent it scurrying.

Once again he confronted the tree. He was higher now, and the trunk should have become smdller. It
had not—at least not perceptibly. It till resembled a convex cliff, and he felt more like amountain
climber than he did atreeman. Looking up, he saw thefirst limb. All he could think of was a horizonta
sequoiagrowing on the vertical dope of adendritic Everest.

Wright's crisp voice sounded over the tree-to-ground radio hookup, the receiver and minuscule
batteries of which were atached to Strong's | eft ear [obe: " Seen any dryads yet?'

Strong tongued on the tiny transmitter attached to hislower lip. "Not yet."

"If you do, let me know."

"Like hell! That long blade of grass| drew gave me exclusive treerights, remember? Whatever | find
up hereismine!” Wright laughed. "Just trying to help out.”

"I don't need any help, thanks. What's my height?"

Therewas a pause. Strong watched the cigarette-s ze figure of Wright bend over the winch-control
pand. Presently: "One hundred and sixty-seven feet. Another hundred and twenty more and you'll be



evenwiththefirst limb. . . How do you fed?"

"Not bad."

"Good. Let meknow if anything goeswrong. Theleadt littlething.”

"Will do." Strong tongued off.

It was growing darker. No, not darker, Greener. Thelittle sunlight that filtered down through the
countless strata of foliage in apae, chlorophyllic glow degpened in huein ratio to his ascent. Tree-fright
touched him, but he dispelled it by applying an antidote he'd learned in treeschool. The antidote was
ample concentrate on something, anything at all. He took inventory of the equipment attached to the
basebar of thelift: tree-pegs, tree-rations, blankets; tree-tent, heating unit, peg-hammer; cable-caster,
cutter, first-aid pack; climbing belt, saddle-rope, limb line (only the ringed end of thelimb linewas
attached to the bar—the line itsdf trailed down to adwindling coil at the treg's base), Timkin-unit,
tree-tongs, canteen ...

At length the lift drew him into the lower foliage. He had expected the leaves to be huge, but they
were small and ddlicate, reminiscent of the leaves of the lovely sugar maple that once had flourished on
Earth. Presently he came opposite thefirst limb, and aflock of scarlet hahaha birds derided hisarriva
with achorus of ddritch laughter. They circled around him severa times, therr little haf-moons of eyes
regarding him with seeming cynicism, then they spiraled out of sight into the upper branches.

Thelimb waslike aridge that had torn itself free from amountain range to hover high abovethe
village. Its branches weretreesin their own right, each cgpable, wereit to fdl, of demolishing at least one
of the housesthe colonistsloved so dearly.

Why, Strong wondered for the dozenth time, had the origind inhabitants of Omicron Ceti 18's major
continent built their villages around the bases of such arboreal monsters? The Advance Team had stated
initsreport that the natives, despite their ability to build beautiful houses, had redly been very primitive.
But even 50, they should have redlized the potential threat such massive trees could pose during an
electrica storm; and mogt of al they should have redized that excessive shade encouraged dampness and
that dampness was the forerunner of decay.

Clearly they had not. For, of dl the villages they had built, the present one was the only one that had
not rotted into noisome ruin, just asthe present tree was the only one that had not contracted the
hypothetica blight that had caused the othersto wither away and die.

It was the Advance Team's contention that the natives had built their villages close to the trees
because the trees were religious symbols. But, while the fact that they had migrated en masseto the
"death-caves’ in the northern barrens when the trees began to die certainly strengthened the contention,
Strong il found it difficult to accept. The architecture o the houses suggested apractica aswell asan
artistic race of people, and apractical race of people would hardly commit self-genocide just because
their religious symbols turned out to be susceptible to disease. Moreover, Strong had removed treeson a
good many newly-opened planets, and he had seen the Advance Team proved wrong on quite a number
of occasions.

The foliage was below him now, aswell as above and around him. Hewasin aworld apart, a hazy,
greenish-gold world stippled with tree-flowers (the month was the Omicron Ceti 18 equivalent of June
and the tree was in blossom), inhabited only by himsalf and the hahaha birds, and the insects that
condtituted their diet. He could see an occasiond jigsaw-patch of the square through the intervening
leaves, but that was al. Wright was out of sight; so were Suhre and Blueskies.

About fifteen feet below the limb over which he had made his origina cable-cast, he told Wright to
hat the winch. Then he detached the cable-caster from the base-bar, fitted the buitt to his shoulder and
garted the lift swinging back and forth. He selected the highest limb he could see, one about eighty feet
up, and a the extremity of one of his swings on the winch side of the tree, he aimed and squeezed the
trigger.

It was like a spider spitting afilament of web. The gossamer cable drifted up and over the chosen
limb, and itsweighted end plummeted down through leaf and flower to dangleinchesfrom his
outstretched fingers. He caught it on the next swingback and, still swinging, pressed it againgt the apex of
the lift-triangle till its microscopic fibers rooted themsaves in the stedl; then he snipped the "new” cable



free from the caster with his pocket-snips and returned the caster to the base-bar. Finaly he increased
thearc of hisswing till he could grasp the origind cable, which danted down through the foliage to the
winch. He held on to it long enough to squeeze together the two cables—the "old" and the "new"—ill

they automaticaly interspliced, and to sever the bypassed section.

Thedack inthe"new" cable caused the lift to drop severa feet. He waited till the swing diminished
aufficiently, then told Wright to start thewinch again. Theinfinitesma Timkens coating the thread-thin
cable began rolling over the "new" limb, and the lift resumed its upward journey. Strong leaned back in
his safety belt and lit acigarette.

That was when he saw the dryad.

Or thought hedid.

The trouble was, the dryad talk had been abig joke. The kind of ajoke that springs up among men
whose relationships with real women are confined to the brief intervals between assgnments.

You didn't believeit, you told yoursdlf; you knew damned well that no matter what tree you climbed
on whatever planet, no lovely lady df was going to come skipping down some leaf-trellised path and
throw hersdf into your yearning arms. And yet al the while you weretdlling yoursdlf that such athing was
never going to happen, you kept wondering in the dark outlands of your mind where common sense had
never dared set foot, whether some day it might happen.

All during the voyage in from Earth and dl during the ride from the spaceport to the village, they had
tossed the joke back and forth. There was—if you took credence in Suhre's and Blueskies and Wright's
talk . .. andin hisown talk too —at least one dryad living in the last giant tree on Omicron Ceti 18, and
what atime they were going to have catching her!

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

It had been the merest glimpse—no more than a suggestion of curves and color and fairy-face—and
astheimage faded from hisreting, his conviction faded too. By the time thelift pulled him up into the
bower where he'd thought she'd been, he was positive she would not be there. She was not.

He noticed that his hands were trembling. With an effort he steadied them. It wasridiculousto
become upset over aprankish play of sunlight on leaf and limb, he told himself.

Then, at 475 feet, he thought he saw her again.

He had just checked his elevation with Wright when he happened to glance toward the trunk. She
appeared to be leaning againgt the bark, her long leg braced on the limb he had just come abreast of.
Tenuous of figure, pixyish of features, golden of hair. She couldn't have been over twenty feet away.

"Holdit," hetold Wright in alow voice. When the lift sopped rising, he unfastened his safety belt and
stepped out upon the limb. The dryad did not move.

Hewalked toward her dowly. Still she did not move. He rubbed his eyesto clear them, haf-hoping
she would not. She went on standing where she was, back propped againgt the trunk, long legs braced
on the limb; immobile, statuesque. She wore a short tunic woven of leaves, held in place by astrap
looped over her shoulder; ddlicate sandals, lso woven of leaves, interlaced hafway to her calves He
began to think she wasredl. Then, without warning, she twinkled out of sight.

There was no other phrase for it. She did not walk away or run away or fly away. In the strict sense
of the word, she did not even disappear. She was Smply there one second and not there the next
second.

Strong stood still. The exertion he had expended to gain the limb and walk adong it had been
negligible, and yet he was swesting. He could fedl swest on his cheeks and forehead and neck; he could
fed it on his chest and back, and he could fed the sweated dampness of histree-shirt.

He pulled out his handkerchief and wiped hisface. He took one step backward. Another. The dryad
did not re-materidize. There was acluster of leaves where she had been, a patch of sunlight.

Wright'svoice sounded in hisearecever: "Everything dl right?’

Strong hesitated amoment. "Everything'sfine" he said presently. "Just doing alittle reconnaissance.”

"How's she look?"

"She—" Heredlized just in time that Wright was referring to the tree. He wiped hisface again,
wadded up the handkerchief and replaced it in his pocket. "She'sbig,” he said, when he could trust his



voice. "Red big."

"Well take her dl right. We've had big ones before.”

"Not thisbig we haven't.”

"Well take her anyway.”

"I'll take her," Strong said.

Wright laughed. " Sure you will. But well be hereto help you, just in case ... Ready to 'climb’ again?'

"Inaminute”

Strong hurried back to thelift. "Let her go," he said.

He had to cable-cast again at around 500 feet, and again at around 590. At about 650 the foliage
thinned out temporarily and he was able to make a cast of better than one hundred and fifty feet. He sat
back to enjoy theride.

In the neighborhood of 700 feet, he dropped off histree-tent, blankets and heating unit on awide
limb, and tied them down. The deeping was aways better in the big branches. As his height increased, he
caught occasiond glimpses of the village. Foliage below, but he could see the outermost ones, and
beyond them the chemically enriched fields that stretched away to the horizon. The fieldswere at low ebb
now—gol d-stubbled with the tiny shoots of recently sown whegt, an endemic variety unequaled
elsawherein the galaxy. But by mid-summer the tide would be full and the colonistswould regp another
of the fabulous harvests that were turning them into first-generation millionaires.

