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The noi se was ended now. The snoke drifted like thin, gray w sps of fog
above the tortured earth and the shattered fences and the peach trees that
had been whittled into toothpicks by the cannon fire. For a nmonent silence,
if not peace, fell upon those few square niles of ground where just a while
before men had screamed and torn at one another in the frenzy of old hate
and had contended in an ancient striving and then had fallen apart,
exhaust ed.

For endless tine, it seened, there had been bel ching thunder rolling
fromhorizon to horizon and the gouted earth that had spouted in the sky and
the screams of horses and the hoarse bellowing of nmen; the whistling of
metal and the thud when the whistle ended; the flash of searing fire and the
brightness of the steel; the bravery of the <colors snapping in the battle
wi nd.

Then it all had ended and there was a silence.

But silence was an alien note that held no right upon this field or
day, and it was broken by the whinper and the pain, the cry for water, and
the prayer for death- the «crying and the calling and the whinpering that
woul d go on for hours beneath the sumer sun. Later the hupl ed shapes woul d
grow quiet and still and there would be an odor that would sicken all who
passed, and the graves woul d be shal |l ow graves.

There was wheat that never would be harvested, trees that would not
bl oom when spring cane round again, and on the slope of land that ran up to
the ridge the words unspoken and the deeds undone and the sopen bundl es that
cried aloud the enptiness and the waste of death.

There were proud nanes that were the prouder now, but now no nore than
names to echo down the ages O the Iron Brigade, the 5th New Hanpshire, the
1st M nnesota, the 2nd Massachusetts, the 16th Mi ne.

And there was Enoch Wall ace.

He still held the shattered nusket and there were blisters on his
hands. Hi s face was snudged with powder. Hi s shoes were caked with dust and
bl ood.

He was still alive.

2

Dr. Erwin Hardw cke rolled the pencil back and forth between his pal ns,
an irritating business. He eyed the nan across the desk fromhimw th sone
cal cul ati on.

"What | can't figure out," said Hardw cke, "is why you should cone to

us.

"Well, you're the National Acadeny and | thought "

"And you're Intelligence."

"Look, Doctor, if it suits you better, let's call this wvisit
unofficial. Pretend |I'ma puzzled citizen who dropped in to see if you could
hel p. "

"It's not that | wouldn't like to help, but | don't see how | can. The
whol e thing is so hazy and so hypothetical ."

"Dam it, man," C aude Lewis said, "you can't deny the proof-the little
that | have."

"All right, then," said Hardwi cke, "let's start over once again and
take it piece by piece. You say you have this man ..."
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"H's name," said Lewis, "is Enoch Wallace. Chronologically, he is one
hundred and twenty-four years old. He was born on a farma fewmles from
the town of MIlville in Wsconsin, April 22, 1840, and he is the only child
of Jededi ah and Ananda Wal |l ace. He enlisted anong the first of them when Abe
Lincoln called for volunteers. He was wth the |Iron Brigade, which was
virtually wi ped out at Gettysburg in 1863. But Wallace sonehow nanaged to
get transferred to another fighting outfit and fought down across Virginia
under Grant. He was in on the end of it at Appomattox ..

"You' ve run a check on him™"

"I"ve |ooked up his records. The record of enlistnent at the State
Capitol in Madison. The rest of it, including discharge here in Washi ngton."

"You say he looks like thirty."

"Not a day beyond it. Maybe even less than that."

"But you haven't talked with him™"

Lewi s shook his head.

"He may not be the man. If you had fingerprints ..

"At the time of the Cvil War," said Lew s, "they'd not thought of
fingerprints.”

"The last of the veterans of the CGvil Wr," said Hardw cke, "died

several years ago. A Confederate drummer boy, | think. There nust be sone
m st ake. "
Lewi s shook his head. "I thought so nyself, when | was assigned to it."

"How come you were assigned? How does Intelligence get involved in a
deal like this?"

"I'll admit," said Lewis, "that it's a bit unusual. But there were so
many inplications ..."

"I'nmortality, you nean."

"It crossed our mnd, perhaps. The chance of it. But only incidentally.
There were other considerations. It was a strange setup that bore sone
| ooking into."

"But Intelligence ..

Lewis grinned. "You are thinking, why not a scientific outfit?
Logically, | suppose it should have been. But one of our men ran afoul of
it. He was on vacation. Had relatives back in Wsconsin. Not in that
particular area, but sone thirty mles away. He heard a runor-just the
vaguest runor, alnobst a casual nention. So he nosed around a bit. He didn't
find out too much but enough to nmake himthink there m ght be sonething to
it."

"That's the thing that puzzles ne," said Hardw cke. "How could a nman
live for one hundred and twenty-four years in one locality w thout becom ng
a celebrity that the world would hear about? Can vyou imagine what the
newspapers could do with a thing |ike this?"

"l shuper,"” Lewis said, "when | think about it.

"You haven't told ne how "

"This," said Lewis, "is a bit hard to explain. You'd have to know the
country and the people init. The southwestern corner of Wsconsin is
bounded by two rivers, the Mssissippi on the west, the Wsconsin on the
north. Amay fromthe rivers there is flat, broad prairie land, rich |and,
with prosperous farns and towns. But the land that runs down to the river is
rough and rugged; high hills and bluffs and deep ravines and cliffs, and
there are certain areas formng bays or pockets that are isolated. They are
served by inadequate roads and the small, rough farnms are inhabited by a
peopl e who are closer, perhaps, to the pioneer days of a hundred years ago
than they are to the twentieth century. They have cars, of course, and
radi os, and soneday soon, perhaps, even television. But in spirit they are
conservative and clannish-not all the people, of course, not even nany of
them but these little isolated nei ghborhoods.

"At one tinme there were a lot of farnms in these isolated pockets, but
today a man can hardly nake a living on a farmof that sort. Slowy the
peopl e are being squeezed out of the areas by econom c circunstances. They
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sell their farns for whatever they can get for them and nove sonewhere el se,
to the cities nostly, where they can nake a living."

Har dwi cke noped. "And the ones that are |eft, of course, are the nost
conservative and cl anni sh."

"Right. Mdst of the land now is held by absentee owners who make no
pretense of farming it. They may run a few head of cattle on it, but that is
all. It's not too bad as a tax wite-off for someone who needs that sort of
thing. And in the | and-bank days a ot of the land was put into the bank."

"You're trying to tell nme these backwoods people-is that what you'd
call then-engaged in a conspiracy of silence."

"Perhaps not anything," said Lewis, "as fornal or elaborate as that. It
is just their way of doing things, a holdover from the old, stout pioneer
phi l osophy. They minded their own business. They didn't want folks
interfering with themand they interfered with no one else. If a nan wanted
tolive to be a thousand, it might be a thing of wonder, but it was his own
dammed business. And if he wanted to live alone and be |et alone while he
was doing it, that was his business, too. They nmight talk about it anong
thensel ves, but to no one else. They'd resent it if some outsider tried to
tal k about it.

"After a time, | suppose, they cane to accept the fact that Wallace
kept on being young while they were growing old. The wonder wore off it and
they probably didn't talk about it a great deal, even anpbng thensel ves. New
generations accepted it because their elders saw in it nothing too
unusual -and anyhow no one saw nmuch of Wallace because he kept strictly to
hi nsel f.

"And in the nearby areas the thing, when it was thought of at all, grew
to be just a sort of |egend- another crazy tale that wasn't worth | ooking
into. Maybe just a joke anobng those folks down Dark Hollow way. A Rip Van
Wnkl e sort of business that probably didn't have a word of truth in it. A
man might |look ridiculous if he went prying into it."

"But your man | ooked into it."

"Yes. Don't ask me why."

"Yet he wasn't assigned to follow up the job."

"He was needed sonmewhere el se. And besides he was known back there."

"And you?"

"It took two years of work."

"But now you know the story."

"Not all of it. There are nore questions now than there were to start

with. "

"You' ve seen this man."

"Many tines," said Lewis. "But |I've never talked with him | don't
think he's ever seen ne. He takes a wal k each day before he goes to get the
mail. He never noves off the place, you see. The nailnman brings out the

little stuff he needs. A bag of flour, a pound of bacon, a dozen eggs,
cigars, and sonetines |iquor."

"But that nust be against the postal regulations."

"Of course it is. But mailnen have been doing it for years. It doesn't
hurt a thing until sonmeone screans about it. And no one's going to. The
mai | men probably are the only friends he has ever had."

"I take it this Wallace doesn't do nuch farm ng."

"None at all. He has a little vegetable garden, but that is all he
does. The place has gone back pretty nuch to wilderness."

"But he has to live. He nust get npbney sonmewhere."

"He does," said Lewis. "Every five or ten years or so he ships off a
fistful of gens to an outfit in New York."

"Legal ?"

"I'f you nmean, is it hot, | don't think so. If sonmeone wanted to nmake a
case of it, | suppose there are illegalities. Not to start wth, when he

first started sending them back in the old days. But |aws change and
suspect both he and the buyer are in defiance of any nunber of them"
"And you don't m nd?"
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"I checked on this firm" said Lewis, "and they were rather nervous.

For one thing, they'd been stealing Wallace blind. | told them to keep on
buying. | told them that if anyone canme around to check, to refer them
straight tonme. | told themto keep their nmouths shut and not change
anyt hing. "

"You don't want anyone to scare himoff," said Hardw cke.

"You're dammed right, | don't. | want the mailnman to keep on acting as
a delivery boy and the New York firm to keep on buying gens. | want
everything to stay just the way it is. And before you ask ne where the
stones cone from |'Il tell you I don't know "

"He nmaybe has a mine."

"That would be quite a m ne. Dianonds and rubies and eneralds, all out

of the sane mine."

"I woul d suspect, even at the prices that he gets fromthem he picks
up a fair incone."

Lewi s noped. "Apparently he only sends a shipnent in when he runs out
of cash. He wouldn't need too nuch. He lives rather sinply, to judge from
the grub he buys. But he subscribes to a lot of daily papers and news
magazi nes and to dozens of scientific journals. He buys a | ot of books."

"Techni cal books?"

"Some of them of course, but nostly keeping up with new devel opnents.
Physi cs and chem stry and biology-all that sort of stuff.”

"But | don't ..."

"OF course you don't. Neither dol. He's no scientist. O at |east he
has no formal education in the sciences. Back in the days when he went to
school there wasn't nuch of it-not in the sense of today's scientific
education. And whatever he | earned then would be fairly worthless now in any
event. He went through grade school -one of those one-room country
school s-and spent one winter at what was call ed an acadeny that operated for
a year or two down in MIlville village. In case you don't know, that was
consi derably better than par back in the 1850s. He was, apparently, a fairly
bri ght young man."

Har dwi cke shook his head. "It sounds incredible. You ve checked on al
of this?"
"As well as | could. | had to go at it gingerly. | wanted no one to

catch on. And one thing | forgot-he does a lot of witing. He buys these
bi g, bound record books, in lots of a dozen at the time. He buys ink by the
pint."

Har dwi cke got up from his desk and paced up and down the room

"Lewis," he said, "if you hadn't shown nme your credentials and if |
hadn't checked on them 1'd figure all of this to be a very tastel ess joke."

He went back and sat down again. He picked up the pencil and started
rolling it between his pal ns once nore.

"You' ve been on the case two years," he said. "You have no ideas?"

"Not a one," said Lewis. "I'mentirely baffled. That is why |'mhere."
"Tell me nore of his history. After the war, that is."
"H's nother died," said Lewis, "while he was away. His father and the

nei ghbors buried her right there on the farm That was the way a |ot of
people did it then. Young Wllace got a furlough, but not intine to get
honme for the funeral. There wasn't nuch enbal m ng done in those days and the
traveling was slow. Then he went back to the war. So far as | can find, it
was his only furlough. The old man |lived al one and worked the farm batching
it and getting along all right. From what | can pick up, he was a good
farmer, an exceptionally good farnmer for his day. He subscribed to sone farm
journals and was progressive in his ideas. He paid attention to such things
as crop rotation and the prevention of erosion. The farmwasn't nuch of a
farm by nodern standards, but it nmade hima living and a little extra he
managed to | ay by.

"Then Enoch cane hone fromthe war and they farned the place together
for a year or so. The old nan bought a nower-one of those horse-drawn
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contraptions with a sickle bar to cut hay or grain. It was the progressive
thing to do. It beat a scythe all holl ow

"Then one afternoon the old man went out to nmow a hayfield. The horses
ran away. Sonething nust have scared them Enoch's father was thrown off the
seat and forward, in front of the sickle bar. It was not a pretty way to
die."

Har dwi cke nmade a grimace of distaste. "Horrible," he said

"Enoch went out and gathered wup his father and got the body to the
house. Then he took a gun and went hunting for the horses. He found them
down in the <corner of the pasture and he shot the two of themand he |eft
them | nmean exactly that. For years their skeletons lay there in the
pasture, where he'd killed them still hitched to the nmower until the
har ness rotted.

"Then he went back to the house and laid his father out. He washed him
and he dressed himin the good black suit and laid himon a board, then went
out to the barn and carpentered a coffin. And after that, he dug a grave
beside his nother's grave. He finished it by lantern Iight, then went back
to the house and sat up with his father. Wen norning cane, he went to tel
t he nearest nei ghbor and that neighbor notified the others and soneone went
to get a preacher. Late in the afternoon they had the funeral, and Enoch
went back to the house. He has |I|ived there ever since, but he never farned
the |l and. Except the garden, that is."

"You told nme these people wouldn't talk to strangers. You seemto have
| earned a lot."

"It took two years to do it. | infiltrated them | bought a beat-up car
and drifted into MIlville and | let it out that | was a ginseng hunter."

"A what ?"

"A ginseng hunter. Gnseng is a plant."

"Yes, | know. But there's been no market for it for years."

"A smal |l narket and an occasi onal one. Exporters will take on sone of
it. But | hunted other nedicinal plants as well and pretended an extensive

know edge of themand their use. 'Pretended isn't actually the word; |
boned up plenty on them"
"The Kkind of sinple soul," said Hardwi cke, "those folks could

understand. A sort of cultural throwback. And inoffensive, too. Perhaps not
quite right in the head."

Lewi s noped. "It worked even better than | thought. | just wandered
around and people talked to ne. | even found sone ginseng. There was one
famly in particular-the Fisher famly. They live down in the river bottons
bel ow the Wallace farm which sits on the ridge above the bluffs. They've
lived there alnobst as long as the Wallace family, but a different stripe
entirely. The Fishers are a coon-hunting, catfishing, mnoonshine-cooking
tribe. They found a kindred spirit in me. | was just as shiftless and
no-account as they were. | helped themwth their nmoonshine, both in the
maki ng and the drinking and once in a while the pepling. | went fishing with
them and hunting with themand | sat around and tal ked and they showed nme a
pl ace or two where | night find some ginseng-'sang' is what they call it. |
i mgi ne a social scientist might find a gold mne in the Fishers. There is
one girl-a deaf-nmute, but a pretty thing, and she can charmoff warts ..."

"I recognize the type," said Hardwicke. "I was born and raised in the
sout hern nount ai ns. "

"They were the ones who told nme about the team and nmower. So one day |
went up in that corner of the Wallace pasture and did sone digging. | found
a horse's skull and sone other bones."

"But no way of knowing if it was one of the Wallace horses.

"Perhaps not," said Lewis. "But |I found part of the nower as well. Not
much left of it, but enough to identify."

"Let's get back to the history," suggested Hardw cke. "After the
father's death, Enoch stayed on at the farm He never left it?"

Lewis shook his head. "He lives in the sanme house. Not a thing's been
changed. And the house apparently has aged no nore than the man."
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"You' ve been in the house?"
"Not init. At it. I will tell you howit was."

3

He had an hour. He knew he had an hour, for he had tinmed Enoch Wall ace
during the last ten days. And fromthe time he left the house until he got
back with his mail, it had never been |less than an hour. Sonetinmes a little
| onger, when the mailman m ght be late, or they got to tal king. But an hour,
Lewis told hinmself, was all that he could count on.

Wal | ace had di sappeared down the slope of ridge, heading for the point
of rocks that towered above the bluff face, with the Wsconsin River running
there below. He would clinb the rocks and stand there, with the rifle tucked
beneath his arm to gaze across the wlderness of the river valley. Then he
would go back down the rocks again and trudge along the wioded path to
where, in proper season, the pink |ady's-slippers grew, and fromthere up
the hill again to the spring that gushed out of the hillside just bel ow the
ancient field that had lain fallow for a century or nore, and then along the
slope until he hit the al nbst overgrown road and so down to the nail box.

In the ten days that Lewis had watched him his route had never vari ed.
It was likely, Lewis told hinself, that it had not varied through the years.
Wal | ace did not hurry. He walked as if he had all the tinme there was. And he
stopped al ong the way to renew acquai ntances with old friends of his-a tree,
a squirrel, a flower. He was a rugged man and there still was nmuch of the
soldier in himold tricks and habits left from the bitter years of
campai gni ng under many |eaders. He wal ked with his head held high and his
shoul ders back and he noved with the easy stride of one who had known hard
mar ches.

Lewis cane out of the tangled mass of trees that once had been an
orchard and in which a few trees, twisted and gnarled and gray with age,
still bore their pitiful and bitter crop of apples.

He stopped at the edge of the copse and stood for a nmonent to stare up
at the house on the ridge above, and for a single instant it seened to him
the house stood in a special light, as if a rare and nore distilled essence
of the sun had crossed the gulf of space to shine upon this house and to set
it apart fromall other houses in the world. Bathed in that |ight, the house
was sonehow unearthly, as if, indeed, it nmight be set apart as a very
special thing. And then the light, if it ever had been there, was gone and
the house shared the comon sunlight of the fields and woods.

Lewi s shook his head and told hinmself that it had been foolishness, or
perhaps a trick of seeing. For there was no such thing as special sunlight
and the house was no nore than a house, although wondrously preserved.

It was the kind of house one did not see too often in these days. It
was rectangular, long and narrow and high, wth old-fashioned gi ngerbread
along the eaves and gables. It had a certain gauntness that had nothing to
do with age; it had been gaunt the day it had been built-gaunt and plain and
strong, like the people that it sheltered. But gaunt as it mght be, it
stood primand neat, with no peeling paint, with no sign of weathering, and
no hint of decay.

Agai nst one end of it was a smaller building, no more than a shed, as
if it were an alien structure that had been carted in from sone other place
and shoved against its end, covering the side door of the house. Perhaps the
door, thought Lewis, that led into the kitchen. The shed undoubtedly had
been used as a place to hang outdoor clothing and to | eave overshoes and
boots, with a bench for nmilk cans and buckets, and perhaps a basket in which
to gather eggs. Fromthe top of it extended some three feet of stovepipe.

Lewis went up to the house and around the shed and there, in the side
of it, was a door ajar. He stepped up on the stoop and pushed the door w de
open and stared in amazenent at the room

For it was not a sinmple shed. It apparently was the place where Wil |l ace
I'ived.

file:/l/F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/Clifford%20Simak%20-%20Waystation.txt (6 of 103) [1/19/03 4:01:51 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/Cliff ord%20Si mak%20-%20Waystation. txt

The stove fromwhich the stovepipe projected stood in one corner, an
anci ent cookstove, snaller than the ol d-fashioned kitchen range. Sitting on
its top was a coffeepot, a frying pan, and a griple. Hung from hooks on a
board behind it were other cooking inplenments. Opposite the stove, shoved
against the wall, was a three-quarter-size four-poster bed, covered with a
lumpy quilt, quilted in one of the ornate patterns of nmany pieces of
many-colored cloth, such as had been the delight of ladies of a century
before. In another corner was a table and a chair, and above the table, hung
against the wall, a small open cupboard in which were stacked sone dishes.
On the table stood a kerosene lantern, battered fromnuch wusage, but wth
its chimmey clean, as if it had been washed and polished as recently as this
nor ni ng.

There was no door into the house, no sign there had ever been a door
The cl apboard of the house's outer wall ran unbroken to formthe fourth wal
of the shed.

This was incredible, Lewis told hinself-that there should be no door,
that Wallace should live here, in this shed, when there was a house to live
in. As if there were sone reason he should not occupy the house, and yet
must stay close by it. O perhaps that he night be living out a penance of
sone sort, living here in this shed as a nedieval hernmt night have lived in
a woodl and hut or in a desert cave.

He stood in the center of the shed and |Iooked around him hoping that
he might find sone clue to this unusual circunstance. But there was not hing,
beyond the bare, hard fact of living, the very basic necessities of
living-the stove to cook his food and heat the place, the bed to sleep on,
the table to eat on, and the lantern for its light. Not even so nuch as an
extra hat (although, conme to think of it, Wallace never wore a hat) or an
extra coat.

No sign of mmgazi nes or papers, and Wallace never canme honme from the
mai | box enpty-handed. He subscribed to the New York Times, the Wall Street
Journal, the Christian Science Mnitor, and the Washington Star, as well as
many scientific and technical journals. But there was no sign of them here,
nor of the many books he bought. No sign, either, of the bound record books.
Not hing at all on which a nman could wite.

Perhaps, Lewis told hinself, this shed, for sone baffling reason, was
no nore than a show place, a place staged nost carefully to nake one think
that this was where Wallace |I|ived. Perhaps, after all, he lived in the
house. Although, if that were the case, why all this effort, not too
successful, to make one think he didn't?

Lewis turned to the door and wal ked out of the shed. He went around the
house until he reached the porch that led up to the front door. At the foot
of the steps, he stopped and | ooked around. The place was quiet. The sun was
m dnor ni ng- hi gh and the day was warmi ng up and this sheltered corner of the
earth stood rel axed and hushed, waiting for the heat.

He | ooked at his watch and he had forty mnutes left, so he went up the
steps and across the porch until he canme to the door. Reaching out his hand,
he grasped the knob and turned-except he didn't turn it; the knob stayed
exactly where it was and his clenched fingers went half around it in the
nmotion of a turn.

Puzzl ed, he tried again and still he didn't turn the knob. It was as if
the knob was covered with sone hard, slick coating, |like a coat of brittle
ice, on which the fingers slipped without exerting any pressure on the knob
He bent his head close to the knob and tried to see if there were any
evi dence of coating, and there was no evidence. The knob | ooked perfectly
all right-too all right, perhaps. For it was clean, as if soneone had w ped
and polished it. There was no dust upon it, and no weat her specks.

He tried a thunbnail on it, and the thunbnail slipped but left no mark
behind it. He ran his pal mover the outer surface of the door and the wood
was slick. The rubbing of the palmset up no friction. The palmslid al ong
the wood as if the pal mwere greased, but there was no sign of grease. There
was no indication of anything to account for the slickness of the door
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Lewis noved from the door to the clapboard and the cl apboard al so was
slick. He tried palmand thunbnail on it and the answer was the sane. There
was sonething covering this house which made it slick and snpoth-so snooth
that dust could not cling upon its surface nor could weather stain it.

He noved along the porch until he came to a window, and now, as he
stood facing the window, he realized sonething he had not noticed before,
sonet hing that hel ped nake the house seemgaunter than it really was. The
wi ndows were black. There were no curtains, no drapes, no shades; they were
simply black rectangles, like enpty eyes staring out of the bare skull of
t he house.

He noved closer to the window and put his face up to it, shading the
sides of his face, next to the eyes, with his upheld hands to shield out the
sunlight. But even so, he could not see into the room beyond. He stared,
instead, into a pool of blackness, and the blackness, curiously enough, had
no reflective qualities. He could not see hinself reflected in the glass. He
could see nothing but the bl ackness, as if the light hit the wi ndow and was
absorbed by it, sucked in and held by it. There was no bouncing back of
light once it had hit that w ndow.

He |l eft the porch and went slowy around the house, examining it as he
went. The wi ndows were all blank, black pools that sucked in the captured
light, and all the exterior was slick and hard.

He pounded the clapboard with his fist, and it was |like the pounding of
a rock. He exam ned the stone walls of the basement where they were exposed,
and the walls were snboth and slick. There were nortar gaps between the
stones and in the stones thensel ves one could see uneven surfaces, but the
hand rubbed across the wall coul d detect no roughness.

An invisible sonmething had been laid over the roughness of the stone,

just enough of it to fill in the pits and uneven surfaces. But one could not
detect it. It was alnost as if it had no substance.
Straightening up fromhis examnation of the wall, Lewis |ooked at his

wat ch. There were only ten mnutes left. He nust be getting on

He wal ked down the hill toward the tangle of old orchard. At its edge
he stopped and | ooked back, and now the house was different. It was no
|l onger just a structure. It wore a personality, a nocking, |eering |ook, and
there was a nml evol ent chuckl e bubbling inside of it, ready to break out.

Lewi s ducked into the orchard and worked his way in anong the trees.
There was no path and beneath the trees the grass and weeds grew tall. He
ducked the droopi ng branches and wal ked around a tree that had been uprooted
in some wi ndstorm of many years before.

He reached up as he went along, picking an apple here and there,
scrubby things and sour, taking a single bite out of each one of them then
throwing it away, for there was none of themthat was fit to eat, as if they
m ght have taken fromthe neglected soil a certain basic bitterness.

At the far side of the orchard he found the fence and the graves that
it enclosed. Here the weeds and grass were not so high and the fence showed
signs of repair nmade rather recently, and at the foot of each grave,
opposite the three crude native |inmestone headstones, was a peony bush, each
a great straggling mass of plants that had grown, undisciplined, for years.

St andi ng before the weat hered picketing, he knew that he had stunbl ed
on the Wallace fam |y burial plot.

But there should have been only the two stones. Wiat about the third?

He noved around the fence to the sagging gate and went into the plot.
Standing at the foot of the graves, he read the | egends on the stones. The
carving was angular and rough, giving evidence of having been executed by
unaccustoned hands. There were no pious phrases, no lines of verse, no
carvings of angels or of |anbs or of other synbolic figures such as had been
custonmary in the 1 860s. There were just the nanmes and dat es.

On the first stone: Amanda Wl | ace 1821-1863

And on the second stone: Jededi ah Wl | ace 1816- 1866

And on the third stone-
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4

"Gve ne that pencil, please," said Lew s.

Hardwi cke quit rolling it between his palns and banded it across.

"Paper, too?" he asked.

"If you please," said Lew s.

He bent above the desk and drew rapidly.

"Here," he said, handing back the paper

Har dwi cke wrinkl ed his brow.

"But it makes no sense," he said. "Except for that figure underneath."

"The figure eight, Ilying on its side. Yes, | know The synbol for
infinity."

"But the rest of it?"

"I don't know," said Lewis. "it is the inscription on the tonbstone.
copied it "

"And you know it now by heart."

"l should. I've studied it enough."

"I've never seen anything like it inny life," said Hardw cke. "Not
that I"'man authority. | really knowlittle at all in this field."

"You can put your mind at rest. It's nothing that anyone knows anything
about. It bears no resenblance, not even the renpotest, to any | anguage or
any known inscription. | checked with nmen who know. Not one, but a dozen of
them | told themI'd found it on a rocky cliff. | amsure that nost of them
think | ama crackpot. One of those people who are trying to prove that the
Romans or the Phoenicians or the Irish or whatnot had pre-Colonbian
settlenents in Anmerica."

Har dwi cke put down the sheet of paper

"I can see what you nean," he said, "when you say you have nore
questions now than when you started. Not only the question of a young nman
nmore than a century old, but likewise the matter of the slickness of the
house and the third gravestone with the undeci pherable inscription. You say
you' ve never tal ked with Wallace?"

"No one talks to him Except the mmilman. He goes out on his daily
wal ks and he packs this gun."

"People are afraid to talk with hinP"

"Because of the gun, you nean."

"Well, yes, | suppose that was in the back of ny nmnd. | wondered why
he carried it."

Lewi s shook his head. "I don't know [|'ve tried totie it in, to find
sonme reason he always has it with him He has never fired the rifle so far
as | can find. But | don't think the rifle is the reason no one talks with
him He's an anachronism sonething living fromanother age. No one fears
him | amsure of that. He's been around too long for anyone to fear him
Too famliar. He's a fixture of the land, like a tree or boulder. And yet no
one feels quite confortable with him either. | would inagine that nobst of
them if they should cone face to face with him would feel unconfortable.
For he's sonmething they are not-sonething greater than they are and at the
same time a good deal less. As if he were a man who had wal ked away from his

own humanity. | think that, secretly, many of his neighbors may be a bit
ashaned of him shaned because he has, sonmehow, perhaps i gnobl vy,
si de- st epped growi ng old, one of the penalties, but perhaps, as well, one of

the rights of all humankind. And perhaps this secret shanme may contribute in
sonme part to their unwillingness to talk about him™"

"You spent a good deal of time watching hinP"

"There was a time | did. But now !l have a crew. They watch on regular
shifts. W have a dozen spots we watch from and we keep shifting them
around. There isn't an hour, day in, day out, that the Wallace house isn't
under observation."

"Thi s business really has you peopl e bugged."”

"I think with reason," Lewis said. "There is still one other thing."
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He bent over and picked up the brief case he had placed beside his
chair. Unsnapping it, he took out a sheaf of photographs and handed themto
Har dwi cke.

"What do you neke of these?" he asked. Hardw cke picked themup
Supenly he froze. The color drained out of his face. Hs hands began to
trenble and he laid the pictures carefully on the desk. He had |ooked at
only the top one; not any of the others.

Lewi s saw the question in his face.

"In the grave," he said. "The one beneath the headstone wth the funny
witing."

5

The nessage machine whistled shrilly, and Enoch Wallace put away the
book in which he had been witing and got up fromhis desk. He wal ked across
the roomto the whistling machi ne. He punched a button and shoved a key and
the whistling stopped.

The machine built up its hum and the nessage began to form on the
plate, faint at first and then beconm ng darker wuntil it stood out clearly.
I't read:

NO. 406301 TO STATI ON 18327. TRAVELER AT 16097.38. NATIVE THUBAN VI. NO
BAGGAGE. NO 3 LIQUD TANK  SOLUTION 27. DEPART FOR STATION 12892 AT
16439. 16.

CONFI RM

Enoch gl anced up at the great gal actic chrononeter hanging on the wall.
There was al nost three hours to go.

He touched a button, and a thin sheet of netal bearing the nessage
protruded fromthe side of the machine. Beneath it the duplicate fed itself
into the record file. The machi ne chuckl ed and the nmessage plate was clear
once nore and waiting.

Enoch pulled out the netal plate, threaded the holes in it through the
double filing spindle and then dropped his fingers to the keyboard and
typed: NO 406301 RECEI VED. CONFI RM MOVENTARI LY. The message cane into being
on the plate and he left it there.

Thuban VI? Had there been, he wondered, one of them before? As soon as
he got the chores done, he would go to the filing cabinet and check

It was a liquid tank case and those, as a rule, were the nost
uninteresting of all. They wusually were hard ones to strike up a
conversation wth, because too often their concept of |anguage was too
difficult to handle. And as often, too, their very thinking processes proved
too divergent to provide nmuch conmon ground for comruni cation

Al t hough, he recalled, that was not always true. There had been that
tank travel er several years ago, from sonewhere in Hydra (or had it been the
Hyades?), he'd sat up the whole night with and al nost failed of sending off
on tinme, yarning through the hours, their comrunication (you couldn't cal
it words) tunbling over one another as they packed into the little tinme they
had a | ot of fellowship and, perhaps, some brotherhood.

He, or she, or it-they'd never got around to that- had not cone back
again. And that was the way it was, thought Enoch; very few cane back. By
far the greater part of themwere just passing through

But he had he, or she, or it (whichever it mght be) down in black and
white, as he had all of them every single blessed one of them down in
black and white. It had taken him he renenbered, alnpst the entire
foll owi ng day, crouched above his desk, to get it witten dow; all the
stories he'd been told, all the glinpses he had caught of a far and
beautiful and tantalizing land (tantalizing because there was so much of it
he could not understand), all the warnth and conradeship that had flowed
between hinself and this m sshapen, twi sted, ugly living being from anot her
world. And any tine he wished, any day he wi shed, he could take down the
journal fromthe row of journals and relive that night again. Al though he
never had. It was strange, he thought, how there was never tine, or never
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seemed to be the tine, to thunmb through and reread in part what he'd
recorded through the years.

He turned fromthe nmessage machine and rolled a No. 3 liquid tank into
pl ace beneath the materializer, positioning it exactly and locking it in
pl ace. Then he pulled out the retracting hose and thunbed the selector over
to No. 27. He filled the tank and | et the hose slide back into the wall

Back at the machine, he cleared the plate and sent off his confirnmation
that all was ready for the traveler from Thuban, got back double
confirmation fromthe other end, then threw the nachine to neutral, ready to
recei ve again.

He went fromthe machine to the filing cabinet that stood next to his
desk and pulled out a drawer jammed with filing cards. He | ooked and Thuban
VI was there, keyed to August 22, 1931. He wal ked across the roomto the
wall filled with books and rows of nmgazines and journals, filled fromfl oor
to ceiling, and found the record book he wanted. Carrying it, he wal ked back
to his desk.

August 22, 1931, he found, when he Ilocated the entry, had been one of
his lighter days. There had been one traveler only, the one from Thuban VI.
And although the entry for the day filled alnbst a page in his snall,
crabbed witing, he had devoted no nore than one paragraph to the visitor

Cane today [it read] a blob from Thuban VI. There is no other way in
which one nmight describe it. It is sinply a nass of nmatter, presunably of
flesh, and this nass seens to go through sonme sort of rhythnic change in
shape, for periodically it is globular, then begins to flatten out until it
lies in the bottomof the tank, sonewhat |ike a pancake. Then it begins to
contract and to pull in upon itself, until finally it is a ball again. This
change is rather slow and definitely rhythmic, but only in the sense that it
follows the sane pattern. It seens to have no relation to tinme. | tried
timng it and could detect no tinme pattern. The shortest period needed to
conplete the cycle was seven ninutes and the |ongest was ei ghteen. Perhaps
over a |longer period one night be able to detect a tine rhythm but | didn't
have the time. The semantic translator did not work with it, but it did enit
for me a series of sharp clicks, as if it mght be clicking claws together,
although it had no claws that | could see. VWhen | looked this up in the
pasi nol ogy manual | |earned that what it was trying to say was that it was
all right, that it needed no attention, and please leave it alone. Wich I
did thereafter.

And at the end of the paragraph, jamred into the little space that had
been left, was the notation: See Cct. 16, 1931

He turned the pages until he cane to GCctober 16 and that had been one
of the days, he saw, that U ysses had arrived to inspect the station

Hi s name, of course, was not U ysses. As a matter of fact, he had no
nane at all. Anobng his people there was no need of nanes; there was other
identifying term nology which was far nore expressive than nmere names. But
this termnol ogy, even the very concept of it, was such that it could not be
grasped, nuch less put to use, by human bei ngs.

"I shall call you Uysses," Enoch recalled telling him the first tine
they had net. "I need to call you sonething."

"It is agreeable," said the then strange being (but no | onger strange).
"M ght one ask why the name U ysses?"

"Because it is the name of a great nan of ny race."

"I am glad you chose it," said the newy christened being. "To ny
hearing it has a dignified and noble sound and, between the two of us, |
shall be glad to bear it. And | shall call you Enoch, for the two of us

shal | work together for many of your years."

And it had been many years, thought Enoch, with the record book open to
that Cctober entry of nobre than thirty years ago. Years that had been
satisfying and enriching in a way that one could not have inmagined until it
had all been laid out before him

And it would go on, he thought, nuch |Ionger than it already had gone
on-for many centuries nore, for a thousand years, perhaps. And at the end of
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that thousand years, what woul d he know t hen?

Al t hough, perhaps, he thought, the knowi ng was not the npst inportant
part of it.

And none of it, he knew, might cone to pass, for there was interference
now. There were watchers, or at |east a watcher, and before too | ong whoever
it mght be mght start closing in. Wiat he'd do or how he' d neet the
threat, he had no idea until that nmonent cane. It was sonething that had
been al nost bound to happen. It was sonething he had been prepared to have
happen all these years. There was sone reason to wonder, he knew, that it
had not happened sooner.

He had told U ysses of the danger of it that first day they'd net. He'd
been sitting on the steps that led up to the porch, and thinking of it now,
he could remenber it as clearly as if it had been only yesterday.

6

He was sitting on the steps and it was |late afternoon. He was wat chi ng
the great white thunderheads that were piling up across the river beyond the
lowa hills. The day was hot and sultry and there was not a breath of noving
air. Qut in the barnyard a half a dozen bedraggled chickens scratched
listlessly, for the sake, it seemed, of going through the notions rather
than from any hope of finding food. The sound of the sparrows' w ngs, as
they flew between the gable of the barn and the hedge of honeysuckle that
bordered the field beyond the road, was a harsh, dry sound, as if the
feathers of their wings had grown stiff with heat.

And here he sat, he thought, staring at the thunderheads when there was
work to do-corn to be plowed and hay to be gotten in and wheat to reap and
shock.

For despite whatever night have happened, a man still had a life to
live, days to be gotten through the best that one could manage. It was a
| esson, he reninded hinself, that he should have learned in all its fullness

in the last few years. But war, sonehow, was different fromwhat had
happened here. In war you knew it and expected it and were ready when it
happened, but this was not the war. This was the peace to which he had
returned. A man had a right to expect that in the world of peace there
really woul d be peace fencing out the viol ence and the horror.

Now he was al one, as he'd never been alone before. Now, if ever, could
be a new beginning; now, perhaps, there had to be a new beginning. But
whether it was here, on the honestead acres, or in some other place, it
still would be a beginning of bitterness and angui sh.

He sat on the steps, with his wists resting on his knees, and watched
the thunderheads piling in the west. It mght mean rain and the Iand could
use the rain-or it mght be nothing, for above the nerging river valleys the
air currents were erratic and there was no way a man could tell where those
cl ouds m ght fl ow.

He did not see the traveler wuntil he turned in at the gate. He was a
tall and gangling one and his clothes were dusty and fromthe appearance of
him he had wal ked a far way. He cane up the path and Enoch sat waiting for
him watching him but not stirring fromthe steps.

"Good day, sir," Enoch finally said. "It's a hot day to be wal ki ng. Wy
don't you sit a while."

"Quite willingly," said the stranger. "But first, | wonder, could
have a drink of water?"

Enoch got up to his feet. "Cone along," he said. "I'll punp a fresh one
for you."

He went down across the barnyard until he reached the punp. He unhooked
the di pper fromwhere it hung upon a bolt and handed it to the man. He
grasped the handl e of the punp and worked it up and down.

"Let it run a while," he said. "It takes atine for it to get rea
cool . "

The water splashed out of the spout, running on the boards that fornmed
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the cover of the well. It canme in spurts as Enoch worked the handl e.

"Do you think," the stranger asked, "that it is about to rain?"

"A man can't tell," said Enoch. "W have to wait and see."

There was sonething about this traveler that disturbed him Nothing,
actually, that one could put a finger on, but a certain strangeness that was
vaguely disquieting. He watched himnarrowmy as he punped and deci ded t hat
probably this stranger's ears were just a bit too pointed at the top, but
put it down to his imagination, for when he |ooked again they seened to be
all right.

"I think," said Enoch, "that the water should be cold by now"

The traveler put down the dipper and waited for it to fill. He offered
it to Enoch. Enoch shook his head.

"You first. You need it worse than | do."

The stranger drank greedily and with rmuch sl obberi ng.

"Anot her one?" asked Enhoch

"No, thank you," said the stranger. "But |'Il catch another dipperfu
for you if you wish ne to."

Enoch punped, and when the dipper was full the stranger handed it to
him The water was cold and Enoch, realizing for the first time that he had
been thirsty, drank it alnobst to the bottom

He hung the dipper back on its bolt and said to the man, "Now, let's
get in that sitting."

The stranger grinned. "I could do with sone of it," he said. Enoch
pulled a red bandanna fromhis pocket and nopped his face. "The air gets
close," he said, "just before a rain.”

And as he nopped his face, quite supenly he knew what it was that had
di sturbed himabout the traveler. Despite his bedraggled clothes and his
dusty shoes, which attested to long walking, despite the heat of this
ti me-before-a-rain, the stranger was not sweating. He appeared as fresh and
cool as if he had been Iying at his ease beneath a tree in springtine.

Enoch put the bandanna back into his pocket and they wal ked back to the
steps and sat there, side by side.

"You' ve traveled a far way," said Enoch, gently prying.

"Very far, indeed," the stranger told him "lI'ma right snmart piece
from hone. "

"And you have a far way yet to go?"

