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The Thing in the Stone

Cifford D. Simak

He wal ked the hills and knew what the hills had seen through geol ogic
time. He listened to the stars and spelled out what the stars were saying. He
had found the creature that lay inprisoned in the stone. He had clinbed the
tree that in other days had been clinbed by homing wildcats to reach the den
gouged by tine and weather out of the cliff's sheer face. He lived alone on a
wor n-out farm perched on a high and narrow ri dge that overl ooked the
confluence of two rivers. And his next-door neighbor, a nmost ill-favored man,
drove to the county seat, thirty mles away, to tell the sheriff that this
reader of the hills, this listener to the stars was a chicken thief.

The sheriff dropped by within a week or so and wal ked across the yard to
where the man was sitting in a rocking chair on a porch that faced the river
hills. The sheriff cane to a halt at the foot of the stairs that ran up to the
por ch.

"I"m Sheriff Harley Shepherd,' he said. 'l was just driving by. Been sone
years since | been out in this neck of the woods. You are new here, aren't
you?'

The man rose to his feet and gestured at another chair. 'Been here three
years or so,' he said. 'The nane is Wallace Daniels. Conme up and sit with ne.'

The sheriff clinbed the stairs and the two shook hands, then sat down in
the chairs.

"You don't farmthe place,' the sheriff said.

The weed-grown fields came up to the fence that hemred in the yard.

Dani el s shook his head. ' Subsistence farnmng, if you can call it that. A
few chickens for eggs. A couple of cows for nmilk and butter. Some hogs for
nmeat -- the neighbors help nme butcher. A garden of course, but that's about

the story.'



"Just as well,' the sheriff said. 'The place is all played out. A d Anps
Wllians, he let it go to ruin. He never was no farnmer.'

"The land is resting now,' said Daniels. '"Gve it ten years -- twenty
m ght be better -- and it will be ready once again. The only things it's good
for now are the rabbits and the woodchucks and the nmeadow mice. A |ot of
birds, of course. I've got the finest covey of quail a man has ever seen.'

"Used to be good squirrel country,' said the sheriff. 'Coon, too. |
suppose you still have coon. You have a hunter, M. Daniels?

"I don't own a gun,' said Daniels.

The sheriff settled deeply into the chair, rocking gently.

"Pretty country out here,' he declared. 'Especially with the | eaves
turning colors. A lot of hardwood and they are colorful. Rough as hell, of
course, this land of yours. Straight up and down, the nmost of it. But pretty.

"It's old country,' Daniels said. 'The last sea retreated fromthis area
nmore than four hundred mllion years ago. It has stood as dry | and since the
end of the Silurian. Unless you go up north, on to the Canadi an Shield, there

aren't many places in this country you can find as old as this.'

"You a geol ogist, M. Daniels?

"Not really. Interested, is all. The rankest amateur. | need sonething to
fill my time and | do a lot of hiking, scranbling up and down these hills. And
you can't do that without comng face to face with a lot of geology. | got

i nterested. Found sone fossil brachi opods and got to wondering about them
Sent off for sone books and read up on them One thing |led to another and --

' Brachi opods? Whul d they be dinosaurs, or what? | never knew there were
di nosaurs out this way.'

"Not dinosaurs,' said Daniels. 'Earlier than di nosaurs, at |east the ones

| found. They're small. Something like clanms or oysters. But the shells are
hinged in a different sort of way. These were old ones, extinct nillions of
years ago. But we still have a few brachi opods living now. Not too nany of
them'

"It must be interesting.'
"l find it so,' said Daniels.
"You knew old Anos WIIlians?

'"No. He was dead before | cane here. Bought the Iand fromthe bank that
was settling his estate.’

"Queer old coot,' the sheriff said. 'Fought with all his neighbors.
Especially with Ben Adans. H mand Ben had a line fence feud going on for
years. Ben said Amps refused to keep up the fence. Anps cl ai med Ben knocked it
down and then sort of, careless-like, hazed his cattle over into Anps's
hayfi el d. How you get along with Ben?

"Al'l right,' Daniels said. '"No trouble. | scarcely know the man.'

"Ben don't do nmuch farming, either,' said the sheriff. Hunts and fishes,
hunts gi nseng, does some trapping in the winter. Prospects for minerals now



and then.'

"There are minerals in these hills,' said Daniels. 'Lead and zinc. But it
woul d cost nore to get it out than it would be worth. At present prices, that
is.'

'Ben al ways has sone schenme cooking.' said the sheriff. 'Always off on
some wi |l d goose chase. And he's a pure pugnaci ous man. Al ways has his nose out
of joint about sonething. Always on the prod for trouble. Bad man to have for
an eneny. Was in the other day to say sonmeone's been lifting a hen or two of
his. You haven't been m ssing any, have you?'

Dani el s grinned. 'There's a fox that levies a sort of tribute on the coop
every now and then. | don't begrudge themto him'

"Funny thing,' the sheriff said. 'There ain't nothing can rile up a farner
like alittle chicken stealing. It don't anount to shucks, of course, but they
get real hostile at it.'

"If Ben has been | osing chickens,' Daniels said, 'nore than likely the
culprit is my fox.'

"Your fox? You talk as if you own him'

"Of course | don't. No one owns a fox. But he lives in these hills with
me. | figure we are neighbours. | see himevery now and then and watch him
Maybe that neans | own a piece of him Although | wouldn't be surprised if he
wat ches ne nore than | watch him He noves quicker than I do.'

The sheriff heaved hinself out of the chair.

"I hate to go,' he said. 'l declare it has been restful sitting here and
talking with you and | ooking at the hills. You ook at thema lot, | take it.'

'"Quite a lot,' said Daniels.

He sat on the porch and watched the sheriff's car top the rise far down
the ridge and di sappear from sight.

VWat had it all been about? he wondered. The sheriff hadn't just happened
to be passing by. He'd been on an errand. Al this aimess, friendly tal k had
not been for nothing and in the course of it he'd managed to ask | ots of
guesti ons.

Sonet hi ng about Ben Adans, maybe? Except there wasn't too nuch agai nst
Adans except he was bone-lazy. Lazy in a weasely sort of way. Mybe the
sheriff had got wi nd of Adans' off-and-on noonshi ni ng operation and was out to
do some checki ng, hoping that some nei ghbor m ght nisspeak hinself. None of
t hem woul d, of course, for it was none of their business, really, and the
nmoonshi ni ng had built up no nuisance value. What little |iquor Ben night make
didn't amount to nuch. He was too lazy for anything he did to anpbunt to mnuch.

From far down the hill he heard the tinkle of a bell. The two cows were
finally heading home. It nust be nuch later, Daniels told hinself, than he had
t hought. Not that he paid much attention to what time it was. He hadn't for
| ong nonths on end, ever since he'd snmashed his watch when he'd fallen off the
| edge. He had never bothered to have the watch fixed. He didn't need a watch.
There was a battered old alarmclock in the kitchen but it was an erratic



pi ece of mechani smand not to be relied upon. He paid slight attention to it.