He could see the specks of housewives puttering in backyards, and gyro-cars crawling like beetles
through the streets. He could see children the apparent size of tad-poles swimming in one of the artificia
lakesthat were afeature of each block. All that was missng from the scene was a painter painting a
house or aroofer repairing aroof. And for agood reason: these houses never ran down.

Or hadn't, up till now.

The wood and the carpentry that had gone into their construction was without pardld. Strong had
been ingde only one building—the native church that the colonists had converted into a hotel—but the
owner, who was adso mayor of the village, had assured him that the hotel, basically, was no more than a
larger and more ornate counterpart of the other buildings. Strong had never seen such flawless
woodwork before, such perfect paneling. Everything wasin perfect balance, unified to a degree where it
was impossibleto tell where foundation and underpinning left off and floor and wall began.

Walls blended into windows and windows blended into walls. Stairways didn't Smply descend: they
rippled down like wood-grained rapids. Asfor artificid lighting, it emanated from the very wood itsglf.

The Advance Team, in classfying the natives as primitive, had based its concluson largel y—and
perhaps stupidly, Strong thought—on the fact that they had not learned how to use metastill late in their
ethnologica tenure. But, the eagerness of the coloniststo preserve the one remaining village (which the
Department of Galactic Lands had permitted) indicated that the miracles the natives had been ableto
perform with wood more than compensated for the miracles they had been unable to perform with iron
and bronze.

He made three more cable-casts before abandoning the lift, then, standing on the limb beneath the
one over which he had made the fina cast, he buckled on his climber's belt and attached the articles he
would need to its snap-locks. Findly he transferred the end of the limbline from the base-bar to the
sngp-lock nearest hisright hip.

His approximate height now was nine hundred and seventy feet, and the tree had tapered to the
proportions of thelong extinct American em. He moved in on thelimb to the trunk, fashioned a safety
belt out of his saddle-rope and snubbed himsdlf into "walking" position. Then, leaning back at aforty-five
degree angle, he"walked" around the trunk till he could obtain aclear view of the overhead branches.

He chose acentraly located crotch, about saventeen feet up, for thelimbline, then coiled thefirst nine
or ten feet of thelineinto alineman'sloop and pulled up about thirty feet of dack. He had to turn
Sdeways on the trunk to make the throw, but he got it off perfectly, and the coil, which comprised the
nucleus of the loop, soared through the crotch and unwound down to where he could easily reach the
ringed end.

He returned to the limb, untied his safety belt, and climbed the double line to the crotch. Omicron



Ceti 18'slighter gravity had reduced his 180 pounds Earth-weight to afeathery 157 ¥z he did not even
draw a deep breath.

After notifying Wright, he settled himsdlf comfortably, detached the V-shaped Timken-unit from his
belt and clamped it into place in the crotch. He opened the unit and laid the limb line over the
near-frictionless bearings, then closed the unit and locked it. Although he could not see what was taking
place on the ground, he knew that Wright was directing the relocating of the winch, the sinking of new
winch-anchors, and the subgtitution of the limbline for the winch-cable. The winch-cable, unneeded for
the moment, would be secured to the base of the tree by means of atree-peg.

After testing the Timken-unit by pulling the limbline back and forth severa times, Strong attached the
tree-tongsto the lin€'s ringed end. Then he looked around for a good saddle-crotch. He found one
presently. It was about fifteen feet above him and itslocation promised him excellent accessto the area
he was concerned with—the section ninety feet down from the top of the tree where the limbs began
exceeding the one hundred foot limit Wright had set as maximum crest-length.

After making the throw, he"snaked" the rope down till he could reach it, and tied his saddle. The
ingtruction manua they gave you at treeschool had alot to say about saddles: about the double bowline
tied on the shorter length that provided you with a seet, and the tautline hitch—tied round the longer
length with the dack from the bowline—that gave you maneuverability. The manua had alot to say about
saddle-technique, too: told you how to descend by putting your weight in the seat and exerting pressure
on the top of the hitch; warned you alwaysto feed the dack through the hitch after you climbed to a
higher level or when you werewalking in from atonging. If you used it right, the manua said, your saddle
was your best friend.

Strong didn't dip into the seat right away. He declared a ten-minute break instead. Leaning back in
the limbline crotch, hetried to close his eyes; but the sun got in them, the sun and the leaves and the tree
flowers, and the bright blue patches of sky.

The saddle-rope hung down like asilvery lianafrom the lofty crotch of his choosing, swayed gently in
the morning breeze. The crotch was about twenty feet bel ow the highest point of thetree, or over a
thousand feet above the ground.

The figure was hard to assmilate. He had climbed agood many tall trees; some of them had even run
as high asfive hundred feet. But this one made them seem insignificant. This one was over athousand feet
high.

A thousand feet! ...

The swaying saddle-rope took on anew meaning. He reached over and touched its knurled surface.
He glanced up aong its double length. Almost before he knew it, he was climbing; hand over hand at
firdt, then intertwining hisfeet in the rope and letting it glide between them as he raised his bodly,
"ganding” in it while he obtained new hand-holds. Enthusiasm joined his exertion; his blood coursed
warmly through his body; his senses sang. He climbed leisurely, confidently. When he reached the crotch,
he pulled himsdlf into it and looked upward.

Thetrunk roseinto afina bifurcation some ten feet above. He pressed the tiny studs that released the
stedl spurs contained in the insteps of his tree-boots and stood up. He placed his hands on the dark gray
bark. At this height the trunk wasless than afoot in diameter and was as smooth as awoman's throat.
Heraised hisleft foot and brought it down on an angle. Hard. The spur sank deep into the wood. He put
hisweight on hisleft foot and raised hisright. He sank the second spur.

He began to climb.

Even if you closed your eyes, you could tell when you were nearing the top of atree. Any tree. The
crest swayed more and more as your height increased; the trunk grew smaller beneath your hands, the
warmth of the sun intensified asthe foliage thinned out around you; your heart begt in ever faster cadence

When he reached the find crotch, Strong dipped one leg through it and looked down upon the
world.

Thetree was agreen cloud, seen from above now rather than from below—avast green cloud that
obscured most of thevillage. Only the outlying houses were visble dong the lacy periphery. Beyond



them the "Great Wheat Sed'—as he had cometo cal it in hismind—rolled soundlessly away to the
horizon.

"Archipelago” would have been abetter metaphor than "sea” For there were "idands’ wherever you
looked. "Idands’ of rotted villages, sometimes surmounted by the gaunt gray lighthouse of a dead tree,
sometimes littered with the gray debrisof afdlen one. "Idands’ of storage bins built of durable sted-fail;
"idands' of equipment sheds built of the same materia and filled with the sowing-copters and lightweight
combines the colonists had |eased from the Department of Gaactic Lands.

Nearer the village there were other, smaler "idands': the sewage disposd plant; theincinerator; the
crematory. Findly there was the brand new "idand" of the lumber mill, where the colonists hoped to
salvage the wood from thistree.

In away the tree would be a harvest in itsdlf, for wood was dear on Omicron Ceti 18—amost as
dear asit was on Earth. But they wouldn't be getting it for nothing, Strong thought; not if you figured the
goodly sum they were going to have to shell out to TreeKillers, Inc. for the tree'sremoval.

He laughed. He had little sympathy for the colonists. He knew aswell as Blueskies what they were
doing to the soil, what Omicron Ceti 18 would look like haf a century in the future. Sometimes he hated
them

But he found it hard to hate them now. He found it difficult to hate at al, with the morning wind
fluttering histree-shirt and the morning sun fingering hisface and the vast blue sky spread out around his
shoulders and the whole world spread out beneath hisfeet.

Helit and smoked a cigarette, and it tasted good on the top of the world, in the wind and the dien
sun. He smoked it downttill it stung hisfingers, then ground it out on theinstep of hisboot.

When heraised his hand, there was blood on hisforefinger and thumb.

At firgt he thought he had cut himsalf, but when he wiped the blood away there was no sign of acut
or even ascratch. He frowned. Could he possibly have injured hisfoot? He leaned forward . . . and saw
the redness of hisinstep and the bloody, dripping spur. He leaned farther forward . . . and saw the
bloody trail his spurs had left on the smooth gray trunk. Findly heredized that it wasn't hisblood at all

It wasthetree's.

The foliage twinkled in the sun and the wind, and the trunk swayed lazily back and forth. And back
and forth and back and forth

Sap!

He had begun to think that the word would never assert itsdlf, that its false synonym would pre-empt
hismind forever.

It didn't have to be transparent. If the right pigments were present, it could be any color—any color
under the sun. Purple. Green. Brown. Blue. Red—

Blood-red. . ..

There was no reason to assume that, Smply because a certain characteristic was present in ordinary
trees, it necessarily had to be present in this one. There was no arbored law that said atree's juice had
to be colorless.

He began to fed better. Red sap, he thought. Wait'l | tell Wright!

But hedidn't say aword about it to Wright when, amoment later, Wright contacted him.

"Almost ready?" Wright asked.

"Not—not quite. Doing alittle reconnaissance.”

"Quite afavorite occupation of yoursthismorning.”

"Inaway."

"Well, snceyou're going to keep the dryads dl to yoursdlf, | won't try to musclein. Too high for a
middle-aged treeman like mysdlf to be climbing, anyway. Thereason | called wasto tel you were
knocking off for chow. | suggest you do the same.”

"Will do," Strong said.

But he didn't. He had tree-rationsin his pocket, but he had no appetite to go with them. Instead, he
sat quietly in the crotch and smoked another cigarette, then he descended the trunk to the saddle-rope



crotch. Quite abit of the sap got on his hands and he had to wipe it off on his handkerchief.