"No," the stranger said, "I believe that | have gotten to the place
where | am going. "

"You nean " asked Enoch, and left the question hanging. "I nean
right here," said the stranger, "sitting on these steps. | have been | ooking
for a man and | think that man is you. | did not know his nane nor where to

|l ook for him but yet |I knew that one day | would find him"

"But nme," Enoch said, astonished. "Wy should you | ook for me?"

"I was looking for a man of nmany different parts. One of the things
about himwas that he nust have |ooked up at the stars and wondered what
they were."

"Yes," said Enoch, "that is sonething | have done. On nmany nights,
canmping in the field, | have lain in nmy blankets and | ooked up at the sky,
| ooking at the stars and wonderi ng what they were and how they'd been put up

there and, nobst inportant of all, why they had been put up there. | have
heard sone say that each of them is another sun |like the sun that shines on
Earth, but | don't know about that. | guess there is no one who knows too

much about them™"
"There are sone," the stranger said, "who know a deal about them"
"You, perhaps," said Enoch, nocking just a little, for the stranger did
not look like a man who'd know nuch of anything.

"Yes, |I," the stranger said. "Although | do not know as nuch as many
others do."
"I've sonetines wondered," Enoch said, "if the stars are other suns,

m ght there not be other planets and other people, too."
He remenbered sitting around the canpfire of a night, jawing with the
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other fellows to pass away the tinme. And once he'd nentioned this idea of
maybe ot her people on other planets circling other suns and the fell ows all
had jeered himand for days afterward had made fun of him so he had never
mentioned it again. Not that it mattered nuch, for he had no real belief in
it hinself; it had never been nore than canpfire specul ation

And now he'd nentioned it again and to an utter stranger. He wondered

why he had.

"You believe that?" asked the stranger

Enoch said, "It was just an idle notion."

"Not so idle," said the stranger. "There are other planets and there
are other people. | amone of them™

"But you ..." cried Enoch, then was stricken into silence.

For the stranger's face had split and began to fall away and beneath it
he caught the glinpse of another face that was not a human face.

And even as the fal se hunan face sloughed off that other face, a great
sheet of lightning went crackling across the sky and the heavy crash of
thunder seened to shake the land and fromfar off he heard the rushing rain
as it charged across the hills.

7

That was how it started, Enoch thought, alnmost a hundred years ago. The
campfire fantasy had turned into fact and the Earth now was on gal actic
charts, a way station for many different peoples traveling star to star.
Strangers once, but now there were no strangers. There were no such things
as strangers. In whatever form wth whatever purpose, all of themwere
peopl e.

He | ooked back at the entry for COctober 16, 1931, and ran through it
swiftly. There, near the end of it was the sentence:

U ysses says the Thubans from planet VI are perhaps the greatest
mat hemati ci ans in the gal axy. They have developed, it seems, a numeration
system superior to any in existence, especially valuable in the handling of
statistics.

He closed the book and sat quietly in the chair, wondering if the
statisticians of M zar X knew of the Thubans' work. Perhaps they did, he
thought, for certainly some of the math they used was unconventi onal

He pushed the record book to one side and dug into a desk drawer,
bringing out his chart. He spread it flat on the desk before himand puzzl ed
over it. If he could be sure, he thought. If he only knew the M zar
statistics better. For the last ten years or nore he had |l abored at the
chart, checking and rechecking all the factors against the M zar system
testing again and again to determ ne whether the factors he was using were
the ones he shoul d be using.

He raised a clenched fist and hamrered at the desk. If he only could be
certain. If he could only talk with someone. But that had been sonething
that he had shrank from doing, for it would be equivalent to showing the
very nakedness of the human race.

He still was human. Funny, he thought, that he should stay human, that
in a century of association with these beings fromthe many stars he shoul d
have, through it all, remained a man of Earth.

For in many ways, his ties with Earth were cut. Od Wnslowe G ant was
the only human he ever talked with now Hi s neighbors shunned him and there
were no others, unless one could count watchers, and those he seldom
sawonly glinpses of them only the places they had been

Only old Wnslowe Gant and Mary and the other people fromthe shadow
who cane occasionally to spend lonely hours with him

That was all of Earth he had, old Wnslowe and the shadow people and
the honestead acres that |ay outside the house-but not the house itself, for
t he house was alien now

He shut his eyes and renenbered how the house had been in the ol den
days. There had been a kitchen, in this same area where he was sitting, with
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the iron cook-stove, black and nonstrous, in its corner, showing its row of
fiery teeth along the slit nade by the grate. Pushed against the wall had
been the table where the three of them had eaten, and he could renmenber how
the table |ooked, with the vinegar cruet and the glass that held the spoons
and the Lazy Susan with the nustard, horseradish, and chili sauce sitting in
a group, a sort of centerpiece in the niple of the red checkered cloth that
the table wore.

There had been a winter night and he had been, it seenmed, no nore than
three or four. Hi s nother was busy at the stove with supper. He was sitting
on the floor in the center of the kitchen, playing with sone bl ocks, and
outside he could hear the nuffled howling of the wnd as it prow ed al ong
the eaves. His father had come in frommlking at the barn, and a gust of
wind and a swirl of snow had conme into the roomwi th him Then he'd shut the
door and the wind and snow were gone, shut outside this house, condenmmed to
the outer darkness and the wilderness of night. H s father had set the pai
of milk that he had been carrying on the kitchen sink and Enoch saw that his
beard and eyebrows were coated with snow and there was frost on the whiskers
all around his nout h.

He held that picture still, the three of themlike historic maniKkins
posed in a cabinet in a nuseumhis father with the frost upon his whiskers
and the great felt boots that came up to his knees; his nmother with her face
flushed fromworking at the stove and with the |ace cap upon her head, and
hi nsel f upon the floor, playing with the bl ocks.

There was one other thing that he renmenbered, perhaps nore clearly than
all the rest of it. There was a great |lanp sitting on the table, and on the
wal | behind it hung a calendar, and the glowof the lanp fell Iike a
spotlight wupon the picture on the calendar. There was old Santa d aus,
riding in his sleigh along a woodland track and all the little woodl and
peopl e had turned out to watch him pass. A great noon hung above the trees
and there was thick snow on the ground. A pair of rabbits sat there, gazing
soul fully at Santa, and a deer beside the rabbits, wth a raccoon just a
little distance off, ringed tail wapped about his feet, and a squirrel and
chi ckadee side by side upon an overhanging branch. Add Santa had his whip
rai sed high in greeting and his cheeks were red and his snile was nerry and
the reindeer hitched to his sled were fresh and spirited and proud.

Through all the years this mnid-nineteenth-century Santa had ripen down
the snowy aisles of time, with his whip wuplifted in happy greeting to the
woodl and creatures. And the golden lanplight had ripen with him stil
bri ght upon the wall and the checkered tabl ecl oth.

So, thought Enoch, some things do endure-the nenory and the thought and
the snug warmess of a chil dhood kitchen on a stormy wi nter night.

But the endurance was of the spirit and the mnd, for nothing else
endured. There was no kitchen now, nor any sitting room with its
ol d-fashi oned sofa and the rocking chair; no back parlor with its stuffy
el egance of brocade and silk, no guest bedroomon the first and no fanily
bedroonms on the second fl oor.

It all was gone and now one roomremai ned. The second-story floor and
all partitions had been stripped away. Now t he house was one great room One
side of it was the galactic station and the other side the living space for
the keeper of the station. There was a bed over in one corner and a stove
that worked on no principle known on Earth and a refrigerator that was of
alien make. The walls were lined with cabinets and shelves, stacked with
magazi nes and books and journal s.

There was just one thing left fromthe early days, the one thing Enoch
had not allowed the alien crew that had set up the station to strip away-the
massive old fireplace of brick and native stone that had stood agai nst one
wal | of the sitting room It still stood there, the one rem nder of the days
of old, the one thing left of Earth, with its great, scarred oak nantel that
his father had carved out with a broadax froma massive | og and had snoot hed
by hand with plane and draw shave.

On the fireplace mantel and strewn on shelf and table were articles and
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artifacts that had no earthly origin and sone no earthly nanmes-the steady
accunul ation through the years of the gifts fromfriendly travel ers.

Sone of them were functional and others were to look at only, and there
were other things that were entirely useless because they had little
application to a nenber of the human race or were inoperable on Earth, and
many others of the purpose of which he had no idea, accepting them
enbarrassed, with many stunbling thanks, fromthe well-nmeaning fol ks who had
brought themto him

And on the other side of the room stood the intricate nmass of
machi nery, reaching well wup into the open second story, that wafted
passengers through the space that stretched fromstar to star

An inn, he thought, a stopping place, a galactic crossroads.

He rolled up the chart and put it back into the desk. The record book
he put away in its proper place anong all the other record books upon the
shel f.

He gl anced at the galactic clock upon the wall and it was tine to go.

He pushed the chair tight against the desk and shrugged into the jacket
that hung upon the chair back. He picked the rifle off the supports that
held it on the wall and then he faced the wall itself and said the single
word that he had to say. The wall slid back silently and he stepped through
it into thelittle shed with its sparse furnishings. Behind himthe section
of the wall slid back and there was nothing there to indicate it was
anything but a solid wall.

Enoch stepped out of the shed and it was a beautiful |ate sumrer day.
In a few weeks now, he thought, there'd be the signs of autumm and a strange
chill in the air. The first goldenrods were bloom ng now and he' d noti ced,
just the day before, that sone of the early asters down in the ancient fence
row had started to show col or

He went around the corner of the house and headed toward the river,
striding down the long deserted field that was overrun with hazel brush and
occasi onal clunps of trees.

This was the Earth, he thought-a planet nmade for Man. But not for Man
alone, for it was as well a planet for the fox and oW and weasel, for the
snake, the katydid, the fish, for all the other teemng life that filled the
air and earth and water. And not these natives alone, but for other beings
that called other earths their hone, other planets that far |ight-years
di stant were basically the same as Earth. For U ysses and the Hazers and all
the rest of them who could live upon this planet, if need be, if they
wi shed, with no disconfort and no artificial aids.

Qur horizons are so far, he thought, and we see so little of them Even
now, with flamng rockets striving from Canaveral to break the ancient
bonds, we dreamso little of them

The ache was there, the ache that had been growing, the ache to tel
all mankind those things that he had learned. Not so nuch the specific
things, although there were sone of themthat rmankind well could use, but
the general things, the unspecific central fact that there was intelligence
t hroughout the universe, that Man was not alone, that if he only found the
way he need never be al one agai n.

He went down across the field and through the strip of woods and cane
out on the great outthrust of rock that stood atop the cliff that faced the
river. He stood there, as he had stood on thousands of other nornings, and
stared out at the river, sweeping in majestic blue-and-silverness through
t he wooded bottom | and.

A d, ancient water, he said, talking silently to the river, you have
seen it happen-the mle-high faces of the glaciers that came and stayed and
left, creeping back toward the pole inch by stubborn inch, <carrying the
melting water fromthose very glaciers in a flood that filled this valley
with a tide such as now is never known; the nastodon and the sabertooth and
the bear-sized beaver that ranged these olden hills and nade the night
clambrous with trunpeting and screaning; the silent little bands of nen who
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trotted in the woods or clanbered up the cliffs or papled on your surface,
woods-w se and water-wi se, weak in body, strong in purpose, and persistent
in a way no other thing ever was persistent, and just a little tine ago that
other breed of nen who carried dreans within their skulls and cruelty in
their hands and the awful sureness of an even greater purpose in their
hearts. And before that, for this is ancient country beyond what is often
found, the other kinds of life and the many turns of climate and the changes
that came upon the Earth itself. And what think you of it? he asked the
river. For yours is the nmenory and the perspective and the tine and by now
you shoul d have the answers, or at |east sonme of the answers.

As Man might have sone of the answers had he lived for several nillion
years-as he mght have the answers several nillion years from this very
sumrer norning if be still should be around.

I could help, thought Enoch. | could not give the answers but | could
help Man in his scranble after them | could give himfaith and hope and
coul d give purpose such as he has not had before.

But he knew he dare not do it.

Far below a hawk swung in lazy circles above the highway of the river
The air was so clear that Enoch inmagined, if he strained his eyes a little,
he coul d see every feather in those outspread wi ngs.

There was alnost a fairy quality to this place, he thought. The far
| ook and the clear air and the feeling of detachnent that touched al nost on
greatness of the spirit. As if this were a special place, one of those
speci al places that each nan nmust seek out for hinself, and count hinself as
lucky if he ever found it, for there were those who sought and never found
it. And worst of all, there were even those who never hunted for it.

He stood upon the rock and stared out across the river, watching the
|l azy hawk and the sweep of water and the green carpeting of trees, and his
m nd went up and out to those other places until his mind was dizzy with the
thought of it. And then he called it hone.

He turned slowy and went back down the rock and noved of f anmong the
trees, following the path he'd beaten through the years

He consi dered going down the hill a way to look in on the patch of pink
| ady' s-slippers, to see howthey mght be conmng, totry to conjure up the
beauty that would be his again in June, but decided that there'd be little
point to it, for they were well hipen in an isolated place, and nothing
coul d have harned them There had been a tine, a hundred years ago, when
they had bl ooned on every hill and he had cone trailing home with great
arm oads of them which his nother had put in the great brown jug she had,
and for a day or two the house had been filled with the heaviness of their
rich perfume. But they were hard to conme by now The tranpling of the
pastured cattle and fl ower-hunting humans had swept them fromthe hills.

Sone other day, he told hinself, sone day before first frost, he would
visit themagain and satisfy hinself that they'd be there in the spring.

He stopped a while to watch a squirrel as it frolicked in an oak. He
squatted down to follow a snail which had crossed his path. He stopped
besi de a nmassive tree and exanined that pattern of the mpss that grew upon
the trunk. And he traced the wanderings of a silent, flitting songbird as it
fluttered tree to tree.

He foll owed the path out of the woods and al ong the edge of field unti
he cane to the spring that bubbled fromthe hillside.

Sitting beside the spring was a woman and he recogni zed her as Lucy
Fi sher, the deaf-nmute daughter of Hank Fisher, who |ived down in the river
bot t ons.

He stopped and watched her and thought how full she was of grace and
beauty, the natural grace and beauty of a primtive and |onely creature.

She was sitting by the spring and one hand was uplifted and she held in
it, at the tips of long and sensitive fingers, sonmething that glowed with
color. Her head was held high, with a sharp | ook of alertness, and her body
was straight and slender, and it also had that al npbst startled | ook of quiet
al ertness.
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Enoch noved slowy forward and stopped not nore than three feet behind
her, and now he saw that the thing of <color on her fingertips was a
butterfly, one of those large gold and red butterflies that come with the
end of summer. One wing of the insect stood erect and straight, but the
ot her was bent and crunpled and had | ost sone of the dust that |ent sparkle
to the col or.

She was, he saw, not actually holding the butterfly. It was standing on
one fingertip, the one good wing fluttering very slightly every now and then
to maintain its bal ance.

But he had been m staken, he saw, in thinking that the second w ng was
injured, for now he could see that sonmehow it had been sinply bent and
distorted in some way. For now it was straightening slowy and the dust (if
it ever had been gone) was back on it again, and it was standing up with the
ot her wi ng.

He stepped around the girl so that she could see himand when she saw
him there was no start of surprise. And that, he knew would be quite
natural, for she mnust be accustoned to it-soneone com ng up behind her and
supenly being there.

Her eyes were radiant and there was, he thought, a holy | ook upon her
face, as if she had experienced sone ecstasy of the soul. And he found
hinself wondering again, as he did each tine he saw her, what it nust be
like for her, living in a world of two-way silence, unable to comunicate.
Perhaps not entirely wunable to communicate, but at |east barred fromthat
free flow of communication which was the birthright of the human ani mal .

There had been, he knew, several attenpts to establish her in a state
school for the deaf, but each had been a failure. Once she'd run away and
wandered days before being finally found and returned to her home. And on
ot her occasi ons she had gone on di sobedi ence strikes, refusing to co-operate
in any of the teaching.

Wat chi ng her as she sat there with the butterfly, Enoch thought he knew
the reason. She had a world, he thought, a world of her very own, one to
whi ch she was accustoned and knew how to get along in. In that world she was
no cripple, as she npbst surely would have been a cripple if she had been
pushed, part way, into the normal human worl d.

What good to her the hand al phabet or the reading of the lips if they
shoul d take from her sone strange inner serenity of spirit?

She was a creature of the woods and hills, of springtine flower and
autumm flight of birds. She knew these things and lived with them and was,
in some strange way, a specific part of them She was one who dwelt apart in
an old and lost apartnent of the natural world. She occupied a place that
Man | ong since had abandoned, if, in fact, he'd ever held it.

And there she sat, with the wild red and gold of the butterfly poised
upon her finger, with the sense of alertness and expectancy and, perhaps,
acconpl i shnent shining on her face. She was alive, thought Enoch, as no
other thing he knew had ever been alive.

The butterfly spread its wings and floated off her finger and went
fluttering, unconcerned, unfrightened, up across the wild grass and the
gol denrod of the field.

She pivoted to watch it wuntil it disappeared near the top of the hil
up which the old field clinbed, then she turned to Enoch. She smled and
made a fluttery notion with her hands, like the fluttering of the red and

gol den wings, but there was sonmething else in it, as well-a sense of
happi ness and an expression of well-being, as if she mght be saying that
the world was going fine.

If, Enoch thought, | could only teach her the pasinoblogy of ny galactic
peopl e-then we could talk, the two of us, alnbst as well as with the flow of
words on the human tongue. Gven the tinme, he thought, it mght not be too
hard, for there was a natural and a |ogical process to the galactic sign
| anguage that made it al nost instinctive once one had caught the underlying
princi pl e.

file:/l/F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/Clifford%20Simak%20-%20Waystation.txt (18 of 103) [1/19/03 4:01:51 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/Cliff ord%20Si mak%20-%20Waystation. txt

Throughout the Earth as well, in the wearly days; there had been sign
| anguages, and none so well devel oped as that one which obtained anong the
aborigines of North Anerica, so that an Anerindian, no matter what his
tongue, could express hinself anong many ot her tribes.

But even so the sign | anguage of the Indian was, at best, a crutch that
all owned a man to hobbl e when he couldn't run. Wereas that of the gal axy was
initself a |language, adaptable to nmany different neans and nethods of
expression. It had been developed through mllennia, with nmany different
peopl es maki ng contributions, and through the centuries it had been refined

and shaken down and polished until today it was a conmunications tool that
stood on its own nerits.
There was need for such a tool, for the galaxy was Babel. Even the

gal actic science of pasinology, polished as it might be, could not surnount
all the obstacles, could not guarantee, in certain cases, the basic nininmm
of comunication. For not only were there nmillions of tongues, but those
ot her | anguages as well which could not operate on the principle of sound
because the races were incapable of sound. And even sound itself failed of
efficiency when the race talked in ultrasonics others could not hear. There
was tel epathy, of course, but for every telepath there were a thousand races
that had tel epathic blocks. There were many who got along on sign |anguages
al one and others who could communicate only by a witten or pictographic
system including some who carried chem cal blackboards built into their
bodies. And there was that sightless, deaf, and speechless race fromthe
mystery stars of the far side of the gal axy who used what was perhaps the
nmost conplicated of all the galactic |anguages-a code of signals routed
al ong their nervous systens.

Enoch had been at the job alnpbst a century, and even so, he thought,
with the aid of the universal sign |anguage and the semantic translator,
which was little nore than a pitiful (although conplicated) nechanica
contrivance, he still was hard put at tinmes to know what many of them said.

Lucy Fisher picked up a cup that was standing by her side-a cup
fashi oned of a strip of folded birch bark-and dipped it in the spring. She
held it out to Enoch and he stepped close to take it, kneeling down to drink
fromit. It was not entirely water-tight, and water ran fromit down across
his arm wetting the cuff of shirt and jacket.

He finished drinking and handed back the cup. She took it in one hand
and reached out the other, to brush across his forehead wth the tip of
gentle fingers in what she night have thought of as a benediction

He did not speak to her. Long ago he had ceased tal king to her, sensing
that the nmovenent of his nmouth, making sounds she could not hear, m ght be
enbar r assi ng.

Instead he put out a hand and laid his broad pal magai nst her cheek,
holding it there for a reassuring nonent as a gesture of affection. Then he
got to his feet and stood staring down at her and for a nonent their eyes
| ooked into the other's eyes and then turned away.

He crossed the little streamthat ran down fromthe spring and took the
trail that led from the forest's edge across the field, heading for the
ridge. Hal fway up the slope, he turned around and saw that she was watching
him He held up his hand in a gesture of farewell and her hand gestured in
reply.

It had been, he recalled, twelve years or nore ago that he first had
seen her, a little fairy person of ten years or so, a wld thing running in
the woods. They had beconme friends, he recalled, only after a long tineg,
al though he saw her often, for she roaned the hills and valley as if they
were a playground for her-which, of course, they were.

Through the vyears he had watched her grow and had often met her on his
daily walks, and between the two of them had grown up an understandi ng of
the lonely and the outcast, but understanding based on sonething nore than
that-on the fact that each had a world that was their own and worlds that
had given theman insight into something that others sel dom saw. Not that
ei ther, Enoch thought, ever told the other, or tried to tell the other, of

file:/l/F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/Clifford%20Simak%20-%20Waystation.txt (19 of 103) [1/19/03 4:01:51 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/Cliff ord%20Si mak%20-%20Waystation. txt

these private worlds, but the fact of these private worlds was there, in the
consci ousness of each, providing a firm foundation for the building of a
friendshinp.

He recalled the day he'd found her at the place where the pink
| ady' s-slippers grew, just kneeling there and | ooking at them not picking
any of them and how he'd stopped beside her and been pleased she had not
moved to pick them knowing that in the sight of them the two, he and she,
had found a joy and a beauty that was beyond possession

He reached the ridgetop and turned down the grass-grown road that |ed
down to the mail box.

And he'd not been m staken back there, he told hinmself, no matter how
it may have seened on second | ook. The butterfly's wing had been torn and
crunpled and drab fromthe | ack of dust. It had been a crippled thing and
then it had been whol e again and had fl own away.

8

Wnsl owe Grant was on tine.

Enoch, as he reached the mail box, sighted the dust raised by his old
jalopy as it galloped along the ridge. It had been a dusty year, he thought,
as he stood beside the box. There had been Ilittle rain and the crops had
suffered. Although, to tell the truth, there were few crops on the ridge
these days. There had been a time when confortable small farns had exi sted,
al mpost cheek by jow, all along the road, wth the barns all red and the
houses white. But now nost of the farnms had been abandoned and the houses
and the barns were no longer red or white, but gray and weat hered wood, with
all the paint peeled off and the ridgepol es saggi ng and the peopl e gone.

It would not be |ong before Wnslowe would arrive and Enoch settled
down to wait. The nmailman m ght be stopping at the Fisher box, just around
the bend, although the Fishers, as a rule, got but little nmail, nostly just
the advertising sheets and other junk that was mailed out indiscrimnately
to the rural boxholders. Not that it mattered to the Fishers, for sonetines

days went by in which they did not pick up their mail. If it were not for
Lucy, they perhaps would never get it, for it was nostly Lucy who thought to
pick it up.

The Fishers were, for a fact, Enoch told hinmself, a truly shiftless
outfit. Their house and all the buildings were ready to fall in wupon

thensel ves and they rai sed a grubby patch of corn that was drowned out, nore
often than not, by a flood rise of the river. They nowed some hay off a
bottom meadow and they had a couple of raw boned horses and a hal f-dozen
scrawny cows and a flock of chickens. They had an old clunk of a car and a
still hipen out somewhere in the river bottonms and they hunted and fished
and trapped and were generally no-account. Although, when one considered it,
they were not bad neighbors. They tended to their business and never
bot hered anyone except that periodically they went around, the whole tribe
of them distributing panphlets and tracts through the nei ghborhood for sone
obscure fundanentali st sect that Ma Fisher had becone a nenmber of at a tent
revival meeting down in MIlville several years before.

Wnslowe didn't stop at the Fisher box, but came boiling around the
bend in a cloud of dust. He braked the panting machine to a halt and turned
of f the engine.

"Let her cool a while," he said.

The bl ock crackled as it started giving up its heat.

"You made good tine today," said Enoch

"Lots of people didn't have any mail today," said Wnslowe. "Just went
sailing past their boxes."

He dipped into the pouch on the seat beside him and brought out a
bundle tied together with a bit of string for Enoch-several daily papers and
two journals.

"You get a lot of stuff,” said Wnslowe, "but hardly ever letters."”

"There is no one left," said Enoch, "who would want to wite to nme."
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"But," said Wnslowe, "you got a letter this tinme."

Enoch | ooked, unable to conceal surprise, and could see the end of an
envel ope peeping from between the journals.

"A personal letter," said Wnslowe, alnost snmacking his lips. "Not one
of them advertising ones. Nor a business one."

Enoch tucked the bundle underneath his arm beside the rifle stock

"Probably won't anmpunt to ruch," he said.

"Maybe not," said Wnsl!we, a sly
glitter in his eyes. He pulled a pipe and pouch fromhis pocket and slowy
filled the pipe. The engine block continued its crackling and poppi ng. The
sun beat down out of a cloudl ess sky. The vegetation alongside the road was
coated with dust and an acrid snell rose fromit.

" Hear t hat gi nseng fellow is back again," said W nslowe,
conversationally, but unable to keep out a conspiratorial tone. "Been gone
for three, four days."

"Maybe off to sell his sang."

"You ask ne," the mailnman said, "he ain't hunting sang. He's hunting
sonet hing el se. ™

"Been at it," Enoch said, "for a right smart tinme."

"First of all," said Wnslowe, "there's barely any narket for the stuff
and even if there was, there isn't any sang. Used to be a good narket years
ago. Chinese wused it for nedicine, | guess. But now there ain't no trade
with China. | remenber when | was a boy we used to go hunting it. Not easy
to find, even then. But npbst days a man could locate a little of it."

He | eaned back in the seat, puffing serenely at his pipe.

"Funny goi ngs on," he said.

"l never saw the nan," said Enoch

"Sneaking through the woods," said Wnslowe. "Digging up different
kinds of plants. Got the idea nmyself he maybe is a sort of nmagic-nan.
Getting stuff to nmake wup charns and such. Spends a |ot of his tinme yarning
with the Fisher tribe and drinking up their likker. You don't hear nuch of
it these days, but | still hold with magic. Lots of things science can't
expl ain. You take that Fisher girl, the dumy, she can charm off warts."

"So |'ve heard," said Enoch

And nore than that, he thought. She can fix a butterfly.

W nsl owe hunched forward in his seat.

"Al nmost forgot," he said. "I have sonething else for you."
He Iifted a brown paper parcel fromthe floor and handed it to Enoch
"This ain't mail," he said. "It's sonmething that | nade for you."

"Why, thank you," Enhoch said, taking it from him

"Go ahead," Wnslowe said, "and open it up." Enoch hesitated.

"Ah, hell," said Wnslowe, "don't be bashful."

Enoch tore off the paper and there it was, a full-figure wood carving
of hinself. It was in a blond, honey-colored wood and sone twelve inches
tall. It shone like golden crystal in the sun. He was walking, wth his
rifle tucked beneath his armand a wind was blowing, for he was |eaning
slightly into it and there were wind-flutter ripples on his jacket and his
trousers.

Enoch gasped, then stood staring at it.

"Wns," he said, "that's the nost beautiful piece of work | have ever
seen. "

"Did it," said the mailman, "out of that piece of wood you gave ne | ast
winter. Best piece of whittling stuff | ever ran across. Hard and w thout
hardly any grain. No danger of splitting or of nicking or of shreping. Wen
you nmake a cut, you nmmke it where you want to and it stays the way you cut
it. And it takes polish as you cut. Just rub it up alittle is all you need
to do."

"You don't know," said Enoch, "how nuch this neans to nme."

"Over the years," the mailman told him "you've given ne an awful |ot
of wood. Different kinds of wood no one's ever seen before. Al of it
top-grade stuff and beautiful. It was time | was carving sonething for you."
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"And you," said Enoch, "have done a |ot for ne. Lugging things from
town. "

"Enoch,"” Wnslowe said, "I like you. | don't know what you are and
ain't about to ask, but anyhow | |ike you."

"I wish that | could tell you what I am" said Enoch. "WlIl," said
Wnsl owe, noving over to plant hinself behind the wheel, "it don't matter
much what any of us are, just so we get along with one another. |If sone of
the nations would only take a lesson from sone small neighborhood |Iike
ours-a lesson in how to get along-the world would be a whole | ot better."

Enoch noped gravely. "It doesn't | ook too good, does it?"

"It sure don't," said the nmailnan, starting up the car

Enoch stood and watched the car nove off, down the bill, building up

its cloud of dust as it noved al ong.

Then he | ooked again at the wooden statuette of hinself.

It was as if the wooden figure were walking on a hilltop, naked to the
full force of the wind and bent agai nst the gale.

Why? He wondered. What was it the mailman had seen in him to portray
himas wal king in the w nd?

9

He laid therifle and the mail wupon a patch of dusty grass and
carefully rewapped the statuette in the piece of paper. He'd put it, he
decided, either on the mantel piece or, perhaps better yet, on the coffee
table that stood beside his favorite chair in the corner by the desk. He
wanted it, he admtted to hinself, with some quiet enbarrassment, where it
was close at hand, where he could look at it or pick it up any time he
wi shed. And he wondered at the deep, heart-warm ng, soul-satisfying pleasure
that he got fromthe mailman's gift.

It was not, he knew, because he was sel dom given gifts. Scarcely a week
went past that the alien travelers did not | eave several with him The house
was cluttered and there was a wall of shelves down in the cavernous basenent
that were crammed with the stuff that had been given him Perhaps it was, he
told hinsel f, because this was a gift fromEarth, fromone of his own Kkind.

He tucked the wapped statuette beneath his armand, picking up the
rifle and the mail, headed back for home, following the brush-grown trai
that once had been the wagon road | eading to the farm

Grass had grown into thick turf between the ancient ruts, which had
been cut so deep into the clay by the iron tires of the old-tine wagons that
they still were no nore than bare, inpacted earth in which no plant as yet
had gained a root-hold. But on each side the clunps of brush, creeping up
the field fromthe forest's edge, grew nman-high or better, so that now one
moved down an aisle of green

But at certain points, quite unexpl ai nabl y-perhaps due to the character
of the soil or to the mere vagaries of nature-the growh of brush had
faltered, and here were vistas where one mght |ook out fromthe ridgetop
across the river valley.

It was fromone of these vantage points that Enoch caught the flash
froma clunp of trees at the edge of the old field, not too far fromthe
spring where he had found Lucy.

He frowmed as he saw the flash and stood quietly on the path, waiting
for its repetition But it did not come again.

It was one of the watchers, he knew, using a pair of binoculars to keep
wat ch upon the station. The flash he had seen had been the reflection of the
sun upon the gl asses.

VWio were they? he wondered. And why should they be watching? It had
been going on for some time now but, strangely, there had been nothing but
the watching. There had been no interference. No one had attenpted to
approach him and such approach, he realized, could have been quite sinple
and quite natural. If they-whoever they nmight be-had wished to talk with
him a very casual neeting could have been arranged during any one of his
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nmor ni ng wal ks.

But apparently as yet they did not wish to talKk.

What, then, he wondered, did they wish to do? Keep track of him
perhaps. And in that regard, he thought, with a wy inner tw nge of hunor,
they could have become acquainted with the pattern of his living in their
first ten days of watching.

O perhaps they might be waiting for sonme happening that woul d provide
themwith a clue to what he might be doing. And in that direction there |ay
not hi ng but certain di sappointnent. They could watch for a thousand years
and gain no hint of it.

He turned from the vista and went ploping up the road, worried and
puzzl ed by his know edge of the watchers.

Per haps, he thought, they had not attenpted to contact him because of
certain stories that might be told about him Stories that no one, not even
W nsl owe, would pass on to him What kind of stories, he wondered, night the
nei ghborhood by now have been able to fabricate about himfabulous folk
tales to be told in bated breath about the chi mey corner?

It mght be well, he thought, that he did not know the stories,
al though it woul d seemal nbost a certainty that they would exist. And it al so
m ght be as well that the watchers had not attenpted contact with him For
so long as there was no contact, he still was fairly safe. So long as there
were no questions, there need not be any answers.

Are you really, they would ask, that sane Enoch Wallace who marched off
in 1861 to fight for old Abe Lincoln? And there was one answer to that,

there could only be one answer. Yes, he'd have to say, | amthat sanme man.
And of all the questions they might ask himthat would be the only one
of all he could answer truthfully. For all the others there would

necessarily be silence or evasion

They woul d ask how cone that he had not aged-how he could stay young
when al |l mankind grew ol d.

And he could not tell themthat he did not age inside the station, that
he only aged when he stepped out of it, that he aged an hour each day on his
daily wal ks, that he night age an hour or so working in his garden, that he
could age for fifteen mnutes sitting on the steps to watch a | ovely sunset.
But that when he went back indoors again the aging process was conpletely
cancel ed out.

He could not tell themthat. And there was nuch else that he coul d not
tell them There might come a tine, he knew, if they once contacted him
that he'd have to flee the questions and cut hinself entirely fromthe
world, remaining isolated within the station's walls.

Such a course would constitute no hardship physically, for he could
live within the station wthout any inconvenience. He would want for
not hing, for the aliens would supply everything he needed to remain alive
and well. He had bought hurman food at tines, having Wnslowe purchase it and
haul it out fromtown, but only because he felt a craving for the food of
his own planet, in particular those sinple foods of his childhood and his
canpai gni ng days

And, he told hinself, even those foods mght well be supplied by the
process of duplication. A slab of bacon or a dozen eggs could be sent to
another station and remain there as a naster pattern for the pattern
i mpul ses, being sent to himon order as he needed them

But there was one thing the aliens could not provide-the human contacts
he' d mai ntai ned through Wnslowe and the mail. Once shut inside the station,
he'd be cut off conpletely fromthe world he knew, for the newspapers and
the magazi nes were his only contact. The operation of a radio in the station
was made i npossible by the interference set up by the installations.

He woul d not know what was happening in the world, would know no | onger
how t he outside nmight be going. His chart would suffer from this and woul d

become | argely usel ess; although, he told hinself, it was nearly useless
now, since he could not be certain of the correct usage of the factors.
But aside fromall of this, he would mss this little outside world
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that he had grown to know so well, this Ilittle corner of the world
enconpassed by his walks. It was the wal ks, he thought, nore than anything,
per haps, that had kept him hunman and a citizen of Earth.

He wondered how i nmportant it mght be that he remmin, intellectually
and enotionally, a citizen of Earth and a nenber of the human race. There
was, he thought, perhaps no reason that he should. Wth the cosnopolitanism
of the galaxy at his fingertips, it mght even be provincial of himto be so
intent upon his continuing identification with the old hone planet. He might
be |l osing sonething by this provincialism

But it was not in hinself, he knew, to turn his back on Earth. It was a
pl ace he loved too well-loving it nore, nost likely, than those ot her humans
who had not caught his glinpse of far and unguessed worlds. A nman, he told
hi nsel f, nust belong to sonething, nust have sone loyalty and sone identity.
The gal axy was too big a place for any being to stand naked and al one.

Alark sailed out of a grassy plot and soared high into the sky, and

seeing it, he waited for the trill of liquid song to spray out of its throat
and drip out of the blue. But there was no song, as there would have been in
spring.

He pl oped down the road and now, ahead of him he saw the starkness of
the station, reared upon its ridge.

Funny, he thought, that he should think of it as station rather than as
honme, but it had been a station longer than it had been a hone.

There was about it, he saw, a sort of ugly solidness, as if it mght
have planted itself upon that ridgetop and neant to stay forever

It would stay, of course, if one wanted it, as long as one wanted it.
For there was nothing that could touch it.

Even should he be forced sone day to remain wthinits walls, the
station still would stand against all of mankind's watching, all of
manki nd's prying. They could not chip it and they could not gouge it and
they could not break it down. There was nothing they could do. Al his
watching, all his speculating, all his analyzing, would gain Man nothing
beyond the know edge that a highly wunusual building existed on that
ridgetop. For it could survive anything except a thernonuclear expl osion-
and maybe even that.

He wal ked into the yard and turned around to | ook back toward the clunp
of trees fromwhich the flash had conme, but there was nothing now to
i ndi cate that anyone was there.

10

Inside the station, the message machi ne was whistling plaintively.

Enoch hung up his gun, dropped the mail and statuette upon his desk and
strode across the roomto the whistling machine. He pushed the button and
punched the | ever and the whistling stopped.

Upon the nmessage pl ate he read:

NO. 406, 302 TO STATI ON 18327. WLL ARR VE EARLY EVENI NG YOUR Tl ME. HAVE
THE COFFEE HOT. ULYSSES

Enoch grinned. Uysses and his coffee!l He was the only one of the
aliens who had ever liked any of Earth's foods or drinks. There had been
others who had tried them but not nore than once or twice.

Funny about U ysses, he thought. They had |iked each other fromthe
very first, fromthat afternoon of the thunderstormwhen they had been
sitting on the steps and the nmask of human form had peeled off the alien's
face.

It had been a grisly face, gracel ess and repul sive. The face, Enoch had
thought, of a cruel clown. Wondering, even as he thought it, what had put
that particular phrase into his head, for clowns were never cruel. But here
was one that could be-the colored patchwork of the face, the hard, tight set
of jaw, the thin slash of the nouth.

Then he saw the eyes and they canceled all the rest. They were |arge
and had a softness and the light of understanding in them and they reached
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out to him as another being mght hold out its hands in friendship.

The rain had come hissing up the land to thrum across the nachi ne-shed
roof, and then it was upon them slanting sheets of rain that hanmered
angrily at the dust which lay across the vyard, while surprised, bedraggled
chickens ran frantically for cover.

Enoch sprang to his feet and grasped the other's arm pulling himto
the shelter of the porch

They stood facing one another, and U ysses had reached up and pulled
the split and | oosened nask away, revealing a bullet head without a hair
upon it- and the painted face. Aface like a wld and ranpaging |ndian,
pai nted for the warpath, except that here and there were touches of the
clown, as iif the entire painting job had been neant to point up the
i nconsi stent grotesqueries of war. But even as he stared, Enoch knew it was
not paint, but the natural coloration of this thing which had come from
somewher e anong the stars.

What ever ot her doubt there was, or whatever wonder, Enoch had no doubt
at all that this strange being was not of the Earth. For it was not human.
It might be in human form wth a pair of arns and legs, wth a head and
face. But there was about it an essence of inhunanity, alnost a negation of
humani ty.

I n ol den days, perhaps, he thought, it m ght have been a denon, but the
days were past (although, in sone areas of the country, not entirely past)
when one believed in demons or in ghosts or in any of the others of that
ghastly tribe which, in man's inagi nation, once had wal ked the Earth.

From the stars, he'd said. And perhaps he was. Although it nade no
sense. It was nothing one ever had imagined even in the purest fantasy.
There was nothing to grab hold of, nothing to hang on to. There was no
yardstick for it and there were no rules. And it left a sort of blank spot

in one's thinking that mght fill in, come time, but now was no nore than a
tunnel of great wonder that went on and on forever

"Take your time," the alien said. "I knowit is not easy. And | do not
know of a thing that | can do to nake it easier. There is, after all, no way

for me to prove | amfromthe stars."

"But you talk so well."

"I'n your tongue, you nmean. It was not too difficult. If you only knew
of all the languages in the galaxy, you would realize howlittle difficult.

Your |anguage is not hard. It is a basic one and there are nany concepts
with which it need not deal."

And, Enoch conceded, that could be true enough. "If you wsh," the
alien said, "I can walk off sonewhere for a day or two. Gve youtine to

think. Then | could come back. You'd have thought it out by then."
Enoch smiled, woodenly, and the snile had an unnatural feel upon his
face.

"That would give ne tine," he said, "to spread alarmthroughout the
countrysi de. There might be an anbush waiting for you."
The alien shook its head. "I amsure you wouldn't do it. | would take

the chance. If you want ne to ..

"No," said Enoch, so calmy he surprised hinself. "No, when you have a
thing to face, you face it. | learned that in the war."

"You'll do," the alien said. "You will do all right. |I did not m sjudge
you and it makes ne proud."

"M sj udge nme?"

"You do not think I just came wal king in here cold? | know about you,
Enoch. Al nbst as nuch, perhaps, as you know about yourself. Probably even
nore."

"You know ny name?"

"Of course | do."

"Well, that is fine," said Enoch. "And what about your own?"