Inalittle while, he thought, he'd have to rouse hinself and go and do
the chores -- mlk the cows, feed the hogs and chi ckens, gather up the eggs.
Since the garden had been laid by there hadn't been nuch to do. One of these
days he'd have to bring in the squashes and store themin the cellar and there
were those three or four big punpkins he'd have to |ug down the hollow to the
Perkins kids, so they'd have themin tinme to make jack-o-lanterns for
Hal | oween. He wondered if he should carve out the faces hinself or if the kids
woul d rather do it on their own.

But the cows were still quite a distance away and he still had time. He
sat easy in his chair and stared across the hills.

And they began to shift and change as he stared.

VWen he had first seen it, the phenomenon had scared himsilly. But now he
was used to it.

As he watched, the hills changed into different ones. Different vegetation
and strange life stirred on them

He saw dinosaurs this tine. A herd of them not very big ones. Mddle
Triassic, nmore than likely. And this time it was only a distant view -- he
hi nsel f was not to becone involved. He would only see, froma distance, what
ancient time was |like and woul d not be thrust into the nmiddle of it as nost
often was the case.

He was glad. There were chores to do.
WAt chi ng, he wondered once again what nore he could do. It was not the
di nosaurs that concerned him nor the earlier anphibians, nor all the other

creatures that noved in tinme about the hills.

VWhat disturbed himwas that other being that lay buried deep beneath the
Platteville |inestone.

Soneone el se shoul d know about it. The knowl edge of it should be kept

alive so that in the days to cone -- perhaps in another hundred years -- when
man' s technol ogy had reached the point where it was possible to cope with such
a problem something could be done to contact -- and perhaps to free -- the

dwel l er in the stone.

There would be a record, of course, a witten record. He would see to
that. Already that record was in progress -- a week by week (at times a day to
day) account of what he had seen, heard and | earned. Three | arge record books
now were filled with his careful witing and another one was well started. Al
witten down as honestly and as carefully and as objectively as he could bring
hinmself to do it.

But who woul d believe what he had witten? More to the point, who would
bother to look at it? More than likely the books woul d gather dust on sone
hi dden shel f until the end of tinme with no hunan hand ever |aid upon them And
even if sonmeone, in sonme future tinme, should take them down and read them
first bl owing away the accumul ated dust, would he or she be likely to believe?

The answer lay clear. He nust convince soneone. Words witten by a man
Il ong dead -- and by a man of no reputation -- could be easily dismssed as the
product of a neurotic mind. But if sone scientist of solid reputation could be
made to listen, could be nmade to endorse the record, the events that paraded



across the hills and lay within themcould stand on solid ground, worthy of
full investigation at some future date.

A biologist? Or a neuropsychiatrist? O a pal eontol ogi st?

Perhaps it didn't matter what branch of science the man was in. Just so
he'd listen without laughter. It was nost inportant that he listen w thout
| aught er.

Sitting on the porch, staring at the hills dotted with grazing di nosaurs,
the listener to the stars renenbered the time he had gone to see the
pal eont ol ogi st.

"Ben,' the sheriff said. 'you're way out in left field. That Daniels
fellow woul dn't steal no chickens. He's got chickens of his own.'

'The question is,' said Adams, 'how did he get them chickens?

' That makes no sense,’' the sheriff said. 'He's a gentlenman. You can tel
that just by talking with him An educated gentlenman.'

"If he's a gentleman,' asked Adams, 'what's he doing out here? This ain't
no place for gentlemen. He showed up two or three years ago and noved out to
this place. Since that day he hasn't done a tap of work. Al he does is wander
up and down the hills."’

"He's a geologist,' said the sheriff. 'Or anyway interested in geology. A
sort of hobby with him He tells ne he | ooks for fossils.'

Adans assumed the alert |ook of a dog that has sighted a rabbit. 'So that
isit,"” he said. 'I bet you it ain't fossils he is |ooking for."'

"No,"' the sheriff said.

"He's looking for mnerals,' said Adans. 'He's prospecting, that's what
he's doing. These hills crawl with mnerals. Al you have to do is know where
to | ook.'

"You' ve spent a lot of time |ooking,' observed the sheriff. 'l ain't no
geol ogi st. A geol ogi st woul d have a big advantage. He woul d know rocks and
such. '

'"He didn't talk as if he were doing any prospecting. Just interested in
the geology, is all. He found sonme fossil clans.'

'"He m ght be I ooking for treasure caves,' said Adans. 'He m ght have a map
or sonet hing.'

"You know damm well,' the sheriff said, 'there are no treasure caves.'

' There nust be,' Adans insisted. 'The French and Spanish were here in the
early days. They were great ones for treasure, the French and Spani sh. Al ways
running after mnes. Always hiding things in caves. There was that cave over
across the river where they found a skeleton in Spanish arnour and the
skel eton of a bear beside him wth a rusty sword stuck into where the bear's
gi zzard was.'



'That was just a story,' said the sheriff, disgusted. 'Sonme dam foo
started it and there was nothing to it. Some people fromthe university cane
out and tried to run it down. It devel oped that there wasn't a word of truth
init.'

"But Dani el s has been messing around with caves,' said Adans. '|'ve seen
him He spends a lot of tine in that cave down on Cat Den Point. Got to clinb
atree toget toit.'

' You been wat chi ng hi n?'

"Sure | been watching him He's up to sonmething and | want to know what it

is.
"Just be sure he doesn't catch you doing it,' the sheriff said.

Adans chose to let the matter pass. 'Well, anyhow,' he said, 'if there
aren't any treasure caves, there's a lot of |lead and zinc. The nman who finds
it is about to nmake a million.'

"Not unless he can find the capital to back him' the sheriff pointed out.
Adans dug at the ground with his heel. 'You think he's all right, do you?

"He tells nme he's been | osing some chickens to a fox. Mre than likely
that's what has been happening to yours.'

"If a fox is taking his chickens,' Adans asked, 'why don't he shoot it?

"He isn't sore about it. He seens to think the fox has got a right to. He
hasn't even got a gun.'

"Well, if he hasn't got a gun and doesn't care to hunt hinmself -- then why
won't he let other people hunt? He won't let me and my boys on his place with
a gun. He has his place all posted. That seens to ne to be un-nei ghborly.
That's one of the things that nakes it so hard to get along with him W' ve
al ways hunted on that place. O d Anbs wasn't an easy man to get along with but
he never cared if we did sonme hunting. W' ve always hunted all around here. No
one ever mnded. Seens to ne hunting should be free. Seens right for a man to
hunt wherever he's a nmind to.'

Sitting on the bench on the hard-packed earth in front of the ramshackle
house, the sheriff | ooked about him-- at the listlessly scratching chickens,
at the scrawny hound sleeping in the shade, its hide tw tching against the few
remaining flies, at the clothes-line strung between two trees and | oaded with
drying clothes and dish towels, at the washtub bal anced on its edge on a wash
bench | eani ng agai nst the side of the house.

Christ, he thought, the man should be able to find the time to put up a
decent clothes-line and not just string a rope between two trees.

"Ben,' he said, 'you're just trying to stir up trouble. You resent
Daniels, a man living on a farmwho doesn't work at farm ng, and you're sore
because he won't let you hunt his land. He's got a right to |live anywhere he

wants to and he's got a right not to let you hunt. I'd lay off himif I were
you. You don't have to like him you don't have to have anything to do with
him-- but don't go around spreadi ng fake accusati ons agai nst the man. He

could jerk you up in court for that.'