Heretracted his spurs, intertwined hisfeet in the middle-rope and " skinned" down to the
limbline-crotch. He paused there long enough to dip into his saddle, then he"burned” down to the end of
the limbline, and attached the tongsto his belt. The first one hundred-footer was about twenty feet below
him. He "burned" the rest of the way down to it, the limblinetrailing behind him, and started walking out.
The limb was quite large a itsjuncture with the trunk, but it tapered rapidly. When he judged he had
covered two thirds of itslength, he affixed the pointed tongs into the wood, adjusting them so that when
the limbline tightened, they would get afirm bite on thelimb.

The action had a caming effect, and when he tongued on his transmitter, he was his usud tree-sdlf,
and automaticaly lapsed into the mock-forma mode of address he and Wright sometimes used in their
tree-to-ground exchanges:.

"Ready when you are, Mr. Wright."

Therewas apause. Then: "Y ou don't believe in long noonings, do you, Mr. Strong?"

"Not when thereés atree the size of this one staring mein theface.”

“I'll turn on the winch. Sound off when thedack isout.”

"Will do, Mr. Wright."

Inits present position the limbline straggled back aong the limb to the trunk, then up the trunk to the
limbline-crotch. When the winch went into action, it rose into asagging arc ... aless pronounced arc ... a
graight line. Thelimb quivered, cresked—

"Hold it, Mr. Wright."

Hewalked back to the trunk, feeding his saddle-dack through the tautline hitch. At the trunk, he put
hisweight into the seat and "burned” down till he was even with the underside of the limb. Then heleaned
back in the saddle and drew his pistol-shaped cutter. He set the beam for ten feet and directed the
muzzle at the bottom of the limb. He was about to squeeze the trigger when he caught ahint of curves
and color on the periphery of hisvison. He glanced out to where the limb's | eaf-laden branches brushed
the noonday sky

And saw the dryad.

"We're waiting for the word, Mr. Strong."

Strong swallowed. Swesat had run down from hisforehead into his eyes. He wiped them on his
shirtdeeve. He dill saw the dryad.

Shewas haf gtting, haf reclining, on abough too smal to support her weight, and her wispy garment
blended so flawlesdy with her leafy surroundingsthat if it had not been for her pixy-face and golden
limbs, and her gentle shock of yellow hair, he would have sworn he was not redlly seeing her at dl; and
even asit was, he amost would have sworn, because her face could have been a newly-opened flower,
her limbs graceful patterns of golden whest showing through the foliage, and her hair ahandful of
sunlight.

He wiped his eyes again. But she refused to disappear. He waved to her, feding like afool. She
made no movement. He waved to her again, feding even more like afool. He tongued off histranamitter.
"Get out of there!" he shouted. She paid no attention.

"Wheat's the holdup, Strong?" Wright's impatience was evident both in histone of voiceand in his
dropping of the mock-forma "Mr."

Listen, Strong said to himsdlf: Y ou've climbed hundreds of trees and therewasn't asingledryad in
any of them. Not one. There's no such thing asadryad. There never was such athing. There never will
be. In thistree or any other tree. And there's no more dryad out there on that limb than there's
champagne in your canteen!

He forced his eyes back to the underside of the limb towards which his cutter still pointed. He forced
himsdlf to squeeze thetrigger. A dit appeared in the wood; he could dmost fed pain. He tongued on his
transmitter. "Up," he said. The limbline twanged asit tightened; the limb sighed. He degpened the
undercut. "Up," he said again. Thistime the limb rose perceptibly. "Now keep a steady strain, Mr.
Wright," he said, and brought the invisible beam of the cutter dowly up through the wood tissue, freezing
the molecular structure inch by inch. Thelimb rose up and back, separating from the stud. By thetime he



finished the cut, it was hanging parald to the trunk and was ready to be lowered.

"Take her down, Mr. Wright!"

"Will do, Mr. Strong!"

He remained where he was while the limb passed, severing the larger subsidiary branches so that
there would be less chance of its hanging up. When thefina section came opposite him, he scrutinized it
closely. But he saw no sign of adryad.

He noticed that his hands were trembling again, and looking past them he saw something that made
them tremble more: the cutter-beam had temporarily frozen the stub, but the sun was shining full upon it
now, and blood was aready beginning to ooze from the wound

No, not blood. Sap. Red sap. My God, what was the matter with him? All the while he kept hiseyes
on the limbline so that he could notify Wright in case the limb became hung up. But the limb proved to be
co-operative: it dipped smoothly through the lower branches and after awhile, he heard Wright say,
"Shel'sdown, Mr. Strong. I'm raising the line again." And then, in ashocked voice: "Did you cut yoursdlf,
Tom?'

"No," Strong said. "That's sap you're looking at.”

"Sap! I'll be damned!" Then: " Suhre saysit looks pink to him. Blueskies, though, saysit'sadeep
crimson. What doesit look like to you, Strong?"

"It lookslike blood," Strong said. He swung around to the other Sde of the trunk, out of sight of the
stub, and waited for the end of the line to come within reach. While he waited, he gave the next limb
down agood reconnaissance, but he saw no dryad lurking in any of its bowers. By thetime he was
set-up for the next cut, some of his confidence had returned and he had half forgotten about the "blood.”

And then the second limb began its downward journey, and he saw the new "blood" oozing from the
new wound, and hewas sick al over again. But not quite so sick thistime: he was becoming inured.

He severed and sent four more limbs down in quick succession. He was lucky on al of them: not a
single one became hung up. Y ou needed luck when you delimbed atree from the top down rather than
from the bottom up and for that reason the top-to-bottom method was never used except in rare cases
such asthe present one, where the nearest houses were so close that the utmost care had to be taken in
removing the lower, longer limbs. Asthe utmost care could not be taken if overhead growth interfered
with their being drawn straight back against the trunk, the easier bottom-to-top method was out for
Strong.

He was able to remove eight limbs before it became necessary to move the winch to the opposite
gdeof the tree. After the winch-shift he removed eight more. An excdllent afternoon'swork in any
treeman’s book.

At quitting time Wright made the traditiond offer: "Want to come down for the night?"

Strong made the traditiona refusal: "Like hell!™

"The custom of staying in atreetill it's finished shouldn't gpply to atree the Sze of thisone,” Wright
sad.

"Just the same, it does," Strong said. "What'sfor chow?"

"The mayor's sending you over aspecia plate. I'll send it up inthelift. In the meantime, dlimbin, and
as soon as we change cables, you can ride down asfar asyour tree-tent.”

"Will do."

"We're going to deep at the hotd. I'll keep my eareceiver on in case you need anything.”

Themayor didn't arrive for half an hour, but the plate he brought proved to be worth waiting for.
Strong had spent the time setting up histree-tent, and he ate, now, sitting cross-legged beforeit. The sun
had set, and the hahaha birds were wearing scarlet patternsin the foliage and screaming araucous
farewel| to the day.

Theair grew noticegbly colder, and as soon as he finished eating, he got out his heating unit and
turned it on. The manufacturers of outdoor heeting unitstook acamper's morae aswel as his physica
comfort into consderation. This one was shaped like asmall campfire and by adjusting adia you could
makeitsartificia sticks glow bright yellow, deep orange, or cherry-red. Strong chose cherry-red, and the
heat emanating so cheerfully from the tiny atomic batteries drove away some of hisloneliness.



After awhile the moons—Omicron Ceti 18 had three of them—began to rise, and their constantly
changing patterns on leaf and limb and flower had alulling effect. Thetree, inits new mood, was|ovely.
The hahahabirds had settled down for the night, and as there were no singing insectsin the vicinity, the
quiet was absolute.

It grew rapidly colder. When it was so cold he could see his breath, he withdrew into histent and
pulled his"campfire" into the triangular doorway. He sat there cross-legged in cherry-red solitude. He
was very tired. Beyond the fire, the limb stretched out in silver-patterned splendor, and silver-etched
leaves hung immobilein thewindlessnight ...

He saw her only in fragments at first: an argent length of leg, ashimmering softness of arm; the
darkness where her tunic covered her body; the silvery blur of her face. Finally the fragments drew
together, and shewastherein al her thin pale loveliness. She walked out of the shadows and sat down
on the opposite Side of thefire. Her face was much clearer now than it had been those other
times—enchanting initsfairy-smallness of festures and bluebird-brightness of eyes.

For along while she did not speak, nor did he, and they sat there silently on either side of thefire, the
night al around them, silver and slent and black. And then he said:

You were out there on the limb, weren't you? . . . And you were in the bower, too, and leaning
against the trunk.

Inaway, shesad. Inaway | was.

And you live herein thetree

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

Hethought amoment. For a variety of reasons, he said. If you're Blueskies, you kill them
because killing them permits you to display one of the few heritages your race bequeathed you
that the white man was unabl e to take away—your disdain for height. And yet all the while you're
killing them, your Amerind soul writhesin self-hatred, because what you're doing to other landsis
essentially the same as what the white man did to yours ... And if you're Suhre, you kill them
because you were born with the soul of an ape, and killing them fulfills you the way painting
fulfills an artist, the way creating fulfills a writer, the way composing fulfills a musician.

And if you're you?

He discovered that he could not lie: You kill them because you never grew up, hesaid. You kill
them because you like to have ordinary men worship you and pat you on the back and buy you
drinks. Because you like to have pretty girlsturn around and look at you on the street. You kill
them because shrewd ouitfits like Tree Killers, Inc. know your immaturity and the immaturity of
the hundreds of others like you, and lure you by offering to provide you with a handsome green
uniform, by sending you to treeschool and steeping you in false tradition, by retaining primitive
methods of tree-removal because primitive methods make you seem almost like a demigod to
someone watching from the ground, and almost like a man to your self.