"I amseized with great enbarrassnent," the alien told him "For | have
no name as such. ldentification, surely, that fits the purpose of ny race,
but nothing that the tongue can form?"
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Supenly, for no reason, Enoch renmenbered that slouchy figure perching
on the top rail of a fence, with a stick in one hand and a jackknife in the
other, whittling placidly while the cannon balls whistled overhead and | ess
than half a mle away the nuskets snarled and crackled in the billow ng
powder snoke that rose above the line.

"Then you need a name to call vyou by," he said, "and it shall be
U ysses. | need to call you sonething,"”

"It is agreeable," said that strange one. "But mght one ask why the
nane U ysses?"

"Because it is the nane," said Enoch, "of a great man of ny race."

It was a crazy thing, of course. For there was no resenbl ance between
the two of themthat slouchy Union general whittling as he perched upon the
fence and this other who stood upon the porch

"I amglad you chose it," said this Uysses, standing on the porch. "To
my hearing it has a dignified and nobl e sound and, between the two of us, |
shall be glad to bear it. And | shall call you Enoch, as friends of the
first nanes, for the two of us shall work together for many of your years."

It was beginning to cone straight now and the thought was staggering.

Perhaps it was as well, Enoch told hinself, that it had waited for a while,
that he had been so dazed it had not come on himall at once.

"Perhaps," said Enoch, fighting back the realization that was crowdi ng
in on him crowding in too fast, "I could offer you sone victuals. | could
cook up sone coffee..."

"Coffee," said Uysses, smacking his thinlips. "Do you have the
cof f ee?"

"I'"ll make a big pot of it. I'Il break in an egg so it wll settle
cl ear "

"Del ectable,"” Uysses said. "O all the drinks that | have drank on al
the planets | have visited, the coffee is the best."

They went into-the kitchen and Enoch stirred up the coals in the
kitchen range and then put in new wood. He took the coffeepot over to the
sink and ladled in some water fromthe water pail and put it on to boil. He
went into the pantry to get sonme eggs and down into the cellar to bring up
t he ham

U ysses sat stiffly in a kitchen chair and watched hi mas he worked.

"You eat ham and eggs?" asked Enoch

"l eat anything," Uysses said. "My race is nost adaptable. That is the

reason | was sent to this planet as a-what do you call it?-a |ooker-out,
per haps. "

"A scout," suggested Enoch

"That is it, a scout."

He was an easy thing to talk with, Enoch told hinself-alnost I|ike
anot her person, although, God knows, he looked Ilittle like a person. He
| ooked, instead, |ike sone outrageous caricature of a human being.

"You have lived here, in this house,
time. You feel affection for it."

"It has been nmy hone," said Enoch, "since the day that | was born.
was gone fromit for alnost four years, but it was al ways hone."

"I'"ll be glad,” Uysses told him "to be getting honme again nyself.
I'"ve been away too long. On a mission such as this one, it always is too
| ong. "

Enoch put down the knife he had been wusing to cut a slice of ham and
sat down heavily in a chair. He stared at U ysses, across the table from
hi m

"You?" he asked. "You are goi ng honme?"

"Why, of course,” Uysses told him "Now that ny job is nearly done. |
have got a hone. Did you think I hadn't?"

"l don't know," said Enoch weakly. "I had never thought of it."

And that was it, he knew. It had not occurred to himto connect a being
such as this with a thing like home. For it was only human beings that had a

U ysses said, "for a long, |ong
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pl ace cal |l ed hone.

"Some day," Uysses said, "I shall tell you about ny hone. Sone day you
may even visit ne."

"Qut anong the stars," said Enoch.

"It seens strange to you now," U ysses said. "It will take a while to
get used to the idea. But as you cone to know wus-all of us-you will
understand. And | hope you like wus. We are not bad people, really. Not any
of the many different kinds of us."

The stars, Enoch told hinself, were out there in the |oneliness of
space and how far they were he could not even guess, nor what they were nor
why. Anot her world, he thought-no, that was wong-many other worlds. There
were people there, perhaps many other people; a different kind of people,
probably, for every different star. And one of themsat here in this very

kitchen, waiting for the coffeepot to boil, for the hamand eggs to fry.
"But why?" he asked. "But why?"
"Because," U ysses said, "we are a traveling people. W need a trave

station here. W want to turn this house into a station and you to keep the
station."

"Thi s house?"

"W could not build a station, for then we'd have peopl e aski ng who was
building it and what it mght be for. So we are forced to use an existing
structure and change it for our needs. But inside only. W | eave the outside
as it is, in appearance, that is. For there nust be no questions asked.
There nust be ..."

"But traveling ..."

"From star to star," Uysses said. "Quicker than the thought of it.
Faster than a wink. There is what you would call nachinery, but it is not
machi nery-not the sane as the machi nery you think of."

"You nmust excuse nme," Enoch said, confused. "It seems so inpossible."

"You remenber when the railroad cane to MIIlville?"

"Yes, | can renenber that. | was just a kid."

"Then think of it this way. This is just another railroad and the Earth
is just another town and this house will be the station for this new and
different railroad. The only difference is that no one on Earth but you w |l
know the railroad's here. For it wll be no nore than a resting and a
switching point. No one on the Earth can buy a ticket to travel on the
railroad."

Put that way, of course, it had a sinple sound, but it was, Enoch
sensed, very far from sinple.

"Railroad cars in space?" he asked.

"Not railroad cars," Uysses told him "It is sonmething else. | do not
know how to begin to tell you ..."

"Per haps you shoul d pick soneone el se. Sonmeone who woul d understand."

"There is no one on this planet who could renotely understand. No,

Enoch, we'll do with you as well as anyone. |In many ways, nuch better than
with anyone."
"But ..."

"What is it, Enoch?"

"Not hi ng, " Enoch sai d.

For he remenbered now how he had been sitting on the steps thinking how
he was al one and about a new begi nning, knowing that he could not escape a
new begi nni ng, that he nust start fromscratch and build his life anew.

And here, supenly, was that new begi nning-nore wondrous and fearsone
t han anyt hi ng he could have dreamed even in an insane nonent.

11

Enoch filed the nmessage and sent his confirnmation

NO. 406302 RECEI VED. COFFEE ON THE FI RE. ENOCH

Clearing the machine, he walked over to the No. 3 liquid tank he'd
prepared before he left. He checked the tenperature and the Ilevel of the
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solution and made certain once again that the tank was securely positioned
inrelation to the materializer

From there he went to the other materializer, the official and
energency materializer, positioned in the corner, and checked it over
closely. It was all right, as wusual. It always was all right, but before
each of Uysses's visits he never failed to check it. There was nothing he
coul d have done about it had there been something wong other than send an
urgent nessage to Galactic Central. In which case sonmeone woul d have cone in
on the regular materializer and put it into shape.

For the official and energency naterializer was exactly what its name
inplied. It was wused only for official visits by personnel of Galactic
Center or for possible energencies and its operation was entirely outside
that of the local station.

U ysses, as an inspector for this and several other stations, could
have wused the official naterializer at any time he wi shed wthout prior
notice. But in all the vyears that he had been coning to the station he had
never failed, Enoch renmenbered with a touch of pride, to nessage that he was
coming. It was, he knew, a courtesy which all the other stations on the
great galactic network night not be accorded, although there were sone of
them whi ch ni ght be given equal treatnent.

Toni ght, he thought, he probably should tell U ysses about the watch
that had been put upon the station. Perhaps he should have told himearlier,
but he had been reluctant to adnmit that the human race might prove to be a
problemto the galactic installation

It was a hopeless thing, he thought, this obsession of his to present
the people of the Earth as good and reasonable. For in many ways they were
neither good nor reasonabl e; perhaps because they had not as vyet entirely
grown up. They were smart and quick and at tinmes conpassionate and even
under standi ng, but they failed lanmentably in many other ways.

But if they had the chance, Enoch told hinmself, if they ever got a
break, if they only could be told what was out in space, then they'd get a
grip upon thenselves and they would neasure up and then, in the course of
time, would be adnitted into the great cofraternity of the people of the
stars.

Once adnmitted, they would prove their worth and would pull their
wei ght, for they were still a young race and full of energy-at tines, maybe,
too nuch energy.

Enoch shook his head and went across the roomto sit down at his desk
Drawing the bundle of mail in front of him he slid it out of the string
whi ch Wnslowe had used to tie it all together

There were the daily papers, a news weekly, two journals-Nature and
Sci ence-and the letter.

He pushed the papers and the journals to one side and picked up the
letter. It was, he saw, an air mail sheet and was postnarked London and the
return apress bore a nane that was wunfamiliar to him He puzzled as to why
an unknown person should be witing him from London. Although, he reninded
hi nsel f, anyone who wote from London, or indeed from anywhere, would be an
unknown person. He knew no one in London nor el sewhere in the world.

He slit the air sheet open and spread it out on the desk in front of
him pulling the desk lanp close so the light would fall upon the witing.

Dear sir [he read], | would suspect | amunknown to you. | amone of
several editors of the British journal, Nature, to which you have been a
subscriber for these nany years. | do not wuse the journal's |etterhead

because this letter is personal and unofficial and perhaps not even in the
best of taste.

You are, it nmay interest you to know, our el dest subscriber. W have
had you on our mailing lists for nore than eighty years.
Wile | amaware that it is no appropriate concern of mne, | have

wondered if you, yourself, have subscribed to our publication for this
length of tine, or if it mght be possible that your father or someone cl ose
to you may have been the original subscriber and you sinply have all owed the
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subscription to continue in his nane.

My interest undoubtedly <constitutes an unwarranted and inexcusable
curiosity and if you, sir, choose to ignore the query it is entirely within
your rights and proper that you do so. But if you should not mnd replying,
an answer woul d be appreci at ed.

I can only say in nmy own defense that | have been associated for so
long with our publication that | feel a certain sense of pride that soneone
has found it worth the having for nore than eighty years. | doubt that many

publications can boast such long tinme interest on the part of any nman.

May | assure, you, sir, of nmy utnpbst respect.

Si ncerely yours.

And then the signature.

Enoch shoved the letter fromhim

And there it was again, he told hinself. Here was another watcher,
al t hough di screet and nost polite and unlikely to cause trouble.

But soneone el se who had taken notice, who had felt a tw nge of wonder
at the sane man subscribing to a magazine for nore than ei ghty years.

As the years went on, there would be nore and nore. It was not only the
wat chers encanped outside the station with whom he nust concern hinsel f, but
those potential others. A man could be as self-effacing as he well could

manage and still he could not hide. Soon or late the world would catch up
with himand woul d cone crowding around his door, agog to know why he night
be hi di ng.

It was useless, he knew, to hope for nuch further tine. The world was
closing in.

Way can't they |eave ne al one? he thought. If he only could explain how
the situation stood, they might | eave himalone. But he couldn't explain to
them And even if he could, there would be sonme of themwho' d still come
crowdi ng in.

Across the roomthe materializer beeped for attention and Enoch swing
around.

The Thuban had arrived. He was in the tank, a shadowy gl obul ar bl ob of
subst ance, and above him riding sluggishly in the solution, was a cube of
sonet hi ng.

Luggage, Enoch wondered. But the nessage had said there would be no
| uggage.

Even as he hurried across the room the clicking came to hi mthe Thuban
talking to him

"Presentation to you," said the clicking. "Deceased vegetation."

Enoch peered at the cube floating in the liquid.

"Take him" clicked the Thuban. "Bring himfor you."

Funbl i ngly, Enoch clicked out his answer, using tapping fingers against
the glass side of the tank: "I thank you, gracious one." Wndering as he did
it, if he were using the proper formof apress to this blob of matter. A
man, he told hinself, could get terribly tangled up on that particul ar point
of etiquette. There were sonme of these beings that one apressed in flowery
| anguage (and even in those cases, the floweriness would vary) and others
that one talked with in the sinplest, bluntest terns.

He reached into the tank and lifted out the cube and be saw that it was
a bl ock of heavy wood, black as ebony and so close-grained it |ooked very
much Iike stone. He chuckled inwardly, thinking how, in listening to
W nsl owe, he had grown to be an expert in the judging of artistic wood.

He put the wood upon the floor and turned back to the tank

"Wuld you mind," clicked the Thuban, "revealing what you do with hin®
To us, very useless stuff."”

Enoch hesitated, searching desperately through his nenory. Wat, he
wondered, was the code for "carve?"

"Wl | ?" the Thuban asked.

"You nust pardon ne, gracious one. | do not wuse this |anguage often. |
am not proficient."
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"Drop, please, the 'gracious one.' | ama comon being."

"Shape it," Enoch tapped. "Into another form Are you a visual being?
Then | show you one."

"Not visual," said the Thuban. "Many other things, not visual."

It had been a gl obe when it had arrived and now it was beginning to
flatten out.

"You," the Thuban clicked, "are a biped being."

"That is what | am"

"Your planet. It is a solid planet?"

Sol i d? Enoch wondered. Oh, yes, solid as opposed to |iquid.

"One-quarter solid," he tapped. "The rest of it is liquid."

"Mne alnmost all liquid. Only little solid. Very restful world."

"One thing | want to ask you," Enoch tapped.

"Ask," the creature said.

"You are a mathematician. Al you folks, | nean."

"Yes," the creature said. "Excellent recreation. Qccupies the mnd."

"You nmean you do not use it?"

"Ch, yes, once use it. But no need for use any nore. Got all we need to
use, very long ago. Recreation now. "

"l have heard of your system of nunerical notation."

"Very different," clicked the Thuban. "Very better concept."

"You can tell ne of it?"

"You know notation system used by people of Polaris VII?"

"No, | don't," tapped Enoch

"Then no use to tell you of our own. Miust know Polaris first."

So that was that, thought Enoch. He night have known. There was so nuch
know edge in the gal axy and he knew so little of it, understood so little of
the little that he knew.

There were men on Earth who coul d nake sense of it. Men who would give
anything short of their very lives to knowthe little that he knew, and
could put it all to use.

Qut anong the stars lay a massive body of know edge, sonme of it an
extension of what mankind knew, some of it concerning matters which Man had
not yet suspected, and used in ways and for purposes that Man had not as yet
i magi ned. And never might inmagine, if left on his own.

Anot her hundred years, thought Enoch. How nuch would he learn in
anot her hundred years? | n anot her thousand?

"I rest now," said the Thuban. "Nice to talk with you."

12

Enoch turned fromthe tank and picked up the block of wood. A little
pupl e of liquid had drained off it and lay glistening on the floor

He carried the block across the roomto one of the wi ndows and exam ned
it. It was heavy and black and close-grained and at one corner of it a bit
of bark remained. It had been sawed. Soneone had cut it into a size that
woul d fit the tank where the Thuban rested.

He recalled an article he had read in one of the daily papers just a
day or two before in which a scientist had contended that no great
intelligence ever could develop on a liquid world.

But that scientist was wong, for the Thuban race had so devel oped and
there were other liquid worlds which were nenbers of the galactic
cofraternity. There were a |ot of things, he told hinself, that Man would
have to unlearn, as well as things to learn, if he ever should becone aware
of the galactic culture

The Iimtation of the speed of light, for one thing.

For if nothing noved faster than the speed of light, then the galactic
transport system woul d be inpossi bl e.

But one should not censure Man, he rem nded hinself, for setting the
speed of light as a basic limtation. Qbservations were all that Man-or
anyone, for that matter-coul d use as data upon which to base his prenises.
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And since human science had so far found nothing which consistently noved
faster than the speed of light, then the assunption nust be valid that
nothing could or did consistently nove faster. But valid as an assunption
only and no nore than that.

For the inpulse patterns which carried creatures star to star were
al nost i nstantaneous, no matter what the distance.

He stood and thought about it and it still was hard, he admitted to
hinsel f, for a person to believe.

Monents ago the creature in the tank had rested in another tank in
another station and the naterializer had built up a pattern of it-not only
of its body, but of its very vital force, the thing that gave it life. Then
the i mpul se pattern had noved across the gulfs of space al nost
i nstantaneously to the receiver of this station, where the pattern had been
used to duplicate the body and the nind and nenory and the life of that
creature now lying dead nmany light years distant. And in the tank the new
body and the new mind and nmenory and |ife had taken alnost instant forman
entirely new being, but exactly like the old one, so that the identity
continued and the consciousness (the very thought no nore than nonmentarily
interrupted), so that to all intent and purpose the being was the sane.

There were limtations to the inpulse patterns, but this had nothing to
do with speed, for the inpulses could cross the entire galaxy wth but
little lag in time. But under certain conditions the patterns tended to
break down and this was why there nust be nany stations-nmany thousands of
them Couds of dust or gas or areas of high ionization seenmed to disrupt
the patterns and in those sectors of the galaxy where these conditions were
encountered, the distance junps between the stations were considerably cut
down to keep the pattern true. There were areas that had to be detoured
because of high concentrations of the distorting gas and dust.

Enoch wondered how many dead bodi es of the creature that now rested in
the tank had been |l eft behind at other stations in the course of the journey
it was mmking-as this body in a few hours' tinme would lie dead within this
tank when the creature's pattern was sent out again, riding on the inpulse
waves.

Along trail of dead, he thought, |l|eft across the stars, each to be
destroyed by a wash of acid and flushed into deep-lying tanks, but with the
creature itself going on and on until it reached its final destination to

carry out the purpose of its journey.

And those purposes, Enoch wondered-the nmany purposes of the nmany
creatures who passed through the stations scattered wide in space? There had
been certain instances when, chatting with the travelers, they had told
their purpose, but with the nost of them he never |earned the purpose-nor
had he any right to learn it. For he was the keeper only.

M ne host, he thought, although not every tinme, for there were nany
creatures that had no use for hosts. But the nan, at any rate, who watched
over the operation of the station and who kept it going, who nade ready for
the travelers and who sent themon their way again when that time should
cone. And who perfornmed the little tasks and courtesies of which they m ght
stand in need.

He | ooked at the block of wood and thought how pleased W nsl owe woul d
be with it. It was very seldomthat one canme upon a wood that was as bl ack
or finegrained as this.

What  woul d Wnslowe think, he wondered, if he could only know that the
statuettes he carved were nade of woods that had grown on unknown planets
many light vyears distant. Wnslowe, he knew, nust have wondered many tinmes
where the wood cane from and how his friend could have gotten it. But he had
never asked. And he knew as well, of course, that there was sonething very
strange about this nman who came out to the nmilbox every day to nmeet him
But he had never asked that, either.

And that was friendship, Enoch told hinself.

This wood, too, that he held in his hands, was another evidence of
friendship-the friendship of the stars for every hunbl e keeper of a renote
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and backwoods station stuck out in one of the spiral arns, far from the
center of the gal axy.

The word had spread, apparently, through the years and throughout
space, that this certain keeper was a collector of exotic woods-and so the
woods came in. Not only fromthose races he thought of as his friends, but
fromtotal strangers, like the blob that now rested in the tank

He put the wood down on a table top and went to the refrigerator. From
it he took a slab of aged cheese that Wnslowe had bought for himsevera

days ago, and a small package of fruit that a traveler fromSirrah X had
brought the day before.

"Analyzed," it had told him "and you can eat it without hurt. It wll
play no trouble with your nmetabolism You've had it before, perhaps? So you
haven't. | amsorry. It is nost delicious. Next time, you like it, | shall
bring you nore."

Fromthe cupboard beside the refrigerator he took out a small, flat

| oaf of bread, part of the ration regularly provided him by Galactic
Central. Made of a cereal unlike any known on Earth, it had a distinctly
nutty flavor with the faintest hint of sone alien spice.

He put the food on what he called the kitchen table, although there was
no kitchen. Then he put the coffee maker on the stove and went back to his
desk.

The letter still lay there, spread out, and he folded it together and
put it in a drawer.

He stripped the brown folders off the papers and put themin a pile.
Fromthe pile he selected the New York Tines and noved to his favorite chair
to read.

NEW PEACE CONFERENCE AGREED UPON

said the | ead-off headline.

The crisis had been boiling for a nonth or nore, the newest of a |ong
series of crises which had kept the world on edge for years. And the worst
of it, Enoch told hinself, was that the nost of them were manufactured
crises, with one side or the other pushing for advantage in the relentless
chess gane of power politics which had been under way since the end of Wirld
War 11.

The stories inthe Tines bearing on the conference had a rather
desperate, alnost fatalistic, ring, as if the witers of the stories, and
perhaps the diplomats and all the rest involved, knew the conference would
acconplish nothing-if, in fact, it did not serve to nake the crisis deeper

observers in this capital [wote one of the Tinmes's Washington bureau
staff] are not convinced the conference will serve, in this instance, as
simlar conferences sonetines have served in the past, to either delay a
showdown on the issues or to advance the prospects for a settlenent. There
is scarcely concealed concern in many quarters that the conference wll,
i nst ead, fan the flanmes of controversy hi gher without, by way of
conpensati on, opening any avenues by which a conpronise night seem possi bl e.
A conference is popularly supposed to provide a tine and place for the sober
wei ghing of the facts and points of arguments, but there are few who see in
the calling of this conference any indications that this may be the case.

The coffee maker was going full blast now and Enoch threw the paper
down and strode to the stove to snatch it off. From the cupboard he got a
cup and went to the table with it.

But before he began to eat, he went back to the desk and, opening a
drawer, got out his chart and spread it on the table. Once again he wondered
just howvalid it mght be, although in certain parts of it, at tines, it
seenmed to nake a certain sort of sense

He had based it on the Mzar theory of statistics and had been forced,
because of the nature of his subject, to shift some of the factors, to
substitute sone values. He wondered now, for the thousandth time, if he had
made an error sonewhere. Had his shifting and substitution destroyed the
validity of the systen? And if so, how could he correct the errors to
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restore validity?

Here the factors were, he thought: the birth rate and the tota
popul ation of the Earth, the death rate, the values of currencies, the
spread of living costs, attendance of places of worship, nedical advances,
technol ogi cal devel opnments, industrial indices, the |abor market, world
trade trends-and nany others, including some that at first glance mght not
seemtoo relevant: the auction price of art objects, vacation preferences
and novenents, the speed of transportation, the incidence of insanity.

The statistical nethod devel oped by the nathenaticians of Mzar, he
knew, would work anywhere, on anything, if applied correctly. But he had
been forced to twist it in translating an alien planet's situation to fit
the situation here on Earth-and in consequence of that twisting, did it

still apply?
He shupered as he |looked at it. For if he'd made no mistake, if he'd
handl ed everything correctly, if his translations had done no violence to

the concept, then the Earth was headed strai ght for another major war, for a
hol ocaust of nucl ear destruction.

He l et | oose of the corners of the chart and it rolled itself back into
a cylinder.

He reached for one of the fruits the Sirrah being had brought himand
bit intoit. He rolled it on his tongue, savoring the delicacy of the taste.
It was, he decided, as good as that strange, birdlike being had guaranteed
it would be.

There had been a tinme, he renenbered, when he had held sone hope that
the chart based on the M zar theory mght show, if not a way to end all war,
at least a way to keep the peace. But the chart had never given any hint of
the road to peace. Inexorably, relentlessly, it had led the way to war

How many ot her wars, he wondered, could the people of the Earth endure?

No man could say, of course, but it might be just one nore. For the
weapons that would be used in the coming conflict had not as yet been
measured and there was no nan who could cone close to actually estinmating
the results these weapons woul d produce.

War had been bad enough when men faced one another with their weapons
in their hands, but in any present war great payloads of destruction would
go hurtling through the skies to engulf whole cities-aimed not at military
concentrations, but at total popul ations.

He reached out his hand for the chart again, then pulled it back. There
was no further need of looking at it. He knew it all by heart. There was no
hope in it. He might study it and puzzle over it until the crack of doom and
it wuld not change a whit. There was no hope at all. The world was
thundering once again, in a blind red haze of fury and of hel pl essness, down
the road to war.

He went on with his eating and the fruit was even better than it had
been at first bite. "Next tinme," the being had said, "I wll bring you
more." But it might be a long tinme before he cane again, and he m ght never
conme. There were nany of them who passed through only once, although there
were a few who showed up every week or so-old, regular travelers who had
become cl ose friends.

And there had been, he recalled, that little group of Hazers who, years
ago, had nade arrangenents for extra |ong stopovers at the station so they
could sit around this very table and talk the hours away, arriving |aden
with hanpers and with baskets of things to eat and drink, as if it were a
pi cni c.

But finally they had stopped their coning and it had been years since
he'd seen any one of them And he regretted it, for they'd been the best of
comnpani ons.

He drank an extra cup of coffee, sitting idly in the «chair, thinking
about those good old days when the band of Hazers cane.

Hi s ears caught the faint rustling and he glanced quickly up to see her
sitting on the sofa, dressed in the denure hoop skirts of the 1860s.

"Mary!" he said, surprised, rising to his feet.
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She was smiling at him in her very special way and she was beautiful,
he thought, as no other wonan ever had been beauti ful

"Mary," he said, "it's so nice to have you here."

And now, |eaning on the nmantelpiece, dressed in Union blue, with his
bel ted saber and his full black mustache, was another of his friends.

"Hel | o, Enoch," David Ransone said. "I hope we don't intrude."

"Never," Enoch told him "How can two friends intrude?"

He stood beside the table and the past was wth him the good and
restful past, the rose-scented and unhaunted past that had never left him

Sonewhere in the distance was the sound of fife and drum and the jangle
of the battle harness as the boys marched off to war, wth the colone
glorious in his full-dress uniformupon the great black stallion, and the
reginmental flags snapping in the stiff June breeze.

He wal ked across the roomand over to the sofa. He nade a little bowto
Mary.

"Wth your perm ssion, ma'am" he said.

"Pl ease do," she said. "If you should happen to be busy ..

"Not at all," he said. "I was hoping you woul d cone."

He sat down on the sofa, not too close to her, and he saw her hands
were folded, very primy, in her lap. He wanted to reach out and take her
hands in his and hold themfor a nmonment, but he knew he couldn't.

For she wasn't really there

"It's been al nost a week," said Mary, "since |'ve seen you. How is your
wor k goi ng, Enoch?"

He shook his head. "I still have all the problens. The watchers stil
are out there. And the chart says war."

David left the mantel and cane across the room He sat down in a chair
and arranged his saber.

"War, the way they fight it these days,
busi ness. Not the way we fought it, Enoch."

"No," said Enoch, "not the way we fought it. And while a war would be
bad enough itself, there is something worse. |[|f Earth fights another war,
our people will be barred, if not forever, at |least for nany centuries, from
the cofraternity of space.”

"Maybe that's not so bad," said David. "W nay not be ready to join the
ones in space."

"Perhaps not," Enoch admitted. "I rather doubt we are. But we could be
sonme day. And that day would be shoved far into the future if we fight
anot her war. You have to nmake sone pretense of being civilized to join those
ot her races."

"Maybe," Mary said, "they m ght never know. About a war, | nean. They
go no place but this station.”

Enoch shook his head. "They would know. | think they're watching us.
And anyhow, they would read the papers.”

"The papers you subscribe to?"

"I save themfor Uysses. That pile over in the corner. He takes them
back to Galactic Central every tine he cones. He's very interested in Earth,
you know, fromthe years he spent here. And from Galactic Central, once he'd
read them | have a hunch they travel to the corners of the gal axy."

"Can you imagine," David asked, "what the pronotion departnments of
those newspapers might have to say about it if they only knew their depth of
circulation."

Enoch grinned at the thought of it.

"There's that paper down in Ceorgia," David said, "that covers Dixie
like the dew. They'd have to think of sonething that goes with gal axy."

"dove," said Mary quickly. "Covers the galaxy 1like a glove. Wat do
you think of that?"

"Excel l ent," sai d David.

"Poor Enoch," Mary said contritely. "Here we nake our jokes and Enoch
has his problens."

he decl ared, "would be a sorry
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"Not mine to solve, of course," Enoch told her. "I"mjust worried by
them Al | have to do is stay inside the station and there are no probl ens.
Once you close the door here, the problens of the world are securely | ocked
outside."

"But you can't do that."

"No, | can't," said Enoch

"I think you may be right," said David, "in thinking that these other
races may be watching us. Wth an eye, perhaps, to sone day inviting the
human race to join them O herwi se, why would they have wanted to set up a
station here on Earth?"

"They' re expanding the network all the tine," said Enoch. "They needed
a station in this solar systemto carry out their extension into this spira
arm”

"Yes, that's true enough," said David, "but it need not have been the
Earth. They could have built a station out on Mars and used an alien for a
keeper and still have served their purpose.”

"I'"ve often thought of that," said Mary. "They wanted a station on the
Earth and an Earthnan as its keeper. There nust be a reason for it."

"l had hoped there was," Enoch told her, "but |'mafraid they cane too
soon. It's too early for the human race. We aren't grown up. W still are
juveniles."

"It's a shanme," said Mary. "We'd have so nuch to learn. They know so

much nore than we. Their concept of religion, for exanple."

"I don't know," said Enoch, "whether it's actually a religion. It seens
to have few of the trappings we associate with religion. And it is not based
on faith. It doesn't have to be. It is based on know edge. These people
know, you see."

"You nean the spiritual force."

"It is there," said Enoch, "just as surely as all the other forces that
make up the wuniverse. There is a spiritual force, exactly as there is tine
and space and gravitation and all the other factors that nmake up the

imaterial universe. It is there and they can establish contact with it ..."

"But don't you think," asked David, "that the human race nmay sense
this? They don't know it, but they sense it. And are reaching out to touch
it. They haven't got the know edge, so they nust do the best they can with
faith. And that faith goes back a far way. Back, perhaps, deep into the
prehistoric days. A crude faith, then, but a sort of faith, a grasping for
faith."

"l suppose so," Enoch said. "But it actually wasn't the spiritual force
I was thinking of. There are all the other things, the material things, the
met hods, the philosophies that the hunman race could use. Nane al nbst any
branch of science and there is sonmething there for us, nore than what we
have. "

But his nmind went back to that strange business of the spiritual force
and the even stranger machi ne which had been built eons ago, by neans of
which the galactic people were able to establish contact with the force.
There was a name for that machine, but there was no word in the English
| anguage which closely approximated it. "Talisman" was the closest, but
Talisman was too crude a word. Although that had been the word that U ysses
had used when, sone years ago, they had tal ked of it.

There were so many things, so many concepts, he thought, out in the
gal axy which could not be adequately expressed in any tongue on Earth. The
Tali sman was nore than a talisman and the machine which had been given the
name was nore than a mere machine. Involved in it, as well as certain
mechani cal concepts, was a psychic concept, perhaps sone sort of psychic
energy that was unknown on Earth. That and a great deal nore. He had read
some of the literature on the spiritual force and on the Talisman and had
realized, he renmenbered, in the reading of it, how far short he fell, how
far short the human race nust fall, in an understanding of it.

The Talisnman could be operated only by certain beings wth certain
types of minds and sonething el se besides (could it be, he wondered, with
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certain kinds of souls?). "Sensitives" was the word he had used in his
mental translation of the termfor these kinds of people, but once again, he
could not be sure if the word cane close to fitting. The Talisman was pl aced
in the custody of the nobst capable, or the nost efficient, or the nost
devoted (whichever it mght be) of the galactic sensitives, who carried it
fromstar to star in a sort of eternal progression. And on each planet the
peopl e cane to nake personal and individual contact with the spiritual force
through the intervention and the agency of the Talisman and its custodi an

He found that he was shivering at the thought of it-the pure ecstasy of
reaching out and touching the spirituality that flooded through the gal axy
and, undoubtedly, through the universe. The assurance would be there, he
thought, the assurance that |life had a special place in the great schene of

exi stence, that one, no matter how small, how feeble, how insignificant,
still did count for sonething in the vast sweep of space and tine.

"What is the trouble, Enoch?" Mary asked.

"Nothing," he said. "I was just thinking. I amsorry. | wll pay

attention now. "

"You were talking," David said, "about what we could find in the
gal axy. There was, for one thing, that strange sort of math. You were
telling us of it once and it was sonmething ..."

"The Arcturus math, you nean," said Enoch. "I know Ilittle nore than
when 1 told you of it. It is too involved. It is based on behavior
synbolism"

There was sone doubt, he told hinself, that you could even call it

mat h, al though, by analysis, that was probably what it was. It was sonething
that the scientists of Earth, no doubt, could use to nmake possible the
engi neering of the social sciences as logically and as efficiently as the
common brand of math had been used to build the gadgets of the Earth.

"And the biology of that race in Androneda," Mary said. "The ones who
col oni zed all those crazy planets."”

"Yes, | know. But Earth would have to nature a bit inits intellectua
and enotional outlook before we'd venture to use it as the Andronedans did.
Still, | suppose that it would have its applications."”

He shupered inwardly as he thought of how the Andronedans used it. And
that, he knew, was proof that he still was a nman of Earth, kin to all the

bi as and the prejudice and the shibboleths of the human m nd. For what the
Andr onedans had done was only common sense. If you cannot col onize a pl anet
in your present shape, why, then you change your shape. You nake yourself
into the sort of being that can |live upon the planet and then you take it
over in that alien shape into which you have changed yourself. |If you need
to be a worm then you becone a wormor an insect or a shellfish or whatever
it my take. And you change not your body only, but your mnd as well, into
the kind of mnd that will be necessary to |ive upon that planet.

"There are all the drugs," said Mary, "and the nedicines. The nedica

know edge that could apply to Earth. There was that little package Galactic
Central sent you."

"A packet of drugs," said Enoch, "that could cure alnost every ill on
Earth. That, perhaps, hurts nme nost of all. To know they're up there in the
cupboard, actually on this planet, where so nmany people need them"

"You could mail out sanples," David said, "to nedical associations or
to sone drug concern.”

Enoch shook his bead. "I thought of that, of course. But | have the
galaxy to consider. | have an obligation to Galactic Central. They have
taken great precautions that the station not be known. There are U ysses and
all ny other alien friends. 1 cannot weck their plans. | cannot play the

traitor to them For when you think of it, Glactic Central and the work
it's doing is nore inportant than the Earth."

"Divided loyalties," said David with slight nockery in his tone.

"That is it, exactly. There had been a tine, many years ago, when |
thought of witing papers for subnmissions to some of the scientific

file:/l/F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/Clifford%20Simak%20-%20Waystation.txt (36 of 103) [1/19/03 4:01:51 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/Cliff ord%20Si mak%20-%20Waystation. txt

journals. Not the nedical journals, naturally, for | know nothing about
medi cine. The drugs are there, of course, 1lying on the shelf, wth
directions for their use, but they are nerely so nany pills or powders or
ointnents, or whatever they may be. But there were other things | knew of,

other things I'd learned. Not too nuch about them naturally, but at |east
sonme hints in sonme new directions. Enough that sonmeone could pick them up
and go on fromthere. Sonmeone who m ght know what to do with them™

"But | ook here," David said, "that wouldn't have worked out. You have
no techni cal nor research background, no educational record. You're not tied
up with any school or <college. The journals just don't publish you unless
you can prove yoursel f."

"I realize that, of course. That's why | never wote the papers. | knew
there was no use. You can't blane the journals. They nust be responsible.
Their pages aren't open to just anyone. And even if they had viewed the
papers with enough respect to want to publish them they would have had to
find out who I was. And that would have | ed straight back to the station.”

"But even if you could have gotten away with it," David pointed out,
"you'd still not have been clear. You said a while ago you had a loyalty to
Gl actic Central."

"If," said Enoch, "in this particular case | could have got away with

it, it mght have been all right. If you just threw out ideas and |let sone
Earth scientists develop them there'd be no harmdone Galactic Central. The
mai n problem of course, would be not to reveal the source.”

"Even so," said David, "there'd be little you actually could tell them

What | nean is that generally you haven't got enough to go on. So nmuch of
this galactic know edge is off the beaten track."
"I know," said Enoch. "The mental engineering of Mankalinen 111, for

one thing. If the Earth could know of that, our people undoubtedly could
find a clue to the treatnent of the neurotic and the nentally disturbed. W
could enmpty all the institutions and we could tear them down or use them for
sonet hing el se. There'd be no need of them But no one other than the people
out on Mankalinen Il could ever tell us of it. | only know they are noted
for their mental engineering, but that is all | know. | haven't the faintest
inkling of what it's all about. It's something that you'd have to get from
the people out there."

"What you are really talking of," said Mary, "are all the nanel ess
sci ences-the ones that no human has ever thought about."

"Li ke us, perhaps," said David.

"David!" Mary cried.

"There is no sense," said David angrily, "in pretending we are people."

"But you are," said Enoch tensely. "You are people to ne. You are the
only people that | have. Wat is the matter, David?"

"I think," said David, "that the tine has cone to say what we really
are. That we are illusion. That we are created and called up. That we exi st
only for one purpose, to cone and talk with you, to fill in for the rea
peopl e that you cannot have."

"Mary," Enoch cried, "you don't think that way, too! You can't think
that way!"

He reached out his arnms to her and then he let themdrop-terrified at
the realization of what he'd been about to do. It was the first tine he'd

ever tried to touch her. It was the first tinme, in all the years, that he
had forgotten.
"I amsorry, Mary. | should not have done that."

Her eyes were bright with tears.

"I wish you could," she said. "Ch, how | w sh you could!"

"David," he said, not turning his head.

"David left," said Mry.

"He won't be back," said Enoch

Mary shook her head.

"What is the matter, Mary? What is it all about? Wat have | done!"
"Not hing," Mary said, "except that you nmade us too nuch |ike people. So
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that we becane nore human, until we were entirely hunan. No | onger puppets,
no longer pretty dolls, but really actual people. | think David nust resent
it-not that he is people, but that being people, he is still a shadow. It
did not matter when we were dolls or puppets, for we were not human then. W
had no human feeling."

"Mary, please," he said. "Mary, please forgive nme." She | eaned toward
him and her face was |lighted by deep tenderness. "There is nothing to
forgive," she said. "Rather, | suppose, we should thank you for it. You

created us out of a love of us and a need of wus and it is wonderful to know
that you are | oved and needed."

"But | don't create you any nore," Enoch pleaded. "There was a tineg,
Il ong ago, | had to. But not any longer. Now you cone to visit ne of your own
free will."

How many years? he wondered. It nust be all of fifty. And Mary had been
the first, and David had been second. O all the others of them they had
been the first and were the cl osest and the dearest.

And before that, before he'd even tried, he'd spent other years in
studying that nanel ess science stemming from the thaumaturgists of Al phard
XX .

There had been a day and a state of mnd when it would have been bl ack
magic, but it was not black magic. Rather, it was the orderly manipul ation
of certain natural aspects of the universe as yet quite unsuspected by the
human race. Perhaps aspects that Man never would discover. For there was
not, at least at the present nonent, the necessary orientation of the
scientific mind to initiate the research that nust precede di scovery.

"David felt," said Mary, "that we could not go on forever, playing out
our little sedate visits. There had to be a tinme when we faced up to what we
really are."

"And the rest of then?"

"I amsorry, Enoch. The rest of themas well."

"But you? How about you, Mary?"

"I don't know," she said. "It is different wth ne. | |ove you very
much. "

"And I ..."

"No, that's not what | nean. Don't you wunderstand! I'm in love with
you."

He sat stricken, staring at her, and there was a great roaring in the
world, as if he were standing still and the world and tine were rushing
swiftly past him

"If it only could have stayed," she said, "the way it was at first.
Then we were gl ad of our existence and our enotions were so shallow and we
seened to be so happy. Like [little happy children, running in the sun. But

then we all grewup. And | think | the nost of all."
She smled at himand tears were in her eyes.
"Don't take it so hard, Enoch. W can ..."

"My dear," he said, "I've been in love with you since the first day
that | saw you. | think naybe even before that."

He reached out a hand to her, then pulled it back, renmenbering.

"I did not know," she said. "I should not have told you. You could live

with it until you knew | |oved you, too."

He noped dunbly.

She bowed her head. "Dear God, we don't deserve this. W have done
nothing to deserve it."

She rai sed her head and | ooked at him "If | could only touch you."

"W can go on," he said, "as we have always done. You can cone to see
me any tinme you want. W can..."
She shook her bead. "It wouldn't work," she said. "There coul d neither

of us stand it."
He knew that she was right. He knew that it was done. For fifty years
she and the others had been dropping in to visit. And they'd cone no nore.
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For the fairyland was shattered and the magi c spell was broken. He'd be left
al one-nore al one than ever, nore alone than before he'd ever known her

She would not conme again and he could never bring hinself to call her
up again, even if he could, and his shadow world and his shadow | ove, the
only love he'd ever really had, would be gone forever

"Good bye, ny dear," he said.

But it was too |ate. She was al ready gone.

And fromfar off, it seenmed, he heard the noaning whistle that said a
message had cone in.

13

She had said that they nust face up to the kind of things they were.