He had wal ked into the pal eontologist's office and it had taken hima
monent fully to see the man seated toward the back of the roomat a cluttered
desk. The entire place was cluttered. There were long tables covered with
chunks of rock with enbedded fossils, Scattered here and there were stacks of
papers. The roomwas large and badly lighted. It was a dingy and depressing
pl ace.

'Doctor?' Daniels had asked. 'Are you Dr. Thorne?

The man rose and deposited a pipe in a cluttered ashtray. He was big,
burly, with graying hair that had a wild look to it. H's face was seaned and
weat her - beat en. When he noved he shuffled |ike a bear

"You must be Daniels,’" he said. 'Yes, | see you nmust be. | had you on ny
cal endar for three o' clock. So glad you could cone,"

Hi s great paw engul fed Daniel's hand. He pointed to a chair beside the
desk, sat down and retrieved his pipe fromthe overflow ng tray, began packing
it froma large canister that stood on the desk

"Your letter said you wanted to see ne about sonething inportant,' he
said. 'But then that's what they all say. But there nust have been sonet hi ng
about your letter -- an urgency, a sincerity. | haven't the tinme, you
understand, to see everyone who wites. Al of them have found sonething, you
see. Wiat is it, M. Daniels, that you have found?

Dani el s said, 'Doctor, |I don't quite know how to start what | have to say.
Perhaps it would be best to tell you first that sonething had happened to ny
brain.'

Thorne was lighting his pipe. He tal ked around the stem 'In such a case,
perhaps I amnot the nman you should be talking to. There are other people --

"No, that's not what | nean,' said Daniels. 'I'mnot seeking help. | am
quite all right physically and nentally, too. About five years ago | was in a
hi ghway accident. My wife and daughter were killed and | was badly hurt and --

"I amsorry, M. Daniels.'

" Thank you -- but that is all in the past. It was rough for a tinme but |
muddl ed through it. That's not what |'mhere for. | told you |l was badly hurt

'Brain damage?'

"Only minor. O so far as the medical findings are concerned. Very m nor
damage that seened to clear up rather soon. The bad part was the crushed chest
and punctured |lung."'

"But you're all right now?

'"As good as new,' said Daniels. 'But since the accident my brain's been
different. As if | had new senses. | see things, understand things that seem



i mpossi ble."’
' You nean you have hal |l uci nati ons?'
"Not hallucinations. | amsure of that. | can see the past.'
'How do you mean -- see the past?

"Let me try to tell you,' Daniels said. '"exactly howit started. Severa
years ago | bought an abandoned farmin south-western Wsconsin. A place to

hole up in, a place to hide away. Wth nmy wife and daughter gone | still was
recoiling fromthe world. I had got through the first brutal shock but I
needed a place where |I could lick ny wounds. If this sounds like self-pity --
| don't nean it that way. | amtrying to be objective about why | acted as |

did, why | bought the farm

"Yes. | understand,' said Thorne. 'But I'mnot entirely sure hiding was
the wisest thing to do.'

"Perhaps not, but it seemed to ne the answer. It has worked out rather
well. | fell inlove with the country. That part of Wsconsin is ancient |and.
It has stood uncovered by the sea for four hundred mllion years. For sone
reason it was not overridden by the Pl eistocene glaciers. It has changed, of
course, but only as the result of weathering. There have been no great

geol ogi ¢ upheaval s, no nassive erosions -- nothing to disturb it.'

'"M. Daniels,' said Thorne, somewhat testily, 'I don't quite see what this
has to do -- '

"I"'msorry. | amjust trying to |lay the background for what | cane to tel

you. It came on rather slowy at first and |I thought that | was crazy, that |
was seeing things, that there had been nore brain damage than had been
apparent -- or that | was finally cracking up. | did a lot of walking in the
hills, you see. The country is wild and rugged and beautiful -- a good place
to be out in. The wal king made ne tired and | could sleep at night. But at
times the hills changed. Only a little at first. Later on they changed nore
and finally they becane places | had never seen before, that no one had ever
seen before.'

Thorne scow ed. 'You are trying to tell nme they changed into the past.’

Dani el s nodded. ' Strange vegetation, funny-looking trees. In the earlier
times, of course, no grass at all. Underbrush of ferns and scouring rushes.
Strange animals, strange things in the sky. Saber-tooth cats and mastodons,

pt erosaurs and ui ntatheres and --

"All at the sanme tinme? Thorne asked, interrupting. 'Al mxed up?

"Not at all. The tinme periods | see seemto be true time periods. Nothing
out of place. | didn't know at first -- but when | was able to convince nyself
that I was not hallucinating | sent away for books. | studied. 1'll never be
an expert, of course -- never a geol ogist or paleontologist -- but | |earned

enough to distinguish one period fromanother, to have sonme idea of what | was
| ooking at.'

Thorne took his pipe out of his mouth and perched it in the ashtray. He
ran a massive hand through his wild hair.

"It's unbelievable,' he said. "It sinply couldn't happen. You said al
thi s busi ness came on rather slowy?



"To begin with it was hazy, the past foggily inmposed upon the present,
then the present would slowy fade and the past came in, real and solid. But
it's different now Once in a while there's a bit of flickering as the present
gives way to the past -- but nmostly it sinply changes, as if at the snap of a
finger. The present goes away and |'mstanding in the past. The past is al
around ne. Nothing of the present is left.’

"But you aren't really in the past? Physically, | nean.'

"There are times when I'mnot init at all. | stand in the present and the
distant hills or the river valley changes. But ordinarily it changes al
around ne, although the funny thing about it is that, as you say, |'m not
really init. | can see it and it seens real enough for ne to walk around in
it. I can walk over to a tree and put my hand out to feel it and the tree is
there, But | seemto nmake no inpact on the past. It's as if | were not there
at all. The aninmals do not see ne. |'ve walked up to within a few feet of

di nosaurs. They can't see ne or hear or snell nme. If they had |I'd have been
dead a dozen tines. It's as if | were wal king through a three-di nensi ona
movie. At first | worried a lot about the surface differences that m ght

exist. 1'd wake up dreaning of going into the past and being buried up to ny
wai st in a rise of ground that since has eroded away. But it doesn't work that
way. |'mwal king along in the present and then I'mwal king in the past. It's
as if a door were there and |I stepped through it. |I told you | don't really
seemto be in the past -- but I"'mnot in the present, either. | tried to get
some proof. | took a canmera with ne and shot a I ot of pictures. Wen the filns
wer e devel oped there was nothing on them Not the past -- but what is nore

i nportant, not the present, either. If | had been hallucinating, the canera
shoul d have caught pictures of the present. But apparently there was not hi ng
there for the camera to take. | thought maybe the canera failed or | had the
wrong kind of film So | tried several caneras and different types of film and
not hi ng happened. | got no pictures. | tried bringing sonething back. | picked

flowers, after there were flowers. | had no trouble picking them but when
cane back to the present | was enpty-handed. | tried to bring back other
things as well. | thought maybe it was only live things, like flowers, that |
couldn't bring, so | tried inorganic things -- like rocks -- but | never was

able to bring anything back.'
' How about a sketch pad?