Take us the Earthmen, she said, the little Earthmen, that spoil the vineyard; for our vineyards
arein blossom.

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

Foxes have no frustrations. | said it right.

... Yes, hesad, you said it right.

Now | must go. | must prepare for tomorrow. I'll be on every limb you cut. Every falling |eaf
will be my hand, every dying flower my face.

I'msorry, he said.

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

I'mtired, hesaid. I'mterribly tired. I've got to sleep.

Seep then, little Earthman. By your little toy fire, in your littletoy tent . . . Lie back, little
Earthman, and cuddle up in your warm snug bed

Seep. ..



The Second Day

The singing of hahaha birds awakened him, and when he crawled out of histent, he saw them winging
through arbored archways and green corridors; through leaf-laced skylights, and foliaged windows pink
with dawn.

He stood up on the limb, stretched hisarms and filled his chest with the chill morning air. He tongued
on histransmitter. "What's for breskfast, Mr. Wright?'

Wright's voice came back promptly: "Flapjacks, Mr. Strong. We're at table now, stashing them away
like mad. But don't worry: the mayor's wifeiswhipping up awhole batch just for you ... Sleep good?”

"Not bad."

"Glad to hear it. Y ou've got your work cut out for you today. Today you'll be getting some of the big
ones. Line up any good dryads yet?'

"No. Forget the dryads and bring around the flapjacks, Mr. Wright."

"Will do, Mr. Strong.”

After breakfast he broke camp and returned tent, blankets and heating unit to the lift. Then herode
thelift up to where held | eft off the preceding day. He had to lower both the saddle-rope and the limbline;
the saddle rope because of its limited length, the limbline because its present crotch was, too high to
permit maximum leverage. When he finished, he started out on thefirst limb of the day.

He paced off ninety feet and knelt and affixed the tongs. Then he told Wright to take up the limbline
dack. Far below him he could see houses and backyards. At the edge of the square the timber-carriers
were drawn up in a long line, ready to transport the new day's harvest to the mill.

When the line was taut, he told Wright to ease off, then he walked back to the trunk and got into
delimbing position. He raised the cutter, pointed it. He touched the trigger.

I'll be on every limb

The dream rushed back around him and for awhile he could not free himself. He looked out to the
limb's end where the leaf-embroidered subsidiary branches twinkled in the sun and the wind. Thistime he
was surprised when he did not see adryad.

After along while he brought his eyes back to where they beonged, and re-aimed the cutter. For all
men kill the thing they love, he thought, and squeezed thetrigger. By all let this be heard. "Take her
up, Mr. Wright," he said.

When the limb was being lowered, he moved out of the way and severed the larger subsidiary
branches asit passed. Most of them would hang up in the foliage below, but eventually they would end
up on the ground as he worked his way down the tree. The end branches were too small to bother with
and when they came opposite him, he turned away to ingpect the next limb. Just before he did so, one of
the soft leaves brushed his cheek.

It waslike the touch of awoman's hand. He recoiled. He wiped his cheek furioudy.

Hisfingers came away red.

It was some time before he redlized that there had been blood—no, not blood, sap—on hisfingers
before he had wiped his cheek; but he was so shaken by then that the redization did little good, and the
little good it did do was cancelled when he moved back to check the limbline and saw the "blood” welling
out of the new stub.

For an insane moment al he could think of was the ssump of awoman'sarm.

Presently he became aware of avoicein hismind. "Tom,” thevoice said. "Tom! Areyou dl right,
Tom?" It dawned on him that it was Wright's voice and that it wasn'tin hismind at dl, but emanating from
his eareceiver.

"y e

"l sad, 'Areyou dl right? "

"Yes...I'madl right."

"It took you long enough to answer! | wanted to tell you that the lumber mill superintendent just sent
word that all the wood we've removed so far is haf-rotten. He's afraid they won't be able to salvage any
of it. So watch your step, and make sure your limbline crotches are solid.”



"The tree looks healthy enough to me," Strong said.

"Maybe 0, but don't trust it any further than you haveto. It doesn't add up in more waysthan one. |
sent severd samples of the sap to the village lab, and they say that in its crude state—that's before it goes
through the photosynthesis process—it contains an unusudly high concentration of nutrients, and in its
elaborated stage—that's after it goes through the photosynthesis process—it consists of twice as many
carbohydrates and twice as much oxygen as even a hedthy thousand-foot tree needs to sustain itself.
And not only that, they say that there's no pigment present that could possibly account for the sap's
unusud color. So maybe wejust imagine we're seeing “blood'."

"Or maybe the tree induces us to imagine we're seeing "blood,’ " Strong said.

Wright laughed. "Y ou've been consorting with too many dryads, Mr. Strong. Watch yourself now."

"Will do,” Strong said, tonguing off.

Hefdt better. At least he wasn't the only one who was bothered by the "blood.” The next cut did not
bother him nearly so much, even though the stub "bled" profusely. He"burned" down to the next limb and
gtarted out upon it. Suddenly he felt something soft beneath hisfoot. Glancing down, he saw that he had
stepped on aflower that had fallen either from the crest or from one of the limbs he had just removed. He
stooped over and picked it up. It was crushed and its stem was broken, but even dying, it somehow
managed to convey a poignant suggestion of awoman's face.

He attacked the tree, hoping that action would blunt his perceptions.

Heworked furioudy. Sap got on his hands and stained his clothing, but he forced himsdf to ignoreit.
Heforced himsdlf to ignore the tree-flowers, too, and the leaves that sometimes caressed hisface. By
noon he had cut hisway down past the limb where he had spent the night, and above him nearly three
hundred feet of stubbed trunk rose into the foliaged crest.

He made afew swift calculations: the crest represented about ninety feet; the distance from the
ground to thefirst limb was two hundred and e ghty-seven feet; he had de-limbed nearly three hundred
feet. Roughly, then, he had about three hundred and fifty feet to go.

After abrief lunch of tree-rations, he went back to work. The sun was blistering now, and he missed
the limbs and leaves that had shaded him yesterday. He had to keep moving his saddle-rope to lower
and lower stub-crotches, but the length of the lower limbs made moving the limbline unnecessary. He was
alittle awed, despite himsdlf, at their sze. Even when you knew that the line you were usng couldn't
break, it was unnerving to watch so thin acable pull atwo- to three-hundred-foot limb from a horizontal
to avertica position and then support if while it was being lowered to the ground.

Thetree "bled" more and more as his downward progress continued. The "blood" from the upper
stubs kept dripping down into the lower branches, smearing limbs and leaves and making hiswork a
nightmare of incarnadine fingers and red-splotched clothing. Severd times he came close to giving up, but
each time he reminded himsdlf that if he did not finish the job, Suhre, who had drawn the second longest
blade of grass, would; and somehow the thought of Suhre'sinsengtive fingers manipulating the cutter
beam was even more unendurable than the "blood." So he persisted, and when the day was done, he had
less than two hundred feet to go.

He pitched histent on the topmost lower limb, some five hundred feet down from the crest, and
asked Wright to send up water, soap and towels. When Wright complied, he stripped, soaped himself
thoroughly, and rinsed the soap suds away. After drying himsdlf, he washed out his clothesin the
remaining water and hung them over the campfire. He felt better. When Wright sent up his
supper—another special plate prepared by the mayor's wife—he ate cross-legged before histent, a
blanket wrapped around his shoulders. By the time he finished, his clothes were dry, and he put them on.
The stars came out.

He opened the thermo-cup of coffee that had accompanied his meal and smoked a cigarette between
ps.

Hewondered if she would come tonight.

The night grew chill. At length the first moon rose, and before long her two silvery sSsters came too.
Their argent radiance transformed the tree. The limb on which he sat seemed part of ahuge configuration
of limbsthat formed the petal's of amassive flower. And then he saw the stubbed and ugly trunk rising out



of the flower's center and the metaphorica illusion collgpsed.

But he did not turn his eyes away. He stood up instead and faced the trunk and looked up at the
crud caricature he had created. Up, up he looked, to where the crest showed dark and lustrous against
the sky, aslovely asawoman's hair ... There was aflower tucked in her hair, he noticed; alondly flower
glowing Softly in the moonlight.

He rubbed his eyes and looked again. The flower was il there. It was an unusua flower, quite
unlike the others: It bloomed just above the highest crotch—the crotch where he had first seen her
blood.

The moonlight grew brighter. He located the limbline-crotch up there, and followed the limbline down
with his eyesto where he had secured it after the day's operations. He reached out and touched it and it
felt good to hisfingers, and presently he began climbing in the moonlight.

Up, up hewent, his biceps knotting, hislaterds swelling againg his shirt. Up into moonlight, into
magic. Thelower branches dwindled into a slvery mass beneath him. When he came to the saddle-rope
crotch, he pulled the rope free and coiled and dung it over his shoulder. He felt no tiredness, knew no
shortness of breath. It wasn't until he reached the limb line-crotch that his arms became weary and his
breathing rapid. He coiled alineman'sloop and threw it through a stub-crotch some fifteen feet above his
head. Eight more throws brought him up to the original saddle-rope crotch. His chest wastight, and his
swollen muscles throbbed with pain. He released his spurs and started up the final section of the trunk.
When he reached the highest crotch, he saw her sitting on an overhead bough, and the flower was her
face.

She made room for him on the bough, and he sat down beside her, and far below them the tree
spread out like ahuge upended umbrella, the lights of the village twinkling like colored raindrops dong its
leaf-embroidered edges. She wasthinner, he saw, and paler, and there was a sadnessin her eyes.