And what were they? Not, what did he think they were, but what were
they, actually? Wat did they think thenselves to be? For perhaps they knew
much better than did he

Where had Mary gone? Wien she left this room into what kind of |inbo

did she disappear? Did she still exist? And if so, what kind of an existence
would it be? Wuld she be stored away sonewhere as a little girl would store
away her doll in a box pushed back into the closet with all the other dolls?

He tried to inagine linbo and it was a nothingness, and if that were
true, a being pushed into linbo would be an existence wi thin a
non- exi stence. There would be nothing-not space nor tinme, nor |Ilight, nor

air, no color, and no vision, just a never ending nothing that of necessity
must lie at some point outside the universe.

Mary! he cried inside hinself. Mary, what have | done to you?

And the answer lay there, hard and naked.

He had dabbled in a thing which he had not understood. And had,
furthernore, commtted that greater sin of thinking that he did understand.
And the fact of the matter was that he had just barely understood enough to
make the concept work, but had not understood enough to be aware of its
consequences.

Wth creation went responsibility and he was not equipped to assune
nmore than the noral responsibility for the wong that he had done, and noral
responsibility, unless it mght be coupled with the ability to bring about
sone mitigation, was an entirely usel ess thing.

They hated himand resented himand he did not blame them for he'd |ed
them out and shown themthe prom sed | and of humanity and then had | ed them
back. He had given themeverything that a human being had with the one
exception of that nost inportant thing of all-the ability to exist within
t he human worl d.

They all hated himbut Mary, and for Mary it was worse than hate. For
she was condemed, by the very virtue of the humanity he had given her, to
| ove the nonster who had created her

Hate ne, Mary, he pleaded. Hate ne |ike the others! He had thought of
them as shadow people, but that had been just a nane he'd thought up for
hinsel f, for his own conveni ence, a handy | abel that he had tagged themwth
so that he woul d have sonme way of identifying them when he thought of them

But the | abel had been wong, for they were not shadowy or ghostlike.
To the eyes they were solid and substantial, as real as any people. It was
only when you tried to touch themthat they were not real-for when you tried
to touch them there was nothing there.

A fignment of his mind, he'd thought at first, but now he was not sure.
At first they'd cone only when he'd called themup, using the know edge and
the techniques that he had acquired in his study of the work done by the
thaumat urgi sts of Al phard XXII. But in recent years he had not called them
up. There had been no occasion to. They had anticipated himand cone before
he could call themup. They sensed his need of them before he knew the need
hinself. And they were there, waiting for him to spend an hour or evening.

Figments of his mnd in one sense, of course, for he had shaped them
perhaps at the tine unconsciously, not know ng why he shaped themso, but in
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recent years he'd known, although he had tried not to know, would have been
the better satisfied if he had not known. For it was a know edge that he had
not admitted, but kept pushed back, far within his nmind. But now, when al
was gone, when it no longer mattered, he finally did admt it.

Davi d Ransonme was hinself, as he had dreamed hinself to be, as he had
wi shed himself to be-but, of course, as he had never been. He was the
dashing Union officer, of not so high a rank as to be stiff and stodgy, but
a fair cut above the man of ordinary standing. He was trimand debonair and
definitely dare-devilish, loved by all the wonen, admired by all the nen. He
was a born | eader and a good fellow all at once, at hone alike in the field
or drawi ng room

And Mary? Funny, he thought, he had never called her anything but Mary.
There had never been a surname. She had been sinply Mry.

And she was at least two wonen, iif not nore than that. She was Sally
Brown, who had lived just down the road-and how long had it been, he
wonder ed, since he'd thought of Sally Brown? It was strange, he knew, that
he had not thought of her, that he now was shocked by the nmenory of a
one-tine nei ghbor girl naned Sally Brown. For the two of them once had been
in love, or only thought, perhaps, that they had been in love. For even in
the later vyears, when he still remenbered her, he had never been quite
certain, even through the romantic nmists of tinme, if it had been |ove or no
more than the romanticismof a soldier nmarching off to war. It had been a
shy and funbling, an awkward sort of |love, the love of the farner's daughter
for the next-door farmer's son. They had decided to be marri ed when he cane
hone fromwar, but a few days after Gettysburg he had received the letter,
then nore than three weeks witten, which told himthat Sally Brown was dead
of diphtheria. He had grieved, he now recalled, but he could not recall how
deeply, although it probably had been deeply, for to grieve |ong and deeply
was the fashion in those days.

So Mary very definitely was partly Sally Brown, but not entirely Sally.
She was as well that tall, stately daughter of the South, the woman he had
seen for a few nmonents only as he marched a dusty road in the hot Virginia
sun. There had been a mansion, one of those great plantation houses, set
back fromthe road, and she had been standing on the portico, beside one of
the great white pillars, watching the eneny march past. Her hair was bl ack
and her conpl exion whiter than the pillar and she had stood so straight and
proud, so defiant and inperious, that he had renenbered her and t hought of
her and dreaned of her-although he never knew her nane-through all the
dusty, sweaty, bloody days of war. Wndering as he thought and dreaned of
her if the thinking and the dreaning might be wunfaithful to his Sally.
Sitting around the canpfire, when the talk grew quiet, and again, rolled in
his bl ankets, staring at the stars, he had built up a fantasy of how, when
the war was ended, he'd go back to that Virginia house and find her. She
m ght be there no longer, but he still would roamthe South and find her
But he never did; he had never really neant to find her. It had been a
canpfire dream

So Mary had been both of these-she had been Sally Brown and the unknown
Virginia belle standing by the pillar to watch the troops march by. She had
been the shadow of them and perhaps of many others as yet unrealized by him
a conposite of all he had ever known or seen or admired in wonen. She had
been an ideal and perfection. She had been his perfect wonan, created in his
mnd. And now, like Sally Brown, resting in her grave; like the Virginia
belle, lost in the mists of tine; Ilike all the others who may have
contributed to his molding of her, she was gone fromhim

And he had |oved her, certainly, for she had been a conpounding of his
| oves-a cross section, as it were, of all the women he had ever loved (if he
actually had |oved any) or the ones he had thought he 1loved, even in the
abstract.

But that she should | ove himwas sonething that had never crossed his
mnd. And until he knew her love for him it had been quite possible to
nurse his love of her close inside the heart, knowing that it was a hopel ess
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| ove and i npossible, but the best that he coul d manage.

He wondered where she might be now, where she had retreated-into the
linbo he had attenpted to immgine or into sone strange non-existence,
waiting all unknowing for the tine she'd conme to himagain.

He put wup his hands and lowered his head in themand sat in utter
msery and guilt, with his face cupped in his fingers.

She woul d never cone again. He prayed she'd never cone. It would be
better for the both of themif she never cane.

If he only could be sure, he thought, of where she m ght be now If he
only could be certain that she was in a senblance of death and untortured by
her thoughts. To believe that she was sentient was nore than one coul d bear

He heard the hooting of the whistle that said a nessage waited and he
took his head out of his hands. But he did not get up off the sofa.

Nunbly his hand reached out to the coffee table that stood before the
sofa, its top covered with sone of the nore colorful of the gewgaws and
gi ncracks that had been left as gifts by travelers.

He picked up a cube of sonething that m ght have been sone strange sort
of glass or of translucent stone-he had never been able to decide which it
was, if either-and cupped it in his hands. Staring into it, he saw a tiny
picture, three-dinensional and detailed, of a faery world. It was a prettily
grotesque place set inside what m ght have been a forest gl ade surrounded by
what appeared to be flowering toadstools, and drifting down through the air,
as if it mght have been a part of the air itself, cane what | ooked for al
the world like a shower of jeweled snow, sparkling and glinting in the
violet light of a great blue sun. There were things dancing in the glade and
they | ooked nore like flowers than aninmals, but they noved with a grace and
poetry that fired one's blood to watch. Then the faery place was w ped out
and there was another place-a wld and dismal place, wth grim gaunt,
beetling cliffs rearing high against a red and angry sky, while great flying
things that | ooked |ike flapping dishrags beat their way up and down the
cliffs, and there were others of them roosting, nost obscenely, upon the
scraggly projections that nmust have been sone sort of msshapen trees
growing fromthe very wall of rock. And fromfar below, from sone distance
that one could only guess, cane the |onesone thundering of a rushing river

He put the cube back upon the table. He wondered what it was that one
saw within its depths. It was like turning the pages of a book, with each
page a picture of a different place, but never anything to tell where that
pl ace m ght be. When he first had been given it, he had spent fascinated
hours, watching the pictures change as he held it in his hands. There had
never been a picture that |ooked even faintly 1ike any other picture and
there was no end to them One got the feeling that these were not pictures,
actually, but that one was |ooking at the scene itself and that at any
monent one mght | ose his perch upon wherever he was roosting and plunge
head first down into the place itself.

But it had finally palled upon him for it bad been a senseless
busi ness, gawking at a long series of places that had no identity. Sensel ess
to him of course, he thought, but not senseless, certainly, to that native
of Enif V who had given it to him It mght, for all he knew, Enoch told
hi nsel f, be of great significance and a treasure of great val ue.

That was the way it was wth so nmany of the things he had. Even the
ones that had given pleasure, he knew, be mght be using wongly, or, at
| east, in a way that had not been intended.

But there were sone-a few, perhaps-that did have a value he could
understand and appreciate, although in nany instances their functions were
of little use to him There was the tiny clock that gave the local tines for
all the sectors of the galaxy, and while it mght be intriguing, and even
essential under certain circunmstances, it had little value to him And there
was the perfume mxer, which was as close as he could come in naming it,
which allowed a person to create the specific scent desired. Just get the
m xture that one wanted and turn it on and the roomtook on that scent unti
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one should turn it off. He'd had some fun with it, renenbering that bitter
winter day when, after long experinenting, he had achieved the scent of
appl e bl ossons, and had lived a day in spring while a blizzard how ed
out si de.

He reached out and picked up another piece-a beautiful thing that
al ways had intrigued him but for which he had never found a use-if, indeed,
it had a use. It might be, he told himself, no nmore than a piece of art, a
pretty thing that was neant to look at only. But it had a certain feel (if
that were the word) which had led himto believe that it might have some
specific function.

It was a pyram d of spheres, succeeding snaller spheres set on |arger
spheres. Sone fourteen inches tall, it was a graceful piece, with each of
the spheres a different color-and not just a color painted on, but each
color so deep and true that one knew instinctively the color was intrinsic
to each sphere, that the entire sphere, fromthe center of it out to the
surface, was all of its particular color.

There was nothing to indicate that any gluelike nedium had been used to
mount the spheres and hold themin their places. It |ooked for all the world
as if sonmeone had sinply piled the spheres, one atop the other, and they had
stayed that way.

Holding it in his hands, he tried to recall who had given it to him
but he had no menory of it.

The whistle of the nessage nmachine still was calling and there was work
to do. He could not sit here, he told hinmself, nponing the afternoon away.
He put the pyram d of spheres back on the table top, and rising, went across
the room

The nessage sai d:

NO. 406, 302 TO STATI ON 18327. NATIVE OF VEGA XXI ARRI VI NG AT 16532. 82.
DEPARTURE | NDETERM NATE. NO LUGGAGE. CABI NET ONLY, LOCAL CONDI Tl ONS.
CONFI RM

Enoch felt a glow of happiness, looking at the nessage. It would be
good to have a Hazer once again. It had been a nonth or nore since one had
passed t hrough the station.

He coul d remenber back to that first day he had ever net a Hazer, when
the five of themhad conme. It nust have been, he thought, back in 1914 or
maybe 1915. World War |, which everyone then was calling the Geat War, was
under way, he knew.

The Hazer would be arriving at about the sane tine as Uysses and the
three of themcould spend a pl easant evening. It was not too often that two
good friends ever visited here at once.

He stood a bit aghast at thinking of the Hazer as a friend, for nore
than likely the being itself was one he had never met. But that made little
difference, for a Hazer, any Hazer, would turn out to be a friend.

He got the cabinet in position beneath a nmaterializer wunit and
doubl e-checked to be sure that everything was exactly as it should be, then
went back to the nmessage nmachine and sent off the confirmation.

And all the time his nenory kept on nagging at him Had it been 1914,
or perhaps a little later?

At the catal ogue cabinet, he pulled out a drawer and found Vega XXl and
the first date listed was July 12, 1915. He found the record book on the
shelf and pulled it out and brought it to the desk. He leafed through it
rapidly until he found the date.

14

July 12, 1915-Arrived this afternoon (3:20 P.M) five beings from Vega
XXlI, the first of their kind to pass through this station. They are biped
and humanoid, and one gains the inpression that they are not nade of
flesh-that flesh would be too gross for the kind of things they are-but, of
course, they are nade of flesh the sane as anyone. They glow, not with a
visible light, but there is about them an aura that goes w th them wherever
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they may be.

They were, | gathered, a sexual unit, the five of them although | am
not so certain | understand, for it is nost confusing. They were happy and
friendly and they carried with theman air of faint anusenent, not at
anything in particular, but at the universe itself, as if they m ght have
enj oyed sonme sort of cosmic and very private joke that was known to no one
el se. They were on a holiday and were en route to a festival (although that
may not be the precise word for it) on another planet, where other life
forns were gathering for a week of carnival. Just how they had been invited
or why they had been invited | was unable to deternmine. It nust surely have
been a great honor for themto be going there, but so far as | could see
they did not seemto think so, but took it as their right. They were very
happy and wi thout a care and extrenely sel f-assured and poi sed, but thinking
back onit, I would suppose that they are always that way. | found nyself
just alittle envious at not being able to be as carefree and gay as they
were, and trying to imagine how fresh life and the universe nust seemto
them and a little resentful that they could be, so unthinkingly, as happy
as they were.

I had, according to instructions, hung hamobcks so that they could
rest, but they did not use them They brought wth them hanpers that were
filled with food and drink and sat down at ny table and began to talk and
feast. They asked nme to sit with themand they chose two dishes and a
bottle, which they assured ne would be safe for nme to eat and drink, the
rest of their fare being somewhat doubtful for a netabolism such as nmine.
The food was delicious and of a kind | had never tasted-one dish being
rather like the rarest and nost delicate of old cheeses, and the other of a
sweet ness that was heavenly. The drink was sonmewhat |ike the finest of
brandi es, yellow in color and no heavier than water

They asked ne about nyself and about ny planet and they were courteous
and seened genuinely interested and they were qui ck of understanding in the
things | told them They told me they were headed for a planet the nanme of

which | had not heard before, and they tal ked anong thenselves, gaily and
happily, but in such a way that | did not seemto be left out. Fromtheir
talk 1 gained the fact that sone formof art was being presented at the

festival on this planet. The art formwas not alone of nusic or painting,
but was conposed of sound and col or and enotion and form and other qualities
for which there seemto be no words in the | anguage of the Earth, and which
I do not entirely recognize, only gaining the very faintest inkling of what

they were talking of in this particular regard. | gained the inpression of a
t hree-di nensi onal synphony, although this is not entirely the right
expressi on, which had been conposed, not by a single being, but by a team of
beings. They talked of the art form enthusiastically and | seemed to
understand that it would last for not only several hours, but for days, and
that it was an experience rather than a listening or seeing and that the
spectators or audience did not nerely sit and |isten, but could, if they

wi shed, and nust, to get the nost out of it, be participants. But | could
not understand how they participated and felt | should not ask. They tal ked
of the people they would neet and when they had net them |l ast and gossi ped
consi derably about them although in kindly fashion, |eaving the inpression
that they and many other people went from planet to planet for sone happy
pur pose. But whether there was any purpose other than enjoynent in their
going, | could not deternmine. | gathered that there m ght be.

They spoke of other festivals and not all of them were concerned with
the one art form but with other nore specialized aspects of the arts, of
which | could gain no adequate idea. They seened to find a great and
exuberant happiness in the festivals and it seened to nme that sone certain
significances aside fromthe art itself contributed to that happiness. | did
not joininthis part of their conversation, for, frankly, there was no
opportunity. | would have liked to ask sonme questions, but | had no chance.
| suppose that if |I had, nmy questions nust have sounded stupid to them but
gi ven the chance, that would not have bothered nme too nmuch. And yet in spite
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of this, they managed sonehowto make me feel | was included in their
conversation. There was no obvious attenpt to do this, and yet they nade ne
feel I was one with themand not sinply a station keeper they would spend a
short tine with. At times they spoke briefly in the Ilanguage of their
pl anet, which is one of the nost beautiful | have ever heard, but for the
nost part they conversed in the vernacular used by a nunber of the hunmanoid
races, a sort of pidgin |language nmade up for conveni ence, and | suspect that
this was done out of courtesy to ne, and a great courtesy it was. | believe
that they were truly the nost civilized people | have ever net.

| have said they glowed and | think by that | nean they glowed in
spirit. It seened that they were acconpani ed, sonehow, by a sparkling gol den
haze that nade happy everything it touched-alnost as if they noved in sone
special world that no one else had found. Sitting at the table with them
seened to be included in this golden haze and | felt strange, quiet, deep
currents of happiness flowing in nmy veins. | wondered by what route they and
their world had arrived at this golden state and if ny world could, in sone
distant tine, attain it.

But back of this happiness was a great vitality, the bubbling
ef fervescent spirit with an inner core of strength and a | ove of living that
seened to fill every pore of themand every instant of their tine.

They had only two hours' time and it passed so swiftly that | had to
finally warn themit was tine to go. Before they left, they placed two
packages on the table and said they were for nme and thanked ne for ny table
(what a strange way for themto put it) then they said good bye and stepped
into the cabinet (extra-large one) and | sent themon their way. Even after
they were gone, the golden haze seened to linger in the roomand it was
hours before all of it was gone. | wished that | mght have gone with them
to that other planet and its festival

One of the packages they left contained a dozen bottles of the
brandy-like |liquor and the bottles thenselves were each a piece of art, no
two of themalike, being formed of what | amconvinced is dianond, but

whet her fabricated di anond or carved from sone great stones, | have no idea
At any rate, | would estimate that each of themis priceless, and each
carved in a disturbing variety of synbolisns, each of which, however, has a
special beauty of its owmn. And in the other box was a-well, | suppose that,
for lack of other nanme, you might «call it a nusic box. The box itself is

ivory, old yellowivory that is as snoboth as satin, and covered by a mass of
diagrammatic carving which nmust have sone significance which | do not
understand. On the top of it is acircle set inside a graduated scal e and
when | turned the circle to the first graduation there was nusic and through
all the rooman interplay of many-colored light, as if the entire roomwas

filled with different kinds of <color, and through it all a far-off
suggestion of that golden haze. And fromthe box cane, too, perfunes that
filled the room and feeling, enotion-whatever one may call it-but sonething

that took hold of one and nmade one sad or happy or whatever night go with
the nusic and the color and perfume. Qut of that box canme a world in which
one lived out the conposition or whatever it mght be-living it wth all
that one had in him all the enotion and belief and intellect of which one
is capable. And here, | amquite certain, was a recording of that art form
of which they had been talking. And not one conposition alone, but 206 of
them for that is the nunber of the graduation marks and for each nmark there
is a separate conposition. In the days to come | shall play themall and
make notes upon each of them and assign them nanes, perhaps, according to
their characteristics, and fromthem perhaps, can gain sone know edge as
wel | as entertainnent.

15

The twelve dianmond bottles, enpty long ago, stood in a sparkling row
upon the fireplace mantel. The nmusic box, as one of his choicest
possessi ons, was stored inside one of the cabinets, where no harmcould cone
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toit. And Enoch thought rather ruefully, in all these years, despite
regular use of it, he had not as yet played through the entire list of
conpositions. There were so nany of the wearly ones that begged for a
replaying that he was not a great deal nmore than halfway through the
graduat ed mar ki ngs.

The Hazers had cone back, the five of them tine and time again, for it
seened that they found in this station, perhaps even in the man who operated
it, some quality that pleased them They had helped him learn the Vegan
| anguage and had brought himscrolls of Vegan literature and many other
things, and had been, without any doubt, the best friends anbng the aliens
(other than Uysses) that he had ever had. Then one day they came no nore
and he wondered why, asking after them when other Hazers showed up at the
station. But he had never |earned what had happened to them

He knew far nore now about the Hazers and their art fornms, their
traditions and their custons and their history, than he'd known that first
day he'd witten of them back in 1915. But he still was far from grasping
many of the concepts that were commonpl ace with them

There had been many of them since that day in 1915 and there was one he
renenbered in particular-the old, wi se one, the philosopher, who had died on
the floor beside the sofa.

They had been sitting on the sofa, talking, and he even could renenber
the subject of their talk. The old one had been telling of the perverse code
of ethics, at once irrational and comic, which had been built up by that
curious race of social vegetables he had encountered on one of his visits to
an off-track planet on the other side of the galactic rim The old Hazer had
a drink or two beneath his belt and he was in splendid form relating
incident after incident with enthusiastic gusto.

Supenly, in md-sentence, he had stopped his talking, and had sl unped
quietly forward. Enoch, startled, reached for him but before he could lay a
hand upon him the old alien had slid slowy to the floor

The gol den haze had faded fromhis body and slowy flickered out and
the body lay there, angular and bony and obscene, a terribly alien thing
there upon the floor, a thing that was at once pitiful and nonstrous. More
monstrous, it seened to Enoch, than anything in alien formhe had ever seen
bef or e.

Inlife it had been a wondrous creature, but now, in death, it was an
ol d bag of hideous bones with a scaly parchnment stretched to hold the bones
together. It was the golden haze, Enoch told himself, gulping, in sonething
near to horror, that had made the Hazer seem so wondrous and so beautiful,
so vital, so alive and quick, so filled with dignity. The golden haze was
the life of themand when the haze was gone, they becane nere repul sive
horrors that one gagged to | ook upon

Could it be, he wondered, that the goldenness was the Hazers' life
force and that they wore it I|ike a cloak, as a sort of over-all disguise?
Dd they wear that Ilife force on the outside of them while all other
creatures wore it on the inside?

A piteous little wind was lanenting in the gingerbread high up in the
gables and through the windows he could see battalions of tattered clouds
fleeing in ragged retreat across the moon, which had clinbed hal fway up the
eastern sky.

There was a coldness and a loneliness in the station-a far-reaching
| oneliness that stretched out and out, farther than nere Earth |oneliness

coul d go
Enoch turned fromthe body and wal ked stiffly across the roomto the
message machine. He put in a call for a connection direct wth Galactic

Central, then stood waiting, gripping the sides of the machine with both his
hands.

GO AHEAD, said Galactic Central

Briefly, as objectively as he was able, Enoch reported what had
happened.

There was no hesitation and there were no questions fromthe other end.
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Just the sinple directions (as if this was sonmething that happened all the
time) of how the situation should be handl ed. The Vegan nust remain upon the
pl anet of its death, its body to be disposed of according to the |I|oca

custons obtaining on that planet. For that was the Vegan |law, and, |ikew se,
a point of honor. A Vegan, when he fell, nust stay where he fell, and that
pl ace becane, forever, a part of Vega XXI. There were such places, said

Gal actic Central, all through the gal axy.

THE CUSTOM HERE [typed Enoch] 1S TO I NTER THE DEAD

THEN | NTER THE VEGAN.

WE READ A VERSE OR TWO FROM OUR HOLY BOCK.

READ ONE FOR THE VEGAN, THEN. YOU CAN DO ALL THI S?

YES. BUT WE USUALLY HAVE | T DONE BY A PRACTITIONER OF RELI G ON. UNDER
THE PRESENT Cl RCUMSTANCES, HOWEVER, THAT M GHT BE UNW SE

ACREED [said Galactic Central] YOU CAN DO AS VELL YOURSELF?

I CAN.

IT 1S BEST, THEN, THAT YQU DO

W LL THERE BE RELATI VES OR FRI ENDS ARRI VI NG FOR THE RI TES?

NO

YOU W LL NOTI FY THEM?

FORMALLY, OF COURSE. BUT THEY ALREADY KNOW

HE ONLY DI ED A MOMENT OR TWD AGO.

NEVERTHELESS, THEY KNOW

VWHAT ABOQUT A DEATH CERTI FI CATE?

NONE | S NEEDED. THEY KNOW OF WHAT HE DI ED.

H S LUGGAGE? THERE IS A TRUNK

KEEP IT. ITIS YOURS. IT IS A TOKEN FOR THE SERVICES YOU PERFORM FOR
THE HONORED DEAD. THAT ALSO | S THE LAW

BUT THERE MAY BE | MPORTANT MATTERS IN I T

YOU WLL KEEP THE TRUNK. TO REFUSE WOULD | NSULT THE MEMORY OF THE DEAD.

ANYTHI NG ELSE? [asked Enoch] THAT IS ALL?

THAT 1S ALL. PROCEED AS | F THE VEGAN WERE ONE OF YOUR OWN

Enoch cl eared the machi ne and went back across the room He stood above
the Hazer, getting up his nerve to bend and lift the body to place it on the
sofa. He shrank from touching it. It was so unclean and terrible, such a
travesty on the shining creature that had sat there talking with him

Since he net the Hazers he had | oved them and adnired them had | ooked
forward to each visit by themby any one of them And now he stood, a
shivering coward who could not touch one dead.

It was not the horror only, for in his years as keeper of the station,
he had seen much of pure visual horror as portrayed in alien bodies. And yet
he had learned to subnerge that sense of horror, to disregard the outward
appearance of it, to regard all Iife as brother life, to neet all things as
peopl e.

It was sonething else, he knew, sone other unknown factor quite apart
fromhorror, that he felt. And yet this thing, he remnded hinself, was a
friend of his. And as a dead friend, it demanded honor fromhim it demanded
| ove and care.

Blindly he drove hinself to the task. He stooped and lifted it. 1t had
al nrost no weight at all, as ii in death it had |lost a dinension of itself,
had sonmehow becone a smaller thing and less significant. Could it be, he
wonder ed, that the gol den haze mi ght have a weight all of its own?

He laid the body on the sofa and straightened it as best he could. Then
he went outside and, |lighting the lantern in the shed, went down to the
bar n.

It had been vyears since he had been there, but nothing much had
changed. Protected by a tight roof fromthe weather, it had stayed snug and
dry. There were cobwebs hanging fromthe beans and dust was everywhere.
Straggling clunps of ancient hay, stored in the mow above, hung down through
the cracks in the boards that floored the now. The place had a dry, sweet,
dusty smell about it, all the odors of animals and manure | ong gone.
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Enoch hung the lantern on the peg behind the row of stanchions and
climbed the laper to the now Wrking in the dark, for he dared not bring
the lantern into this dust heap of dried-out hay, he found the pile of oaken
boards far beneath the eaves.

Here, he renenbered, wunderneath these slanting eaves, had been a
pretended cave in which, as a boy, he had spent many happy rainy days when
he coul d not be outdoors. He had been Robinson Crusoe in his desert island
cave, or sone now nanel ess outlaw hiding froma posse, or a nan holed up
agai nst the threat of scal p-hunting Indians. He had had a gun, a wooden gun
that he had sawed out of a board, working it down later with draw shave and
knife and a piece of glass to scrape it snoboth. It had been sonething he had
cherished through all his boyhood days-until that day, when he had been
twelve, that his father, returning home froma trip to town, had handed him
arifle for his very own.

He expl ored the stack of boards in the dark, determining by the fee
the ones that he would need. These he carried to the |laper and carefully
slid down to the floor bel ow

Cl i mbing down the | aper, he went up the short flight of stairs to the
granary, where the tools were stored. He opened the lid of the great too
chest and found that it was filled wth |Iong deserted nmice nests. Pulling
out handfulls of the straw and hay and grass that the rodents had used to
set up their one-tinme housekeeping, he uncovered the tools. The shine had
gone fromthem their surface grayed by the soft patina that cane from |l ong
di suse, but there was no rust upon themand the cutting edges still retained
t heir sharpness.

Sel ecting the tools he needed, he went back to the |ower part of the
barn and fell to work. A century ago, he thought, he had done as he was
doing now, working by lantern light to construct a coffin. And that time it
had been his father lying in the house.

The oaken boards were dry and hard, but the tools still were in shape
to handle them He sawed and pl aned and hamered and there was the snell of
sawdust. The barn was snug and silent, the depth of hay standing in the now
drowni ng out the noise of the conplaining w nd outside.

He finished the coffin and it was heavier than he had figured, so he
found the ol d wheel barrow, |eaning against the wall back of the stalls that
once had been wused for horses, and |oaded the coffin on it. Laboriously,
stopping often to rest, he wheeled it down to the little cenmetery inside the
appl e orchard.

And here, beside his father's grave, he dug another grave, having
brought a shovel and a pickax with him He did not digit as deep as he
woul d have liked to dig, not the full six feet that was decreed by custom
for he knewthat if he dug it that deep he never would be able to get the
coffinin. So he dug it slightly less than four, laboring in the Iight of
the lantern, set atop the mound of dirt to cast its feeble glow. An ow came
up fromthe woods and sat for a while, unseen, sonmewhere in the orchard,
muttering and gurgling in between its hoots. The npbon sank toward the west
and the ragged clouds thinned out to let the stars shine through.

Finally it was finished, with the grave conpleted and the casket in the
grave and the lantern flickering, the kerosene al nbst gone, and the chi mey
bl acked fromthe angle at which the I antern had been canted.

Back at the station, Enoch hunted up a sheet in which to wap the body.
He put a Bible in his pocket and picked up the shrouded Vegan and, in the
first faint light that preceded dawn, marched down to the apple orchard. He
put the Vegan in the coffin and nailed shut the lid, then clinbed fromthe
grave.

Standi ng on the edge of it, he took the Bible fromhis pocket and found
the place he wanted. He read aloud, scarcely needing to strain his eyes in
the dimlight to follow the text, for it was froma chapter that he had read
many tines:

In nmy Father's house are many nmansions; if it were not so, | would have
told you. ..
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Thinking, as he read it, how appropriate it was; how there nust need be
many mansions in which to house all the souls in the galaxy-and of all the
ot her gal axi es that stretched, perhaps interm nably, through space. Although
if there were understandi ng, one m ght be enough.

He finished reading and recited the burial service, fromnenory, as
best he could, not being absolutely sure of all the words. But sure enough,
he told hinself, to nake sense out of it. Then he shoveled in the dirt.

The stars and noon were gone and the wind had died. In the quietness of
the norning, the eastern sky was pearly pink

Enoch stood beside the grave, with the shovel in his hand.

"Good bye, ny friend," he said.

Then he turned and, in the first flush of the norning, went back to the
station.

16

Enoch got wup fromhis desk and carried the record book back to the
shelf and slid it into place.

He turned around and stood hesitantly.

There were things that he should do. He should read his papers. He
should be witing up his journal. There were a couple of papers in the
| atest issues of the Journal of Geophysical Research that he should be

| ooki ng at.

But he didn't feel like doing any of them There was too much to think
about, too nmuch to worry over, too nuch to nourn.

The watchers still were out there. He had | ost his shadow people. And

the world was edging in toward war.

Al t hough, perhaps, he should not be worrying about what happened to the
world. He could renounce the world, <could resign fromthe human race any
time he wished. |If he never went outside, if he never opened up the door,
then it would nake no difference to himwhat the world nmight do or what
m ght happen to it. For he had a world. He had a greater world than anyone
outside this station had ever dreaned about. He did not need the Earth.

But even as be thought it, he knew he could not nake it stick. For, in
a very strange and funny way, he still did need the Earth.

He wal ked over to the door and spoke the phrase and the door cane open
He wal ked into the shed and it closed behind him

He went around the corner of the house and sat down on the steps that
led up to the porch.

This, he thought, was where it all had started. He had been sitting
here that sumer day of |ong ago when the stars had reached out across vast
gul fs of space and put the finger on him

The sun was far dowmn the sky toward the west and soon it would be
evening. Already the heat of the day was falling off, with a faint, coo
breeze creeping up out of the hollow that ran down to the river valley. Down
across the field, at the edge of the woods, crows were wheeling in the sky
and cawi ng.

It would be hard to shut the door, he knew, and keep it shut. Hard
never to feel the sun or wind again, to never know the snell of the changing
seasons as they canme across the Earth. Man, he told hinself, was not ready
for that. He had not as yet becone so totally a creature of his own created
environment that he could divorce entirely the physical characteristics of
his native planet. He needed sun and soil and wind to rermain a man.

He should do this oftener, Enoch thought, cone out here and sit, doing
not hing, just looking, seeing the trees and the river to the west and the
blue of the lowa hills across the Mssissippi, watching the crows wheeling
in the skies and the pigeons strutting on the ridgepole of the barn

It woul d be worth while each day to do it, for what was another hour of
aging? He did not need to save his hours-not now he didn't. There m ght cone
a tinme when he'd becone very jealous of them and when that day cane, he
could hoard the hours and mnutes, even the seconds, in as miserly a fashion
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as he coul d nmanage.

He heard the sound of the running feet as they cane around the farther
corner of the house, a stumbling, exhausted running, as if the one who ran
nm ght have cone a far way.

He leapt to his feet and strode out into the yard to see who it nmight
be and the runner cane stunmbling toward him wi th her arns outstretched. He
put out an armand caught her as she came close to him holding her close
agai nst him so she would not fall

"Lucy!" he cried. "Lucy! Wat has happened, child?"

H s hands agai nst her back were warm and sticky and he took one of them
away to see that it was sneared with bl ood. The back of her dress, he saw,
was soaked and dark

He grabbed her by the shoulders and shoved her away from him so he
could see her face. It was wet wth crying and there was terror in the
face-and pleading with the terror.

She pulled away fromhim and turned around. Her hands canme up and
slipped her dress off her shoulders and let it slide halfway down her back
The flesh of the shoulders were ribboned by long slashes that still were
0ozi ng bl ood.

She pulled the dress up again and turned to face him She nmde a
pl eadi ng gesture and poi nted backward down the hill, in the direction of the
field that ran down to the woods

There was notion down there, soneone com ng through the woods, al nost
at the edge of the old deserted field.

She must have seen it, too, for she cane close against him shivering,
seeking his protection.

He bent and lifted her in his arns and ran for the shed. He spoke the
phrase and the door cane open and he stepped into the station. Behind himhe
heard the door go sliding shut.

Once inside, he stood there, with Lucy Fisher cradled in his arns, and
knew that what he'd done had been a great mistake-that it was sonething
that, in a sober nonent, he never would have done, that if he'd given it a
second thought, he would not have done it.

But he had acted on an inmpulse, with no thought at all. The girl had
asked protection and here she had protection, here nothing in the world ever
could get at her. But she was a human bei ng and no human being, other than
hi nsel f, shoul d have ever crossed the threshol d.

But it was done and there was no way to change it. Once across the
threshol d, there was no way to change it.

He carried her across the roomand put her on the sofa, then stepped
back. She sat there, looking up at him sniling very faintly, as if she did
not knowif she were allowed to snile in a place like this. She lifted a
hand and tried to brush away the tears that were upon her cheeks.

She | ooked qui ckly around the room and her nouth nade an O of wonder.

He squatted down and patted the sofa and shook a finger at her, hoping
that she m ght understand that he meant she should stay there, that she nust
go nowhere else. He swept an armin a notion to take in all the renai nder of
the station and shook his head as sternly as he coul d.

She watched him fascinated, then she sniled and noped, as if she m ght
have under st ood.

He reached out and took one of her hands in his own, and holding it,
patted it as gently as he could, trying to reassure her, to nake her
understand that everything was all right if she only stayed exactly where
she was.

She was smling now, not wondering, apparently, if there were any
reason that she should not smile.

She reached out her free hand and nade a Ilittle fluttering gesture
toward the coffee table, with its |load of alien gadgets.

He noped and she picked up one of them turning it admringly in her
hand.

He got to his feet and went to the wall to take down the rifle.
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Then he went outside to face whatever had been pursuing her

17

Two nen were coming up the field toward the house and Enoch saw that
one of them was Hank Fisher, Lucy's father. He had net the nman, rather
briefly, several years ago, on one of his wal ks. Hank had expl ai ned, rather
sheepi shly and when no expl anation had been necessary, that he was hunting
for a cow which had strayed away. But from his furtive manner, Enoch had
deduced that his errand, rather than the hunting of a cow, had been somewhat
on the shady side, although he could not imagine what it m ght have been

The ot her man was younger. No nore, perhaps, than sixteen or seventeen
More than likely, Enoch told hinself, he was one of Lucy's brothers.

Enoch stood by the porch and wait ed.

Hank, he saw, was carrying a coiled whip in his hand, and | ooking at
it, Enoch understood those wounds on Lucy's shoulders. He felt a swift flash
of anger, but tried to fight it down. He could deal better with Hank Fi sher
if he kept his tenper.

The two nmen stopped three paces or so away.

"Cood afternoon,” said Enoch.

"You seen ny gal ?" asked Hank

"And if | have?" asked Enoch.

"I'"l'l take the hide off of her," yelled Hank, flourishing the whip.

"In such a case," said Enoch, "I don't believe I'Il tell you anything."

"You got her hid," charged Hank.

"You can | ook around,” said Enoch

Hank took a quick step forward, then thought better of it.

"She got what she had coming to her," he yelled.

"And | ain't finished with her yet. There ain't no one, not even my own
fl esh and bl ood, can put a hex on ne."

Enoch sai d not hi ng. Hank stood, undeci ded.

"She nmepled," he said. "She had no call to neple. It was none of her
damm busi ness. "

The vyoung man said, "l was just trying to train Butcher. Butcher," he
expl ained to Enoch, "is a coon hound pup."
"That is right," said Hank. "He wasn't doi ng nothi ng wong. The boys

caught a young coon the other night. Took a |lot of doing. Roy, here, had
staked out the coon-tied it to a tree. And he had Butcher on a | eash. He was
letting Butcher fight the coon. Not hurting anything. He'd pull Butcher off
before any damage could be done and let themrest a while. Then he'd Iet
But cher at the coon again."

"It's the best way in the world," said Roy, "to get a coon dog
trained."

"That is right," said Hank. "That is why they caught the coon."

"W needed it," said Roy, "to train this Butcher pup.”

"This all is fine," said Enoch, "and | amglad to hear it. But what has
it got to do with Lucy?"

"She interfered,"” said Hank. "She tried to stop the training. She tried
to grab Butcher away from Roy, here."

"For a dunmy," Roy said, "she is a mte too uppity."”

"You hush your mouth," his father told himsternly, sw nging around on
hi m

Roy mumbled to hinself, falling back a step

Hank turned back to Enoch

"Roy knocked her down," he said. "He shouldn't have done that. He
shoul d have been nore careful .”

"I didn't mean to," Roy said. "l just swung my armout to keep her away
from Butcher."

"That is right," said Hank. "He swung a bit too hard. But there wasn't
any call for her doing what she did. She tied Butcher up in knots so he
couldn't fight that coon. Wthout laying a finger on him mnd you, she tied
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himup in knots. He couldn't nove a nuscle. That nade Roy mad."

He appeal ed to Enoch, earnestly, "Wuldn't that have nade you nad?"

"I don't think it would," said Enoch. "But then, |I'nm not a coon-dog
man. "

Hank stared in wonder at this |lack of understanding.

But he went on with his story. "Roy got real mad at her. He'd raised
that Butcher. He thought a lot of him He wasn't going to let no one, not
even his own sister, tie that dog in knots. So he went after her and she
tied himup in knots, just |like she did to Butcher. | never seen a thing
like it in all my born days. Roy just stiffened up and then he fell down to
the ground and his legs pulled up against his belly and he wapped his arns
around hinmself and he laid there on the ground, pulled into a ball. H mand
But cher, both. But she never touched that coon. She never tied himin no
knots. Her own folks is all she touched."

"It didn't hurt,"” said Roy. "It didn't hurt at all."

"I was sitting there," said Hank, "braiding this here bull whip. Its

end had frayed and | fixed a new one on it. And | seen it all, but | didn't
do a thing until | saw Roy there, tied up on the ground. And | figured then
it had gone far enough. I am a broad-minded man; | don't nind alittle
wart-charm ng and other pipling things Iike that. There have been a | ot of
peopl e who have been able to do that. It ain't no disgrace at all. But this

thing of tying dogs and people into knots ..

"So you hit her with the whip," said Enoch

"I did ny duty," Hank told himsolemly. "I ain't about to have no
witch in any fanily of nmine. | hit her a couple of licks and her naking that
dunmb show of hers to try to get ne stopped. But | had ny duty and | kept on
hitting. If | did enough of it, |I figured, |I'd knock it out of her. That was
when she put the hex on ne. Just like she did on Roy and Butcher, but in a
different way. She turned ne blind-she blinded her own father! | couldn't
see a thing. | just stunbled around the yard, yelling and clawing at ny
eyes. And then they got all right again, but she was gone. | saw her running
through the woods and up the hill. So Roy and ne, we took out after her..."