"I thought of that but | never used one. |I'mno good at sketching --
besides, | figured, what was the use? The pad woul d cone back bl ank.'

"But you never tried.’

"No,' said Daniels. 'l never tried. Cccasionally |I do make sketches after
| get back to the present. Not every tinme but sonetinmes. From nenory. But, as
| said, I"'mnot very good at sketching."'

"I don't know,' said Thorne. 'l don't really know. This all sounds
incredible. But if there should be sonething to it -- Tell me, were you ever
frightened? You seemquite calmand matter-of-fact about it now, but at first
you must have been frightened.'

"At first,' said Daniels, 'l was petrified. Not only was | scared,
physically scared -- frightened for ny safety, frightened that I1'd fallen into
a place fromwhich | never could escape -- but also afraid that |1'd gone

i nsane. And there was the | oneliness.'

"What do you nean -- |oneliness?



'Maybe that's not the right word. Qut of place. | was where | had no right
to be. Lost in a place where man had not as yet appeared and woul d not appear
for mllions of years. In a world so utterly alien that | wanted to hunker
down and shiver. But I, not the place, was really the alien there. | still get
some of that feeling every now and then. | know about it, of course, and am
braced against it, but at times it still gets to me. I'"'ma stranger to the air
and the light of that other time -- it's all inmagination, of course.’

'Not necessarily,' said Thorne.

"But the greatest fear is gone now, entirely gone. The fear | was insane.
| am convi nced now.'

' How are you convi nced? How could a man be convi nced?

'"The aninmals. The creatures | see --

"You mean you recognize themfromthe illustrations in these books you
have been reading.'

"No, not that. Not entirely that. O course the pictures hel ped. But
actually it's the other way around. Not the |ikeness, but the differences. You
see, none of the creatures are exactly like the pictures in the books. Sone of

themnot at all like them Not |ike the reconstruction the pal eontol ogi sts put
together. If they had been | mght still have thought they were

hal | uci nati ons, that what | was seeing was influenced by what 1'd seen or
read. | could have been feeding ny imagination on prior know edge. But since
that was not the case, it seemed |ogical to assune that what | see is real

How could | imagine that Tyrannosaurus had dew aps all the colors of the

rai nbow? How could | imagi ne that some of the saber-tooths had tassels on

their ears? How coul d anyone possibly imgine that the big thunder beasts of
t he Eocene had hides as colorful as giraffes?

"M. Daniels,' said Thorne, '|I have great reservations about all that you
have told ne, Every fiber of ny training rebels against it. | have a feeling
that I should waste no tine on it. Undoubtedly, you believe what you have told
me. You have the | ook of an honest man about you. Have you tal ked to any ot her
men about this? Any other pal eontol ogi sts or geol ogi sts? Perhaps a
neur opsychi atri st?

"No,' said Daniels. 'You're the only person, the only man | have tal ked
with. And | haven't told you all of it. This is really all just background.'

"My God, man -- just background?

'Yes, just background. You see, | also listen to the stars.' Thorne got up
fromhis chair, began shuffling together a stack of papers. He retrieved the
dead pipe fromthe ashtray and stuck it in his nouth.

H s voi ce, when he spoke, was nonconmttal

' Thank you for coming in,' he said. 'It's been nost interesting.'



And that was where he had nade his nistake. Daniels told hinself. He never
shoul d have nentioned listening to the stars. Hi s interview had gone well
until he had. Thorne had not believed him of course, but he had been
i ntrigued, would have listened further, m ght even have pursued the matter
al t hough undoubtedly secretly and very cauti ously.

At fault, Daniels knew, had been his obsession with the creature in the
stone. The past was nothing -- it was the creature in the stone that was
important and to tell of it, to explain it and how he knew that it was there,
he must tell about his listening to the stars.

He shoul d have known better, he told hinmself. He should have held his
tongue. But here had been a man who, while doubting, still had been willing to
listen without |laughter, and in his thankful ness Daniels had spoken too nuch.

The wick of the oil lanp set upon the kitchen table guttered in the air
currents that came in around the edges of the ill-fitting wi ndows. A wi nd had
risen after chores were done and now shook the house with gale-like blasts. On
the far side of the roomthe fire in the wood-burning stove threw friendly,
wavering flares of |ight across the floor and the stovepipe, in response to
the wind that swept the chimey top, made gurgling, sucking sounds.

Thorne had nmentioned a neuropsychiatrist, Daniels renenbered, and perhaps
that was the kind of man he should have gone to see. Perhaps before he
attenpted to interest anyone in what he could see or hear, he should make an
effort to find out why and how he coul d hear and see these things. A man who
studi ed the working of the brain and mnd might come up with new answers -- if
answers were to be had.

Had that bl ow upon his head so rearranged, so shifted sone process in his
brain that he had gained new capabilities? Was it possible that his brain had
been so jarred, so disarranged as to bring into play certain latent talents
that possibly, in mllennia to cone, mght have devel oped naturally by
evol utionary means? Had the brain damage short-circuited evolution and given
him-- and himalone -- these capabilities, these senses, perhaps a mllion
years ahead of tine?

It seened -- well, not reasonable but one possible explanation. Still, a
trai ned man ni ght have sone ot her expl anation

He pushed his chair back fromthe table and wal ked over to the stove. He
used the lifter to raise the lid of the rickety old cook stove. The wood in
the firebox had burned down to enbers. Stooping, he picked up a stick of wood
fromthe woodbox and fitted it in, added another smaller one and repl aced the
lid. One of these days soon, he told hinmself, he would have to get the furnace
i n shape for operation

He went out to stand on the porch, looking toward the river hills. The
wi nd whooped out of the north, whistling around the corners of the building
and boonming in the deep hollows that ran down to the river, but the sky was
clear -- steely clear, w ped fresh by the wind and sprinkled with stars, their
light shivering in the ragi ng atnosphere.

Looking up at the stars, he wondered what they m ght be saying but he
didn't try to listen. It took a lot of effort and concentration to listen to
the stars. He had first listened to themon a night like this, standing out
here on the porch and wonderi ng what they m ght be saying, wondering if the
stars did tal k anong thensel ves. A foolish, vagrant thought, a wld,
daydreani ng sort of notion, but, voicing it, he had tried to |isten, know ng
even as he did that it was foolishness but glorying in his foolishness,



telling hinmself how fortunate he was that he could afford to be so inane as to
try to listen to the stars -- as a child mght believe in Santa O aus or the
Easter Rabbit. He'd listened and he'd heard and while he'd been astonished,
there could be no doubt about it, no doubt at all that out there sonewhere

ot her beings were tal king back and forth. He nmight have been listening in on a

party line, he thought, but a party line that carried mllions, perhaps
billions, of |ong-distance conversations. Not words, of course, but sonething
(t hought, perhaps) that was as plain as words. Not all of it understandable --
much of it, as a matter of fact, not understandable -- possibly because his

background and his | earning gave himno basis for an understandi ng. He
conpared hinself to an Australian aborigine listening to the conversation of a
coupl e of nucl ear physicists discussing a new theory.