You tried to kill me, didn't you? he said, when his breath came back. You didn't think I could
make it up here.

| knew you could make it, shesaid. Tomorrow iswhen I'll kill you. Not tonight.

How?

|— don't know.

Why should you want to kill me? There are other trees—if not here, then in some other land.

For methereisonly one, shesad.

We always make jokes about dryads, he said. Myself and the others. It's funny though: it never
occurred to any of usthat if there was such a thing as a dryad, we'd be the most logical peoplein
the galaxy for her to hate.

You don't understand, she said.

But | do understand. | know how I'd feel if | had a home of my own and somebody came
around and started tearing it down.

Itisn't really like that at all, shesaid.

Why isn't it like that? The tree isyour home, isn't it? Do you livein it all alone?

... Yes, shesad. I'mall alone.

I'mall alone, too, hesaid.

Not now, shesaid. You're not alone now.

No. Not now.

Moonlight washed down through the foliage, spattering their shoulderswith slver drops. The Gresat
Wheat Seawas silver now, instead of gold, and adead tree in the distance showed like the silver mast of
asunken ship, its dead branches empty booms where foliage sails had fluttered, in summer sunlight and
warm winds, on spring mornings when the first breeze came up, on autumn afternoons before the frosts

Wheat did adryad do, he wondered, when her tree died? She dies, too, she answered, before he had
achanceto ask.

But why?

You wouldn't under stand.



Hewasdlent. Then: Last night | thought | dreamed you. After | awoke this morning, | was sure
| dreamed you.

You had to think you dreamed me, she said. Tomorrow you'll think you dreamed me again.

No, hesad.

Yes, shesad. You'll think so because you have to think so. If you think otherwise, you won't be
ableto kill the tree. You won't be able to stand the sight of the 'blood." You won't be able to accept
yourself as sane.

Perhaps you'reright.

I know I'mright, shesaid. Horribly right. Tomorrow you'll ask yourself how there can possibly
be such a thing as a dryad, especially one that speaks English, especially one that quotes poetry
out of my mind; especially one that has the power to entice meinto climbing over five hundred
feet, at the risk of my life, just so | can sit on a moonlit limb talking to her.

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

There, you see? It isn't even morning yet, and already you're beginning not to believe. You're
beginning to think again that I'm nothing more than a play of light on leaves and limbs; that I'm
nothing more than a romantic image out of your loneliness.

There'saway to tell, he said, and reached out to touch her. But she euded his hand and moved
farther out on the bough. He followed, and felt the bough sag beneath him.

Please don't, shesaid. Please don't. She moved farther away, so pae and thin now that he could
hardly see her against the starred darkness of the sky.

| knew you weren't real hesaid. You couldn't have been real.

Shedid not answer. He strained his eyes—and saw leaf and shadow and moonlight, and nothing
more. He started moving back toward the trunk, and suddenly he felt the bough bend beneath him and
heard the sound of fibers parting. The bough did not bresk &l at once. Instead it bent in toward the tree
and he was able, just before it snapped free, to throw both his arms around the trunk and to cling there
long enough to sink his spurs.

For along time he did not move. He listened to the diminishing swish of the bough's passage, heard
the prolonged whisper of itsjourney through the foliage far below, the faint thud asit hit the ground.

At last he started down. The descent was unreal, seemed endless.

He crawled into the tent and pulled the campfirein after him. Histiredness buzzed in hisbrain likea
deepy swarm of bees. He wanted desperately to have done with the tree. To hdl with tradition, he
thought. Hed finish the delimbing, then Suhre could take over.

But he knew hewaslying in histeeth; that hed never let Suhre touch a cutter beam to so much asa
angle branch. Feling this tree was no job for an gpe. Fdlling this treewas ajob for aman.

Presently hefell adeep, thinking of the last limb.

The Third Day

It wasthe last limb that nearly got him.

Noon had arrived by the time he had severed the others, and he stopped to eat. He had hardly any
appetite. Thetree, limbless and graceful for the first two hundred and eighty-seven feet, stubbed and
grotesque for the next x hundred and forty-five, green and symmetrica for the remaining ninety, made
him sick just to look at it. Only the thought of Suhre climbing into those dying branches made it possible
for himto go on. If the thing you loved had to be killed, then it were best for you yoursdlf to do it; for if
mercy could be apart of murder, certainly alover was best qudified to bestow it.

Thefirg limb had findly become the last limb, and extended amost five hundred incongruous feet
over the square and the village. After hefinished eating, he started walking out on it. When he had paced
off three hundred and thirty feet, he affixed the tongs. They were the largest pair the company owned,
and, while light, were extremely unwieldy. But he findly got them set up the way he wanted them, and he
paused a moment to rest.

The limb was narrow enough at this point for him to see over its edge. He had quite an audience:



Wright and Suhre and Blueskies of course, and the timber-carrier drivers; and in addition there were
hundreds of colonists, clustered in the streets beyond the roped off area, looking up with wondering
faces. Somehow their presencefailed to give him the gratifying thrill amateur audiences usudly gave him.
Instead he found himsalf wondering what they would do if he wereto drop the limb straight down. It
would be good for at least a score of houses, and if he were to jump-cuit it, it would be good for half that
many more.

Abruptly he redized his gpostasy and tongued on his tranamitter: "Take her up, Mr. Wright."

The tightened limbline lent the effect of a suspension bridge supported by asingle cable. He walked
back to the trunk, and when he reached it, got into delimbing position. He drew and aimed his cutter. As
he squeezed the trigger, aflock of hahahabirds erupted from the foliage at the limb'send. "Take her up
some more, Mr. Wright."

The limb groaned, rose dightly. The hahaha birds flew three times around the trunk, then soared up
into the crest and out of sight. He cut again. It was the sunward side of the tree, and the sap began to
ooze out of the dit and trickle down the trunk. He shuddered, cut some more. "Keep a steady strain, Mr.
Wright." Thelimb rose, inch by inch, foot by foot. Awesomely, monstroudy. Some of the others had
been giants; thisone dwarfed them. "A little faster, Mr. Wright. She'stwisting my way."

Thelimb steadied, rose back, back toward the trunk. He stole aglance below. Suhre and Blueskies
had finished cutting the last limb he had sent down into sections smdl enough for the carrier-winchesto
handle, and were watching him intently. Wright was standing by the tree-winch, his eyesfocused on the
risng limb. The square down there had areddish cast. So had the three men's clothing.

Strong wiped hisface on his stained shirtdeeve and returned his attention to the cut. Hetried to
concentrate onit. The limb was dmost perpendicular now, and the critical moment had arrived. He
wiped hisface again. Lord, the sun was hot! And there was no shade to protect him. No shade
whatsoever. Not avestige, not amote, not aniotaof shade. . .

He wondered what price tree-shade would bring if there were an acute shortage of it throughout the
gdaxy. And how would you sdl it if you had someto sdll? By the cubic foot? By the temperature? By the
qudity?

Good morning, madam I'min the tree-shade business. | deal inrare tree-shades of all kinds: in
willow-shade, oak-shade, appletree-shade, maple-shade, to name just a few. Today I'mrunning a
special on a most unusual kind of tree-shade newly imported from Omicron Ceti 18. It's deep,
dark, cool and refreshing—ust the thing to relax you after a day in the sun—and it's positively the
last of its kind on the market. You may think you know your tree-shades, madam, but you have
never known a tree-shade like this one. Cool winds have blown through it, birds have sung in it,
dryads have frolicked in it the day long—

"Strong!"

He cameout of it like aswimmer coming out of the depths of the sea. The limb was swinging darkly
towards him, twisting free from the stub aong the uneven line of hisundercut. He could hear the loud
ripping of wood tissue and the grinding sound of bark against bark. He saw the "blood."

Hetried to legp out of the way, but hislegs had turned to lead and all he could do was watch the
relentless approach and wait till those tons and tons of solid fiber broke completely free and descended
upon him and blended his blood with their own.

He closed hiseyes. Tomorrow iswhen I'll kill you, she had said. Not tonight. He heard the heavy
thungg asthelimbline tautened benesth the full weight of the limb, and he felt the tree shudder. But he
knew no crushing impact, no scraping of smashed body againgt the trunk. He knew nothing but the
darkness of his closed eydids and the feding that time had ceased to pass.

"Strong! For God's sake get out of therel”

He opened his eyesthen. The limb, at the last moment, had swung the opposite way. Now it was
swinging back. Life returned to hislegs, and he scrambled and clawed hisway around the trunk. Thetree
was gtill shuddering and he was unable to brace himsdlf in his saddle, but he managed to cling to the
bark-prominencestill the shock-waves died away. Then he worked hisway back around the trunk to
where the limb was swinging gently back and forth on the end of the limb-line.



"All right, Strong. That'sal for you. I'm grounding you right now!"

L ooking down, he saw Wright standing by the winch, hands on hips, gazing angrily up at him.
Blueskies had taken over the winch-controls, and Suhre was buckling on his climber's belt. Thelimb was
rapidly nearing the ground.

So I'm grounded, Strong thought.

He wondered why he didn't fed relieved. Hed wanted to be grounded, hadn't he?

Helay back in his saddle and looked up at his handiwork: at the macabre stubs and the disembodied
crest. There was something beautiful about the crest, something unbearably beautiful. It was more gold
than green, more like awoman's hair than limbs and leaves

"Did you hear me, Strong? | said you were grounded!”

Suddenly hethought of Suhre climbing up into thoselovely golden tresses, defiling them with his
brutal hands;, raping them, destroying them. If it had been Blueskies he wouldn't have cared. But Suhre!