"And you think | have her here?" "I know you have," said Hank

"OK ," said Enoch "Have a | ook around"

"You can bet | will,"” Hank told himgrimy. "Roy, take the barn. She
nm ght be hiding there."

Roy headed for the barn. Hank went into the shed, cane out al nost
i medi ately, strode down to the sagging chi cken house

Enoch stood and waited, the rifle cradled on his arm

He had trouble here, he knewnore trouble than he'd ever had before.
There was no such thing as reasoning with a man of Hank Fisher's stripe.
There was no approach, right now, that he would understand. Al that he
could do, he knew, was to wait until Hank's tenper had cooled off. Then
there night be an outside chance of talking sense to him

The two of them came back.

"She ain't nowhere around," said Hank. "She is in the house."

Enoch shook his head. "There can't anyone get into that house."

"Roy," said Hank, "clinb themthere steps and open up that door."

Roy | ooked fearfully at Enoch

"CGo ahead," said Enoch

Roy noved forward slowy and went up the steps. He crossed the porch
and put his hand upon the front door knob and turned. He tried again. He
turned around.

"Pa," he said, "I can't turnit. | can't get it open."

Hell," said Hank, disgusted, "you can't do anything." Hank took the
steps in two junps, paced wathfully across the porch. H's hand reached out
and grasped the knob and wenched at it powerfully. He tried again and yet
again. He turned angrily to face Enoch

"What is going on here?" he yelled.

"I told you," Enoch said, "that you can't get in.

"The hell | can't!" roared Hank
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He tossed the whip to Roy and canme down off the porch, striding over to
the woodpile that stood beside the shed. He wr enched the heavy,
doubl e-bitted ax out of the chopping bl ock

"Careful with that ax," warned Enoch. "I've had it for a long tine and
| set a store by it."

Hank di d not answer. He went up on the porch and squared off before the
door.

"Stand off," he said to Roy. "G ve ne el bow room"

Roy backed away.

"Wait a minute," Enoch said. "You nean to chop down that door?"

"You're dammed right | do."

Enoch noped gravely.

"Wl | ?" asked Hank.

"It's all right with nme if you want to try."

Hank took his stance, gripping the handle of the ax. The steel flashed
swiftly, up over his shoulder, then down in a driven bl ow.

The edge of the steel struck the surface of the door and turned,
deflected by the surface, changed its course, bouncing fromthe door. The
bl ade cane slicing down and back. It m ssed Hank's sprapled leg by no nore
than an inch and the nomentumof it spun him hal f around.

He stood there, foolishly, arns outstretched, hands still gripping the
handl e of the ax. He stared at Enoch

"Try again," invited Enoch

Rage fl owed over Hank. Hi s face was flushed wi th anger

"By God, | will!" he yelled.

He squared off again and this tinme he swng the ax, not at the door,
but at the wi ndow set beside the door

The blade struck and there was a high singing sound as pieces of
sun-bright steel went flying through the air.

Ducki ng away, Hank dropped the ax. It fell to the floor of the porch
and bounced. One bl ade was broken, the netal sheared away in jagged breaks.
The wi ndow was intact. There was not a scratch upon it.

Hank stood there for a nonent, staring at the broken ax, as if he could
not quite believe it.

Silently he stretched out his hand and Roy put the bull whip init.

The two of them cane down the stairs

They stopped at the bottom of them and | ooked at Enoch. Hank's hand
twi tched on the whip.

"If 1 were you," said Enoch, "I wouldn't try it, Hank. | can nove
awfully fast."
He patted the gun butt. "I1'd have the hand off you before you could

swi ng that whip."

Hank breathed heavily. "There's the devil in you, Wallace," he said.
"And there's the devil in her, too. You re working together, the two of you
Sneaki ng around in the woods, neeting one another."

Enoch waited, watching the both of them

"God help ne," cried Hank. "My own daughter is a witch!"

"I think," said Enoch, "you should go back home. If |I happen to find
Lucy, | will bring her there."

Nei t her of them nade a nove.

"You haven't heard the last of this,” yelled Hank. "You have ny

daughter sonewhere and 1'I| get you for it."
"Any time you want," said Enoch, "but not now" He nmde an inperative
gesture with the rifle barrel. "Get noving," he said. "And don't cone back

Ei t her one of you."

They hesitated for a nonment, looking at him trying to gauge him
trying to guess what he mi ght do next.

Slowy they turned and, wal king side by side, noved off down the hill

18
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He shoul d have killed the two of them he thought. They were not fit to
l'ive.

He gl anced down at the rifle and saw that his hands had such a tense
grip on the gun that his fingers stood out white and stiff against the satin
br ownness of the wood.

He gasped a little in his effort to fight down the rage that boiled
inside him trying to explode. |If they had stayed here any longer, if he'd
not run themoff, he knew he'd have given in to that towering rage.

And it was better, nuch better, the way that it had been. He wondered a
little dully how be had nmanaged to hold in.

And was gl ad he had. For even as it stood, it would be bad enough

They woul d say he was a nmadman; that he had run themoff at gunpoint.
They might even say that he had kidnapped Lucy and was hol di ng her agai nst
her will. They would stop at nothing to make himall the trouble that they
coul d.

He had no illusions about what they might do, for he knew the breed,
vindictive in their smallness-little vicious insects of the human race.

He stood beside the porch and watched them down the hill, wondering how
agirl so fine as Lucy could spring fromsuch decadent stock. Perhaps her
handi cap had served as a bulwark against the kind of fol ks they were; had
kept her from becomi ng anot her one of them

Perhaps if she could have talked with themor |istened, she would in
time have become as shiftless and as vicious as any one of them

It had been a great mistake to get mixed up in a thing like this. A man
in his position had no business in an involvenent such as this. He had too
much to | ose; he shoul d have stood aside.

And yet what could he have done? Could he have refused to give Lucy his
protection, with the blood soaking through her dress fromthe | ashes that
lay across her shoulders? Should he have ignored the frantic, helpless
pl eading in her face?

He might have done it differently, he thought. There might have been
other, smarter ways in which to handle it. But there had been no tine to
think of any smarter way. There only had been time to carry her to safety
and then go outside to nmeet them

And now, that he thought of it, perhaps the best thing would have been
not to go outside at all. If he'd stayed inside the station, nothing would
have happened.

It had been inpulsive, that going out to face them It had been,
per haps, the hunman thing to do, but it had not been wi se. But he had done it
and it was over now and there was no turning back. If he had it to do again,
he would do it differently, but you got no second chance.

He turned heavily around and went back inside the station

Lucy was still sitting on the sofa and she held a flashing object in
her hand. She was staring at it raptly and there was in her face again that
sane vibrant and alert expression he had seen that norning when she'd held
the butterfly.

He laid the rifle on the desk and stood quietly there, but she nust
have caught the motion of him for she |ooked quickly up. And then her eyes
once nore went back to the flashing thing she was hol ding in her hands.

He saw that it was the pyranm d of spheres and now all the spheres were
spinning slowy, in alternating clockw se and countercl ockwi se noti ons, and
that as they spun they shone and glittered, each in its own particular
color, as if there m ght be, deep inside each one of them a source of soft,
warm | i ght.

Enoch caught his breath at the beauty and the wonder of it-the old,
hard wonder of what this thing m ght be and what it m ght be neant to do. He
had examined it a hundred tinmes or nore and had puzzled at it and there had
been nothing he could find that was of significance. So far as he could see,
it was only sonething that was neant to be | ooked at, although there had
been that persistent feeling that it had a purpose and that, perhaps,
sonmehow, it was neant to operate.

file:/l/F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/Clifford%20Simak%20-%20Waystation.txt (53 of 103) [1/19/03 4:01:52 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/Cliff ord%20Si mak%20-%20Waystation. txt

And now it was in operation. He had tried a hundred tines to get it
figured out and Lucy had picked it up just once and had got it figured out.

He noticed the rapture wth which she was regarding it. Was it
possi bl e, he wondered, that she knew its purpose?

He went across the room and touched her armand she lifted her face to
| ook at himand in her eyes he saw the gl eam of happi ness and excitenent.

He made a questioning gesture toward the pyramd, trying to ask if she
knew what it mght be. But she did not understand him O perhaps she knew,
but knew as well how inpossible it would be to explain its purpose. She nade
that happy, fluttery notion with her hand again, indicating the table with
its |oad of gadgets and she seened to try to laugh-there was, at least, a
sense of laughter in her face.

Just a kid, Enoch told hinself, with a box heaped high with new and
wondrous toys. Was that all it was to her? Was she happy and excited nerely
because she supenly had becone aware of all the beauty and the novelty of
the things stacked there on the tabl e?

He turned wearily and went back to the desk. He picked up the rifle and
hung it on the pegs.

She should not be in the station. No human being other than hinself
shoul d ever be inside the station. Bringing her here, he had broken that
unspoken understanding he had wth the aliens who had installed himas a
keeper. Although, of all the humans he could have brought, Lucy was the one
who coul d possibly be exenpt fromthe understood restriction. For she could
never tell the things that she had seen

She could not remain, he knew. She nust be taken hone. For if she were
not taken, there would be a nmmssive hunt for her, a lost girl-a beautiful
deaf - mut e.

A story of a missing deaf-nute girl would bring in newspapernen in a
day or two. It would be in all the papers and on television and on radi o and
the woods woul d be swarmi ng with hundreds of searchers.

Hank Fisher would tell how he'd tried to break into the house and
couldn't and there'd be others who would try to break into the house and
there'd be hell to pay.

Enoch sweated, thinking of it.

Al the years of keeping out of people's way, all the years of being
unobtrusive would be for nothing then. This strange house upon a Ilonely
ridge woul d becone a nystery for the world, and a challenge and a target for
all the crackpots of the world.

He went to the nmedicine cabinet, to get the healing ointnent that had
been included in the drug packet provided by Gal actic Central

He found it and opened the little box. More than half of it remained.
He'd wused it through the vyears, but sparingly. There was, in fact, little
need to use a great deal of it.

He went across the roomto where Lucy sat and stood back of the sofa.
He showed her what he had and nmade notions to show her what it was for. She
slid her dress off her shoul ders and he bent to | ook at the sl ashes.

The bl eedi ng had stopped, but the flesh was red and angry.

Gently he rubbed ointnent into the stripes that the whip had nade.

She had healed the butterfly, he thought; but she could not hea
her sel f.

On the table in front of her the pyram d of spheres still was flashing
and glinting, throwing a flickering shadow of color all about the room

It was operating, but what could it be doing? It was finally operating,
but not a thing was happening as a result of that operation

19

U ysses cane as tw light was deepening into night.

Enoch and Lucy had just finished with their supper and were sitting at
the tabl e when Enoch heard his footsteps.

The alien stood in shadow and he | ooked, Enoch thought, nore than ever
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like the cruel clown. His lithe, flow ng body had the | ook of snoked, tanned
buckskin. The patchwork color of his hide seemed to shine wth a faint
| um nescence and the sharp, hard angles of his face, the snooth bal dness of
his head, the flat, pointed ears pasted tight against the skull lent hima
vi ci ous fearsoneness.

If one did not know himfor the gentle character that he was, Enhoch
told hinself, he would be enough to scare a nman out of seven years of
growt h

"W had been expecting you," said Enoch. "The coffeepot is boiling."

U ysses took a slow step forward, then paused.

"You have another with you. A human, | would say."

"There is no danger," Enoch told him

"Of another gender. A female, is it not? You have found a nate?"

"No," said Enoch. "She is not ny mate."

"You have acted w sely through the years,”" Uysses told him "In a
position such as yours, a mate is not the best."

"You need not worry. There is a nmalady upon her. She has no
communi cati on. She can neither hear nor speak."

"A mal ady?"

"Yes, fromthe monent she was born. She has never heard or spoken. She
can tell of nothing here.”

"Si gn | anguage?"

"She knows no sign | anguage. She refused to learnit."

"She is a friend of yours."

"For sonme years," said Enoch. "She came seeking ny protection. Her
father used a whip to beat her."

"This father knows she's here?"

"He thinks she is, but he cannot know " U ysses cane slowy out of the
darkness and stood within the Iight.

Lucy was watching him but there was no terror on her face. Her eyes
were | evel and untroubl ed and she did not flinch.

"She takes ne well," U ysses said. "She does not run or scream”
"She could not scream" said Enoch, "even if she w shed."
"I must be nobst repugnant,” Uysses said, "at first sight to any

human. "

"She does not see the outside only. She sees inside of you as well."

"Wbul d she be frightened if | nade a human bow to her?"

"I think," said Enoch, "she m ght be very pleased."

U ysses nmade his bow, fornal and exaggerated, with one hand upon his
| eathery belly, bowing fromthe waist.

Lucy sniled and cl apped her hands.

"You see," U ysses cried, delighted, "I think that she may |ike ne."

"Way don't you sit down, then," suggested Enoch, "and we all wll have
sone coffee."

"I had forgotten of the coffee. The sight of this other human drove
coffee fromny nmind."

He sat down at the place where the third cup had been set and waiting
for him Enoch started around the table, but Lucy rose and went to get the
cof f ee.

"She understands?" U ysses asked.

Enoch shook his head. "You sat down by the cup and the cup was enpty."

She poured the coffee, then went over to the sofa. "She will not stay
with us?" U ysses asked. "She's intrigued by that tableful of trinkets. She
set one of themto going."

"You plan to keep her here?"

"I can't keep her," Enoch said. "There'll be a hunt for her. I'll have
to take her honme."

"I do not like it," Uysses said.

"Nor do |. Let's adnmit at once that | should not have brought her here.
But at the tine it seened the only thing to do. | had no time to think it
out."
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"You' ve done no wong," said Uysses softly. "She cannot harmus," said
Enoch. "Wthout conmmunication ..."

"It's not that," Uysses told him "She's just a conplication and | do
not |ike further conplications. | cane tonight to tell you, Enoch, that we

are in trouble."
"Troubl e? But there's not been any trouble."
Uysses lifted his coffee cup and took a long drink of it.
"That is good," he said. "I carry back the bean and nake it at ny hone.
But it does not taste the sane."
"Thi s trouble?"
"You renmenber the Vegan that died here several of your years ago."
Enoch noped. "The Hazer."
"The being has a proper nane ...
Enoch | aughed. "You don't |ike our nicknanes."
"It is not our way," U ysses said.
"My nane for them" said Enoch, "is a mark of ny affection.”
"You buried this Vegan."

"In ny famly plot," said Enoch. "As if he were my own. | read a verse
above him™
"That is well and good," Uysses said. "That is as it should be. You

did very well. But the body's gone."

"Gone! It can't be gone!" cried Enoch

"I't has been taken fromthe grave."

"But you can't know," protested Enoch. "How could you know?"

"Not |I. It's the Vegans. The Vegans are the ones who know. "

"But they're light-years distant "

And then he was not too sure. For on that night the wse old one had
died and he'd nmessaged Galactic Central, he had been told that the Vegans
had known the noment he had died. And there had been no need for a death
certificate, for they knew of what he died.

It seened i mpossi bl e, of course, but there wer e too many
inmpossibilities in the galaxy which turned out, after all, to be entirely
possible for a nan to ever know when he stood on solid ground.

Was it possible, he wondered, that each Vegan had sone sort of nenta
contact with every other Vegan? Or that sone central census bureau (to give
a human designation to sonething that was scarcely understandable) m ght
have sone sort of official |linkage with every living Vegan, know ng where it
was and how it was and what it m ght be doing?

Sonet hing of the sort, Enoch admtted, m ght indeed be possible. It was
not beyond the astounding capabilities that one found on every hand
t hroughout the galaxy. But to nmaintain a simlar contact with the Vegan dead
was sonet hing el se agai n.

"The body's gone," Uysses said. "I can tell you that and knowit is
the truth. You're held accountable."

"By the Vegans?"

"By the Vegans, yes. And the gal axy."

"I did what | could," said Enoch hotly. "I did what was required. |
filled the letter of the Vegan law. | paid the dead ny honor and the honor
of nmy planet. It is not right that the responsibility should go on forever
Not that | can believe the body can be really gone. There is no one who

woul d take it. No one who knew of it."

"By human logic," Uysses told him "you, of course, are right. But not
by Vegan logic. And in this case Galactic Central would tend to support the
Vegans. "

"The Vegans," Enoch said testily, "happen to be friends of mne. | have
never nmet a one of themthat | didn't like or couldn't get along with. | can
work it out with them™

"If only the Vegans were concerned," said Uysses, "I amquite sure you
could. I would have no worry. But the situation gets conplicated as you go
along. On the surface it seens a rather sinple happening, but there are many
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factors. The Vegans, for exanple, have known for sone tinme that the body had
been taken and they were disturbed, of course. But out of certain
consi derations, they had kept their silence."

"They needn't have. They could have cone to ne. | don't know what could
have been done ..."

"Silent not because of you. Because of sonething else."

U ysses finished off his coffee and poured hinself another cup. He
filled Enoch's half-filled cup and set the pot aside.

Enoch wai t ed.

"You nmay not have been aware of it," said Uysses, "but at the tine
this station was established, there was consi derabl e opposition to it froma
nunber of races in the galaxy. There were many reasons cited, as is the case

inall such situations, but the underlying reason, when you get down to
basics, rests squarely on the continual contest for racial or regiona
advantage. A situation akin, | would inmagine, to the continual bickering and

maneuveri ng which you find here upon the Earth to gain an econoni c advant age
for one group or another, or one nation and another. In the gal axy, of
course, the econom c considerations only occasionally are the wunderlying
factors. There are nany other factors than the economc."

Enoch noped. "I had gained a hint of this. Nothing recently. But |
hadn't paid too nuch attention to it."
"It's largely a matter of direction,” Uysses said. "Wen Glactic

Central began its expansion into this spiral arm it meant there was no tine
or effort available for expansions in other directions. There is one |arge
group of races which has held a dream for many centuries of expanding into
some of the nearby globular clusters. It does nmake a dimsort of sense, of
course. Wth the techniques that we have, the longer junp across space to
sonme of the closer clusters is entirely possible. Another thing-the clusters
seemto be extraordinarily free of dust and gas, so that once we got there
we could expand nore rapidly throughout the cluster than we can in rmany
parts of the galaxy. But at best, it's a specul ative business, for we don't
know what we'll find there. After we've nmade all the effort and spent al
the tine we may find little or nothing, except possibly sone nore rea
estate. And we have plenty of that in the galaxy. But the clusters have a
vast appeal for certain types of minds."

Enoch noped. "I can see that. It would be the first venturing out of
the galaxy itself. It might be the first short step on the route that could
|l ead us to other gal axies."

U ysses peered at him "You, too," he said. "I mght have known."

Enoch said smugly: "I amthat type of mind."

"Wel I, anyhow, there was this globular-cluster faction-lI suppose you'd
call it that-which contended bitterly when we began our nove in this

direction. You understand-certainly you do-that we've barely begun the
expansion into this nei ghborhood. W have |less than a dozen stations and

we'll need a hundred. It wll take <centuries before the network is
conplete. "
"So this faction is still contending," Enoch said. "There still is tine

to stop this spiral-arm project."

"That is right. And that's what worries ne. For the faction is set to
use this incident of the nissing body as an enotion-charged argunment agai nst
the extension of this network. It is being joined by other groups that are
concerned with certain special interests. And these special interest groups
see a better chance of getting what they want if they can weck this
project."

"Weck it?"

"Yes, weck it. They will start scream ng, as soon as the body incident
becones open know edge, that a planet so barbaric as the Earth is no fit

| ocation for a station. They will insist that this station be abandoned."
"But they can't do that!"
"They can," Uysses said. "They will say it is degrading and unsafe to

maintain a station so barbaric that even graves are rifled, on a planet
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where the honored dead cannot rest in peace. It is the kind of highly
enotional argunment that wll gain w de acceptance and support in sone
sections of the galaxy. The Vegans tried their best. They tried to hush it
up, for the sake of the project. They have never done a thing like that
before. They are a proud people and they feel a slight to honor-perhaps nore
deeply than nany other races- and yet, for the greater good, they were
willing to accept dishonor. And woul d have if they could have kept it quiet.
But the story |eaked out sonehow by good espionage, no doubt. And they
cannot stand the | oss of face in advertised dishonor. The Vegan who will be
arriving here this evening is an official representative charged wth
delivering an official protest."”

"To ne?"

"To you, and through you, to the Earth."

"But the Earth is not concerned. The Earth doesn't even know. "

"OF course it doesn't. So far as Galactic Central is concerned, you are
the Earth. You represent the Earth."

Enoch shook his head. It was a crazy way of thinking. But, he told
hi nsel f, he should not be surprised. It was the kind of thinking he should
have expected. He was too hi debound, he thought, too narrow. He had been
trained in the human way of thinking and, even after all these years, that
way of thought persisted. Persisted to a point where any way of thought that
conflicted with it nust automatically seem wrong.

This tal k of abandoning Earth station was wong, too. It nade no sort
of sense. For abandoning of the station would not weck the project.
Al t hough, nmore than likely, it would weck whatever hope he'd held for the
human race

"But even if you have to abandon Earth," he said, "you could go out to
Mars. You could build a station there. If it's necessary to have a station
in this solar systemthere are other planets."”

"You don't understand,” Uysses told him "This station is just one
point of attack. It is no nore than a toehold, just a bare beginning. The
aimis to weck the project, to free the tine and effort that is expended
here for some other project. If they can force us to abandon one station,
then we stand discredited. Then all our notives and our judgnent cone up for
review "

"But even if the project should be wecked," Enoch pointed out, "there
is no surety that any group would gain. It would only throw the question of
where the tine and energy should be used into an open debate. You say that
there are nany special interest factions banding together to carry on the
fight against us. Suppose that they do win. Then they nust turn around and
start fighting anong thensel ves."

"COF course that's the case,"” Uysses admtted, "but then each of them
has a chance to get what they want, or think they have a chance. The way it
is they have no chance at all. Before any of themhas a chance this project
must go down the drain. There is one group on the far side of the gal axy
that wants to nove out into the thinly popul ated sections of one particul ar
section of the rim They still believe in an ancient |egend which says that
their race arose as the result of immgrants from anot her gal axy who | anded
on the rim and worked their way inward over many gal actic years. They think
that if they can get out to the rimthey can turn that legend into history
to their greater glory. Another group wants to go into a snmall spiral arm
because of an obscure record that many eons ago their ancestors picked up
some virtually undeci pherabl e nessages which they believed cane fromthat
direction. Through the years the story has grown, wuntil today they are
convinced a race of intellectual giants will be found in that spiral arm
And there is always the pressure, naturally, to probe deeper into the
gal actic core. You nust realize that we have only started, that the gal axy
still is largely unexplored, that the thousands of races who form Gal actic
Central still are pioneers. And as a result, Glactic Central is continually
subjected to all sorts of pressures.”
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"You sound," said Enoch, "as if you have little hope of maintaining
this station, here on Earth."

"Al nmost no hope at all,"” Uysses told him "But so far as you yourself
are concerned, there will be an option. You can stay here and |live out an
ordinary life on Earth or you can be assigned to another station. Galactic
Central hopes that you would elect to continue on with us."

"That sounds pretty final."

"I am afraid," Uysses said, "it is. |I amsorry, Enoch, to be, the
bearer of bad news."
Enoch sat nunb and stricken. Bad news! |t was worse than that. It was

the end of everything.

He sensed the crashing down of not only his own personal world, but of
all the hopes of Earth. Wth the station gone, Earth once nore would be |eft
in the backwaters of the galaxy, wth no hope of help, no chance of
recognition, no realization of what lay waiting in the galaxy. Standing
al one and naked, the human race would go on in its same old path, funbling
its uncertain way toward a blind, nmad future.

20

The Hazer was el derly. The gol den haze that envel oped himhad |ost the
sparkle of its youthfulness. It was a nellow glow, deep and rich-not the
bl i ndi ng haze of a younger being. He carried hinself wth a solid dignity,
and the flaring topknot that was neither hair nor feathers was white, a sort
of saintly whiteness. Hs face was soft and tender, the softness and the
tenderness which in a man m ght have been expressed in kindly winkles.

"I amsorry," he told Enoch, "that our neeting mnust be such as this.

Al t hough, under any circunstances, | amglad to neet you. | have heard of
you. It is not often that a being of an outside planet is the keeper of a
station. Because of this, young being, | have been intrigued with you.

have wondered what sort of creature you might turn out to be."

"You need have no apprehension of him" Uysses said, a little sharply.
"I will vouch for him W have been friends for years."

"Yes, | forgot," the Hazer said. "You are his discoverer."

He peered around the room "Another one," he said. "I did not know
there were two of them | only knew of one."

"It's a friend of Enoch's," U ysses said.

"There has been contact, then. Contact with the planet."

"No, there has been no contact."

"Per haps an indiscretion."

"Perhaps," U ysses said, "but under provocation that | doubt either you
or | could have stood agai nst."

Lucy had risen to her feet and now she cane across the room noving
quietly and slowy, as if she mght be floating.

The Hazer spoke to her in the compn tongue. "I amglad to neet you
Very glad to neet you."

"She cannot speak," U ysses said. "Nor hear. She has no comruni cation."

"Conpensation," said the Hazer

"You think so?" asked U ysses.

"I amsure of it."

He wal ked slowly forward and Lucy waited.

"It-she, the female form vyou called it-she is not afraid.”

U ysses chuckl ed. "Not even of ne," he said.

The Hazer reached out his hand to her and she stood quietly for a
monent, then one of her hands cane up and took the Hazer's fingers, nore
like tentacles than fingers, inits grasp

It seened to Enoch, for a nonent, that the cloak of gol den haze reached
out to wap the Earth girl in its glow Enoch blinked his eyes and the
illusion, if it had been illusion, was swept away, and it only was the Hazer
who had the gol den cl oak.

And how was it, Enoch wondered, that there was no fear in her, either
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of Uysses or the Hazer? WAs it because, in truth, as he had said, she could
see beyond the outward guise, could somehow sense the basic humanity (CGod

hel p ne, | cannot think, even now, except in hunan terns!) that was in these
creatures? And if that were true, was it because she herself was not
entirely human? A human, certainly, in formand origin, but not forned and

mol ded into the human cul ture-being perhaps, what a human would be if he
were not henmed about so closely by the rules of behavior and outl ook that
t hrough the years had hardened into law to conprise a common human attitude

Lucy dropped the Hazer's hand and went back to the sofa.

The Hazer said, "Enoch Wallace."

"Yes."

"She is of your race?"

"Yes, of course she is."

"She is nost unlike you. Alnpst as if there were two races."

"There is not two races. There is only one."

"Are there many others |ike her?"

"1 would not know," said Enoch.

"Coffee," said Uysses to the Hazer. "Wuld you |ike sone coffee?"

" Cof f ee?"

"A nost delicious brew Earth's one great acconplishnent."

"I am not acquainted with it," said the Hazer. "I don't believe
will."

He turned ponderously to Enoch

"You know why | am here?" he asked.

"l believe so."

"It is a matter | regret," said the Hazer. "But | nust ..."

"I'f you'd rather,” Enoch said, "we can consider that the protest has
been made. | would so stipulate.”

"Way not?" U ysses said. "There is no need, it seens to ne, to have the
three of us go through a sonewhat painful scene."

The Hazer hesitated.

"If you feel you nust," said Enoch

"No," the Hazer said. "I am satisfied if an unspoken protest be
generously accepted. "

"Accepted," Enoch said, "on just one condition. That | satisfy nyself

that the charge is not unfounded. | nust go out and see."

"You do not believe me?"

"It is not a matter of belief. It is something that can be checked.
cannot accept either for nyself or for ny planet until | have done that
much. "

"Enoch," U ysses said, "the Vegan has been gracious. Not only now, but
before this happened. H s race presses the charge nost reluctantly. They
suffered nuch to protect the Earth and you."

"And the feeling is that | would be ungracious if | did not accept the
protest and the charge on the Vegan statenent.”

"I amsorry, Enoch," said Uysses. "That is what | nean."

Enoch shook his head. "For years |'ve tried to understand and to
conformto the ethics and ideas of all the people who have cone through this
station. |1've pushed nmy own human instincts and training to one side. |'ve
tried to understand other viewpoints and to eval uate ot her ways of thinking,
many of which did violence to ny own. | amglad of all of it, for it has
given ne a chance to go beyond the narrowness of Earth. | think | gained
sonething from it all. But none of this touched Earth; only nyself was
i nvol ved. This business touches Earth and | nust approach it from an
Earthman's viewpoint. In this particular instance | amnot sinply the keeper
of a galactic station."

Neither of themsaid a word. Enoch stood waiting and still there was
not hi ng sai d.

Finally he turned and headed for the door

"Il be back," he told them

He spoke the phrase and the door started to slide open
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"If you'll have ne," said the, Hazer quietly, "I'd like to go with
you."

"Fine," said Enoch. "Cone ahead."

It was dark outside and Enoch lit the lantern. The Hazer watched him
cl osel y.

"Fossil fuel," Enoch told him "It burns at the tip of a saturated
wi ck."

The Hazer said, in horror, "But surely you have better."

"Much better now," said Enoch. "I amjust ol d-fashioned."

He |l ed the way outside, the lantern throwing a small pool of |ight. The
Hazer foll owed.

"It is awld planet," said the Hazer

"WIld here. There are parts of it are tane."

"My owmn planet is controlled," the Hazer said. "Every foot of it is
pl anned. "

"I know. | have talked to many Vegans. They described the planet to
me. "

They headed for the barn.

"You want to go back?" asked Enoch

"No," said the Hazer. "I find it exhilarating. Those are wild plants
over there?"

"W call themtrees," said Enoch

"The wind blows as it w shes?"

"That's right," said Enoch. "W do not know as yet how to control the
weat her . "

The spade stood just inside the barn door and Enoch picked it up. He
headed for the orchard.

"You know, of course," the Hazer said, "the body will be gone."

"I"'mprepared to find it gone."

"Then why?" the Hazer asked.

"Because | nust be sure. You can't understand that, can you?"

"You said back there in the station,” the Hazer said, "that you tried
to understand the rest of us. Perhaps, for a change, at |east one of us
shoul d try understandi ng you."

Enoch led the way down the path through the orchard. They cane to the
rude fence enclosing the burial plot. The sagging gate stood open. Enoch
went through it and the Hazer foll owed.

"This is where you buried hinP"

"This is ny famly plot. My nother and father are here and I put him
with them™

He handed the lantern to the Vegan and, arned with the spade, wal ked up
to the grave. He thrust the spade into the ground.

"Wul d you hold the lantern a little closer, please?"

The Hazer nobved up a step or two.

Enoch dropped to his knees and brushed away the | eaves that had fallen
on the ground. Underneath themwas the soft, fresh earth that had been newy
turned. There was a depression and a small hole at the bottom of the
depression. As he brushed at the earth, he could hear the clods of displaced
dirt falling through the hole and striking on sonmething that was not the
soi .

The Hazer had noved the |lantern again and he could not see. But he did
not need to see. He knew there was no use of digging; he knew what he woul d
find. He should have kept watch. He should not have put wup the stone to
attract attention-but Galactic Central had said, "As if he were your own."
And that was the way he'd done it.

He straightened, but remained upon his knees, felt the danp of the
earth soaking through the fabric of his trousers.

"No one told ne," said the Hazer, speaking softly.

"Tol d you what ?"

"The nenorial. And what is witten on it. | was not aware that you knew
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our | anguage."

"I learned it long ago. There were scrolls | wished to read. I'mafraid
it's not too good."
" Two m sspelled words," the Hazer told him "and one little

awkwar dness. But those are things which do not nmatter. Wat matters, and
matters very much, is that when you wote, you thought as one of us."

Enoch rose and reached out for the lantern

"Let's go back," he said sharply, alnpbst inpatiently. "I know now who
did this. | have to hunt himout."

21

The treetops far above nbaned in the rising wind. Ahead, the great
clunmp of canoe birch showed whitely in the dim glow of the lantern's light.
The birch clunp, Enoch knew, grew on the lip of a snmall cliff that dropped
twenty feet or nore and here one turned to the right to get around it and
continue down the hillside.

Enoch turned slightly and gl anced over his shoulder. Lucy was follow ng
cl ose behind. She smiled at himand nade a gesture to say she was all right.
He made a notion to indicate that they nmust turn to the right, that she nust
follow closely. Al though, he told hinself, it probably wasn't necessary; she
knew the hillside as well, perhaps even better, than he did hinself.

He turned to the right and followed along the edge of the rocky cliff,
cane to the break and clanbered down to reach the slope below. Of to the
|l eft he could hear the nurmur of the swiftly running creek that tunbled down
the rocky ravine fromthe spring bel ow the field.

The hillside plunged nore steeply now and he led a way that angled
across the steepness.

Funny, he thought, that even in the darkness he could recognize certain
natural features-the crooked white oak that twisted itself, hanging at a
crazy angle above the slope of hill; the small grove of nmassive red oaks
that grew out of a done of tunbled rock, so placed that no axman had even
tried to cut them down; the tiny swanp, filled with cattails, that fitted
itself snugly into alittle terrace carved into the hillside.

Far bel ow he caught the gleam of w ndow |ight and angl ed down toward
it. He | ooked back over his shoulder and Lucy was follow ng cl ose behind.

They came to a rude fence of poles and crawl ed through it and now t he
ground becane nore | evel

Sonewhere below a dog barked in the dark and another joined him Mre
joined in and the pack cane sweeping up the slope toward them They arrived
in a rush of feet, veered around Enoch and the lantern to |aunch thensel ves
at Lucy-supenly transforned, at the sight of her, into a welconmng conmittee
rat her than a conpany of guards. They reared upward, a tangled nass of dogs.
Her hands went out and patted at their heads. As if by signal, they went
rushing off in a happy frolic, circling to conme back again.

A short distance beyond the pole fence was a vegetabl e garden and Enoch
|l ed the way across, carefully following a path between the rows. Then they
were in the yard and the house stood before them a tunble-down, sagging
structure, its outlines swallowed by the darkness, the kitchen w ndows
glowing with a soft, warm |l anplight.

Enoch crossed the yard to the kitchen door and knocked. He heard feet
com ng across the kitchen floor

The door cane open and M Fisher stood franed against the light, a
great, tall, bony woman clothed in sonething that was nore sack than dress.

She stared at Enoch, half frightened, half belligerent. Then, back of
him she sawthe girl.

"Lucy!" she cried.

The girl came forward with a rush and her nother caught her in her
ar .

Enoch set his lantern on the ground, tucked the rifle underneath his
arm and stepped across the threshol d.
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The fam |y had been at supper, seated about a great round table set in
the center of the kitchen. An ornate oil lanp stood in the center of the
table. Hank had risen to his feet, but his three sons and the stranger stil
were seated

"So you brung her back," said Hank

"l found her," Enoch said.

"We quit hunting for her just a while ago," Hank told him "W was
goi ng out again."

"You renmenber what you told me this afternoon?" asked Enoch

"I told you a lot of things."

"You told ne that | had the devil in ne. Raise your hand agai nst that
girl once nore and | pronise you |'ll show you just how nmuch devil there is
innme."

"You can't bluff ne," Hank bl ustered.

But the man was frightened. It showed in the Iinpness of his face, the
ti ghtness of his body.

"I mean it," Enoch said. "just try ne out and see
for a monment, facing one another, then Hank sat down.

"Wbul d you join us in sone victual s?" he inquired

Enoch shook his head.

He | ooked at the stranger. "Are you the ginseng man?" he asked.

The man noped. "That is what they call ne."

"I want to talk with you. Qutside."

Cl aude Lewi s stood up

"You don't have to go," said Hank. "He can't nmake you go. He can talk
to you right here."

"I don't mind," said Lewis. "In fact, | want to talk with him You're
Enoch Wallace, aren't you?"

"That's who he is," said Hank. "Should of died of old age fifty years
ago. But look at him He's got the devil in him | tell you, himand the
devil has a deal ."

"Hank," Lew s said, "shut up."

Lewis cane around the table and went out the door. "Good night," Enoch
said to the rest of them "M. Wallace," said M Fisher, "thanks for
bringing back ny girl. Hank won't hit her again. | can pronmise you. |I'll see
to that."

Enoch went outside and shut the door. He picked up the lantern. Lew s
was out in the yard. Enoch went to him

"Let's walk off a ways," he said.

They stopped at the edge of the garden and turned to face one another

"You been watching ne," said Enoch

Lewi s noped.

"Official? O just snooping?"

"Official, I"'mafraid. My nanme is Caude Lewis. There is no reason |
shouldn't tell you-1"'mCI.A"

"I"'mnot a traitor or a spy," Enoch said.

"No one thinks you are. W're just watching you."

"You know about the cenetery?"

Lewi s noped.

"You took sonething froma grave."

"Yes," said Lewis. "The one with the funny headstone."

"Where is it?"

"You nmean the body. It's in Washington."

"You shoul dn't have taken it," Enoch said, grinmy. "You' ve caused a | ot
of trouble. You have to get it back. As quickly as you can."

"It will take a little tinme," said Lewis. "They' |l have to fly it out.
Twenty-four hours, maybe."

"That's the fastest you can nmake it?"

"I mght doalittle better."

"Do the very best you can. It's inportant that you get that body back."

"I will, Wallace. | didn't know ..."

The two nen stood
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"And, Lewis."

"Yes. "
"Don't try to play it smart. Don't ap any frills. Just do what | tel
you. I'm trying to be reasonable because that's the only thing to be. But

you try one smart nove ..
He reached out a hand and grabbed Lewis's shirt front, twisting the

fabric tight.
"You understand e, Lew s?"
Lewis was unnoved. He did not try to pull away. "Yes," he said. "I

under st and. "
"What the hell ever nmamde you do it?"

"I had a job."

"Yeah, a job. Watching ne. Not robbing graves." He let |oose of the
shirt.

"Tell me," said Lewis, "that thing in the grave. Wat was it?"

"That's none of your dam' business,” Enoch told him  bitterly.
"Getting back that body is. You're sure that you can do it? Nothing standing
in your way?"

Lewis shook his head. "Nothing at all. [1'lIl phone as soon as | can
reach a phone. 1'll tell themthat it's inperative."

"It's all of that," said Enoch. "Getting that body back is the nobst
important thing you' ve ever done. Don't forget that for a minute. It affects
everyone on Earth. You and nme and everyone. And if you fail, you'll answer
tonme for it."

"Wth that gun?"

"Maybe," Enoch said. "Don't fool around. Don't imagine that 1'd
hesitate to kill you. In this situation, I'd kill anyone-anyone at all."

"Wal | ace, is there sonmething you can tell me?"

"Not a thing," said Enoch. He picked up the lantern. "You're going
home?"

Enoch noped.

"You don't seemto mnd us watching you."

"No," Enoch told him "Not your watching. Just your interference. Bring
back that body and go on watching if you want to. But don't push ne any.
Don't | ean on ne. Keep your hands off. Don't touch anything."

"But good God, nman, there's sonmething going on. You can tell ne
sonet hing. "

Enoch hesi t at ed.

"Some idea," said Lewis, "of what this is all about. Not the details,
j ust "

"You bring the body back," Enoch told him slowy, "and naybe we can
talk again."

"I't will be back," said Lew s.

"If it's not," said Enoch, "you're as good as dead right now"

Turni ng, he went across the garden and started up the hill.

In the yard, Lewis stood for a long tine, watching the | antern bobbi ng
out of sight.

22

U ysses was alone in the station when Enoch returned. He had sent the
Tuban on his way and the Hazer back to Vega.

A fresh pot of coffee was brewing and U ysses was spraw ed out on the
sof a, doi ng not hi ng.

Enoch hung up the rifle and blew out the lantern. Taking off his
jacket, he threw it on the desk. He sat down in a chair across fromthe
sof a.

"The body will be back," he said, "by this tine tonorrow "

"I sincerely hope," Uysses said, "that it will do some good. But |I'm
inclined to doubt it."

"Maybe, " said Enoch bitterly, "I should not have bothered."
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"I't will show good faith," Uysses said. "It mght have sone mtigating
effect in the final weighing."

"The Hazer could have told nme," Enoch said, "where the body was. If he
knew it had been taken fromthe grave, then he nust have known where it
coul d be found."

"I woul d suspect he did," Uysses said, "but, you see, he couldn't tel
you. Al that he could do was to nake his protest. The rest was up to you
He could not lay aside his dignity by suggesting what you should do about
it. For the record, he nust remain the injured party."

"Sometimes," said Enoch, "this business is enough to drive one crazy.
Despite the briefings from Galactic Central, there are always sone
surprises, always yawning traps for you to tunble into."