Shortly after that, when he bad been exploring the shall ow cave down on
Cat Den Point, he had picked up his first indication of the creature buried in
the stone. Perhaps, he thought, if he'd not listened to the stars, if he'd not
known he could listen to the stars, if he'd not trained his mnd by |listening,
he woul d not have heard the creature buried deep beneath the |inmestone.

He stood | ooking at the stars and listening to the wind and, far across
the river, on a road that wound over the distant hills, he caught the faint
glimer of headlights as a car nade its way through the night. The wind let up
for a noment, as if gathering its strength to bl ow even harder and, in the
tiny lull that existed before the wind took up again, he heard anot her sound
-- the sound of an axe hitting wood, He listened carefully and the sound cane
again but so tossed about by the wind that he could not be sure of its
direction.

He must be nistaken, he thought. No one would be out and chopping on a
night like this. Coon hunters m ght be the answer. Coon hunters at tines
chopped down a tree to dislodge a prey too well hidden to be spotted. The
unsportsmanli ke trick was one that Ben Adans and his overgrown, gangling sons
m ght engage in. But this was no night for coon hunting. The wi nd woul d bl ow
away scent and the dogs would be unable to track. Quiet nights were the best
for hunting coon. And no one woul d be insane enough to cut down a tree on a
night like this when a swirling wind mght catch it and topple it back upon
the cutters.

He listened to catch the sound again but the wind, recovering fromits
lull, was bl owi ng harder than ever now and there was no chance of hearing any
sound smal |l er than the w nd.

The next day came in mild and gray, the wind no nore than a whi sper. Once
in the night Daniels had awoken to hear it rattling the w ndows, pounding at
t he house and how ing nournfully in the tangled hollows that |ay above the
river. But when he woke again all was quiet and faint |ight was graying the
wi ndows. Dressed and out of doors he found a | and of peace -- the sky so
overcast that there was no hint of sun, the air fresh, as if newy washed but
heavy with the noist grayness that overlay the land. The autumm foliage that
clothed the hills had taken on a richer luster than it had worn in the
fl oodi ng autum sunli ght.

After chores and breakfast Daniels set out for the hills. As he went down
the sl ope towards the head of the first hollow he found hinsel f hoping that
t he geol ogi ¢ shift would not come about today. There were many tines it didn't
and there seenmed to be no reason to its taking place or its failure to take
pl ace. He had tried at tinmes to find sone reason for it, had nade careful
notes of how he felt or what he did, even the course he took when he went for



his daily wal k, but he had found no pattern. It lay, of course, sonewhere in
his brain -- sonething triggered into operation his new capability. But the
phenonenon was random and i nvoluntary. He had no control of it, no conscious
control, at least. At times he had tried to use it, to bring the geol ogic
shift about -- in each case had failed. Either he did not know how to go about
it or it was truly random

Today, he hoped, his capability would not exercise its option, for he
wanted to walk in the hills when they had assuned one of their nmpst attractive
nmoods, filled with gentle nelancholy, all their harshness softened by the
grayness of the atnosphere, the trees standing silently like old and patient
friends waiting for one's conming, the fallen | eaves and forest nold so hushed
footfall s made no sound.

He went down to the head of the hollow and sat on a fallen | og beside a
gushing spring that sent a stream of water tinkling down the boul der-strewn
creek bed. Here, in May, in the pool below the spring, the marsh marigol ds had
bl oomed and the sloping hillsides had been covered with the pastel of
hepaticas. But now he saw no sign of either. The woods had battened down for
wi nter. The sunmer and the autumm plants were either dead or dying, the
drifting leaves interlocking on the forest floor to form cover against the ice
and snow.

In this place, thought Daniels, a man wal ked with a season's ghosts. This
was the way it had been for a nmillion years or nore, although not always.
During many millions of years, in a tine |ong gone, these hills and all the
worl d had basked in an eternal sumrertinme. And perhaps not a great deal nore
than ten thousand years before a mle-high wall of ice had reared up not too
far to the north, perhaps close enough for a man who stood where his house now
sat to have seen the faint line of blueness that would have been the top of
that glacial barrier. But even then, although the nean tenperature would have
been | ower, there had still been seasons.

Leaving the log, Daniels went on down the hollow, follow ng the narrow
path that | ooped along the hillside, a cowpath beaten down at a tine when
there had been nore cows at pasture in these woods than the two that Daniels
owned. Following it, Daniels noted, as he had many tines before, the excellent
engi neeri ng sense of a cow. Cows al ways chose the easiest grade in stanping
out their paths.

He stopped barely beyond the huge white oak that stood at a bend in the
path, to have a |l ook at the outsize jack-in-the-pulpit plant he had observed
t hroughout the years. Its green-purple hood had withered away conpl etely,
| eaving only the scarlet fruit cluster which in the bitter nonths ahead woul d
serve as food for birds.

As the path continued, it plunged deeper between the hills and here the
sil ence deepened and the grayness thickened until one's world becane private.

There, across the stream bed, was the den. Its yell ow maw gaped beneath a
crippled, twi sted cedar. There, in the spring, he had watched baby foxes play.
From far down the hollow cane the distant quacki ng of ducks upon the pond in
the river valley. And up on the steep hillside | oomed Cat Den Point, the den
carved by sl owworking wind and weat her out of the sheer rock of the cliff.

But sonet hi ng was w ong.
Standi ng on the path and | ooking up the hill, he could sense the

wrongness, although he could not at first tell exactly what it was. Mre of
the cliff face was visible and sonething was m ssing. Suddenly he knew t hat



the tree was no longer there -- the tree that for years had been clinbed by
hom ng wi |l dcats heading for the den after a night of prowling and |ater by
humans |i ke hinmself who wi shed to seek out the wildcat's den. The cats, of
course, were no longer there -- had not been there for nmany years. In the

pi oneer days they had been hunted al nost to exterm nati on because at times

t hey had exhi bited the poor judgment of bringing down a |anmb. But the evidence
of their occupancy of the cave could still be found by anyone who | ooked. Far
back in the narrow recesses of the shallow cave tiny bones and the fragmented
skull's of small mammal s gave notice of food brought home by the wldcats for

t hei r young.

The tree had been old and gnarled and had stood, perhaps, for severa
centuries and there would have been no sense of anyone's cutting it down, for
it had no value as lunber, twisted as it was. And in any case to get it out of
t he woods woul d have been inpossible. Yet, |last night, when he had stepped out
on the porch, he had seemed to hear in a lull in the wind the sound of
chopping -- and today the tree was gone.

Unbel i evi ng, he scranbled up the slope as swiftly as he could. In places
the slope of the wild hillside slanted at an angle so close to forty-five
degrees that he went on hands and knees, claw ng hinmself upward, driven by an
illogical fear that had to do with nore than sinply a nissing tree.

For it was in the cat den that one could hear the creature buried in the
st one.

He could recall the day he first had heard the creature and on that day he
had not believed his senses. For he had been sure the sound cane fromhis own
i magi nati on, was born of his walking with the di nosaurs and eavesdroppi ng on
the stars. It had not conme the first tine he had clinbed the tree to reach the
cave-that -was-a-den. He had been there several times before, finding a
perverse satisfaction at discovering so unlikely a retreat. He would sit on
the | edge that ran before the cave and stare over the froth of treetop foliage
that clothed the plunging hillside, but afforded a glinpse of the pond that
lay in the flood plain of the river. He could not see the river itself -- one
nmust stand on higher ground to see the river

He |iked the cave and the | edge because it gave himsecl usion, a place cut
off fromthe world, where he still might see this restricted corner of the
worl d but no one could see him This sanme sense of being shut out fromthe
wor |l d had appealed to the wildcats, he had told hinmself. And here, for them
not only was seclusion but safety -- and especially safety for their young.
There was no way the den could be approached other than by clinbing the tree.