Helowered his eyesto the limbline-crotch. Thelast limb had reached the ground by now, and the
limbline was no longer in motion. His eyestraced its Slvery length down the trunk to whereit hung
severa feet away, and he reached out and grasped it and climbed it to the top of the stub he had just
created. He dipped out of his saddle, pulled the rope down, coiled and dung it over his shoulder

"I'mtelling you for the last time, Strong!™

"To hdl with you, Wright,"” Strong said. "Thisis my tregl"

He started up the limbline. Wright cursed him steedily for the first hundred feet, changed to amore
conciliatory tone when he passed the halfway mark. Strong paid no attention. "All right, Tom," Wright
sadfindly, "finish it then. But don't try to climb dl the way to the crest. Usethelift.”

"Shovethelift,” Strong said.

He knew he was being unreasonable, but he didn't care. He wanted to climb; he wanted to use his
strength; he wanted to hurt his body; he wanted to know pain. He began to know it some two hundred
feet down from the limbline-crotch. By the time he reached the crotch he knew it well. But not aswell as
he wanted to know it, and, without pausing, he coiled alineman'sloop, threw it through an overhead
stub-crotch, and continued his ascent. It took him three more throws to make the first crest-limb, and he
pulled himself gratefully into leafsweet coolness. His muscles screamed and hislungs burned and his
throat felt like caked mud.

When some of his strength returned, he drank sparingly from his canteen, then helay quietly inthe
coolness, not thinking, not moving, not feding. Vaguely he heard Wright's voice—"Y ou're adamned foal,
but you're agood treeman, Mr. Strong!" But he was too exhausted to answer.

Gradualy therest of his strength returned, and he stood up on the limb and smoked a cigarette. He
looked up into the foliage, located his origina saddle-rope crotch, and threw for it. From the crotch he
began a systematic scrutiny of the crest. He didn't really expect to find her; but before he made thefirst
topping he had to know that she wasn't there.

Hahahabirds eyed him with half-moon eyes. Tree-flowers bloomed in bowers. Sun-dappled leaves
quivered in alittle breeze.

Hewanted to cal out to her, but he didn't know her name. If she had a name. Funny held never
thought to ask her. He stared at unusud twists of limbs, at unique patterns of leaves. He looked long at
tree-flowers. If shewas not here, she was nowhere

Unless, during the night, she had lft the tree and hidden herself in one of the vacated houses. But he
did not think she had. If shewasreal and not hisfancy, she would never leave her tree; and if she wasn't
real and was hisfancy, she couldn't leave her tree.

Apparently she was neither: the crest was empty—empty of her flower-face, her leafy tunic, her
whest-hued length of leg and arm; her sunny hair. He sighed. He didn't know whether to berelieved or
disappointed. He had dreaded finding her because if sheld been in the crest, he wouldn't have known
what to do. But now he knew that he had dreaded not finding her, too.

"What are you doing up there, Mr. Strong? Saying good bye to your dryad?’

Startled, he looked down into the square. Wright and Suhre and Blueskieswere atrio of dmost
indistinguishable specks. "Just looking her over, Mr. Wright," he said. "The crest, | mean. There's about



ninety feet of her, think you can handle that much al a once?’

"I'll take achance, Mr. Strong. But | want the rest in fifty-foot sections, aslong as the diameter of the
trunk permits.”

"Stand by then, Mr. Wright."

The crest, when it fell, seemed to bow goodbye to the sky. Hahaha birds erupted from it, streaked in
ascarlet haze toward the horizon. It floated down to the ground like a green cloud, and the swish of its
leaves was like the pattering of athousand summer raindrops.

The tree shook like the shoulders of awoman sobbing.

"Well done, Mr. Strong," Wright said presently. "Now as nearly as| can estimate, you can get about
eleven fifty-footers before the increasing diameter of the trunk rulesthem out. Then you'll haveto take
two one hundred-footers. If you drop them right, they shouldn't give us any trouble. That'll leave some
two hundred feet for the base-cut, and you'll haveto fdl it so that the last fifty feet comes down in one of
the village streets; wélll figure that out when you get down here. Soin dl, then, you've got fourteen more
cutsto make. Think you can finish up today?'

Strong looked at hiswatch. "1 doubt it, Mr. Wright."

"If you can, fine. If you can't, weve got al day tomorrow. Just don't take any chances, Mr. Strong."

Thefirst fifty-footer nosed into the black soil of the square, paused amoment, then toppled on its
sde. The second followed in its wake—

And thethird and the fourth—

It was funny, Strong thought, the way physica activity kept everything sane and in place. Hefound it
hard to believe now that less than half an hour ago he had been looking for adryad. That lessthan
twenty-four hours ago he had been talkingto one. . .

And thefifth and the Sixth—

On the seventh, his pace began to dow. He was nearing the half-way mark and the diameter of the
trunk had increased to nearly thirty feet. Snubbing himsdlf to it was no longer possible, to get into topping
position, he had to drive tree-pegs and run hisimprovised safety-belts through the dot in their end. But
the dower pace gave Suhre and Blueskies a chance to cut the increasingly larger sectionsinto suitable
dimensionsfor the carriers. They had falen behind; now they were beginning to catch up. The colonists,
according to Wright, had given up hope of savaging the wood and were piling it in acleared areawell
away from the mill, preparatory to burning it.

Earlier in the afternoon awind had sprung up. Now it began to die. The sun grew hotter; the tree
"bled" more and more. Strong kept glancing down into the square. With its red-tinted grass and
stub-gored sod, it had some of the aspects of acharnel house; but he was hungry for the fed of earth
beneath hisfeet, and even "blood"-stained ground looked good to him.

He squinted repestedly at the sun. Hed been in the tree nearly three days now, and did not relish
spending ancther night in its branches. Or rather, inits stubs. But he had to admit after he finished thefind
fifty-footer, that he was going to have to. By then the sun was dmost out of sight beyond the Grest
Whest Sea, and he knew he couldn't possibly drop even the first hundred-footer before darknessfell.

The lowest stub upon which he now stood was roomy enough for twenty tree-tents. Wright
cable-cast over it (the lift had been lowered earlier in the afternoon, and the winch-cable reded in), and
sent up his supplies and supper. Supper turned out to be another of the mayor's special plates. After
setting up histree-tent, Strong picked at the food indifferently; his appetite of yesterday was gone.

He was so tired that he didn't even wash-though Wright had sent up soap and water, too—and when
he finished eating, he lay back on the coarse bark and watched the silver rising of the moons and the pale
whispering into life of the stars. Thistime when she came, shetiptoed up and sat down beside him and
gazed into hisface with her blue sad eyes. The whiteness of her skin shocked him, and the thinness of her
cheeks made him want to cry.

| looked for you this morning, hesaid. | couldn't find you. Where do you go when you
disappear?

Nowhere, shesaid.

But you must go somewhere



You don't understand, she said.

No, hesaid. | guess| don't. | guess | never will.

Yesyou will, shesaid. Tomorrow you'll understand. Tomorrow will be too late.

Tonight istoo late. Yesterday wastoo late. It was too late before you even climbed into the
tree.

Tell me, hesaid. Are you a member of the race that built the village?

In away, shesad.

How old are you?

| don't know, shesaid.

Did you help to build the village?

| built the village alone.

Now you're lying, he said.

| never lie, shesad.

What happened to the original race?

They grew up. They ceased to be simple. They became complex and sophisticated, civilized.
And as they became civilized, they began ridiculing the customs of the ancestors as being all
ignorance and superstition, and they set up new customs. They made things of iron and bronze,
and it took them less than one hundred year s to destroy an ecological balance that not only had
helped to keep them alive but had supplied them with a reason to live—a reason so strong that it
was almost a life-force. When they discovered what they had done, they were horrified; but they
made the discovery too late.

And so they died?

You've seen their villages.

Yes, I've seen their villages, hesaid. And I've read in the Advance Team's report about the
death-caves in the northern barrens into which they crawled with their children to die. But what
about this village? They could have saved this one in the same way we are by removing the tree.

She shook her head. You still don't understand, shesaid. In order to receive, one must also give:
that was the law they broke. Some of them broke it sooner than others, but eventually all of them
broke it and had to pay the penalty.

You'reright, hesaid. | don't understand.

Tomorrow you will. Tomorrow everything will be clear.

Last night you tried to kill me, he said. Why?

| didn't try to kill you. You tried to kill yourself. Today waswhen | tried to kill you.

With the limb?

With the limb.

But how?

It doesn't matter. All that mattersis, | didn't. Couldn't.

Where will you go tomorrow?

Why should you care where | go?

| do.

You couldn't possibly bein love with me

How do you know | couldn't be?

Because- Because

Because | don't think you're real ?

You don't, do you? shesad.

| don't know what to think, he said. Sometimes | think you are, some times | think you aren't.

I'masreal asyou are, shesaid. Though in a different way.

He reached up abruptly, and touched her face. Her skin was soft and cold. As cold as moonlight, as
soft asaflower. It wavered before his eyes; her whole body wavered. He sat up, turned towards her.
Shewaslight and shadow, leaf and flower; the scent of summer, the breeth of night. He heard her voice.
It was so faint he could hardly make out her words: You shouldn't have done that. You should have



accepted me for what | was. Now you've spoiled it. Now we must spend our last night together,
alone.

So you weren't real after all, hesaid. You were never real. No answer.

But if you weren't real, | must have imagined you, hesaid. And if | imagined you, how could
you tell methings| didn't know?

No answer.

Hesad: You make what I'm doing seem like a crime. But it isn't a crime. When a tree becomes
a menace to a community, it should be removed.