"There may cone a day," Uysses said, "when it won't be Ilike that. |

can |l ook ahead and see, in some thousands of years, the knitting of the
gal axy together into one great culture, one huge area of understandi ng. The
local and the racial variations still will exist, of course, and that is as
it should be, but overriding all of these will be a tolerance that will nake
for what one mght be tenpted to call a brotherhood."

"You sound," said Enoch, "alnpbst |ike a human. That is the sort of hope
that many of our thinkers have held out."

"Perhaps," Uysses said. "You know that a lot of Earth seens to have
rubbed off on-nme. You can't spend as long as | did on your planet without
picking up at least a bit of it. And by the way, you nade a good inpression
on the Vegan."

"I hadn't noticed it," Enoch told him "He was kind and correct, of
course, but little nore."

"That inscription on the gravestone. He was inpressed by that."

"I didn't put it there to inpress anyone. | wote it out because it was
the way | felt. And because | like the Hazers. | was only trying to nmake it
right for them™"

"If it were not for the pressure fromthe galactic factions," U ysses
said, "I amconvinced the Vegans would be willing to forget the incident and
that is a greater concession than you can realize. It may be that, even so,
they may line up with us when the showdown cones."

"You nean they mght save the station?"

U ysses shook his head. "I doubt anyone can do that. But it will be
easier for all of us at Galactic Central if they threwtheir weight with
us."

The cof feepot was naking sounds and Enoch went to get it. U ysses had
pushed sone of the trinkets on the coffee table to one side to nmake room for
two coffee cups. Enoch filled them and set the pot upon the fl oor

U ysses picked wup his cup, held it for a nmonent in his hands, then put
it back on the table top.

"W're in bad shape,” he said. "Not like in the old days. It has
Gal actic Central worried. Al this squabbling and haggling anong the races,
all the pushing and the shoving."

He | ooked at Enoch. "You thought it was all nice and cozy."

"No," said Enoch, "not that. | knew that there were conflicting
vi ewpoi nts and | knew there was some trouble. But I'mafraid | thought of it
as being on a fairly lofty plane-gentlemanly, you know, and good-mannered."

"That was the way it was at one time. There al ways have been differing
opi nions, but they were based on principles and ethics, not on special
interests. You know about the spiritual force, of course-the universa
spiritual force."

Enoch noped. "lI've read sonme of the literature. | don't quite
understand, but I'mwlling to accept it. There is a way, | know, to get in
contact with the force."

"The Talisman," said U ysses.

"That's it. The Talisnman. A machine, of sorts."

"l suppose," Uysses agreed, "you could call it that. Al though the
word, 'machine’ is a little ankward. Mdxre than nmechanics went into the
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making of it. There is just the one. Only one was ever nmde, by a nystic who
lived ten thousand of your years ago. | wish | could tell you what it is or
how it is constructed, but there is no one, | am afraid, who can tell you
that. There have been others who have attenpted to duplicate the Talisman,
but no one has succeeded. The nystic who nade it left no blueprints, no
plans, no specifications, not a single note. There is no one who knhows
anyt hing about it."

"There is no reason, | suppose," said Enoch, "that another shoul d not
be made. No sacred taboos, | nean. To nmake another one would not be
sacril egious."

"Not in the least," Uysses told him "In fact, we need another badly.
For now we have no Talisman. It has di sappeared.”

Enoch jerked upright in his chair.

"Di sappear ed?" he asked.

"Lost," said Uysses. "Msplaced. Stolen. No one knows."

"But | hadn't ..."

U ysses smled bleakly. "You hadn't heard. | know. It is not sonething
that we talk about. W wouldn't dare. The people nust not know. Not for a
while, at least."

"But how can you keep it fromthenf"

"Not too hard to do. You know how it worked, how the custodian took it
fromplanet to planet and great nmass neetings were held, where the Talisnman
was exhi bited and contact nade through it with the spiritual force. There
had never been a schedul e of appearances; the custodi an sinply wandered. It
m ght be a hundred of your years or nore between the visits of the custodian
to any particular planet. The people hold no expectations of a visit. They
sinmply know there'll be one, sonetine; that sone day the custodian will show
up with the Talisman."

"That way you can cover up for years."

"Yes," U ysses said. "Wthout any trouble."

"The | eaders know, of course. The administrative people."

U ysses shook his head. "W have told very few The few that we can
trust. Galactic Central knows, of course, but we're a close-nouthed lot."

"Then why ..."

"Way should | be telling you. I  know, | shouldn't. | don't know why I
am Yes, | guess | do. How does it feel, ny friend, to sit as a
conpassi onat e confessor?"

"You're worried," Enoch said. "I never thought | would see you
worried."

"It's a strange business," Uysses said. "The Talisnan has been nissing
for several years or so. And no one knows about it-except Galactic Centra

and the- what would vyou call it?-the hierarchy, | suppose, the organization
of nystics who takes care of the spiritual setup. And yet, even wth no one
knowing, the galaxy is beginning to show wear. |It's comng apart at the
seans. In tinme to conme, it may fall apart. As if the Talisnman represented a
force that all unknowi ngly held the races of the gal axy together, exerting
its influence even when it remnained unseen."

"But even if it's lost, it's somewhere,” Enoch pointed out. "It stil

woul d be exerting its influence. It couldn't have been destroyed."

"You forget," Uysses rem nded him "that without its proper custodian,
without its sensitive, it 1is inoperative. For it's not the machine itself
that does the trick. The machine nerely acts as an internmediary between the
sensitive and the spiritual force. It is an extension of the sensitive. It
magni fies the capability of the sensitive and acts as a |ink of sone sort.
It enables the sensitive to performhis function.”

"You feel that the loss of the Talisman has sonething to do with the
situation here?"

"The Earth station. WlI, not directly, but it is typical. Wat is
happening in regard to the station is synptomatic. It involves the sort of
petty quarreling and nean bickering that has broken out through nmany
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sections of the galaxy. In the old days it woul d have been-what did you say,
gentl emanly and on a plane of principles and ethics."

They sat in silence for a nonent, listening to the soft sound that the
wind made as it bl ew through the gabl e gi ngerbread.
"Don't worry about it," Uysses said. "It is not your worry. | should

not have told you. It was indiscreet to do so."
"You nmean | shouldn't pass it on. You can be sure | won't."

"I know you won't," U ysses said. "I never thought you would."
"You really think relations in the galaxy are deteriorating?"
"Once," Uysses said, "the races all were bound together. There were

differences, naturally, but these differences were bridged, sonetines rather
artificially and not too satisfactorily, but with both sides striving to
maintain the artificial bridging and generally succeeding. Because they
wanted to, you see. There was a comopn purpose, the forging of a great
cofraternity of all intelligences. W realized that anong us, anpong all the
races, we had a staggering fund of know edge and of techniques-that working
together, by putting together all this know edge and capability, we could
arrive at sonmething that would be far greater and nore significant than any
race, alone, could hope of acconplishing. W had our troubles, certainly,
and as | have said, our differences, but we were progressing. W brushed the
smal |l aninobsities and the petty differences underneath the rug and worked
only on the big ones. W felt that if we could get the big ones settled, the
smal | ones woul d becone so small they would disappear. But it is beconing
different now. There is a tendency to pull the pettiness fromunderneath the
rug and blowit beyond its size, neanwhile letting the nmajor and the
i nportant issues fall away."

"I't sounds like Earth," said Enoch

"I'n many ways," U ysses said. "In principle, although the circunstances
woul d diverge i mmensely."

"You' ve been reading the papers | have been saving for you?"

U ysses noped. "It doesn't | ook too happy."

"I't looks like war," said Enoch bluntly.

U ysses stirred uneasily.

"You don't have wars," said Enoch

"The gal axy, you mean. No, as we are set up now we don't have wars."

"Too civilized?"

"Stop being bitter," Uysses told him "There has been a tine or two
when we canme very close, but not in recent years. There are many races now
in the cofratemity that in their formative years had a history of war."

"There is hope for us, then. It's sonething you outgrow. "

"In tinme, perhaps."”

"But not a certainty?"

"No, | wouldn't say so."

"I've been working on a chart," said Enoch. "Based on the M zar system
of statistics. The chart says there is going to be war."

"You don't need the chart," Uysses said, "to tell you that."

"But there was sonething else. It was not just knowing if there'd be a
war. | had hoped that the chart night show how to keep the peace. There nust
be a way. A formula, perhaps. If we could only think of it or know where to
| ook or whomto ask or "

"There is a way," Uysses said, "to prevent a war."

"You nean you know ..."

"It's a drastic neasure. It only can be used as a |ast resort."

"And we've not reached that |ast resort?"

"I think, perhaps, you have. The kind of war that Earth woul d fi ght
could spell an end to thousands of years of advancenent, could w pe out al
the culture, everything but the feeble remmants of civilizations. It could,
just possibly, elimnate nost of the Iife upon the planet."

"This nethod of yours-it has been used?"

"Afewtines."

"And wor ked?"
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"Ch, certainly. W'd not even consider it if it didn't work."

"I't could be used on Earth?"

"You could apply for its application.”

wyon

"As a representative of the Earth. You could appear before G@Glactic
Central and appeal for us to use it. As a nenber of your race, you could
give testinony and you would be given a hearing. If there seened to be nerit
in your plea, Central might nane a group to investigate and then, upon the
report of its findings, a decision wuld be nmade."

"You said |I. Could anyone on Earth?"

"Anyone who could gain a hearing. To gain a hearing, you nust know
about Galactic Central and you're the only nman of Earth who does. Besi des,
you're a part of Galactic Central's staff. You have served as a keeper for a
long tine. Your record has been good. W would listen to you."

"But one nan al one! One man can't speak for an entire race."

"You're the only one of your race who is qualified."

"If 1 could consult sone others of ny race."

"You can't. And even if you could, who would believe you?"

"That's true," said Enoch

O course it was. To himthere was no |onger any strangeness in the
idea of a galactic cofraternity, of a transportation network that spread
anong the stars-a sense of wonder at tines, but the strangeness had |I|argely

worn of f. Although, he renmenbered, it had taken years. Years even with the
physi cal evidence there before his eyes, before he could bring hinself to a
conpl ete acceptance of it. But tell it to any other Earthman and it would

sound |i ke madness.

"And this nethod?" he asked, alnpbst afraid to ask it, braced to take
the shock of whatever it m ght be.

"Stupidity," Uysses said.

Enoch gasped. "Stupidity? | don't understand. W are stupid enough, in
many ways, right now. "

"You're thinking of intellectual stupidity and there is plenty of that,
not only on Earth, but throughout the galaxy. What | amtalking about is a
mental incapacity. An inability to understand the science and the technique
that makes possible the kind of war that Earth would fight. An inability to
operate the machines that are necessary to fight that kind of war. Turning
the people back to a nental position where they would not be able to
conprehend the nmechanical and technological and scientific advances they
have nade. Those who know woul d forget. Those who didn't know could never
| earn. Back to the sinplicity of the wheel and lever. That would nake your
ki nd of war inpossible."

Enoch sat stiff and straight, wunable to speak, gripped by an icy
terror, while a mllion disconnected thoughts went chasing one another in a
circle through his brain.

"I told you it was drastic," Uysses said. "It has to be. War is
sonmet hing that costs a lot to stop. The price is high."

"I couldn't!" Enoch said. "No one could."

"Perhaps you can't. But consider this: If there is a war..."

"I know. If thereis a war, it could be worse. But it wouldn't stop
war. It's not the kind of thing | had in mnd. People still could fight,
still could kill."

"Wth clubs,"” said Uysses. "Maybe bows and arrows. Rifles, so |long as
they still had rifles, and until they ran out of ammunition. Then they

woul dn't know how to rmake nore powder or how to get the nmetal to nake the
bullets or even how to mnmke the bullets. There mght be fighting, but
there'd be no holocaust. Cities would not be w ped out by nucl ear warheads,
for no one could fire a rocket or armthe warhead-perhaps woul dn't even know
what a rocket or a warhead was. Conmmunications as you know themwould be
gone. Al but the sinplest transportation would be gone. War, except on a
limted | ocal scale, would be inpossible."
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"I't would be terrible," Enoch said.

"So is war," U ysses said. "The choice is up to you."

"But how | ong?" asked Enoch. "How long would it last? W wouldn't have
to go back to stupidity forever?"

"Several generations," said Uysses. "By that time the effect of-what
shall we call it? the treatnent?-would gradually begin wearing off. The
people slowy would shake off their noronic state and begin their
intellectual clinb again. They'd be given, in effect, a second chance."

"They could," said Enoch, "in a few generations after that arrive at
exactly the sane situation that we have today."
"Possibly. | wouldn't expect it, though. Cultural devel opnment would be

most unlikely to be entirely parallel. There'd be a chance that you'd have a
better civilization and a nore peaceful people."

"It's too nmuch for one man ..."

"Somet hi ng hopeful ," U ysses said, "that you m ght consider. The nethod
is offered only to those races which seemto us to be worth the saving."

"You have to give ne tine," said Enoch

But he knew there was no tine.

23

A man would have a job and supenly be unable to performit. Nor could
the men around him carry on their jobs. For they would not have the
know edge or the backgrounds to do the tasks that they had been doing. They
m ght try, of course-they might keep on trying for a tine, but perhaps for
not too long. And because the jobs could not be done, the business or the
corporation or factory or whatever it mght be, would cease its operation
Al t hough the going out of business would not be a formal nor a 1egal thing.
It would sinmply stop. And not entirely because the jobs could not be done,
because no one could nuster the business sense to keep it operating, but
al so because the transportati on and communications which nmade the busi ness
possi bl e al so woul d have st opped.

Loconotives could not be operated, nor could planes and ships, for
there woul d be no one who woul d renenber how to operate them There would be
men who at one tine had possessed all the skills that had been necessary for
their operation, but now the skills would have di sappeared. There mi ght be
sonme who still would try, with tragi c consequences. And there still mght be
a few who could vaguely renenber how to operate the car or truck or bus, for
they were sinple things to run and it would be al nbst second nature for a
man to drive them But once they had broken down, there would be no one with
the know edge of mechanics to repair themand they'd not run again.

In the space of a few hours' tine the human race would be stranded in a
world where distance once again had conme to be a factor. The world would
grow the larger and the oceans would be barriers and a nmile would be |ong
once nore. And in a few days' tine there would be a panic and a hupling and
a fleeing and a desperation in the face of a situation that no one could
conpr ehend.

How | ong, Enoch wondered, would it take a city to use the |l|ast of the
food stacked in its warehouses and then begin to starve? Wat woul d happen
when electricity stopped flowing through the wres? How |ong, under a
situation such as this, would a silly synbolic piece of paper or a minted
coin still retain its value?

Distribution would break down; comerce and industry would die;
governnent  woul d becone a shadow, with neither the means nor the
intelligence to keep it functioning; conmmunications would cease; |law and
order would disintegrate; the world would sink into a new barbaric franmework
and woul d begin to slowy readjust. That readjustnment would go on for years
and in the process of it there would be death and pestilence and untold
msery and despair. In tinme it would work out and the world would settle
down to its newway of |life, but in the process of shaking down there'd be
many who would die and many others who would |ose everything that had
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spelled out Iife for themand the purpose of that life.

But would it, bad as it might be, be as bad as war?

Many would die of cold and hunger and di sease (for medicine would go
the way of all the rest), but millions would not be annihilated in the fiery
breath of nucl ear reaction. There would be no poison dust raining fromthe

skies and the waters still would be as pure and fresh as ever and the soi
remain as fertile. There still would be a chance, once the initial phases of
the change had passed, for the human race to go on living and rebuild
soci ety.

If one were certain, Enoch told hinself, that there would be a war,
that war was inescapable, then the choice might not be hard to nake. But
there was always the possibility that the world could avoid war, that
sonehow a frail, thin peace could be preserved, and in such a case the
desperate need of the galactic cure for war woul d be unnecessary. Before one
coul d decide, he told hinmself, one nust be sure; and how could one be sure?
The <chart lying in the desk drawer said there would be a war; many of the
di pl omats and observers felt that the upconing peace conference mght serve
no ot her purpose than to trigger war. Yet there was no surety.

And even if there were, Enoch asked hinsel f, how could one nman-one man,
al one-take it upon hinself to play the role of God for the entire race? By
what right did one man nake a decision that affected all the rest, all the
billions of others? Could he, if he did, ever be able, in the years to coneg,
to justify his choice?

How coul d a man deci de how bad war might be and, in conparison, how bad
stupidity? The answer seened to be he couldn't. There was no way to neasure
possi bl e disaster in either circunstance.

After a time, perhaps, a choice either way could be rationalized. Gven
time, a conviction nmight develop that would enable a man to arrive at sone
sort of decision which, while it mght not be entirely right, he
neverthel ess could square with his conscience.

Enoch got to his feet and walked to the w ndow. The sound of his
footsteps echoed hollowy in the station. He | ooked at his watch and it was
after m dnight.

There were races in the gal axy, he thought, who could reach a quick and
right decision on alnost any question, <cutting straight across all the
tangl ed lines of thought, guided by rules of logic that were nore specific
than anything the human race mi ght have. That woul d be good, of course, in
the sense that it made decision possible, but in arriving at decision would
it not tend to minimze, perhaps ignore entirely, sone of those very facets
of the situation that mght mean nore to the hunman race than the decision
woul d itsel f?

Enoch stood at the wi ndow and stared out across the noonlit fields that
ran down to the dark Iine of the woods. The cl ouds had bl own away and the
night was peaceful. This particular spot, he thought, always would be
peaceful, for it was off the beaten track, distant from any possible target
in atomic war. Except for the renote possibility of some ancient and
non-recorded, long forgotten nminor conflict in prehistoric days, no battle
ever had been fought here or ever would be fought. And yet it would not
escape the comon fate of poisoned soil and water if the world should
supenly, in a fateful hour of fury, wunleash the might of its awesone
weapons. Then the skies would be filled with atom ¢ ash, which would cone
sifting down, and it would make little difference where a nman ni ght be. Soon
or late, the war would come to him if not in a flash of nonstrous energy,
then in the snow of death falling fromthe skies.

He walked from the windowto the desk and gat hered up the newspapers
that had conme in the norning mail and put themin a pile, noticing as he did
so that U ysses had forgotten to take with himthe stack of papers which had
been saved for him Uysses was upset, he told hinself, or he'd not have
forgotten the papers. God save us both, he thought; for we have our
troubl es.

It had been a busy day. He had done no nore, he realized, than read two
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or three of the stories in the Tines, all touching on the calling of the

conference. The day had been too full, too full of direful things.
For a hundred years, he thought, things had gone all right. There had
been the good nonents and the bad, but by and large his |ife had gone on

serenely and wthout alarmng incident. Then today had dawned and all the
serene years had cone tunbling down all about his ears.

There once had been a hope that Earth could be accepted as a nenber of
the galactic famly, that he nmight serve as the emssary to gain that
recognition. But now that hope was shattered, not only by the fact that the
station mght be closed, but that its very closing would be based upon the
barbari smof the human race. Earth was being used as a whipping boy, of
course, in galactic politics, but the brand, once placed, could not soon be
lifted. And in any event, even if it could be Ilifted, now the planet stood
reveal ed as one against which Galactic Central, in the hope of saving it,
m ght be willing to apply a drastic and degradi ng acti on.

There was sonething he could salvage out of all of it, he knew He
could remain an Earthnan and turn over to the people of the Earth the
informati on that he had gathered through the years and witten down, in

meticul ous detail, along with personal happenings and inpressions and nuch
other trivia, inthe long rows of record books which stood on the shel ves
against the wall. That and the alien literature he had obtai ned and read and

hoarded. And the gadgets and the artifacts which came from other worlds.
Fromall of this the people of the Earth nmight gain sonething which could
hel p them al ong the road that eventually would take themto the stars and to
that further know edge and that greater understandi ng which would be their
heritage-perhaps the heritage and right of all intelligence. But the wait
for that day woul d be | ong-longer now, because of what had happened on this
day, than it had ever been before. And the information that he held,
gathered painfully over the course of alnpbst a century, was so inadequate
conpared with that nore conpl ete know edge which he could have gathered in
another century (or a thousand vyears) that it seened a pitiful thing to
offer to his people.

If there could only be nore time, he thought. But, of course, there
never was. There was not the tinme right now and there would never be. No
matter how many centuries he mght be able to devote, there'd always be so
much nore know edge than he'd gathered at the nonent that the little he had
gat hered woul d al ways seem a pittance.

He sat down heavily in the chair before the desk and now, for the first
time, he wondered how he'd do it- how he could |eave Galactic Central, how
he could trade the galaxy for a single planet, even if that planet stil
remai ned his own.

He drove his haggard nmind to find the answer and the mnd could find no
answer .

One man al one, he thought.

One man al one coul d not stand against both Earth and gal axy.

24

The sun stream ng through the wi ndow woke himand he stayed where he
was, not stirring for a nonent, soaking inits warnmh. There was a good,
hard, feeling to the sunlight, a reassuring touch, and for a nmonment he held
off the worry and the questioning. But he sensed its nearness and he cl osed
his eyes again. Perhaps if he could sleep some nore it mnight go away and
| ose itself sonmewhere and not be there when he awakened | ater.

But there was sonething wong, sonething besides the worry and the
quest i oni ng.

H s neck and shoul ders ached and there was a strange stiffness in his
body and the pillow was too hard.

He opened his eyes again and pushed with his hands to sit erect and he
was not in bed. He was sitting in a chair and his head, instead of resting
on a pillow, had been laid upon the desk. He opened and shut his mouth to
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taste it, and it tasted just as bad as he knew it woul d.

He got slowy to his feet, straightening and stretching, trying to work
out the kinks that had tied thenselves into joints and nuscles. As he stood
there, the worry and the trouble and the dreadful need of answers seeped
back into him from wherever they' d been hiding. But he brushed themto one
side, not an entirely successful brush, but enough to nake themretreat a
little and crouch there, waiting to close in again.

He went to the stove and | ooked for the coffeepot, then renmenbered that
last night he'd set it on the floor beside the coffee table. He went to get
it. The two cups still stood on the table, the dark brown dregs of coffee
covering the bottons of them And in the nass of gadgets that U ysses had
pushed to one side to nmake room for the cups, the pyranid of spheres |ay
tilted on its side, but it still was sparkling and glinting, each successive
sphere revolving in an opposite direction to its fell ow spheres.

Enoch reached out and picked it up. His fingers carefully explored the
base upon which the spheres were set, seeking sonething-sone |ever, sone
i ndentation, sone trip, some button-by which it mght be turned either on or
off. But there was nothing he could find. He should have known, he told
hinsel f, that there would be nothing. For he had |ooked before. And yet
yesterday Lucy had done sonething that had set it operating and it still was
operating. It had operated for nore than twelve hours now and no results had
been obtained. Check that, he thought-no results that could be recognized.

He set it back on the table on its base and stacked the cups, one
inside the other, and picked themup. He stooped to lift the coffeepot off
the floor. But his eyes never left the pyram d of spheres.

It was mapening, he told hinself. There was no way to turn it on and
yet, sonehow, Lucy had turned it on. And now there was no way to turn it
of f-although it probably did not matter if it were off or on

He went back to the sink with the cups and coffeepot.

The station was quiet-a heavy, oppressive quietness; although, he told
hinsel f, the inpression of oppressiveness probably was no nore than his
i magi nat i on.

He crossed the room to the nessage nachine and the plate was bl ank
There had been no nessages during the night. It was silly of him he
thought, to expect there would be, for if there were, the auditory signa
woul d be functioning, would continue to sound off until he pushed the |ever

Was it possible, he wondered, that the station mght already have been
abandoned, that whatever traffic that happened to be noving was being
detoured around it? That, however, was hardly possible, for the abandonnent
of Earth station would nean, as well that those beyond it nust also be
abandoned. There were no shortcuts in the netwrk extending out into the
spiral armto nmeke rerouting possible. It was not unusual for rmany hours,
even for a day, to pass without any traffic. The traffic was irregular and
had no pattern to it. There were times when scheduled arrivals bad to be
held up wuntil there were facilities to take care of them and there were
other tinmes when there would be none at all, when the equipnent would sit
idle, as it was sitting now.

Junmpy, he thought. | amgetting junpy.

Before they closed the station, they would | et himknow Courtesy, if
not hi ng el se, woul d demand that they do that.
He went back to the stove and started the coffeepot. In the

refrigerator he found a package of nush nmade froma cereal grown on one of
the Draconian jungle worlds. He took it out, then put it back again and took
out the last two eggs of the dozen that Wns, the nail man, had brought out
fromtowmn a week or so ago.

He glanced at his watch and saw that he had slept later than he
thought. It was alnost tinme for his daily wal k.

He put the skillet on the stove and spooned in a chunk of butter. He
waited for the butter to nelt, then broke in the eggs.

Maybe, he thought, he'd not go on the wal k today. Except for a tinme or
two when a blizzard had been raging, it would be the first tinme he had ever
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m ssed his walk. But because he always did it, he told hinself,
contentiously, was no sufficient reason that he should always take it. He'd
just skip the walk and later on go down and get the mail. He could use the
time to catch up on all the things he'd failed to do yesterday. The papers
still were piled upon his desk, waiting for his reading. He'd not witten in
his journal, and there was a lot to wite, for he nust record in detai
exactly what had happened and there had been a good deal happeni ng.

It had been a rule he'd set hinmself fromthe first day, that the
station had begun its operation-that he never skinped the journal. He m ght
be alittle late at tinmes in getting it all down, but the fact that he was
late or that he was pressed for tine had never nade hi m put down one word
| ess than he had felt might be required to tell all there was to tell

He | ooked across the roomat the long rows of record books that were
crowded on the shelves and thought, wth pride and satisfaction, of the
conpl eteness of that record. A npbst a century of witing |ay between the
covers of those books and there was not a single day that he had ever
ski pped.

Here was his | egacy, he thought; here was his bequest to the world,
here would be his entrance fee back into the human race; here was all he'd
seen and heard and thought for alnmbst a hundred years of association with
those alien peoples of the gal axy.

Looking at the rows of books, the questions that he had shoved aside
came rushing in on himand this tine there was no denying them For a short
space of time he had held them off, the little tine he'd needed for his
brain to clear, for his body to becone alive again He did not fight them now
He accepted them for there was no dodgi ng them

He slid the eggs out of the skillet onto the waiting plate He got the
cof feepot and sat down to his breakfast.

He gl anced at his watch again.

There still was tinme to go on his daily wal k.

25

The ginseng man was waiting at the spring.

Enoch saw himwhile still some distance down the trail and wondered,
with a quick flash of anger, if he mght be waiting there to tell himthat
he could not return the body of the Hazer, that something had cone up, that
he had run into unexpected difficulties.

And thinking that, Enoch remenbered how he'd threatened the night
before to kill anyone who held up the return of the body. Perhaps, he told
hinself, it had not been smart to say that. Wndering whether he could bring

hinmself to kill a man-not that it would be the first man he had ever kill ed.
But that had been long ago and it had been a matter then of kill or being
killed.

He shut his eyes for a second and once again could see that slope bel ow
him with the long lines of nen advancing through the drifting snoke,
knowi ng that those nmen were clinbing up the ridge for one purpose only, to
kill hinself and those others who were atop the ridge.

And that had not been the first time nor had it been the last, but al
the years of killing boiled down in essence to that single nonment-not the
time that came after, but that long and terrible instant when he had wat ched
the lines of nen purposefully striding up the slope to kill him

It had been in that nonment that he had realized the insanity of war,
the futile gesture that in time becane all but meaningl ess, the unreasoning
rage that nmust be nursed |ong beyond the nenory of the incident that had
caused the rage, the sheer illogic that one man, by death of msery, m ght
prove a right or uphold a principle.

Sonewhere, he thought, on the | ong backtrack of history, the human race
had accepted an insanity for a principle and had persisted in it until today
that insanity-turned-principle stood ready to wpe out, if not the race
itself, at least all of those things, both material and inmaterial, that had
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been fashi oned as synbols of humanity through nmany hard-won centuries.
Lewi s had been sitting on a fallen log and now, as Enoch neared, he
rose.

"I waited for you here," he said. "I hope you don't mind."

Enoch stepped across the spring.

"The body wll be here sonetinme in early evening," Lewis said.
"Washington will fly it out to Madison and truck it here fromthere."

Enoch noped. "I amglad to hear that."

"They were insistent,
what the body is."
"I told you last night," said Enoch, "that | can't tell you anything. |

Lewis said, "that | should ask you once again

wish | could. |I've been figuring for years howto get it told, but there's
no way of doing it."

"The body is something fromoff this Earth," said Lewis. "W are sure
of that."

"You think so," Enoch said, not nmaking it a question

"And the house," said Lewis, "is sonething alien, too."

"The house," Enoch told him shortly, "was built by ny father."

"But something changed it," Lewis said. "It is not the way be built

"The years change things," said Enoch

"Everything but you."

Enoch grinned at him "So it bothers you," he said. "You figure it's
i ndecent . "

Lewi s shook his head. "No, not indecent. Not really anything. After

wat chi ng you for years, 1've cone to an acceptance of you and everything
about you. No understanding, naturally, but conplete acceptance. Sonetines |
tell nyself |I'mcrazy, but that's only nonmentary. |'ve tried not to bother
you. |'ve worked to keep everything exactly as it was. And now that |'ve net
you, | amglad that is the way it was. But we're going at this wong. W're
acting as if we were enenmies, as if we were strange dogs-and that's not the
way to do it. | think that the two of wus may have a lot in conmon. There's
sonmething going on and | don't want to do a thing that will interfere with

it."
"But you did," said Enoch. "You did the worst thing that you coul d when
you took the body. If you'd sat down and planned howto do ne harm you

couldn't have done worse. And not only nme. Not really nme, at all. It was the
human race you harned."

"l don't understand," 'said Lewis. "lI'msorry, but | don't understand.
There was the witing on the stone ..."

"That was ny fault,” said Enoch. "I should never have put up that
stone. But at the tinme it seemed the thing to do. | didn't think that anyone

woul d cone snooping around and ..
"I't was a friend of yours?"
"A friend of mine? Ch, you nean the body. Wll, not actually. Not that
particul ar person."
"Now that it's done," Lewis said, "I'msorry."
"Sorry doesn't help," said Enoch
"But isn't there sonething-isn't there anything that can be done about
it? More than just bringing back the body?"

"Yes," Enoch told him "there mght be sonething. | might need sone
hel p. "

"Tell nme," Lewis said quickly. "If it can be done ..."

"I  might need a truck," said Enoch. "To haul away sone stuff. Records
and other things like that. | night need it fast."

"I can have a truck," said Lewis. "I can have it waiting. And nmen to

hel p you | oad."

"I might want to talk to soneone in authority. H gh authority. The
President. Secretary of State. Maybe the U N | don't know. | have to think
it out. And not only would | need a way to talk to them but sone nmeasure of
assurance that they would listen to what | had to say."
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"I''"ll arrange," said Lewis, "for nobile short-wave equipnent. |I'll have
it standing by."
"And someone who will [isten?"

"That's right," said Lewis. "Anyone you say."

"And one thing nore."

"Anyt hing," said Lew s.

"Forgetful ness,” said Enoch. "Maybe | won't need any of these things.
Not the truck or any of the rest of it. Maybe I'lI|l have to let things go
just as they're going now And if that should be the case, could you and
everyone el se concerned forget | ever asked?"

"I think we could," said Lewis. "But | would keep on watching."

"I wish you would,"” said Enoch. "Later on | mght need sone help. But
no further interference."

"Are you sure," asked Lewis, "that there is nothing el se?"

Enoch shook his head. "Nothing else. All the rest of it | nust do
mysel f."

Per haps, he thought, he'd already tal ked too nmuch. For how could he be
sure that he could trust this man? How could he be sure he could trust
anyone?

And yet, if he decided to |l eave Galactic Central and cast his lot wth
Earth, he m ght need sonme help. There night be some objection by the aliens
to his taking along his records and the alien gadgets. If he wanted to get
away with them he might have to nake it fast.

But did he want to | eave Galactic Central ? Could he give up the gal axy?
Could he turn down the offer to becone the keeper of another station on sone
other planet? Wen the tinme should come, could he cut his tie wth all the
other races and all the nysteries of the other stars?

Al ready he had taken steps to do those very things. Here, in the |ast
few nmonents, without too nuch thought about it, alnost as if he already had
reached his decision, he had arranged a setup that would turn himback to
Eart h.

He stood there, thinking, puzzled at the steps he'd taken

"There'll be someone here," said Lewis. "Soneone at this spring. |If not
nmysel f, then soneone el se who can get in touch with nme."

Enoch noped absent-m ndedl y.

"Someone wll see you every norning when you take your walk," said
Lewis. "Or you can reach us here any tine you w sh."

Li ke a conspiracy, thought Enoch. Like a bunch of kids playing cops and
robbers.

"I have to be getting on," he said. "It's alnost time for mail. Wns
wi || be wondering what has happened to ne."

He started up the hill.

"Be seeing you," said Lew s.

"Yeah," said Enoch. "I'll be seeing you."

He was surprised to find the warmglow spreading in himas if there had
been sonmething wong and now it was all right, as if there had been
sonet hing | ost that now had been recover ed.

26

Enoch met the mail man hal fway down the road that led into the station
The old jalopy was traveling fast, bunping over the grassy ruts, sw shing
through the overhangi ng bushes that grew al ong the track.

Wns braked to a halt when he caught sight of Enoch and sat waiting for
hi m

"You got on a detour,'
changed your route?"

"You weren't waiting at the box," said Wns, "and | had to see you."

"Some inportant mail ?"

"Nope, it isn't mail. It's old Hank Fisher. He is down in MIIville,
setting up the drinks in Epie's tavern and shooting off his face."

Enoch said, comng up to him "O have you
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"It's not like Hank to be buying drinks."

"He's telling everyone that you tried to kidnap Lucy."

"I didn't kidnap her," Enoch said. "Hank had took a bull whip to her
and | hid her out until he got cool ed down."

"You shoul dn't have done that, Enoch."

"Maybe. But Hank was set on giving her a beating. He already had hit
her a lick or two."

"Hank's out to make you trouble."

"He told ne that he would."

"He says vyou kidnapped her, then got scared and brought her back. He
says you had her bid out in the house and when he tried to break in and get
her, he couldn't do it. He says you have a funny sort of house. He says he
broke an ax bl ade on a w ndow pane."

"Not hi ng funny about it," Enoch said. "Hank just inagines things."

"I't's all right so far," said the nmilmn. "None of them in broad
daylight and their right senses, will do anything about it. But cone night
they'll be liquored up and won't have good sense. There are sonme of them
m ght be conming up to see you."

"l suppose he's telling them|'ve got the devil in ne."

"That and nore," said Wns. "I listened for a while before | started

out.

He reached into the mail pouch and found the bundle of papers and
handed them to Enoch.

"Enoch, there's something that you have to know. Sonething you may not
realize. It would be easy to get a lot of people stirred up against you-the
way Yyou live and all. You are strange. No, | don't nean there's anything
wong wth you-I know you and | know there isn't-but it would be easy for
peopl e who didn't know you to get the wong ideas. They've |let you al one so
far because you' ve given themno reason to do anything about you. But if
they get stirred up by all that Hank is saying..."

He did not finish what he was saying. He left it hanging in nidair.

"You' re tal king about a posse," Enoch said.

W ns noped, saying nothing.

"Thanks," said Enoch. "I appreciate your warning nme."

"I's it true," asked the mailman, "that no one can get inside your
house9"

"I guess it is," admtted Enoch. "They can't break into it and they
can't burn it down. They can't do anything about it."

"Then, if | were you, |1'd stay close tonight. 1'd stay inside. |I'd not
go venturing out."

"Maybe | will. It sounds |like a good idea."

"Well," said Wns, "I guess that about covers it. | thought you' d ought
to know. Guess 1'Il have to back out to the road. No chance of turning
around. "

"Drive up to the house. There's roomthere."

"It's not far back to the road," said Wns. "I can nake it easy."

The car started backing slowy.

Enoch stood wat chi ng.

He Iifted a hand in solemn salute as the car began rounding a bend that
woul d take it out of sight. Wns waved back and then the car was swal |l owed
by the scrub that grew cl ose agai nst both sides of the road.

Sl ow y Enoch turned around and pl oped back toward the station

A nmob, he thought-good God, a nob!

A mob howl i ng about the station, hanmering at the doors and w ndows,
peppering it with bullets, would w pe out the last faint chance-if there
still remained a chance-of Glactic Central standing off the nove to cl ose
the station. Such a denonstration would ap one nore powerful argunment to the
demand that the expansion into the spiral arm shoul d be abandoned.

Wiy was it, he wondered, that everything should happen all at once? For
years nothing at all had happened and now everything was happening within a
few hours' tine. Everything, it seened, was working out against him
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If the nob showed up, not only would it nean that the fate of the
station would be sealed, but it mght nean, as well, that he would have no
choice but to accept the offer to becone the keeper of another station. It
mght nake it inpossible for himto remain on Earth, even if he w shed. And
he realized, with a start, that it mght just possibly nean that the offer
of another station for himmght be withdrawm. For with the appearance of a
mob  howling for his blood, he, hinself, would becone involved in the charge
of barbarism now | evel ed agai nst the human race in general

Per haps, he told hinself, he should go down to the spring and see Lew s
once again. Perhaps sone neasures could be taken to hold off the nob. But if
he did, he knew, there'd be an expl anation due and he might have to tell too
much. And there might not be a nob. No one would place too nmuch credence in
what Hank Fisher said and the whole thing m ght peter out w thout any action
bei ng t aken.

He'd stay inside the station and hope for the best. Perhaps there'd be
no traveler in the station at the tinme the mob arrived-if it did arrive-and
the incident would pass with no galactic notice. If he were lucky it might
work out that way. And by the |aw of averages, he was owed sone | uck.
Certainly he'd had none in the | ast few days.

He cane to the broken gate that led into the yard and stopped to |ook
up at the house, trying for sone reason he could not understand, to see it
as the house he had known in boyhood.

It stood the sane as it had al ways stood, unchanged, except that in the
ol den days there had been ruffled curtains at each w ndow. The yard around
it had changed with the slow growh of the years, with the clunp of lilacs
thicker and nore rank and tangled w th each passing spring, with the elns
that his father had planted grown fromsix-foot whips into mghty trees,
with the yellow rose bush at the kitchen corner gone, victimof a
|l ong-forgotten wnter, with the flower beds vanished and the small herb
garden, here beside the gate, overgrown and snot hered out by grass.

The old stone fence that had stood on each side of the gate was now
little nore than a hunpbacked nound. The heaving of a hundred frosts, the
creep of vines and grasses, the long years of neglect, had done their work
and in another hundred years, he thought, it would be Ilevel, with no trace
of it left. Dowmn in the field, along the slope where erosion had been at
work, there were |long stretches where it had entirely di sappear ed.

Al'l of this had happened and until this nonent he had scarcely noticed
it. But now he noticed it and wondered why he did. Was it because he now
m ght be returning to the Earth agai n-he who had never left its soil and sun
and air, who had never left it physically, but who had, for a longer tine
than nobst nen had allotted to them wal ked not one, but nmany planets, far
anong the stars?

He stood there, in the late sumer sun, and shivered in the cold wnd
that seemed to be blowing out of sone unknown dinension of unreality,
wondering for the first tinme (for the first tinme he ever had been forced to
wonder at it) what kind of man he was. A haunted man who nust spend his days
neither conpletely alien nor conpletely human, with divided loyalties, with
old ghosts to tranp the years and nmiles with himno matter which Ilife he
m ght choose, the Earth life or the stars? A cultural half-breed,
understanding neither Earth nor stars, owing a debt to each, but paying
neither one? A honel ess, footless, wandering creature who could recognize
neither right nor wong fromhaving seen so many different (and | ogical)
versions of the right and wong?

He had clinbed the hill above the spring, filled with the rosy inner
gl ow of a regained humanity, a nenber of the human race again, linked in a
boy-li ke conspiracy with a human team But could he qualify as human-and if
he qualified as human, or tried to qualify, then what about the inplied
hundred years' allegiance to Glactic Central? Did he, he wondered, even
want to qualify as human?

He nmoved slowy through the gate, and the questions still kept
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hamrering in his brain, that great, ceaseless flow of questions to which
there were no answers. Although that was wong, he thought. Not no answers,
but too many answers.

Per haps Mary and David and the rest of them would cone visiting tonight
and they could talk it over-then he supenly renenbered.