He had first heard the creature when he had crawl ed into the deepest part
of the shallow cave to narvel at the little heaps of bones and small shattered
skull's where the wildcat kittens, perhaps a century before, had crouched and
snarled at feast. Crouching where the baby w |l dcats once had crouched, he had
felt the presence welling up at him coning up to himfromthe depth of stone
that lay far beneath him Only the presence at first, only the know ng that
somet hi ng was down there. He had been skeptical at first, |later on believing.
In time belief had become solid certainty.

He could record no words, of course, for he had never heard any actua
sound. But the intelligence and the knowi ng cane creeping through his body,
t hrough his fingers spread flat upon the stone floor of the cave, through his
knees, which also pressed the stone. He absorbed it w thout hearing and the
nore he absorbed the nore he was convinced that deep in the |imestone, buried
in one of the strata, an intelligence was trapped. And finally the tine cane
when he coul d catch fragnents of thoughts -- the edges of the _living_in the



sentience encysted in the rock

VWhat he heard he did not understand. This very |lack of understandi ng was
significant. If he had understood he woul d have put his discovery down to his
i magi nati on. As matters stood he had no know edge that coul d possibly have
served as a springboard to imagine the thing of which he was made aware. He
caught an awareness of tangled life relationshi ps which made no sense at al
-- none of which could be understood, but which lay in tiny, tangled fragnents
of outrageous (yet sinple) information no human mind could quite accept. And
he was made to know the enpty hol |l owness of distances so vast that the m nd
reeled at the very hint of them and of the naked enptiness in which those
di stances nust lie. Even in his eavesdropping on the stars he had never
experi enced such devastati ng concepts of the other-where-and-when. There was
other information, scraps and bits he sensed faintly that mght fit into
manki nd' s knowl edge. But he never found enough to discover the proper slots
for their insertion into the mass of mankind' s know edge. The greater part of
what he sensed, however, was sinply beyond his grasp and perhaps beyond the
grasp of any human. But even so his mnd would catch and hold it in all its
i nconmprehensibility and it would lie there festering am d his human thoughts.

They were or it was, he knew, not trying to talk with him-- undoubtedly
they (or it) did not know that such a thing as a nan existed, |let alone
hi nsel f. But whether the creature (or creatures -- he found the collective
singul ar easier) sinply was thinking or mght, in its loneliness, be talking
toitself -- or whether it mght be trying to comunicate with sonething other
than hinmsel f, he could not determ ne

Thi nki ng about it, sitting on the | edge before the cave, he had tried to
make sonme logic of his find, had tried to find a way in which the creature's
presence m ght be best explained. And while he could not be sure of it -- in
fact, had no data whatsoever to bolster his belief -- he cane to think that in
some far geologic day when a shall ow sea had lain upon this land, a ship from
space had fallen into the sea to be buried deeply in the nud that in later
mllennia had hardened into limestone. In this manner the ship had becone
entrapped and so renmained to this very day. He realized his reasoning held
flaws -- for one thing, the pressure involved in the fashioning of the stone
must have been so great as to have crushed and flattened any ship unless it
shoul d be made of sone material far beyond the range of man's technol ogy.

Acci dent, he wondered, or a way of hiding? Trapped or planned? He had no
way of knowi ng and further specul ation was ridicul ous, based as it necessarily
nmust be upon earlier assunptions that were entirely w thout support.

Scranbling up the hillside, he finally reached the point where he could
see that, in all truth, the tree had been cut down. It had fallen downhill and
slid for thirty feet or so before it came to rest, its branches entangled wth
the trunks of other trees which had slowed its plunge. The stunp stood raw,
the whiteness of its wood shining in the grayness of the day. A deep cut had
been nade in the downhill side of it and the final felling had been
acconplished by a saw. Little piles of brownish sawdust |ay beside the stunp.
A two-man saw, he thought.

From where Daniels stood the hill slanted down at an abrupt angle but just
ahead of him just beyond the stunp, was a curious nmound that broke the
hillside slope, In sone earlier day, nore than likely, great nasses of stone
had broken fromthe cliff face and piled up at its base, to be masked in tine
by the soil that came about fromthe forest litter. Atop the nound grew a
clump of birch, their powdery white trunks | ooking |ike huddl ed ghosts agai nst
the darkness of the other trees.



The cutting of the tree, he told hinmself once again, had been a sensel ess
pi ece of business. The tree was worthl ess and had served no particul ar purpose
except as a road to reach the den, Had sonmeone, he wondered, known that he
used it to reach the den and cut it out of malice? O had sonmeone, perhaps,
hi dden something in the cave and then cut down the tree so there would be no
way in which to reach it?

But who woul d hold himso nuch malice as to conme out on a night raging
with wind working by lantern light, risking his life, to cut down the tree?
Ben Adans? Ben was sore because Daniels would not permit hunting on his |and
but surely that was no sufficient reason for this rather |aborious piece of
petty spite.

The other alternative -- that something hidden in the cave had caused the
tree's destruction -- seened nore likely, although the very cutting of the
tree would serve to advertize the strangeness of the place.

Dani el s stood puzzl ed, shaking his head. Then he thought of a way to find

out some answers. The day still was young and he had nothing else to do.
He started clinmbing up the hill, heading for his barn to pick up sone
r ope.
4

There was nothing in the cave. It was exactly as it had been before. A few
autumm | eaves had blown into the far corners. Chips of weathered stone had
fallen fromthe rocky overhang, tiny evidences of the endl ess process of
erosi on which had fornmed the cave and in a few thousand years from now m ght
wi pe it out.

Standi ng on the narrow | edge in front of the cave, Daniels stared out
across the valley and was surprised at the change of view that had resulted
fromthe cutting of the tree. The angles of vision seened sonehow di fferent
and the hillside itself seenmed changed. Startled, he exam ned the sweep of the
slope closely and finally satisfied hinself that all that had changed was his
way of seeing it. He was seeing trees and contours that earlier had been
masked.

Hi s rope hung fromthe outcurving rock face that formed the roof of the
cave. It was swaying gently in the wind and, watching it, Daniels recalled
that earlier in the day he had felt no wind. But now one had sprung up from
the west. Below himthe treetops were bending to it.

He turned toward the west and felt the wind on his face and a breath of
chill. The feel of the wind faintly disturbed him rousing sone atavistic
war ni ng that came down fromthe days when naked roam ng bands of proto-nmen had
turned, as he turned now, to sniff the com ng weather. The wi nd mi ght nmean
that a change in weat her could be com ng and perhaps he shoul d clanber up the
rope and head back for the farm

But he felt a strange reluctance to leave. It had been often so, he
recal l ed. For here was a wild sort of refuge which barred out the world and
the little world that it et in was a different kind -- a nore primal and nore
basic and | ess conplicated world than the one he'd fled from



A flight of mallards came winging up fromthe pond in the river valley
arrowi ng above the treetops, banking and slanting up the long curve of the
bl uff and then, having cleared the bluff top, wheeling gracefully back toward
the flyer. He watched themuntil they di pped down behind the trees that
fringed the unseen river.