No answer.

Just the same, 1'd give anything if it didn't have to be thisway, hesad.

Slence,

Anything at all

The space beside him remained empty. He turned, finally, and crawled into histent and drew his
campfirein after him. Histiredness had turned him numb. He fumbled with his blankets with numb fingers,
wrapped them around his numb body. He drew up his numb knees and hugged them with hisnumb
ams.

"Anything at dl," hemurmured. "Anythingat dl .. ."

The Fourth Day

Sunlight seeping through the tent-wall awoke him. He kicked free of his blankets and crawled out
into the morning. He saw no scarlet winging of hahaha birds; he heard no morning birdsong. The tree was
dlent in the sunlight. Empty. Dead.

No, not quite dead. A cluster of leaves and flowers grew green and white and lovely by the entrance
of the tent. He could not beset to look at them.

He stood up on the stub and breathed deeply of the morning air. It was agentle morning. Mist was
risng from the Great Wheat Seaand ascattering of cirrus clouds hung in the bright blue sky like
new-washed laundry. He walked to the end of the stub and looked down. Wright was oiling the winch.
Suhre was cutting up the last fifty-footer. Blueskieswas nowherein sight.

"Why didn't you wake me, Mr. Wright?*

Wright looked up, located hisface. "Thought you could stand afew extrawinks, Mr. Strong."

"Y ou thought correctly ... Wheresthe Amerind?'

"The buffalo caught up to him again. He's drowning them at the hotel bar.”

A two-whedled gyro-car pulled into the square and a plump man carrying a basket got out. The
mayor, Strong thought. Breakfast. He waved, and the mayor waved back.

The contents of the basket proved to be ham and eggs and coffee. Strong ate hurriedly, then
collgpsed histent, folded it, and sent it down on the lift along with his blankets and campfire. He got
ready for thefirst cut. It would be considerably less than one hundred feet because the stub was centered
on the three hundred foot mark. It came off perfectly, and he "burned” down in his saddle for the second.
Thisonewould have to go at least one hundred and twenty feet in order to leave the maximum of two
hundred for the base-cut. He estimated the distance carefully.

After notching the section on the side Wright wanted the fall, he worked hisway around toward the
opposite side of the trunk, playing out his saddle-rope as he went. The bark-prominences and the
fissures made the operation relatively smple, and he even paused now and then to look down into the
sguare. The square was closer now than it had been for days, and it and the houses and the streets
looked strange from his new perspective, as did the hordes of colonists watching from beyond the
vacated area.

Wright informed him when he was directly opposite the center of the notch, and he drove atree-peg.
It took but amoment to transfer his saddle from the overhead stub-crotch to the peg-dot. He leaned
back in the seat, braced hisfeet against one of the bark-prominences, and began the cuit.

He began it gingerly. He was working with thousands of tons and the least misca culation could bring



those thousands of tons down upon him. The trouble was, he had to cut above the tree-peg, and to do so
he had to hold the cutter at arm'slength above his head, at the same time keeping the line of the beam at
right anglesto the trunk.

It was atricky operation and demanded good eyesight and excellent judgment. Ordinarily Strong
possessed both, but today he wastired. He didn't have any idea quite how tired till he heard Wright
shout.

It was the bark-prominences that had thrown him off. He redlized that ingtantly. Instead of using the
whole of thevisbletrunk in estimating his beam-angle, he had used only alimited areaand the
prominencesin that areaweren't true. However, the redlization did him no good: the one hundred and
twenty foot section was aready toppling towards him, and there was nothing he could do to stop it.

It waslike clinging to the face of adliff and seeing the entire top section start falling outward in adow
but inevitable arc that would eventually enclose him between earthen jaws. The jaws werewood in this
case, but the analogy was basically accurate: the fate of agnat squeezed between two handfuls of earth
differsbut little from the fate of agnat squeezed between two sticks.

Hefdt nothing; terror had not yet had time to take root. He watched wonderingly while thefadling
section blotted out the sun and turned the fissures between the bark-prominencesinto dark caves. He
listened wonderingly to avoice that he was sure was emanating from his own brain, but which could not
be emanating from his own brain because it was too sweet and poignant to have hismind asa
source-place.

Into the fissure. Hurry!

He could not see her; he wasn't even sure it was her voice. But his body responded, squeezing itself
into the nearest fissure, squirming back asfar asit could go. Another second and the effort would have
been wasted, for the moment his shoulder touched the backwall of the fissure, the upended buitt of the
section came thundering down tearing his tree-peg out by the stedl roots; roaring, crashing, splintering,
findly passng from sght.

Thefissurefilled with sunlight. Except for himsdlf, it was empty.

Presently he heard the heavy thud as the section struck the ground. Another, more prolonged, thud
followed, and he knew that it had landed head-on and then fallen lengthwise into the square. He waited
amost hopefully for the sounds of splintering wood and bresking glass and the other sundry sounds
houses make when a heavy object drops upon them, but he heard nothing.

Thefissure had no floor. He was holding himsdf in position by pressing his knees against one wall
while pressing his back against the other. Now he inched hisway to the mouth and peered down into the
square.

The section had landed on an angle, plowing ahuge furrow in the earth, gouging out ancient burid
artifacts and bits of human bones. Afterwards it had toppled back away from the nearer houses. Wright
and Suhre were running up and down itslength, looking for hismangled body. He heard himsdlf laughing.
He knew it was himsdlf; not becauise he recognized his voice, but because therewas no oneelsein the
fissure. Helaughed till his chest hurt and he could barely breethe, till there was no more hysterialeftin
him. Then, when his breath came back, he tongued on histransmitter and said: "Are you looking for me,
Mr. Wright?'

Wright went rigid. He turned, looked up. Suhre followed suit. For amoment no one said aword. At
last Wright raised hisarm and wiped hisface on hisshirtdeeve. "All | got to say, Mr. Strong,” he said, "is
that you got agood dryad watching over you." And then: "Come down, man. Come down. | want to
shake your hand!"

It got through to Strong finally that he could go down; that hiswork, except for the base-cut, was
finished.

He pulled up his dangling tree-peg, re-droveit, and "burned" down the saddle-ropein fifty foot
spurts. He cut the last spurt short, dipped out of the seet, and legped the final few feet to the ground.

The sun was a meridian. He had been in the tree three and one haf days.

Wright came up and shook hishand. So did Suhre. At length he became aware that he was shaking
hands with athird party. The mayor had returned, bringing specid platesfor everybody thistime plusa



st of collgpsibletablesand chairs.

"Well never forget you, my boy," he was saying, his dew-lapped jawsjiggling. "WEell never forget
you! | called aspeciad meeting of the board last night on your behdf, and we voted unanimoudly to erect
agtatue of you in the square after the ssump had been burned out. We're going to inscribe the words,
"The Man Who Saved Our Beloved Village' at its base. Quite aheroic inscription, don't you think? But
it'sno more than you deserve. However, today—tonight, | want to express my gratitude in amore
tangibleway. | want you—and your friends, too, of course—to be my guests at the hotel. Every thing will
be on the house."

Suhre said: "'I've been waiting to hear those words!" Wright said: "WEell be there." Strong didn't say
anything. Finally the mayor released his hand, and the four of them sat down to dinner. Steaks brought dl
the way from the southern hemisphere, mushrooms imported from Omicron Ceti 14, tossed sdlad, green
peas, fresh bread, apricot pie, coffee.

Strong forced the food down. He had no appetite. What he redly wanted was adrink. Many drinks.
But it was too soon. He gtill had one more cut to go. Then he could drink. Then he could help Blueskies
drown the buffalo. On the house. "The Man Who Saved Our Beloved Village." Fill her up, bartender. Fill
her up again. | did not wear my scarlet cloak, bartender. For blood and wine arered, bartender. And
blood and wine were on my hands when they found me with the dead, the poor dead woman
whom | loved and murdered in her bed ...

The mayor had an excellent appetite. His beloved village was safe now. Now he could Sit by hisfire
and count his creditsin peace. He wouldn't have to worry any more about the tree. Strong felt like the
little Dutch boy who had thrust his hand in the hole in the dike and saved the burghers housesfrom the
sea

He was glad when the meal was over, glad when Wright leaned back in his chair. "What do you say,
Mr. Strong?" "'l say let's get it over with, Mr. Wright."

They got up. The mayor took histable and chairs, climbed in his gyro-car and joined the other
colonists beyond the danger area. The village sparkled in the sunlight. The streets looked as though they
had just been scrubbed, and the houses with their €l aborate decor, looked like gingerbread fresh from
the oven. Strong stopped fedling like thelittle Dutch boy and started to fed like Jack the Giant-Killer. It
was time to chop down the bean-stalk.

Hetook up his position at the base of the trunk and began the notch. Wright and Suhre stood just
behind him. He cut the notch carefully so that the trunk could not fail to fal in the direction Wright had
designated. He cut it deep and true, and when he finished, he knew the trunk would obey him. He
walked around to its opposite side, Wright and Suhre following. No one spoke. It felt strange to be
waking on solid ground. He kept expecting to fed the tug of the saddle-seat againgt his buttocks, the
drag of the limb-line on hisbelt. Thetips of hisboots werered, he noticed. Red from the
"blood"-drenched grass.

Hetook up hisfinal position and raised his cutter. He squeezed the trigger. The coward does it with
a kiss, hethought, the treeman with a sword. A dit appeared in the fissured trunk. Its edges began to
redden. The most modern of swords, manufactured in New America, Venus, and guaranteed never
to become dull—

Never to show mercy.