They woul d not be coming. Not Mary, not David, nor any of the others.
They had cone for years to see him but they would cone no |onger, for the

magi ¢ had been dimmed and the illusion shattered and he was al one.
As he had always been alone, he told hinmself, with a bitter taste
inside his brain. It all had been illusion; it never had been real. For

years he'd fooled hinself-nost eagerly and willingly he had fool ed hinself
into peopling the little corner by the fireplace with these creatures of his
i magi nati on. Aided by an alien technique, driven by his loneliness for the
sight and sound of hurmanki nd, he had brought theminto a being that defied
every sense except the solid sense of touch

And defied as well every sense of decency.

Hal f-creatures, he thought. Poor pitiful half-creatures, neither of the
shadow or the world.

Too human for the shadows, too shadowy for Earth.

Mary, if | had only known - if | had known, | never would have started
I'"d have stayed with | oneliness.

And he could not nend it now. There was nothing that woul d hel p.

What is the matter with me? he asked hinsel f.

What has happened to ne?

What is going on?

He couldn't even think in a straight line any nore. He'd told hinself
that he'd stay inside the station to escape the nob that mi ght be show ng
up-and he couldn't stay inside the station, for Lewis, sonetinme shortly
after dark, would be bringing back the Hazer's body.

And if the nob showed up at the same tinme Lewis shoul d appear, bringing
back the body, there'd be unsheeted hell to pay.

Stricken by the thought, he stood undeci ded.

If he alerted Lewis to the danger, then he might not bring the body.
And he had to bring the body. Before the night was over the Hazer nust be
secure within the grave.

He deci ded that he woul d have to take a chance. The nmob mi ght not show
up. Even if it did, there had to be a way that he could handle it.

He' d think of sonething, he told hinmself.

He' d have to think of sonething.

27

The station was as silent as it had been when he'd left it. There had
been no nessages and the machinery was quiet, not even nuttering to itself,
as it sonetines did.

Enoch laid the rifle across the desk top and dropped the bundle of
papers beside it. He took off his jacket and hung it on the back of the
chair.

There were still the papers to be read, not only today's, but
yesterday's as well, and the journal to be gotten up, and the journal, he
rem nded hinself, would take a lot of tine. There would be several pages of
it, even if he wote it <close, and he nust wite it logically and
chronologically, so that it would appear he had witten the happenings of
yesterday yesterday and not a full day late. He nmust include each event and
every facet of each happening and his own reactions to it and his thoughts
about it. For that was the way he'd al ways done and that was the way he nust
do it now He'd always been able to do it that way because he had created
for hinself alittle special niche, not of the Earth, nor of the gal axy, but
in that vague condition which one mght call existence, and he had worked
inside the framework of that special niche as a nedieval nonk had worked
inside his <cell. He had been an observer only, an intensely interested
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observer who had not been content with observance only, but who had nade an
effort to dig into what he had observed, but still basically and essentially
an observer who was not vitally nor personally involved in what had gone on
about him But in the |ast two days, he realized, he had | ost that observer
status. The Earth and the galaxy had both intruded on him and his special
niche was gone and he was personally involved. He had |ost his objective
vi ewpoint and no longer could command that correct and coldly factua
approach which had given hima solid basis upon which to do his writing.

He wal ked over to the shelf of journals and pulled out the current
volume, fluttering its pages to find where he had stopped. He found the
place and it was very near the end. There were only a few bl ank pages left,
per haps not enough of themto cover the events of which he'd have to wite.
More than |ikely, he thought, he'd come to an end of the journal before he
had finished with it and would have to start a new one.

He stood with the journal in his hand and stared at the page where the
witing ended, the witing that he'd done the day before yesterday. Just the
day before yesterday and it now was ancient witing; it even had a faded
| ook about it. And well it might, he thought, for it had been witing done
in another age. It had been the last entry he had nade before his world had
come crashi ng down about him

And what, he asked hinself, was the use of witing further? The witing
now was done, all the witing that would natter. The station would be closed
and his own planet would be lost-no matter whether he stayed on or went to
anot her station on another planet, the Earth would now be | ost.

Angrily he slamred shut the book and put it back into its place upon
the shelf. He wal ked back to the desk

The Earth was | ost, he thought, and he was | ost as well, |ost and angry
and confused. Angry at fate (if there were such a thing as fate) and at
stupidity. Not only the intellectual stupidity of the Earth, but at the
intellectual stupidity of the galaxy as well, at the petty bickering which
could still the march of the brotherhood of peoples that finally had
extended into this galactic sector. As on Earth, so in the galaxy, the
nunber and conplexity of the gadget, the noble thought, the w sdom and
erudition m ght nmake for a culture, but not for a civilization. To be truly
civilized, there nust be sonmething far nore subtle than the gadget or the
t hought .

He felt the tensionin him the tension to be doing sonething - to
prow about the station like a caged and pacing beast, to run outside and
shout incoherently until his lungs were enpty, to smash and break, to work
of f, somehow, his rage and di sappoi ntnent.

He reached out a hand and snatched the rifle off the desk. He pulled
out a desk drawer where he kept the ammnition, and took out a box of it,
tearing it apart, enptying the cartridges in his pocket.

He stood there for a nonent, with the rifle in his hand, and the
silence of the room seened to thunder at himand he caught the bl eakness and
the coldness of it and he laid the rifle back on the desk again.

Wth childishness, he thought, to take out his resentnent and his rage
on an unreality. And when there was no real reason for resentment or for
rage. For the pattern of events was one that should be recognized and thus
accepted. It was the kind of thing to which a human being should | ong since
have become accust oned.

He | ooked around the station and the quietness and the waiting stil
was there, as if the very structure mght be marking tinme for an event to
come along on the natural flow of tine.

He | aughed softly and reached for the rifle once again.

Unreality or not, it would be sonmething to occupy his mnd, to 'snatch
himfor a while fromthis sea of problems which was swirling all about him

And he needed the target practice. It had been ten days or nore since
he'd been on the rifle range.

28
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The baserment was huge. It stretched out into a dim haze beyond the
lights which he had turned on, a place of tunnels and roomnms, carved deep
into the rock that folded up to underlie the ridge.

Here were the massive tanks filled with the various solutions for the
tank travelers; here the punmps and the generators, which operated on a
principle alien to the human manner of (generating electric power, and far
beneath the floor of the basenment itself those great storage tanks which
held the acids and the soupy matter which once had been the bodi es of those
creatures which canme traveling to the station, |eaving behind them as they
went on to sone other place, the usel ess bodies which then nust be di sposed
of .

Enoch moved across the floor, past the tanks and generators, until he
came to a gallery that stretched out into the darkness. He found the pane
and pressed it to bring on the Ilights, then walked down the gallery. On
either side were netal shelves which had been installed to accomvpdate the
overflow of gadgets, of artifacts, of all sorts of gifts which had been
brought him by the travelers. Fromfloor to ceiling the shelves were janmred
with a junkyard accunulation fromall the corners of the galaxy. And yet,
thought Enoch, perhaps not actually a junkyard, for there would be very
little of this stuff that would be actual junk. Al of it was serviceable
and had some purpose, either practical or aesthetic, if only that purpose
could be learned. Although perhaps not in every instance a purpose that
woul d be applicable to humans.

Down at the end of the shelves was one section of shelving into which
the articles were packed nmore systematically and with greater care, each one
tagged and nunbered, wth cross-filing to a card catalogue and certain
journal dates. These were the articles of which he knew the purpose and, in
certain instances, sonething of the principles involved. There were sone
that were innocent enough and others that held great potential value and
still others that had, at the nonment, no connection whatsoever with the
human way of life-and there were, as well, those few, tagged in red, that
made one shuper to even think upon

He went down the gallery, his footsteps echoing loudly as he trod
through this place of alien ghosts.

Finally the gallery widened into an oval room and the walls here were
paped with a thick gray substance that would entrap a bullet and prevent a
ri cochet.

Enoch wal ked over to a panel set inside a deep recess sunk into the
wall. He reached in and thunbed up a tunbler, then stepped quickly out into
the center of the room

Slowmy the room began to darken, then supenly it seenmed to flare and he
was in the roomno |onger, but in another place, a place he had never seen
bef or e.

He stood on a little hillock and in front of himthe | and sl oped down
to a sluggish river bordered by a width of marsh. Between the begi nning of
the marsh and the foot of the hillock stretched a sea of rough, tall grass.
There was no wi nd, but the grass was rippling and he knew that the rippling
motion of the grass was caused by many novi ng bodies, foraging in the grass.
Qut of it cane a savage grunting, as if a thousand angry hogs were fighting
for choice norsels in a hundred swill troughs. And from somewhere farther
of f, perhaps fromthe river, cane a deep, nonotonous bellow ng that sounded
hoarse and tired.

Enoch felt the hair crawing on his scalp and he thrust the rifle out
and ready. It was puzzling. He felt and knew the danger and as yet there was
no danger. Still, the very air of this place-wherever it mght be-seened to
crawl with danger.

He spun around and saw that close behind himthe thick, dark woods
clinmbed down the range of river hills, stopping at the sea of grass which
fl owed around, the hillock on which he found hinmself. Of beyond the hills,
dark purple in the air, |oomed a range of mighty nmountains that seened to
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fade into the sky, but purple to their peaks, with no sign of snow upon
t hem

Two things canme trotting fromthe woods and stopped at the edge of it.
They sat down and grinned at him wth their tails wapped neatly round
their feet. They might have been wol ves or dogs, but they were neither one.
They were nothing he had ever seen or heard of. Their pelts glistened in the
weak sunshine, as if they had been greased, but the pelts stopped at their
necks, wth their skulls and faces bare. Like evil old nen, off on a
masquerade, with their bodies draped in the hides of wolves. But the
di sguise was spoiled by the lolling tongues which spilled out of their
mout hs, glistening scarlet against the bone-white of their faces.

The woods was still. There were only the two gaunt beasts sitting on
their haunches. They sat and grinned at him a strangely toothless grin.

The woods was dark and tangled, the foliage so dark green that it was
al rost black. Al the |leaves had a shine to them as if they had been
polished to a special sheen

Enoch spun around again, to |ook back towards the river, and crouched
at the edge of the grass was a line of toadlike nonstrosities, six feet |ong
and standing three feet high, their bodies the color of a dead fish belly,
and each wth a single eye, or what seened to be an eye, which covered a
great part of the area just above the snout. The eyes were faceted and

glowed in the dimsunlight, as the eyes of a hunting cat will glow when
caught in a beam of 1ight.
The hoarse bellowing still cane from the river and in between the

bellowing there was a faint, thin buzzing, an angry and nalicious buzzing,
as if a nobsquito might be hovering for attack, although there was a sharper
tone in it than in the noise of a nobsquito.

Enoch jerked up his head to look into the sky and far in the depths of
it he saw a string of dots, so high that there was no way of know ng what
ki nd of things they were.

He lowered his head to |ook back at the line of squatting, toadlike
things, but fromthe corner of his eye he caught the sense of flow ng notion
and swung back toward the woods.

The wol f-1ike bodies with the skull-1like heads were coning up the hil
in a silent rush. They did not seemto run. There was no notion of their
runni ng. Rather they were noving as if they had been squirted froma tube.

Enoch jerked up his rifle and it came into his shoulder, fitting there,
as if it were a part of him The bead settled in the rear-sight notch and
blotted out the skull-like face of the |eading beast. The gun bucked as he
squeezed the trigger and, without waiting to see if the shot had downed the
beast, the rifle barrel was swinging toward the second as his right fist
worked the bolt. The rifle bucked again and the second wolf-like being
sonersaulted and slid forward for an instant, then began rolling down the
hill, flopping as it rolled.

Enoch worked the bolt again and the spent brass case glittered in the
sun as he turned swiftly to face the other sl ope.

The toadlike things were closer now. They had been creeping in, but as
he turned they stopped and squatted, staring at him

He reached a hand into his pocket and took out two cartridges, cranmm ng
theminto the magazine to replace the shells he'd fired.

The bellowing down by the river had stopped, but now there was a
honki ng sound that he could not place. Turning cautiously, he tried to
| ocate what might be nmaking it, but there was nothing to be seen. The
honki ng sound seenmed to be conming from the forest, but there was nothing
novi ng.

In between the honking, he still could hear the buzzing and it seened
| ouder now. He glanced into the sky and the dots were larger and no | onger
in a line. They had formed into a circle and seened to be spiraling
downward, but they were still so high that he could not nmake out what Kinds
of things they were.

He gl anced back toward the toadli ke nonsters and they were closer than
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they had been before. They had crept up again.

Enoch lifted the rifle and, before it reached his shoul der, pressed the
trigger, shooting from the hip. The eye of one of the forenbst of them
expl oded, like the splash a stone would nake if throw into water. The
creature did not junp or flop. It sinply settled down, flat upon the ground,
as if someone had put his foot upon it and had exerted exactly force enough
to squash it flat. It lay there, flat, and there was a big round hol e where
the eye had been and the hole was filling with a thick and ropy yellow fluid
that may have been the creature's bl ood.

The ot hers backed away, slowly, watchfully. They backed all the way off
the hillock and only stopped when they reached the grass edge.

The honking was closer and the buzzing |ouder and there could be no
doubt that the honking was coming fromthe hills.

Enoch swung about and saw it, striding through the sky, com ng down the
ridge, stepping through the trees and honking dolefully. It was a round and
bl ack balloon that swelled and deflated with its honking, and jerked and
swayed as it wal ked along, hung fromthe center of four stiff and spindly
| egs that arched above it to the joint that connected this upper portion of
the leg arrangenent wth the downward-sprapling legs that raised it high
above the forest. It was walking jerkily, lifting its legs high to clear the
massi ve treetops before putting themdown again. Each tine it put dowmn a
foot, Enoch could hear the crunching of the branches and the crashing of the
trees that it broke or brushed asi de.

Enoch felt the skin along his spine trying to roll up his back like a
wi ndow shade, and the bristling of the hair along the base of his skull
obeying sone prinordial instinct inits striving to raise itself erect into
a fighting ruff.

But even as he stood there, alnobst stiff with fright, sone part of his
brain renenbered that one shot he had fired and his fingers dug into his
pocket for another cartridge to fill the nmagazine.

The buzzing was much |ouder and the pitch had changed. The buzzing was
now approachi ng at trenendous speed.

Enoch jerked up his head and the dots no Ilonger were circling in the
sky, but were plunging down toward him one behind the other

He flicked a glance toward the balloon, honking and jerking on its
stilt-like legs. It still was comng on, but the plunging dots were faster
and woul d reach the hillock first.

He shifted the rifle forward, outstretched and ready to slap against
his shoul der, and watched the falling dots, which were dots no |onger, but
hi deous streanlined bodies, each carrying a rapier that projected fromits
head. A bill of sorts, thought Enoch, for these things m ght be birds, but a
| onger, thinner, larger, nore deadly bird than any earthly bird.

The buzzing changed into a scream and the scream kept nounting up the
scale wuntil it set the teeth on edge and through it, 1like a netronone
measuring off a beat, came the hooting of the black balloon that strode
across the hills.

Wt hout knowi ng that he had noved his arns, Enoch had the rifle at his
shoul der, waiting for that instant when the first of the plunging nonsters
was cl ose enough to fire.

They dropped |ike stones out of the sky and they were bhigger than he
had thought they were-big and coming like so nany arrows ainmed directly at
hi m

The rifle thuped against his shoulder and the first one crunpled, |ost
its arrow shape, folding up and falling, no longer on its course. He worked

the bolt and fired again and the second one in line lost its balance and
began to tunble-and the bolt was worked once nore and the trigger pressed.
The third skiped in the air and went off at a slant, linp and ragged,

fluttering in the wind, falling toward the river
The rest broke off their dive. They made a shallow turn and beat their
way up into the sky, great wings that were nore like wndmll vanes than
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Wi ngs thrashing desperately.

A shadow fell across the hillock and a mighty pillar canme down from
sonmewher e overhead, driving down to strike to one side of the hillock. The
ground trenbled at the tread and the water that lay hipen by the grass
squirted high into the air.

The honking was an engul fing sound that blotted out all else and the
great ball oon was zoom ng down, cradled on its |egs.

Enoch saw the face, if anything so grotesque and so obscene could be
called a face. There was a beak and beneath it a sucking nouth and a dozen
or so other organs that m ght have been the eyes.

The legs were like inverted Vs, with the inner stroke sonewhat shorter
than the outer and in the center of these inner joints hung the great
bal | oon that was the body of the creature, with its face on the underside so
that it could see all the hunting territory that mght |lie beneath it.

But now auxiliary joints in the outer span of [|egs were bending to |et
the body of the creature down so it could seize its prey.

Enoch was not conscious of putting up the rifle or of operating it, but
it was hammering at his shoulder and it seened to himthat a second part of
hi m stood off, apart, and watched the firing of the rifle-as if the figure
that held and fired the weapon mi ght be a second man.

G eat gouts of flesh flew out of the black balloon and jagged rents
supenly tore across it and fromthese rents poured out a cloud of liquid
that turned into a mist, with black droplets raining fromit.

The firing pin clicked on an enpty breech and the gun was enpty, but
there was no need of another shot. The great |egs were folding, and
trenbling as they folded, and the shrunken body shivered convulsively in the
heavy mi st that was pouring out of it. There was no hooting now, and Enoch
could hear the patter of the black drops falling fromthat cloud as they
struck the short grass on the bill.

There was a sickening odor and the drops, where they fell on him were
sticky, running like cold oil, and above himthe great structure that had
been the stilt-like creature was toppling to the ground.

Then the world faded swiftly and was no | onger there.

Enoch stood in the oval roomin the faint glow of the bul bs. There was
the heavy snell of powder and all about his feet, glinting in the light, |ay
the spent and shining cases that had been kicked out of the gun

He was back in the basenent once again. The target shoot was over

29

Enoch lowered the rifle and drewin a slow and careful breath. It
always was like this, he thought. As if it were necessary for himto ease
hinsel f, by slow degrees, back to this world of his after the season of

unreality.
One knew that it would be illusion when he kicked on the swtch that
set into notion whatever was to happen and one knew it had been illusion

when it all had ended, but during the time that it was happening it was not
illusion. It was as real and substantial as if it all were true.

They had asked him he renenbered, when the station had been built, if
he had a hobby-if there was any sort of recreational facility they could
build into the station for him And he had said that he would like arifle
range, expecting no nore than a shooting gallery with ducks nobving on a
chain or clay pipes rotating on a wheel. But that, of course, would have
been too sinple for the screwball architects, who had designed, and the
sl ap- happy crew of worknmen who had built the station

At first they had not been certain what he neant by a rifle range and
he'd had to tell themwhat a rifle was and how it operated and for what it
m ght be wused. He had told them about hunting squirrels on sunny autum
nmor ni ngs and shaking rabbits out of brush piles with the first com ng of the
snow (al though one did not use arifle, but a shotgun, on the rabbits),
about hunting coons of an autumm night, and waiting for the deer along the
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run that went down to the river. But he was dishonest and he did not tel
t hem about that other use to which he'd put a rifle during four |ong years.

He'd told them (since they were easy folks to talk with) about his
yout hful dream of sone day going on a hunt in Africa, although even as he
told them he was well aware of how unattainable it was. But since that day
he'd hunted (and been hunted by) beasts far stranger than anything that
Africa coul d boast.

From what these beasts might have been patterned, if indeed they cane
from anywhere other than the inmagination of those aliens who had set up the
tapes which produced the target scene, he had no idea. There had not, so far
in the thousands of tines that he had used the range, been a duplication
either in the scene nor in the beasts which ranpaged about the scene.
Al t hough, perhaps, he thought, there night be sonmewhere an end of them and
then the whole sequence might start over and run its course once nore. But
it would nmake little difference now, for if the tapes should start rerunning
there'd be but little chance of his recalling in any considerable detai
those adventures he had |ived so many years ago.

He did not understand the techniques nor the principle which nade
possible this fantastic rifle range. Like many other things, he accepted it
wi t hout the need of understanding. Although, sone day, he thought, he m ght
find the clue whi ch in time wuld turn blind accept ance into
under st andi ng- not only of the range, but of nmany other things.

He had often wondered what the aliens might think about his fascination
with the rifle range, with that prinal force that drove a nman to kill, not
for the joy of killing so nuch as to negate a danger, to neet force with a
greater and nore skillful force, cunning wth nore cunning. Had he, he
wondered, given his alien friends concern in their assessnent of the hunman
character by his preoccupation with the rifle? For the understandi ng of an
alien, how could one draw a |line between the killing of other forns of life
and the killing of one's own? Was there actually a differential that would
stand up under |ogical exanmination between the sport of hunting and the
sport of war? To an alien, perhaps, such a differentiation would be rather
difficult, for in nmany cases the hunted aninmal would be nore closely allied
to the human hunter in its formand characteristics than would nany of the
al i ens.

WAs war an instinctive thing, for which each ordinary man was as much
responsible as the policy nakers and the so-called statesmen? It seened
i mpossible, and yet, deep in every nman was the conbative instinct, the
aggressive urge, the strange sense of conpetition-all of which spelled
conflict of one kind or another if carried to conclusion

He put the rifle underneath his armand wal ked over to the panel
Sticking froma slot in the bottomof it was a piece of tape.

He pulled it out and puzzled out the synbols. They were not reassuring.
He had not done so well.

He had nmnissed that first shot he had fired at the chargi ng wol f-thing
with the old man's face, and back there sonewhere, in that dinmension of
unreality, it and its conpanion were snarling over the tangled, torn mass of
ri bboned fl esh and broken bone that had been Enoch Wall ace.

30

He went back through the gallery, with its gifts stacked there as other
gifts, 1in regular human establishnments, mght be stacked away in dry and
dusty attics.

The tape nagged at him the little piece of tape which said that while
he had made all his other shots, he had m ssed that first one back there on
the hillock. It was not often that he missed. And his training had been for
that very type of shooting-the you-never-know what-w | |-happen-next, the
totally unexpected, the kill-or-be-killed kind of shooting that thousands of
expeditions into the target area had taught him Perhaps, he consoled
hinsel f, he had not been as faithful in his practice lately as he should
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have been. Although there actually was no reason that he should be faithful,
for the shooting was for recreation only and his carrying of the rifle on
his daily walks was fromforce of habit only and for no other reason. He
carried the rifle as another man might take along a cane or wal king stick

At the tine he had first done it, of course, it had been a different kind of
rifle and a different day. It then was no unusual thing for a nman to carry a
gun while out on a walk. But today was different and he wondered, with an
inner grin, how nuch talk his carrying a gun mght have furni shed the people
who had seen himwith it.

Near the end of the gallery he saw the black bulk of a trunk projecting
frombeneath the |ower shelf, too big to fit confortably beneath it, jammed
against the wall, but with a foot or two of it still projecting out beyond
the shel f.

He went on wal king past it, then supenly turned around. That trunk, he
t hought-that was the trunk which had belonged to the Hazer who had died
upstairs. It was his legacy fromthat being whose stolen body would be
brought back to its grave this evening.

He wal ked over to the shelving and |eaned his rifle against the wall
St oopi ng he pulled the trunk clear of its resting place.

Once before, prior to carrying it dowm the stairs and storing it here
beneath the shelves, he had gone through its contents, but at the tine, he
recal l ed, he'd not been too interested. Now, supenly, he felt an absorbing
interest init.

He lifted the lid carefully and tilted it back agai nst the shel ves.

Crouchi ng above the open trunk, and w thout touching anything to start
with, he tried to catal ogue the upper | ayer of its contents.

There was a shinmering cloak, neatly folded, perhaps sonme sort of
cerenoni al cl oak, although he could not know. And atop the cloak lay a tiny
bottle that was a blaze of reflected light, as if someone had taken a
| arge-si zed di anond and hollowed it out to mnmke a bottle of it. Beside the
cloak lay a nest of balls, deep violet and dull, wth no shine at all,
looking for all the world Iike a bunch of table-tennis balls that soneone
had cenented together to make a globe. But that was not the way it was,
Enoch renenbered, for that other tinme he had been entranced by them and had
pi cked themup, to find that they were not cenented, but could be freely
nmoved about, although never outside the context of their shape. One bal
coul d not be broken from the mass, no matter how hard one mght try, but
woul d nove about, as if buoyed in a fluid, anbng all the other balls. One
could nove any, or all, of the balls, but the mass renmmined the sanme. A
calculator of some sort, Enoch wondered, but that seemed only barely
possi ble, for one ball was entirely |ike another, there was no way in which
they could be identified. O at least, no way to identify themby the human
eye. Was it possible, he wondered, that identification night be possible to
a Hazer's eye? And if a calculator, what kind of a cal cul ator? Mathematical ?
O ethical? O philosophical? Although that was slightly foolish, for who
had ever heard of a calculator for ethics or philosophy? O, rather, what
human had ever heard? Mre than likely it was not a calculator, but
sonmet hing el se entirely. Perhaps a sort of ganme-a ganme of solitaire?

Gven tinme, a nman mght finally get it figured out. But there was no
time and no incentive at the nmoment to spend upon one particular item any
great anount of tinme when there were hundreds of other itens equally
fantastic and inconprehensible. For while one puzzled over a single item
the edges of his nmind would always wonder if he night not be spending time
on the nost insignificant of the entire |ot.

He was a victimof nmuseum fatigue, Enoch told hinself, overwhelned by
the many pi eces of the unknown scattered all about him

He reached out a hand, not for the globe of balls, but for the shining
bottle that lay atop the cloak. As he picked it up and brought it closer, he
saw that there was a line of witing engraved upon the glass (or dianbnd?)
of the bottle. Slowy he studied out the witing. There had been a tineg,
| ong ago, when he had been able to read the Hazer |anguage, if not fluently,
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at least well enough to get along. But he had not read it for sone years now
and he had lost a good deal of it and he stunbled haltingly from one synbol
to another. Translated very freely, the inscription on the bottle read: To
be taken when the first synptons occur

A bottle of nedicine! To be taken when the first synptons occur. The
synpt ons, perhaps, that had cone so quickly and built up so rapidly that the
owner of this bottle could nake no nove to reach it and so had died, falling
fromthe sofa.

Al nost reverently, he put the bottle back in its place atop the cloak,
fitting it back into the faint inpression it had made fromlying there.

So different fromus in so many ways, thought Enoch, and then in other
little ways so like us that it is frightening. For that bottle and the
inscription onits face was an exact parallel of the prescription bottle
that coul d be conpounded by any corner drugstore.

Besi de the gl obe of balls was a box, and he reached out and lifted it.
It was nmde of wood and had a rather sinple clasp to hold it shut. He
flipped back the lid and inside he saw the netallic sheen of the material
the Hazers used as paper

Carefully he lifted out the first sheet and sawthat it was not a
sheet, but a long strip of the material folded in accordion fashion
Underneath it were nore strips, apparently of the sane materi al

There was witing on it, faint and faded, and Enoch held it close to
read it.

Tony -,-- friend: (although it was not "friend." "Blood brother,"
perhaps, or "colleague." And the adjectives which preceded it were such as
to escape his sense entirely.)

The witing was hard to read. It bore sone resenblance to the
formalized version of the |I|anguage, but apparently bore the inprint of the
witer's personality, expressed in curlicues and flourishes which obscured
the form Enoch worked his way slowy down the paper, mssing nuch of what
was there, but picking up the sense of nuch that had been written.

The writer had been on a visit to sone other planet, or possibly just
sone other place. The nane of the place or planet was one that Enoch did not
recognize. Wiile he had been there he had perforned sone sort of function
(al though exactly what it was was not entirely clear) which had to do with
hi s approachi ng deat h.

Enoch, startled, went back over the phrase again. And while nmuch of the
rest of what was witten was not clear, that part of it was. My approaching
death, he had witten, and there was no roomfor mistranslation. Al three
of the words were clear.

He urged that his good (friend?) do |likewise. He said it was a confort
and made cl ear the road.

There was no further explanation, no further reference. Just the calm
declaration that he had done sonething which he felt nust be arranged about
his death. As if he knew death was near and was not only wunafraid, but
al nost unconcer ned.

The next passage (for there were no paragraphs) told about soneone he
had nmet and how they'd tal ked about a certain matter which nade no sense at
all to Enoch, who found hinself lost in a term nology he did not recognize.

And then: I am nost concerned about the nediocrity (inconpetence?
inability? weakness?) of the recent custodian of (and then that cryptic
synbol which could be translated, roughly, as the Talisman.) For (a word,
which fromthe context, seened to nean a great length of tine), ever since
the death of the last custodian, the Talisman has been but poorly served. It
has been, in all reality, (another long tine term, since a true
(sensitive?) has been found to carry out its purpose. Many have been tested
and none has qualified, and for the lack of such a one the gal axy has | ost
its close identification with the ruling principle of life. W here at the
(tenpl e? sanctuary?) all are greatly concerned that w thout a proper |inkage
bet ween the people and (several words that were not deci pherable) the gal axy
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will go down in chaos (and another line that he could not puzzle out).

The next sentence introduced a new subject-the plans that were going
forward for sone cultural festival which concerned a concept that, to Enoch
was hazy at the best.

Enoch slowy folded up the letter and put it back into the box. He felt
a faint uneasiness in reading what he had, as if he'd pried into a
friendship that he had no right to know. W here at the tenple, the letter
had said. Perhaps the witer had been one of the Hazer mystics, witing to
his old friend, the philosopher. And the other letters, quite possibly, were
from that sane nystic-letters that the dead old Hazer had val ued so highly
that he took them along with himwhen he went traveling.

A slight breeze seemed to be blow ng across Enoch's shoul ders; not
actually a breeze, but a strange notion and a coldness to the air.

He glanced back into the gallery and there was nothing stirring,
nothing to be seen

The wind had quit its blowing, if it had ever blown. Here one nonent,
gone the next. Like a passing ghost, thought Enoch

Did the Hazer have a ghost?

The peopl e back on Vega XXI had known the nmonent he had died and all
the circunmstances of his death. They had known again about the body
di sappearing. And the letter had spoken calmy, mnmuch nore calmy than would
have been in the capacity of nobst humans, about the witer's near approach
to deat h.

Was it possible that the Hazers knew nore of life and death than had
ever been spelled out? O had it been spelled out, put down in black and
white, in sonme depository or depositories in the gal axy?

Was the answer there? he wondered.

Squatting there, he thought that perhaps it might be, that soneone
al ready knew what |ife was for and what its destiny. There was a confort in
the thought, a strange sort of personal confort in being able to believe
that some intelligence might have solved the riple of that nmnysterious
equation of the universe. And how, perhaps, that nysterious equation m ght
tie in wth the spiritual force that was idealistic brother to tine and
space and all those other elenental factors that held the universe together

He tried to inmagine what one might feel if he were in contact with the
force, and could not. He wondered if even those who might have been in
contact with it could find the words to tell. It mght, he thought, be
i mpossi bl e. For how could one who had been in intimate contact all his life
with space and tine tell what either of these meant to himor how they felt?

U ysses, he thought, had not told himall the truth about the Talisnan.
He had told himthat it had di sappeared and that the gal axy was without it,
but he had not told himthat for many years its power and glory had been
dimred by the failure of its custodian to provide |inkage between the people
and the force. And all that time the corrosion occasioned by that failure
had eaten away at the bonds of the galactic cofraternity. Whatever night be
happeni ng now had not happened in the |last few years; it had been buil ding
up for a longer time than nobst aliens would admit. Although, conme to think
of it, nmost aliens probably did not know.

Enoch closed the box Iid and put it back into the trunk. Some day, he
thought, when he was in the proper frane of mnd, when the pressure of
events made himless enotional, when he could dull the guilt of prying, he
woul d achieve a scholarly and conscientious translation of those letters.
For in them he felt certain, he mght find further understandi ng of that
intriguing race. He might, he thought, then be better able to gauge their
humani ty-not humanity in the comon and accepted sense of being a nenber of
the human race of Earth, but in the sense that certain rules of conduct nust
underlie all racial concepts even as the thing called humanity in its narrow
sense underl ay the hunman concept.

He reached up to close the lid of the trunk and then he hesitated.

Sone day, he had said. And there mght not be a sonme day. It was a
state of nmind to be always thinking some day, a state of m nd nade possible
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by the conditions inside this station. For here there were endl ess days to
conme, forever and forever there were days to cone. A nman's concept of tine
was twisted out of shape and reason and he could | ook ahead conplacently
down a | ong, al nost never ending, avenue of tine. But that might be all over
now. Tinme mght supenly snap back into its rightful focus. Should he |eave
this station, the long procession of days to cone would end.

He pushed back the Iid again wuntil it rested against the shelves.
Reaching in, he lifted out the box and set it on the floor beside him He'd
take it upstairs, he told hinself, and put it with the other stuff that he
must be prepared immediately to take along with himif he should | eave the
station.

If? he asked hinself. Was there a question any |onger? Had he, sonehow,
made that hard decision? Had it crept wupon himunaware, so that he now was
committed to it?

And if he had actually arrived at that decision, then he nust, also,
have arrived at the other one. |If he left the station, then he could no
longer be in a position to appear before Galactic Central to plead that
Earth be cured of war.

You are the representative of the Earth, U ysses had told him You are
the only one who can represent the Earth. But could he, in reality,
represent the Earth? Was he any longer a true representative of the human
race? He was a nineteenth-century nman and how could he, being that,
represent the twentieth? How much, he wondered, does the human character
change with each generation? And not only was he of the nineteenth century,
but he had, as well, lived for alnpbst a hundred years under a separate and a
speci al circunstance

He knelt there, regarding hinself with awe, and a little pity, too,
wonderi ng what he was, if he were even human, if, unknown to hinself, he had
absorbed so nmuch of the mngled alien viewoint to which he had been
subj ected that he had becone sone strange sort of hybrid, a queer kind of
gal actic hal f-breed.

Slowy he pulled the Iid down and pushed it tight. Then he shoved the
trunk back underneath the shel ves.

He tucked the box of letters underneath his arm and rose, picking up
his rifle, and headed for the stairs.

31

He found some enpty cartons stacked in the kitchen corner, boxes that
Wnsl owe had used to bring out fromtown the supplies that he had ordered,
and began to pack.

The journals, stacked neatly in order, filled one | arge box and a part
of another. He took a stack of old newspapers and carefully wapped the
twel ve dianond bottles off the mantel and packed themin another box,
thickly paped, to guard against their breakage. Qut of the cabinet he got
the Vegan nusic box and wapped it as carefully. He pulled out of another
cabinet the alien literature that he had and piled it in the fourth box. He
went through his desk, but there wasn't too nmuch there, only ops and ends
tucked here and there throughout the drawers. He found his chart and,
crunpling it, threwit in the wastebasket that stood beside his desk

The already fill ed boxes he carried across the roomand stacked beside
the door for easy reaching. Lewis would have a truck, but once he let him
know he needed it, it still mght take a while for it to arrive. But if he
had the inportant stuff all packed, he told himself, he could get it out
hi nsel f and have it waiting for the truck.

The inportant stuff, he thought. Who could judge inportance? The
journals and the alien Iliterature, those first of all, of course. But the
rest of it? Which of the rest of it? It was all inportant; every item should
be taken. And that mnmight be possible. Gven tine and with no extra
complications, it mght be possible to haul it all away, all that was in
this roomand stored down in the basenent. It all was his and he had a right
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to it, for it had been given him But that did not nmean, he knew, that
Gal actic Central mght not object npbst strenuously to his taking any of it.

And if that should happen, it was vital that he should be able to get
away with those npst inportant itens. Perhaps he should go down into the
basenent and lug up those tagged articles of which he knew the purpose. It
probably would be better to take naterial about which sonething nmnight be
known than a |l ot of stuff about which there was nothi ng known.

He stood undeci ded, looking all about the room There were all the
itens on the coffee table and those should be taken, too, including the
little flashing pyram d of gl obes that Lucy had set to working.

He saw that the Pet once again had crawl ed off the table and fallen on
the floor. He stooped and picked it up and held it in his hands. It had
grown an extra knob or two since the last tinme he had |ooked at it and it
was now a faint and delicate pink, whereas the last tinme he had noticed it
had been a cobalt bl ue.

He probably was wong, he told hinself, in calling it the Pet. It nmight
not be alive. But if it were, it was a sort of life he could not even guess
at. It was not netallic and it was not stone, but very close to both. Afile
made no inpression on it and he'd been tenpted a tinme or two to whack it
with a hamrer to see what that might do, although he was willing to bet it
woul d have no effect at all. It grewslowy, and it noved, but there was no
way of knowing how it noved. But leave it and come back and it would have
moved-a little, not too nmuch. It knew it was being watched and it woul d not
nmove while watched. It did not eat so far as he could see and it seened to
have no wastes. It changed colors, but entirely without season and with no
vi si bl e reason for the change

A being fromsonmewhere in the direction of Sagittarius had given it to
him just a year or two ago, and the creature, Enoch recalled, had been
sonet hing for the books. He probably wasn't actually a walking plant, but
that was what he'd |ooked |ike-a rather spindly plant that had been shorted
on good water and cheated on good soil, but which had sprouted a crop of
di me-store bangles that rang like a thousand silver bells when he nmade any
sort of notion.

Enoch renenbered that he had tried to ask the being what the gift m ght
be, but the walking plant had sinply clashed its bangles and filled the
place with ringing sound and didn't try to answer.

So he had put the gift on one end of the desk and hours later, after
the being was | ong gone, he found that it had noved to the other end of the
desk. But it had seemed too crazy to think that a thing like that could
nmove, so he finally convinced hinmself that he was nmistaken as to where he'd
put it. It was not until days later that he was able to convince hinself it
nmoved.

He'd have to take it when he left and Lucy's pyram d and the cube that
showed you pictures of other worlds when you | ooked inside of it and a great
deal of other stuff.

He stood with the Pet held in his hand and now, for the first tine, he
wondered at why he ni ght be packi ng.

He was acting as if he'd decided he would | eave the station, as if he'd
chosen Earth as against the galaxy. But when and how, he wondered, had he
deci ded it? Decision should be based on wei ghing and on neasuring and he had
wei ghed and neasured nothing. He had not posed the advantages and the
di sadvantages and tried to strike a balance. He had not thought it out.
Sonehow, sonmewhere, it had sneaked up on himthis decision which had seened
i mpossi bl e, but now had been reached so easily.

Was it, he wondered, that he had absorbed, unconsciously, such an op
m xture of alien thought and ethics that he had evol ved, unknown to hinself,
a new way in which to think, perhaps some subconscious way of thought that
had |l ain inoperative until now, when it had been needed.

There was a box or two out in the shed and he'd go and get them and
finish up the packing of what he'd pick out here. Then he'd go down into the
basenent and start lugging up the stuff that he had tagged. He glanced
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toward the wi ndow and realized, wth sone surprise, that he would have to
hurry, for the sun was close to setting. It would be evening soon

He renmenbered that he'd forgotten lunch, but he had no tinme to eat. He
could get sonething later.

He turned to put the Pet back on the table and as he did a faint sound
caught his ear and froze hi mwhere he stood.

It was the slight chuckle of a materializer operating and he could not
m stake it. He had heard the sound too often to be able to mistake it.

And it nmust be, he knew, the official materializer, for no one could
have travel ed on the other w thout the sending of a nessage.

U ysses, he thought. U ysses com ng back again. O perhaps sone ot her
menber of Galactic Central. For if Uysses had been conming, he would have
sent a nessage

He took a quick step forward so he could see the corner where the
materi alizer stood and a dark and slender figure was stepping out fromthe
target circle.

"U ysses!" Enoch cried, but even as he spoke he realized it was not
U ysses.

For an instant he had the inpression of a top hat, of white tie and
tails, of ajauntiness, and then he saw that the creature was a rat that
wal ked erect, with sleek, dark fur covering its body and a sharp, axlike
rodent face. For an instant, as it turned its head toward him he caught the
red glitter of its eyes. Then it turned back toward the corner and he saw
that its hand was lifted and was pulling out of a harnessed holster hung
about its miple sonething that glinted with a netallic shimrer even in the
shadow.

There was sonething very wong about it. The creature should have
greeted him It should have said hello and cone out to nmeet him But instead
it had throwmn him that one red-eyed glance and then turned back to the
corner.

The netallic object cane out of the holster and it could only be a gun,
or at |east sone sort of weapon that one m ght think of as a gun

And was this the way, thought Enoch, that they would close the station?
One quick shot, without a word, and the station keeper dead upon the floor
Wth soneone other than U ysses, because U ysses could not be trusted to
kill a long-tinme friend.

The rifle was |ying across the desk top and there wasn't any tine.

But the ratlike creature was not turning toward the room It still was
facing toward the corner and its hand was conming up, wth the weapon
glinting init.