Now it was tine to go. There was no use waiting longer. It had been a
fool's errand in the first place; he had been wong to I et hinself think
somet hi ng m ght be hidden in the cave.

He turned back to the rope and the rope was gone.

For a monent he stared stupidly at the point along the cliff face where
the rope had hung, swaying in the breeze. Then he searched for sone sign of
it, although there was little area to search. The rope could have slid,
per haps, for a short distance al ong the edge of the overhangi ng mass of rock
but it seened incredible that it could have slid far enough to have vani shed
fromhis sight.

The rope was new, strong, and he had tied it securely to the oak tree on
the bluff above the cliff, snugging it tightly around the trunk and testing
the knot to nake certain that it would not slip.

And now the rope was gone. There had to be a human hand in this. Someone
had come al ong, seen the rope and quietly drawn it up and now was crouched on
the bluff above him waiting for his frightened outburst when he found hinself
stranded. It was the sort of crude practical joke than any nunber of people in
the community m ght believe to be the height of humor. The thing to do, of
course, was to pay no attention, to remain quiet and wait until the joke would
pal | upon the jokester

So he hunkered down upon the | edge and waited. Ten mnutes, he told
hinself, or at least fifteen, would wear out the patience of the jokester
Then the rope would cone down and he could clinb up and go back to the house.
Dependi ng upon who the joker mght turn out to be, he'd take himhone and pour
a drink for himand the two of them sitting in the kitchen, would have a
| augh toget her.

He found that he was hunching his shoul ders agai nst the wi nd, which seened
to have a sharper bite than when he first had noticed it. It was shifting from
the west to north and that was no good.

Squatting on the | edge, he noticed that beads of moisture had gathered
upon his jacket sleeve -- not a result of rain, exactly, but of driven mst.
If the tenmperature should drop a bit the weather might turn nasty.

He waited, huddled, listening for a sound -- a scuffling of feet through
| eaves, the snap of broken brush -- that would betray the presence of soneone
on the clifftop. But there was no sound at all. The day was nuffled. Even the

branches of the trees beneath his perch, swaying in the w nd, swayed wi thout
their usual creaks and groans.

Fifteen minutes nust have passed and there had been no sound fromatop the
cliff. The wind had increased sonewhat and when he twi sted his head to one
side to try to |l ook up he could feel the soft slash of the driving m st
agai nst his cheek.

He coul d keep silent no | onger in hope of waiting out the jokester. He
sensed, in a sudden surge of panic, that time was running out on him



'Hey, up there -- he shout ed.

He waited and there was no response.
He shouted again, nore loudly this tine.

Odinarily the cliff across the holl ow shoul d have bounced back echoes.
But now there were no echoes and his shout seened dampened, as if this wld
pl ace had erected sone sort of fence to hemhimin.

He shouted again and the misty world took his voice and swallowed it.

A hissing sound started. Daniels saw it was caused by tiny pellets of ice
stream ng through the branches of the trees. Fromone breath to another the
driven mist had turned to ice

He wal ked back and forth on the ledge in front of the cave, twenty feet at
nost, | ooking for some way of escape. The | edge went out into space and then
sheered off. The slanting projection of rock cane down from above. He was
neatly trapped.

He nmoved back into the cave and hunkered down. Here he was protected from
the wind and he felt, even through his rising panic, a certain sense of
snugness. The cave was not yet cold. But the tenperature nust be dropping and
dropping rather swiftly or the m st would not have turned to ice. He wore a
light jacket and could not make a fire. He did not snmoke and never carried
mat ches.

For the first time he faced the real seriousness of his position. It m ght
be days before anyone noticed he was m ssing. He had few visitors and no one
ever paid too rmuch attention to him Even if soneone should find that he was
m ssing and a hunt for himwas | aunched, what were the chances that he would
be found? Who would think to ook in this hidden cave? How | ong, he wonder ed,
could a man survive in cold and hunger?

If he could not get out of here, and soon, what about his livestock? The
cows woul d be headi ng home from pasture, seeking shelter fromthe storm and
there woul d be no one there to let theminto the barn. If they were not mlked
for a day or two they would be tormented by swoll en udders. The hogs and
chi ckens woul d go unfed. A man, he thought, had no right to take the kind of
chance he had taken when so nmany living creatures were dependent on him

He craw ed farther back into the cave and stretched hinself out on his
belly, wedging hinself into its deepest recess, an ear |laid against the stone.

The creature still was there -- of course it still was there. It was
trapped even nore securely than hinmself, held down by, perhaps, severa
hundred feet of solid rock, which had been built up nost deliberately through
many mllions of years.

It was remenbering again. In its mnd was anot her place and, while part of
that flow of memory was blurred and wavy, the rest was starkly clear. A great
dark plain of rock, one great slab of rock, ran to a far horizon and above
that far horizon a reddi sh sun cane up and |limed agai nst the great red bal
of rising sun was a hinted structure -- an irregularity of the horizon that
suggested a place. A castle, perhaps, or a city or a great cliff dwelling --
it was hard to nmake out what it was or to be absolutely sure that it was
anything at all.

Hone? Was that black expanse of rock the spaceport of the old hone planet?



O might it be only a place the creature had visited before it had cone to
Earth? A place so fantastic, perhaps, that it lingered in the nind

O her things mixed into the nenory, sensory synbols that m ght have
applied to personalities, life forns, snells, tastes.

Al t hough he could be wong, Daniels knew, in supplying this entrapped
creature with human sensory perceptions, these human sensory perceptions were
the only ones he knew about .

And now, listening in on the nmenory of that flat black expanse of rock and
i magi ning the rising sun which outlined the structure of the far horizon
Dani el s did sonething he had never tried to do before. He tried to tal k back
to the buried creature, tried to let it know that soneone was |istening and
had heard, that it was not as lonely and as isolated as it night have thought
it was.

He did not talk with his tongue -- that would have been a sensel ess thing
to do. Sound could never carry through those many feet of stone. He tal ked
with his mind instead.

_Hello, down there_, he said. _This is a friend of yours. |'ve been
listening to you for a long, long time and | hope that you can hear ne. If you
can, let us talk together. Let ne try to make you understand about nyself and
the world | live in and you tell ne about yourself and the kind of world you
lived in and how you cane to be where you are and if there is anything | can
do for you, any help that | can give._

He said that nuch and no nore. Having spoken, he continued Iying with his
ear against the hard cave floor, listening to find out if the creature m ght
have heard him But the creature apparently had not heard or, having heard,

i gnored himas sonmething not worth its attention. It went on thinking about
the place where the dull red sun was rising above the horizon

It had been foolish, and perhaps presunptuous, he knew, for himto have
tried to speak to it. He had never tried before; he had sinply |listened. And
he had never tried, either, to speak to those others who tal ked anong the
stars -- again he'd sinply |istened.