"Blood" ran down the bark, discoloring the grass. The invisible blade of the cutter swung back and
forth and back and forth. The two hundred foot stub that once had been atall proud tree shuddered.
Sowly it began its passage to the ground.

There was the prolonged swishing sound of the descent; the thick and thunderous sound of the
descent's end; the quick brief trembling of the earth ...

The surface of the massive sump grew bright red in the sunlight. Strong | et the cutter fdl to the
ground. He circled the stump, stumbling now and then, till he came to the building-high length of thefalen
stub. It had dropped just as he had wanted it to, its uppermost section landing neatly between two of the
rows of houses. But he did not care about the houses any more. He had never cared about them redlly.
He continued walking, gazing steedfastly at the ground. He found her presently, near the edge of the



square. He had known he would find her if helooked hard enough. She was sunlight and meadow
flower, atrangent pattern of grass. He could not see dl of her—only her waist and breasts and arms and
lovely dying face. Therest of her was crushed beneath the stub: her hips, her legs, her small,
leaf-sanda ed feet—"Forgive me," he said, and saw her smile and nod her head, and saw her die; and the
grass come back, and the meadow flower, and the sun.

Epilogue

The man who had saved the beloved village placed his elbows on the bar that had once been an
atar, in the hotd that had once been a church. "We've come to drown the buffalo, mayor,” he said.

The mayor, who in honor of the occasion had taken over the duties of bartender, frowned.

"Hemeans," Wright said, "that weld like around of drinks."

The mayor beamed. "May | recommend,” he said, "our finest Martian bourbon, distilled from the
choicest maize of the Mare Erythraeum?"

"Bring it forth from your cob-webbed crypt and well try it," Strong said.

"It'san excdlent bourbon,” Blueskies said, "but it won't drown buffalo. I've been oniit al afternoon.”

"Y ou and your damned buffalo!" Suhre said.

The mayor set glasses before Wright and Strong and Suhre, and filled them from agolden bottle.
"My glassisempty as0," Blueskies said, and the mayor filled his, too.

Thetownfolk, out of deference, let the treemen have the bar to themsalves. However, dl the tables
were occupied, and every so often one of the colonists would stand up and propose atoast, to Strong in
particular, or to thetreemen in generd, and al of them—men and women alike—would stand up and
cheer and empty their glasses.

"l wish they'd go home," Strong said. "I wish they'd leave me done.”

"They can't leave you aone,” Wright said. "Y oure their new culture-god.”

"Another bourbon, Mr. Strong?' the mayor asked.

"Many more," Strong said. "'To drug the memory of thisinsolence—'

"What insolence, Mr. Strong?"

"Y oursfor one, you little earthman, you. Y ou fat contemptible little earthman!™

"Y ou could see them coming out of the horizon beneath the cloud of the dust their hooves threw up,”
Blueskies said, "and they were beautiful in their shaggy majesty and as dark and magnificent as death.”

"Take usthe earthmen,” Strong said, "thefat little earthmen, that Spoil the vineyard; for our vineyards
arein blossom—"

"Tom!" Wright said.

"May | take this opportunity to tender my resignation, Mr. Wright? | shall never murder another tree.
| am finished with your putrescent professon!”

"Why, Tom?'

Strong did not answer. He looked down at his hands. Some of his bourbon had spilled on the bar
and hisfingers were wet and sticky. He raised his eyesto the backbar. The backbar was the rear wall of
the reconverted native church and contained anumber of exquisitely carved nichesformerly used to
display religious articles. The niches contained bottles of wine and whiskey now—all save one. That one
contained alittle doll.

Strong felt athrobbing in histemples. He pointed to the niche. "What—what kind of adoll isthat,
mayor?'

The mayor faced the backbar. "Oh, that. It's one of the carved figurineswhich the early natives used
to keep over their hearthsto protect their houses.” He took the figurine out of the niche, carried it over to
where Strong was standing, and set it on the bar. ""Remarkable workmanship, don't you think, Mr.
Strong?. . . Mr. Strong?"'

Strong was garing at the figurine—at its graceful aams and long dim legs, at itssmall breasts and
dender throat; at its pixy-face and yellow hair; at the green garment of ddlicately carved leaves adorning
it.



"The correct termis ‘fetish,' | believe,” the mayor went on. "1t was made in the image of their principa
goddess. From the little we know of them, it appearsthat the early natives believed in her so fanatically
that some of them even claimed to have seen her.”

"Inthetree?"

"Sometimes”

Strong reached out and touched the figurine. He picked it up tenderly. Its base was wet from the
liquor he had spilled on the bar. " Then—then she must have been the Goddess of the Tree."

"Oh, no, Mr. Strong. She was the Goddess of the Hearth. The Home. The Advance Team was
wrong in assuming that the trees were religious symbols. Weve lived here long enough to understand
how the nativesredly felt. It wastheir houses that they worshipped, not the trees.”

"(Goddess of the Hearth?' Strong said. "The Home? ... Then what was she doing in the tree?”

"I beg your pardon, Mr. Strong?"

"Inthetree. | saw her inthetree."

"You'rejoking, Mr. Strong!"

"Thehdl I'mjoking! She was thetreel" Strong brought hisfist down on the bar as hard as he could.
"Shewas thetree, and | killed her!"

"Get hold of yoursdlf, Tom," Wright said. "Everybody's staring at you."

"I killed her inch by inch, foot by foot. | cut her down arm by arm, leg by leg. | murdered her!”
Strong paused. Something was wrong. Something that should have happened had failed to happen. Then
he saw the mayor staring at hisfist, and he redlized what the wrongness was.

When hisfist had struck the bar, he should have felt pain. He had not. He saw why: hisfist had not
rebounded from the wood—it had sunk into the wood. It was as though the wood were rotten.

Heraised hisfist dowly. A decayed smdll arose from the ragged dent it had made. The wood was
rotten.

Goddess of the Hearth. The Home. The Village.

He swung away from the bar and made hisway across the table-crowded floor to the street-wall. He
threw hisfist ashard as he could at the polished, exquisitely grained wood. Hisfist went through the
wall.

He gripped the lower edge of the hole he had made, and pulled. A whole section of the wall broke
free, fdl to thefloor. The stench of decay filled the room.

The colonists were watching with horrified eyes. Strong faced them. ™Y our whole hotel isrotting
away," hesad. "Y our whole goddam village!"

He began to laugh. Wright came over and dapped hisface. " Snap out of it, Tom!"

Hislaughter died. He took adeep bregath, expelled it. "But don't you seeit, Wright? Thetree? The
village? What does a species of tree capable of growing to that size need to perpetuate its growth and to
maintain itsdf after it has attained its growth? Nourishment. Tons and tons of nourishment. And what kind
of soil! Sail enriched by the wastes and the dead bodies, and irrigated by the artificid lakes and
reservoirsthat only alarge community of human beings can provide.

"So what does such species of tree do? Over aperiod of centuries, maybe even millenia, it learns
how to lure human beingsto its Ssde. How? By growing houses. That's right. By growing houses right out
of itsroots, lovely housesthat human beings can't resist living in. Y ou seeit now, don't you, Wright? Y ou
see now, don't you, why the crude sap carried more nutrients than the tree needed, why the elaborated
sap was 0 rich in oxygen and carbohydrates. The tree was trying to sustain more than just itsdlf; it was
trying to sustain the village, too. But it couldn't any longer—thanksto the eternd selfishnessand the
eternd supidity of man.”

Wright looked stunned. Strong took his arm and they walked back to the bar together. The faces of
the colonistswere like gray clay. The mayor was still saring at the ragged dent in the bar. "Aren't you
going to buy the man who saved your beloved village another drink?" Strong asked.

The mayor did not move.

Wright said: "The ancients must have known about the ecologica balance—and converted their
knowledge to superdtition. And it was the superstition, not the knowledge, that got handed down from



generation to generation. When the race matured, they did the same thing al races do when they grow up
too fast: they completely disregarded superdtition. And when they eventualy learned how to use metdls,
they built sewage disposal systems and incinerators and crematories. They spurned whatever systemsthe
trees had provided and they turned the ancient burial grounds at the trees bases into community squares.
They upset the ecologicd bdance."

Strong said: "Without knowing it. And when they finaly found out, it wastoo late to restoreit. The
trees had dready begun to die, and when thefirst tree did die and the first village started to rot away,
they were appalled. Probably the love of their houses had been inbred in them so strongly that without
their housesthey were lost. And apparently they couldn't even bear to seetheir houses die. That'swhy
they migrated to the northern barrens. That's why they either starved or froze to death in the death-caves
or committed mass-suicide...."

Blueskies sad: "Fifty million of them there were, the greet, shaggy, magnificent beasts, dwelling on the
fertile plainswhere now the Great North American Desert lies. And the grass that sustained them was
green, and they returned the grass to the earth in their dung, and the grass grew green again. Fifty million!
And when the white men finished the daughter, five hundred remained.”

Wright said: "This must have been one of the last villagesto go 'modern.’ Even so, the tree must have
been dying for years before the colonists came. That'swhy the villageisrotting away so fast now."

Strong said: "The tree's death accelerated the deterioration-process. There probably won't be a
house standing in another month . . . But the tree might have lived another hundred yearsif they hadn't
been so anxious to preserve their damned red estate. It takes along time for atree the size of that oneto
die... And the color of the sap—I think | understand that now, too. Our consciences provided the
pigment ... Inaway, though, | think she.... | think it wanted to die.”

Wright said: "The colonigtiswill till exploit theland. But they'll haveto livein mud hutswhilethey're
doingit." Strong said: "Perhaps | performed an act of mercy—" Suhre said: "What're you two talking
about?'

Blueskiessad: "Fifty million of them. Fifty Million!"