An al armtwanged within Enoch's brain and he swung his arm and yell ed,

hurling the Pet toward the creature in the corner, the yell jerked out of
himinvoluntarily fromthe bottom of his |ungs.
For the creature, he realized, had not been intent on the killing of

the keeper, but the disruption of the station. The only thing there was to
aim at in the corner was the <control conplex, the nerve center of the
station's operation. And if that should be knocked out, the station would be
dead. To set it in operation once again it would be necessary to send a crew
of technicians out in a spaceship fromthe nearest station-a trip that would
require many years to make

At  Enoch's yell, the creature jerked around, dropping toward a crouch,
and the flying Pet, tunbling end for end, caught it in the belly and drove
it back against the wall.

Enoch charged, arns outspread to grapple with the creature. The gun
flew fromthe creature's hand and pinwheel ed across the floor. Then Enoch
was upon the alien and even as he closed with it, his nostrils were assail ed
by its body stench-a sickening wave of nastiness.

He wrapped his arns about it and heaved, and it was not as heavy as he
had thought it mght be. H's powerful wench jerked it fromthe corner and
swung it around and sent it skiping out across the floor
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It crashed against a chair and cane to a stop and then Iike a stee
coil it rose off the floor and pounced for the gun

Enoch took two great strides and had it by the neck, lifting it and
shaking it so savagely that the recovered gun flew fromits hand again and
the bag it carried on a thong across its shoul der pounded |ike a vibrating
trip hamer against its hairy ribs

The stench was thick, so thick that one could al nbst see it, and Enoch
gagged on it as he shook the creature. And supenly it was worse, much worse,
like a fire raging in one's throat and a hanmmer in one's head. It was like a
physical blow that hit one in the belly and shoved against the chest. Enoch
let go his hold upon the creature and staggered back, doubled up and
retching. He lifted his hands to his face and tried to push the stench away,
to clear his nostrils and his mouth, to rub it fromhis eyes.

Through a haze he saw the creature rise and, snatching up the gun, rush
toward the door. He did not hear the phrase that the creature spoke, but the
door came open and the creature spurted forward and was gone. And the door
sl ammred shut agai n.

32

Enoch wobbl ed across the roomto the desk and caught at it for support.
The stench was di nminishing and his head was clearing and he scarcely could
believe that it all had happened. For it was incredible that a thing |ike
this shoul d happen. The creature had traveled on the official materializer,
and no one but a nenber of Galactic Central could travel by that route. And
no nenber of Galactic Central, he was convinced, would have acted as the
ratlike creature had. Likew se, the creature had known the phrase that woul d
operate the door. No, one but hinself and Galactic Central would have known
that phrase.

He reached out and picked up his rifle and hefted it in his fist.

It was all right, he thought. There was nothing harmed. Except that
there was an alien |loose wupon the Earth and that was sonething that could
not be allowed. The Earth was barred to aliens. As a planet which had not
been recogni zed by the galactic cofraternity, it was off-limt territory.

He stood with the rifle in his hand and knew what he nust do-he nust
get that alien back, he nust get it off the Earth.

He spoke the phrase al oud and strode toward the door and out and around
the corner of the house

The alien was running across the field and had al nost reached the |ine
of woods.

Enoch ran desperately, but before he was halfway down the field, the
ratli ke quarry had plunged into the woods and di sappear ed.

The woods was begi nning to darken .The slanting rays of light fromthe
setting sun still lighted the upper canopy of the foliage, but on the forest
fl oor the shadows had begun to gather.

As he ran into the fringe of the woods, Enoch caught a glinpse of the
creature angling down a small ravine and plunging up the other slope, racing
through a heavy cover of ferns that reached alnost to its niple.

If it kept on in that direction, Enoch told hinself, it mght work out
all right, for the slope beyond the ravine ended in a clunp of rocks that
| ay above an outthrust point that ended in a cliff, with each side curving
in, so that the point and its mass of boulders lay isolated, a place hung
out in space. It mght be alittle rough to dig the alien fromthe rocks if
it took refuge there, but at least it would be trapped and could not get
away. Al though, Enoch rem nded hinself, he could waste no tine, for the sun
was setting and it woul d soon be dark

Enoch angled slightly westward to go around the head of the snall
ravine, keeping an eye on the fleeing alien. The creature kept on up the
sl ope and Enoch, observing this, put on an extra burst of speed. For now he
had the alien trapped. In its fleeing, it had gone past the point of no
return. It could no |onger turn around and retreat back fromthe point. Soon
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it would reach the cliff edge and then there'd be nothing it could do but
hole up in the patch of boul ders.

Runni ng hard, Enoch crossed the area covered by the ferns and cane out
on the sharper slope sone hundred yards or so bel ow the boul der clunp. Here
the cover was not so dense. There was a scant covering of spotty underbrush
and a scattering of trees. The soft loamof the forest floor gave way to a
footing of shattered rock which through the years had been chipped off the
boul ders by the winters' frost, rolling dow the slope. They lay there now,
covered with thick noss, a treacherous place to wal k

As he ran, Enoch swept the boulders with a glance, but there was no
sign of the alien. Then, out of the corner of his vision, he saw the notion,
and threw hinself forward to the ground behind a patch of hazel brush, and
t hrough the network of the bushes he saw the alien outlined against the sky,
its head pivoting back and forth to sweep the slope bel ow, the weapon hal f
lifted and set for instant use.

Enoch lay frozen, with his outstretched hand gripping the rifle. There
was a slash of pain across one set of knuckles and he knew that he had
ski nned them on the rock as he had dived for cover

The alien dropped from sight behind the boulders and Enoch slowy
pulled the rifle back to where he would be able to handle it should a shot
present itself.

Al t hough, he wondered, would he dare to fire? Wuld he dare to kill an
alien?

The alien could have killed himback there at the station, when he had
been knocked silly by the dreadful stench. But it had not killed him it had
fled instead. Was it, he wondered, that the creature had been so badly
frightened that all that it could think of had been to get away? O had it,
perhaps, been as reluctant to kill a station keeper as he hinmself was to
kill an alien?

He searched the rocks above him and there was no notion and not a thing
to see. He nust nmove up that slope, and quickly, he told hinself, for tine
woul d work agai nst himand to the advantage of the alien. Darkness coul d not
be nore than thirty minutes off and before dark had fallen this issue nust
be settled. If the alien got away, there'd be little chance to find it.

And why, asked a second self, standing to one side, should you worry
about alien conplications? For are you yourself not prepared to informthe
Earth that there are alien peoples in the galaxy and to hand to Earth,
unaut hori zed, as much of that alien lore and | earning as may be within your
power? Why should you have stopped this alien fromthe wecking of the
station, insuring its isolation for many years-for if that had been done,
then you' d have been free to do as you mght wish with all that is within
the station? It would have worked to your advantage to have all owed events
to run their course

But | couldn't, Enoch cried inside hinself. Don't you see | couldn't?
Don't you understand?

A rustle in the bushes to his left brought himaround with the rifle up
and ready.

And there was Lucy Fisher, not nore than twenty feet away.

"Get out of here!" he shouted, forgetting that she could not hear him

But she did not seem to notice. She notioned to the |left and nmnade a
sweepi ng notion with her hand and pointed toward the boul ders.

Go away, he said underneath his breath. Go away from here

And nade rejection notions to indicate that she should go back, that
this was no place for her.

She shook her head and sprang away, in a running crouch, noving further
to the left and up the sl ope.

Enoch scranbled to his feet, lunging after her, and as he did the air
behind hi mnmade a frying sound and there was the sharp bite of ozone in the
air.

He hit the ground, instinctively, and farther down the slope he saw a
square yard of ground that boiled and steaned, with the ground cover swept
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away by a fierce heat and the very soil and rock turned into a sinmering
pupi ng.

A laser, Enoch thought. The alien's weapon was a laser, packing a
terrific punch in a narrow beam of I|ight.

He gathered hinself together and nmade a short rush up the hillside,
throwi ng hinself prone behind a tw sted birch cl unp.

The air made the frying sound again and there was an instant's bl ast of
heat and the ozone once again. Over on the reverse slope a patch of ground
was steamng. Ash floated down and settled on Enoch's arns. He flashed a
qui ck gl ance upward and saw that the top half of the birch clunp was gone,
sheared off by the | aser and reduced to ash. Tiny coils of snoke rose lazily
fromthe severed stunps.

No matter what it nmay have done, or failed to do, back there at the
station, the alien now neant business. It knew that it was cornered and it
was pl ayi ng vicious.

Enoch hupl ed agai nst the ground and worried about Lucy. He hoped that
she was safe. The little fool should have stayed out of it. This was no
pl ace for her. She shouldn't even have been out in the woods at this tine of
day. She'd have old Hank out |looking for her again, thinking she was
ki dnapped. He wondered what the hell had gotten into her

The dusk was deepening. Only the far peak of the treetops caught the
| ast rays of the sun. A coolness cane stealing up the ravine fromthe valley
far below and there was a danp, lush snell that cane out of the ground. From
sonme hi pen hol |l ow a whi ppoorwi || called out nournfully.

Enoch darted out frombehind the birch clunp and rushed up the sl ope.
He reached the fallen log he'd picked as a barricade and threw hinself
behind it. There was no sign of the alien and there was not another shot
fromthe | aser gun.

Enoch studi ed the ground ahead. Two nore rushes, one to that small pile
of rock and the next to the edge of the boulder area itself, and he'd be on
top of the hiding alien. And once he got there, he wondered, what was he to
do.

Go in and rout the alien out, of course.

There was no plan that could be made, no tactics that could be laid out
in advance. Once he got to the edge of the boulders, he nust play it all by
ear, taking advantage of any break that m ght present itself He was at a
di sadvantage in that he nust not kill the alien, but nust capture it instead
and drag it back, kicking and screaming, if need be, to the safety of the
station.

Perhaps, here in the open air, it could not use its stench defense as
effectively as it had in the confines of the station, and that, he thought,
m ght make it easier. He exam ned the clunp of boulders fromone edge to the
other and there was nothing that mght help himto |ocate the alien.

Slowm y he began to snake around, getting ready for the next rush up the
sl ope, noving carefully so that no sound woul d betray him

Qut of the tail of his eye he caught the noving shadow that cane
flowing up the slope. Swiftly he sat up, swinging the rifle. But before he
could bring the nuzzle round, the shadow was upon him bearing hi mback,
flat upon the ground, wth one great splay-fingered hand clanmped upon his
nmout h.

"U ysses!" Enoch gurgled, but the fearsone shape only, hissed at himin
a war ni ng sound.

Slowmy the weight shifted off himand the hand slid fromhis nouth.

U ysses gestured toward the boul der pile and Enoch noped.

U ysses crept closer and |lowered his head toward Enoch's. He whi spered
with his mouth inches fromthe Earthman's ear: "The Talisman! He has the
Tal i sman!"

"The Talisman!" Enoch cried aloud, trying to strangle off the cry even
as he made it, renenbering that he should nake no sound to |let the watcher
up above know where they m ght be.
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From the ridge above a loose stone rattled as it was dislodged and
began to roll, bouncing down the slope. Enoch hunkered closer to the ground
behind the fallen | og.

"Down!" he 'shouted to U ysses. "Down! He has a gun."

But U ysses' hand gripped himby the shoul der

"Enoch!" he cried. "Enoch, |ook!"

Enoch jerked hinself erect and atop the pile of rock, dark against the
skyline, were two grappling figures.

"Lucy!" he shout ed.

For one of themwas Lucy and the other was the alien

She sneaked up on him he thought. The damm little fool, she sneaked up
on him While the alien had been distracted with watching the slope, she had
slipped up close and then had tackled him She had a club of sone sort in
her hand, an old dead branch, perhaps, and it was rai sed above her head,
ready for a stroke, but the alien had a grip upon her armand she coul d not
strike.

"Shoot," said Uysses, in a flat, dead voi ce.

Enoch raised the rifle and had trouble with the sights because of the
deepeni ng darkness. And they were so close together! They were too cl ose

t oget her.
"Shoot!" yelled U ysses.
"l can't," sobbed Enoch. "It's too dark to shoot."
"You have to shoot," U ysses said, his voice tense and hard. "You have

to take the chance."

Enoch raised the rifle once again and the sights seened cl earer now and
he knew the trouble was not so much the darkness as that shot which he had
m ssed back there in the world of the honking thing that had strode its
world on stilts. If he had mssed then, he could as well m ss now.

The bead cane to rest upon the head of the ratlike creature, and then
the head bobbed away, but was bobbi ng back again.

"Shoot!" U ysses yell ed.

Enoch squeezed the trigger and the rifle coughed and up atop the rocks
the creature stood for a second with only half a head and with tattered
gouts of flesh flying briefly like dark insects zoom ng against the
hal f-1ight of the western sky.

Enoch dropped the gun and sprawl ed upon the earth, clawing his fingers
into the thin and mnossy soil, sick with the thought of what could have
happened, weak wth the thankful ness that it had not happened, that the
years on that fantastic rifle range had at |ast paid off.

How strange it is, he thought, how so nany sensel ess things shape our
destiny. For the rifle range had been a senseless thing, as senseless as a
billiard table or a gane of cards-designed for one thing only, to please the
keeper of the station. And yet the hours he'd spent there had shaped toward
this hour and end, to this single instant on this restricted slope of
ground.

The sickness drained away into the earth beneath himand a peace cane
stealing in upon himthe peace of trees and woodland soil and the first
faint hush of nightfall. As if the sky and stars and very space itself had
| eaned cl ose above himand was whi spering his essential oneness with them
And it seened for a nonment that he had grasped the edge of sonme great truth
and with this truth had come a confort and a greatness he'd never known
bef ore.

"Enoch," U ysses whispered. "Enoch, ny brother..."

There was sonething like a hipen sob in the alien's voice and he had
never, until this nonent, called the Earthman brother

Enoch pulled hinmself to his knees and up on the pile of tunbled
boul ders was a soft and wondrous light, a soft and gentle light, as if a
giant firefly had turned on its lanp and had not turned it off, but had |eft
it burning.

The 1ight was noving down across the rocks toward them and he coul d see
Lucy moving with the light, as if she were walking toward themwth a
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I antern in her hand.
U ysses' hand reached out of the darkness and closed hard on Enoch's
arm
"Do you see?" he asked.
"Yes, | see. What is ..
"It is the Talisman," U ysses said, enraptured, his breath rasping in
his throat. "And she is our new custodian. The one we've hunted through the
years."

33

You did not become accustomed to it, Enoch told hinmself as they tranped
up through the woods. There was not a nonent you were not aware of it. It
was sonething that you wanted to hug close against yourself and hold it
there forever, and even when it was gone fromyou, you' d probably not forget
it, ever.

It was sonething that was past all description - a nother's love, a
father's pride, the adoration of a sweetheart, the closeness of a conrade,
it was all of these and nore. It nade the farthest distance near and turned
the conplex sinple and it swept away all fear and sorrow, for all of there
being a certain feeling of deep sorrowin it, as if one mght feel that
never in his lifetime wuld he know an instant Ilike this, and that in
anot her instant he would lose it and never would be able to hunt it out
again. But that was not the way it was, for this ascendant instant kept
goi ng on and on.

Lucy wal ked between them and she held the bag that contained the
Tal i sman cl ose agai nst her breast, with her two arns clasped about it, and

Enoch, looking at her, in the soft glow of its 1light, could not help but
think of alittle girl carrying her bel oved pussy cat.

"Never for a century," said Uysses, "perhaps for many centuries,
per haps never, has it glowed so well. | nyself cannot renenber when it was
like this. It is wonderful, is it not?"

"Yes," said Enoch. "It is wonderful."

"Now we shall be one again," Uysses said. "Now we shall feel again.

Now we shall be a people instead of many people..."

"But the creature that had it ..."

"A clever one," Uysses said. "He was holding it for ransom"”

"I't had been stolen, then."

"W do not know all the circumstances,"” Uysses told him "W wll find
out, of course.”

They tranped on in silence through the woods and far in the east one
could see, through the treetops, the first flush in the sky that foretold
the rising noon.

"There is sonething," Enoch said.

"Ask me," said U ysses.

"How could that creature back there carry it and not feel - feel no
part of it? For if he could have, he would not have stolen it."

"There is only one in many billions,” Uysses said, "who can - how do
you say it? - tune in on it, perhaps. To you and | it would be nothing. It
woul d not respond to us. W could hold it in our hands forever and there
woul d not hi ng happen. But let that one in nmany billions lay a finger on it
and it becones alive. There is a certain rapport, a sensitivity - | don't

know howto say it - that fornms a bridge between this strange machi ne and
the cosmc spiritual force. It is not the machine, itself, you understand,

that reaches out and taps the spiritual force. It is the living creature's
m nd, aided by the mechanism that brings the force to us."
A machi ne, a nechanism no nore than a tool - technol ogical brother to

the hoe, the wench, the hamrer - and yet as far a cry fromthese as the
human brain was fromthat first am no acid which had come into being on this
pl anet when the Earth was very young. One was tenpted, Enoch thought, to say
that this was as far as a tool could go, that it was the ultimate in the
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ingenuity possessed by any brain. But that would be a dangerous way of
thinking, for perhaps there was no limit, there mght, quite likely, be no
such condition as the ultinmate; there night be no tinme when any creature or
any group of creatures could stop at any certain point and say, this is as
far as we can go, there is no use of trying to go farther. For each new
devel opnment produced, as side effects, so many other possibilities, so many
other roads to travel, that wth each step one took down any given road
there were nore paths to follow There'd never be an end, he thought - no
end to anything.

They reached the edge of the field and headed up across it toward the
station. Fromits upper edge cane the sound of running feet.

"Enoch!" a voice shouted out of the darkness. "Enhoch, is that you?"

Enoch recogni zed the voice

"Yes, Wnslowe. Wat is wong?"

The mail man burst out of the darkness and stopped, panting with his
runni ng, at the edge of 1ight.

"Enoch, they are coming! A couple of carloads of them But | put a
crinp in them Were the road turns off into your lane - that narrow pl ace,
you know. | dunped two pounds of roofing nails along the ruts. That'll hold

themfor a while."

"Roofing nails?" Uysses asked.

"It's a mob," Enoch told him "They are after me. The nails ..

"Ch, | see," Uysses said "The deflation of the tires."

Wnslowe took a slow step closer, his gaze riveted on the gl ow of the
shi el ded Tal i sman.

"That's Lucy Fisher, ain't it?"

"Of course it is," said Enoch

"Her old man cane roaring into town just a while ago and said she was
gone again. Up until then everything had quieted down and it was all right.
But old Hank, he got themstirred up again. So | went down to the hardware
store and got themroofing nails and | beat them here."

"This nob?" U ysses asked. "I don't ..."

Wnslowe interrupted him gasping in his eagerness to tell all his
informati on. "That ginseng man is up there, waiting at the house for you. He
has a panel truck."

"That," said Enoch, "would be Lewis with the Hazer's body."

"He is sone upset," said Wnslowe. "He said you were expecting him"

"Per haps," suggested U ysses, "we shouldn't just be standing here. It
seenms to ny poor intellect that nany things, indeed, may be conming to a
crisis.”

"Say," the mailman yelled, "what is going on here? Wuat is that thing
Lucy has and who's this fellow with you?"

"Later," Enoch told him "I'Il tell you later. There's notine to tel
you now. "

"But, Enoch, there's the nob."

"I'"l'l deal with them" said Enoch grimy, "when | have to deal with
them Right now there's sonething nore inportant."”

They ran up the slope, the four of them dodging through the waist -
hi gh clunps of weeds Ahead of them the station reared dark and angul ar
agai nst the eveni ng sky.

"They're down there at the turnoff," Wnslowe gasped, wheezing with his
running. "That flash of light down the ridge. That was the headlights of a
car."

They reached the edge of the yard and ran toward the house. The bl ack
bul k of the panel truck glimered in the glow cast by the Talisman. A figure
detached itself fromthe shadow of the truck and hurried out toward them

"I's that you, Wallace?"

"Yes," said Enoch. "lI'msorry that | wasn't here."

"I was a bit upset," said Lewis, "when | didn't find you waiting."

"Somet hi ng unforeseen," said Enoch. "Sonething that nust be taken care

of .
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"The body of the honored one?" U ysses asked. "It is in the truck?"
Lewi s noped. "I am happy that we can restore it."
"We'll have to carry himdown to the orchard,"” Enoch said. "You can't

get a car in there."

"The other tine," Uysses said, "you were the one who carried him"

Enoch noped.

"My friend," the alien said, "I wonder if on this occasion | could be
al | oned the honor."

"Why, yes, of course," said Enoch. "He would like it that way."

And the words cane to his tongue, but he choked them back, for it would
not have done to say them- the words of thanks for lifting from him the
necessity of conplete reconpense, for the gesture which released himfrom
the utter letter of the |aw

At his elbow, Wnslowe said: "They are comng. | can hear them down the
road."

He was right.

From down the road cane the soft sound of footsteps paping in the dust,
not hurrying, with no need to hurry, the insulting and deliberate treading
of a nonster so certain of its prey that it need not hurry.

Enoch swung around and half lifted his rifle, training it toward the
papi ng that cane out of the dark.

Behind him U ysses spoke softly: "Perhaps it would be nobst proper to
bear himto the grave in the full glory and unshielded |ight of our restored
Tal i sman. "

"She can't hear you," Enoch said. "You nust renenber she is deaf. You
will have to show her."

But even as he said it, a blaze |leaped out that was blinding in its
bri ght ness.

Wth a strangled cry Enoch half turned back to face the little group
that stood beside the truck, and the bag that had encl osed the Talisman, he
saw, lay at Lucy's feet and she held the gl ow ng brightness high and proudly
so that it spread its light across the yard and the ancient house, and sone
of it as well spilled out into the field.

There was a quietness. As if the entire world had caught its breath and
stood attentive and in awe, waiting for a sound that did not cone, that
woul d never conme but woul d al ways be expect ed.

And with the quietness cane an abiding sense of peace that seened to
seep into the very fiber of one's being. It was no synthetic thing - not as
if someone had invoked a peace and peace then was allowed to exist by
suffrance. It was a present and an actual peace, the peace of nmind that cane
with the cal mess of a sunset after a long, hot day, or the sparkling, ghost
- like shimer of a springtinme dawn. You felt it inside of you and all about
you, and there was the feeling that it was not only here but that the peace
extended on and out in all directions, to the farthest reaches of infinity,
and that it had a depth which would enable it to endure until the final gasp
of all eternity.

Slowy, renenbering, Enoch turned back to face the field and the nen
were there, at the edge of the light cast by the Talisman, a gray, hupled
group, like a pack of chastened wolves that slunk at the faint periphery of
a canpfire's light.

And as he watched, they nelted back - back into the deeper dark from
whi ch they had paped in the dust track of the road.

Except for one who turned and bolted, plunging down the hill in the
darkness toward the woods, howling in mapened terror |like a frightened dog.

"There goes Hank," said Wnslowe. "That is Hank running down the hill."

"I amsorry that we frightened him" said Enoch soberly. "No man shoul d
be afraid of this."

"It is hinself that he 1is frightened of," the mailman said. "He lives
with a terror in him"

And that was true, thought Enoch. That was the way wth Mn; it had
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al ways been that way. He had carried terror with him And the thing he was
afraid of had al ways been hinsel f.

34

The grave was filled and nounded and the five of them stood for a
monent nore, listening to the restless wind that stirred in the noon -
drenched apple orchard, while fromfar away, down in the holl ows above the
river valley, the whippoorwills talked back and forth through the silver
ni ght.

In the nmoonlight Enoch tried to read the graven |ine upon the rough -
hewn tonbstone, but there was not |ight enough. Although there was no need
toread it; it was in his mnd:

Here lies one froma distant star, but the soil is not alien to him
for in death he belongs to the universe.

When you wote that, the Hazer diplomat had told him just the night
before, you wote as one of us. And he had not said so, but the Vegan had
been wong. For it was not a Vegan sentinent alone; it was human, too.

The words were chiseled ankwardly and there was a mistake or two in
spelling, for the Hazer |anguage was not an easy one to naster. The stone
was softer than the marble or the granite nbost comonly used for gravestones
and the lettering would not last. In a few nore years the weathering of sun
and rain and frost would blur the characters, and in sone years after that
they would be entirely gone, with no nore than the roughness of the stone
remaining to show that words had once been witten there. But it did not
matter, Enoch thought, for the words were graven on nore than stone al one.

He | ooked across the grave at Lucy. The Talisman was in its bag once
more and the glow was softer. She still held it clasped tight against
hersel f and her face was still exalted and unnoticing - as if she no | onger
lived in the present world, but had entered into sone other place, sone
other far di mension where she dwell ed al one and was forgetful of all past.

"Do you think," Uysses asked, "that she will go with us? Do you think
that we can have her? WIIl the Earth..."

"The Earth," said Enoch, "has not a thing to say. W Earth people are
free agents. It is up to her."

"You think that she will go?"

"I think so," Enoch said. "I think maybe this has been the nmonent she
had sought for all her life. I wonder if she mght not have sensed it, even
with no Talisnman."

For she always had been in touch with sonmething outside of hunan ken
She had sonething in her no other human had. You sensed it, but you could
not name it, for there was no name for this thing she had. And she had
fumbled with it, trying to use it, not knowing howto wuse it, charm ng off
the warts and healing poor hurt butterflies and only God knew what other
acts that she performed unseen.

"Her parent?" U ysses asked. "The howing one that ran away from us?"

"I''l'l handle him" said Lewis. "I'lIl have a talk with him | know him
fairly well."

"You want her to go back with you to Galactic Central ?" Enoch asked.

"If she will," Uysses said. "Central nust be told at once."

"And fromthere throughout the gal axy?"

"Yes," U ysses said. "W need her very badly."

"Could we, | wonder, borrow her for a day or two."

"Borrow her?"

"Yes," said Enoch. "For we need her, too. W need her worst of all."
"OF course," Uysses said. "But | don't ..." "Lewis," Enoch asked, "do
you think our governnent - the Secretary of State, perhaps - might be

persuaded to appoint one Lucy Fisher as a nmenber of our peace conference
del egati on?"

Lewis stamered, nade a full stop, then began again: "I think it could
possi bl y be nanaged. "
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"Can you inmagine," Enoch asked, "the inpact of this girl and the
Talisman at the conference tabl e?"

"I think | can," said Lewis. "But the Secretary undoubtedly would want
to talk with you before he arrived at his decision."

Enoch half turned toward U ysses, but he did not need to phrase his
quest i on.

"By all neans," U ysses said to Lewis. "Let me know and I'll sit in on
the neeting. And you mght tell the good Secretary, too, that it would not
be a bad idea to begin the formation of a world committee."

"A world comittee?"

"To arrange," Uysses said, "for the Earth beconing one of us. W
cannot accept a custodian, can we, from an outside planet?"

35

In the noonlight the tunbled boulder pile gleaned whitely, like the
skel eton of some prehistoric beast. For here, near the edge of the cliff
that towered above the river, the heavy trees thinned out and, the rocky
poi nt stood open to the sky.

Enoch stood beside one of the massive boul ders and gazed down at the
hupl ed figure that |ay anong the rocks. Poor, tattered bungler, he thought,
dead so far from honme and, so far as he, hinmself, nust be concerned, to so
little purpose

Al t hough perhaps neither poor nor tattered, for in that brain, now
broken and spattered beyond recovery, must surely have lain a schene of
greatness - the kind of schenme that the brain of an earthly Al exander or
Xerxes or Napol eon may have held, a dream of sone great power, cynically
concei ved, to be attained and held at whatever cost, the dinensions of it so
grandi ose that it shoved aside and cancel ed out all noral considerations.

He tried nomentarily to inagine what the schene nmight be, but knew,
even as he tested his imagination, how foolish it was to try, for there
would be factors, he was sure, t hat he would not recognize and
considerations that mght |ie beyond his understanding.

But however that m ght be, sonmething had gone wong, for in the plan
itself Earth could have had no place other than as a hi deout which could be
used if trouble struck. This creature's lying here, then, was a part of
desperation, a last - ditch ganble that had not worked out.

And, Enoch thought, it was ironic that the key of failure lay in the
fact that the creature, inits fleeing, had carried the Talisman into the
backyard of a sensitive, and on a planet, too, where no one would have
thought to look for a sensitive. For, thinking back on it, there could be
little doubt that Lucy had sensed the Talisman and had been drawn to it as
truly as a magnet would attract a piece of steel. She had known not hi ng
el se, perhaps, than that the Talisnan had been there and was sonething she
must have, that it was sonething she had waited for in all her |oneliness,
wi t hout knowi ng what it was or without hope of finding it. Like a child who
sees, quite supenly, a shiny, glorious bauble on a Christmas tree and knows
that it's the grandest thing on Earth and that it nust be hers.

This <creature |lying here, thought Enoch, nust have been able and
resourceful. For it would have taken great ability and resourceful ness to
have stolen the Talisnan to start with, to keep it hipen for years, to have
penetrated into the secrets and the files of Galactic Central. Wuld it have
been possi ble, he wondered, if the Talisman had been in effective operation?
Wth an energetic Talisman would the noral laxity and the driving greed been
possible to notivate the deed?

But that was ended now. The Talisnman had been restored and a new
custodian had been found - a deaf - nute girl of Earth, the hunbl est of
humans. And there would be peace on Earth and in tine the Earth would join
the confraternity of the gal axy.

There were no problens now, he thought. No decisions to be nmade. Lucy
had taken the decisions fromthe hands of everyone.
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The station would remain and he coul d unpack the boxes he had packed
and put the journals back on the shelves again. He could go back to the
station once again and settle down and carry on his work.

| amsorry, he told the hupled shape that |ay anpong the boul ders. | am
sorry that mine was the hand that had to do it to you

He turned away and wal ked out to where the cliff dropped straight down
to the river flowing at its foot. He raised the rifle and held it for a
nmoment notionl ess and then he threw it out and watched it fall, spinning end
for end, the noonlight glinting off the barrel, saw the tiny splash it made
as it struck the water. And far below, he heard the snug, contented gurgling
of the water as it flowed past this cliff and went on, to the further ends
of Earth.

There woul d be peace on Earth, he thought; there would be no war. Wth
Lucy at the conference table, there could be no thought of war. Even if sone
ran howing fromthe fear inside thenselves, a fear and guilt so great that
it overrode the glory and the confort of the Talisman, there still could be
no war.

But it was a long trail yet, a long | onesone way, before the brightness
of real peace would live in the hearts of man.

Until no man ran howing, wild with fear (any kind of fear), would
there be actual peace. Until the last man threw away his weapon (any sort of
weapon), the tribe of Man could not be at peace. And a rifle, Enoch told
hinself, was the |east of the weapons of the Earth, the least of man's
i nhumanity to nan, no nore than a synbol of all the other and nore deadly
weapons.

He stood on the rim of the cliff and |ooked out across the river and
the dark shadow of the wooded valley. H s hands felt strangely enpty with
the rifle gone, but it seened that sonewhere, back there just a way, he had
stepped into another field of time, as if an age or day had dropped away and
he had come into a place that was shining and brand new and unsullied by any
past m st akes.

The river rolled below himand the river did not care. Nothing mattered
to the river. It would take the tusk of mastodon, the skull of sabertooth,
the rib cage of a nan, the dead and sunken tree, the thrown rock or rifle
and would swallow each of themand cover themin nud or sand and rol
gurgling over them hiding themfrom sight.

A mllion years ago there had been no river here and in a nillion years
to cone there night be no river - but inanllion years from now there
would be, if not Man, at least a caring thing. And that was the secret of
t he universe, Enoch told hinself - a thing that went on caring.

He turned slowy from the cliff edge and clanbered through the
boul ders, to go walking up the hill. He heard the tiny scurrying of small
life rustling through the fallen |eaves and once there was the sleepy
peeping of an awakened bird and through the entire woods |ay the peace and
confort of that glowing light - not so intense, not so deep and bright and
so wonderful as when it actually had been there, but a breath of it stil
left.

He cane to the edge of the woods and clinbed the field and ahead of him
the station stood foursquare upon its ridgetop. And it seened that it was no

| onger a station only, but his home as well. Many years ago it had been a
home and nothing nore and then it had becone a way station to the gal axy.
But now, although way station still, it was hone again.

36

He cane into the station and the place was quiet and just a little

ghostly in the quietness of it. Alanp burned on his desk and over on the
coffee table the little pyram d of spheres was flashing, throwing its many -
colored lights, like the crystal balls they'd used in the Roaring Twenties
to turn a dance hall into a place of nagic. The tiny flickering colors went
flitting all about the room |ike the dance of a zany band of Technicol or
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fireflies.

He stood for a nonent, indecisive, not knowing what to do. There was
sonet hing missing and all at once he realized what it was. During all the
years there'd been a rifle to hang upon its pegs or to lay across the desk
And now there was no rifle.

He'd have to settle down, he told hinself, and get back to work. He'd
have to unpack and put the stuff away. He'd have to get the journals witten
and catch up with his reading. There was a |ot to do.

Uysses and Lucy had left an hour or two before, bound for Galactic
Central, but the feeling of the Talisman still seened to linger in the room
Al t hough, perhaps, he thought, not in the roomat all, but inside hinself.
Perhaps it was a feeling that he'd carry with himno matter where he went.

He wal ked slowly across the roomand sat down on the sofa. In front of
hi mthe pyram d of spheres was splashing out its crystal shower of colors.
He reached out a hand to pick it up, then drewit slowy back. Wat was the
use, he asked hinmself, of examining it again? If he had not learned its
secret the many tinmes before, why should he expect to now?

A pretty thing, he thought, but useless.

He wondered how Lucy m ght be getting on and knew she was all right.
She' d get along, he told hinmself anywhere she went.

Instead of sitting here, he should be getting back to work. There was a
| ot of catching up to do. And his tinme would not be his own fromnow on, for
the Earth would be pounding at the door. There would be conferences and
meetings and a lot of other things and in a few hours nore the newspapers
m ght be here. But before it happened, U ysses would be back to help him
and perhaps there would be others, too.

In just alittle while he'd rustle up sone food and then he'd get to
work. If he worked far into the night, he could get a good deal done.

Lonely nights, he told hinmself, were good for work. And it was |lonely
now, when it should not be lonely. For he no |onger was alone, as he had
t hought he was al one just a few short hours before. Now he had the Earth and
the gal axy, Lucy and U ysses, Wnslowe and Lewis and the ol d phil osopher out
in the apple orchard. He rose and walked to the desk and picked up the
statuette Wnslowe had carved of him He held it beneath the desk lanp and
turned it slowy in his hands. There was, he saw now, a loneliness in that
figure, too - the essential |oneliness of a man who wal ked al one.

But he'd had to wal k al one. There'd been no other way. There had been
no choice. It had been a one - man job. And now the job was - no, not done,
for there still was nuch that nust be done. But the first phase of it now
was over and the second phase was starting.

He set the statuette back on the desk and renenbered that he had not
given Wnslowe the piece of wood the Thuban traveler had brought. Now he
could tell Wnslowe where all the wood had cone from They could go through
the journals and find the dates and the origin of every stick of it. That
woul d pl ease ol d W nsl owe.

He heard the silken rustle and swng swiftly round.

"Mary!" he cried.

She stood just at the edge of shadow and the flitting colors fromthe
flashing pyram d nade her seemlike someone who had stepped fromfairyl and.
And that was right, he was thinking wildly, for his lost fairyland was back

"I had to conme," she said. "You were |lonely, Enoch, and I could not
stay away."

She could not stay away - and that mght be true, be thought. For
within the conditioning he'd set up there might have been the inescapable
conmpul si on to conme whenever she was needed

It was a trap, he thought, fromwhich neither could escape. There was
no free will here, but instead the deadly precision of this blind nechani sm
he had shaped hinsel f.

She shoul d not cone to see himand perhaps she knew this as well as he,
but could not help herself. Wuld this be, he wondered, the way it would be,
forever and forever?
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He stood there, frozen, torn by the need of her and the enptiness of
her unreality, and she was noving toward him

She was close to himand in a nonent she would stop, for she knew the
rules as well as he; she, no nore than he, could admt illusion

But she did not stop. She cane so close that he could snell the apple -
bl ossom fragrance of her. She put out a hand and laid it on his arm

It was no shadow touch and it was no shadow hand. He could feel the
pressure of her fingers and the cool ness of them

He stood rigid, with her hand upon his arm

The flashing light! he thought. The pyram d of spheres!

For now he renenbered who had given it to him- one of those aberrant
races of the Alphard system And it had been fromthe literature of that
system that he had | earned the art of fairyland. They had tried to help him
by giving himthe pyramid and he had not understood. There had been a
failure of communication - but that was an easy thing to happen. 1In the
Babel of the galaxy, it was easy to m sunderstand or sinply not to know.

For the pyramd of spheres was a wonderful, and yet a sinple,
mechanism It was the fixation agent that banished all illusion, that nade a
fairyland for real. You nade sonething as you wanted it and then turned on
the pyram d and you had what vyou had nade, as real as if it had never been
illusion.

Except, he thought, in sonme things you couldn't fool yourself. You knew
it was illusion, even if it should turn real

He reached out toward her tentatively, but her hand dropped fromhis
arm and she took a sl ow step backward

In the silence of the room- the terrible, lonely silence - they stood

facing one another while the colored lights ran |ike playing mce as the
pyram d of spheres twirled its everlasting rai nbow.

"I amsorry," My said, "but it isn't any good. W can't foo
oursel ves. "

He stood mute and shaned.

"I waited for it," she said. "I thought and dreaned about it."

"So did I," said Enoch. "I never thought that it would happen."”

And that was it, of course. So long as it could not happen, it was a
thing to dreamabout. It was romantic and far - off and inpossible. Perhaps
it had been romantic only because it had been so far - off and so
i mpossi bl e.

"As if a doll had conme to life," she said, "or a beloved Tepy bear. |

am sorry, Enoch, but you could not love a doll or a Tepy bear that had cone
to life. You always would renenber themthe way they were before. The dol
with the silly, painted snile; the Tepy bear with the stuffing com ng out of
it."

"No!" cried Enoch. "No!"

"Poor Enoch," she said. "It will be so bad for you. I wish that | could
hel p. You'll have so long to live withit."

"But you!" he cried. "But you? What can you do now?"

It had been she, he thought, who had the courage. The courage that it
took to face things as they were.

How, he wondered, had she sensed it? How could she have known?

"I shall go away," she said. "I shall not cone back. Even when you need
me, | shall not come back. There is no other way."

"But you can't go away," he said. "You are trapped the sane as |."

"Isn't it strange," she said, "how it happened to us. Both of us
victins of illusion ..."

"But you," he said. "Not you."

She noped gravely. "I, the sane as you. You can't |love the doll you
made or | the toymaker. But each of wus thought we did; each of us stil
think we should and are guilty and m serable when we find we can't."

"W could try," said Enoch. "If you would only stay."

"And end up by hating you? And, worse than that, by your hating ne. Let
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us keep the guilt and misery. It is better than the hate."

She nmoved swiftly and the pyramid of spheres was in her hand and
lifted.

"No, not that!" 'he shouted. "No, Mary ..."

The pyranid flashed, spinning in the air, and crashed against the
fireplace. The flashing |lights went out. Sonething - glass? netal ? stone? -
tinkled on the floor.

"Mary!" Enoch cried, striding forward in the dark.

But there was no one there.

"Mary!" he shouted, and the shouting was a whi nper.

She was gone and she woul d not be back

Even when he needed her, she woul d not be back.

He stood quietly in the dark and silence, and the voice of a century of
living seened to speak to himin a silent |anguage.

Al'l things are hard, it said. There is nothing easy.

There had been the farmgirl 1living down the road, and the southern
beauty who had watched himpass her gate, and now there was Mary, gone
forever fromhim

He turned heavily in the roomand noved forward, groping for the table.
He found it and switched on the Iight.

He stood beside the table and | ooked about the room In this corner
where he stood there once had been a kitchen, and there, where the firepl ace
stood, the living room and it all had changed - it had been changed for a
long tine now But he still could see it as if it were only yesterday.

Al'l the days were gone and all the people in them

Only he was |eft.

He had lost his world. He had left his world behind him

And, |ikewise, on this day, had all the others - all the humans that
were alive this nonent.

They mi ght not know it yet, but they, too, had left their world behind
them 1t would never be the same again.

You said good bye to so nmany things, to so nmany |oves, to so nmany
dr eans.

"Good bye, Mary," he said. Forgive ne and God keep you."

He sat down at the table and pulled the journal that lay upon its top
in front of him He flipped it open, searching for the pages he nmust fill.

He had work to do.

Now he was ready for it.

He had said his | ast good bye.
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