VWhat new di nensi on had been added to hinsel f, he wondered, that woul d have
permtted himto try to comunicate with the creature? Had the possibility
that he was about to die noved hinf

The creature in the stone mght not be subject to death -- it mght be
i mor t al

He craw ed out of the far recess of the cave and crept out to where he had
roomto hunker down.

The storm had worsened. The ice now was m xed with snow and the
tenmperature had fallen. The ledge in front of the cave was filmed with
slippery ice. If a man tried to walk it he'd go plunging down the cliff face
to his death.

The wi nd was bl owi ng harder. The branches of the trees were waving and a
storm of | eaves was banking down the hillside, flying with the ice and snow

From where he squatted he could see the topnost branches of the clunp of
bi rches which grew atop the mound just beyond where the cave tree had stood.
And these branches, it seemed to him were waving about far nmore violently



than coul d be accounted for by wind. They were lashing wildly fromone side to
the other and even as he watched they seened to rise higher in the air, as if
the trees, in some great agony, were raising their branches far above their
heads in a plea for nercy.

Dani el s crept forward on his hands and knees and thrust his head out to
see down to the base of the cliff.

Not only the topnost branches of the clunp of birches were swaying but the
entire clunp seemed to be in notion, thrashing about as if sone unseen hand
were attenmpting to wench it fromthe soil. But even as he thought this, he
saw that the ground itself was in agitation, heaving up and out. It | ooked
exactly as if someone had taken a tine-lapse novie of the devel opnment of a
frost boil with the filmbeing run at a normal speed. The ground was heavi ng
up and the clunmp was heaving with it. A shower of gravel and other debris was
flowi ng down the slope, |oosened by the heaving of the ground. A boul der broke
away and crashed down the hill, crushing brush and shrubs and | eavi ng hi deous
scars.

Dani el s watched in horrified fascination

Was he wi tnessing, he wondered, sonme wonderful |y speeded-up geol ogi ca
process? He tried to pinpoint exactly what kind of process it night be. He
knew of one that seemed to fit. The nmound kept on heavi ng upward, splintering
outward fromits center. A great flood of |oose debris was now pouring down
the slope, leaving a path of brown in the whiteness of the fallen snow. The
clump of birch tipped over and went skidding down the slope and out of the
pl ace where it had stood a shape emnerged

Not a solid shape, but a hazy one that |ooked as if someone had scraped
some stardust fromthe sky and nmolded it into a ragged, shifting formthat did
not set into any definite pattern, that kept shifting and changi ng, although
it did not entirely lose all resenblance to the shape in which it m ght
originally have been nolded. It |ooked as a | oose congl onmerati on of atons
m ght | ook if atonms could be seen. It sparkled softly in the grayness of the
day and despite its seenming insubstantiality it apparently had sone strength
-- for it continued to push itself fromthe shattered mound until finally it
stood free of it.

Having freed itself, it drifted up toward the | edge.

Strangely, Daniels felt no fear, only a vast curiosity. He tried to make
out what the drifting shape was but he could not be sure.

As it reached the | edge and nmoved slightly above it he drew back to crouch
within the cave. The shape drifted in a couple of feet or so and perched on
the I edge -- either perched upon it or floated just above it.

_You spoke_, the sparkling shape said to Daniels.

It was not a question, nor a statenment either, really, and it was not
really speaking. It sounded exactly like the talk Daniels had heard when he'd
listened to the stars.

_You spoke to it_, said the shape, _as if you were a friend_ (although the
word was not friend but something el se entirely, sonething warm and friendly).

_You offered help to it. Is there help that you can give?_

That question at |east was cl ear enough



"I don't know,' said Daniels. 'Not right now, there isn't. But in a
hundred years from now, perhaps -- are you hearing nme? Do you know what | am
sayi ng?

_You say there can be help_, the creature said, _but only after tine.
Pl ease, what is that tinme?_

"A hundred years,' said Daniels. 'Wen the planet goes around the star one
hundred tines.'

_One hundred?_ asked the creature.

Dani el s held up the fingers of both hands. 'Can you see ny fingers? The
appendages on the tips of ny arns?

_See? the creature asked.
' Sense them Count them

_Yes, | can count them _
' They number ten,' said Daniels. 'Ten tinmes that many of them would be a
hundred.'

It is no great span of tine_, the creature said. _Wat kind of help by
t hen?_

" You know genetics? How a creature cones into being, how it knows what
kind of thing it is to becone, how it grows, how it knows how to grow and what
to become. The amino acids that make up the ribonucleic acids and provide the
key to the kind of cells it grows and what their functions are.’

I do not know your terms_, the creature said, _but | understand. So you
know of this? You are not, then, a brute wild creature, like the other life
that sinmply stands and the others that burrow in the ground and clinmb the
standing life forns and run al ong the ground. _

It did not cone out like this, of course. The words were there -- or
nmeani ngs that had the feel of words -- but there were pictures as well of
trees, of burrowing nmice, of squirrels, of rabbits, of the |urching woodchuck
and the runni ng fox.

"Not |,' said Daniels, 'but others of ny kind. |I know but little of it.
There are others who spend all their tinme in the study of it.'

The ot her perched on the | edge and said nothing nore. Beyond it the trees
whi pped in the wind and the snow cane whirling down, Daniels huddl ed back from
the | edge, shivered in the cold and wondered if this thing upon the |edge
coul d be hal | uci nation

But as he thought it, the thing began to tal k again, although this tine it
did not seemto be talking to him It talked, rather, as the creature in the
stone had tal ked, renmenbering. It conmunicated, perhaps, something he was not
meant to know, but Daniels had no way of keeping from know ng. Sentience
flowed fromthe creature and inpacted on his mnd, filling all his mnd
barring all else, so that it seened as if it were he and not this other who
was renenbering.



First there was space -- endless, limtless space, so far from everything,
so brutal, so frigid, so uncaring that it nunbed the mnd, not so nmuch from
fear or loneliness as fromthe realization that in this eternity of space the
thing that was hinself was dwarfed to an insignificance no yardstick could
measure. So far from hone, so lost, so directionless -- and yet not entirely
directionless, for there was a trace, a scent, a spoor, a know ng that could
not be expressed or understood or even guessed at in the framework of
humanity; a trace, a scent, a spoor that showed the way, no matter how dimy
or how hopel essly, that sonething el se had taken at some other time. And a
m ndl ess determ nation, an unflaggi ng devotion, a prinmal urgency that drove
himon that faint, dimtrail, to follow where it might |lead, even to the end
of time or space, or the both of themtogether, never to fail or quit or
falter until the trail had finally reached an end or had been w ped out by
what ever wi nds m ght bl ow through enpty space.

There was sonething here. Daniels told hinself, that, for all its
alienness, still was fanmiliar, a factor that should lend itself to translation
into human terms and thus establish some sort of |ink between this renenbering
alien mind and his human m nd.

The enptiness and the silence, the cold uncaring went on and on and on and
there seened no end to it. But he came to understand there had to be an end to
it and that the end was here, in these tangled hills above the ancient river.
And after the alnost endl ess time of darkness and uncaring, another al npst
endl ess tinme of waiting, of having reached the end, of having gone as far as
one m ght go and then settling down to wait with an agel ess patience that
never woul d grow weary.

_You spoke of help_, the creature said to him _Wy hel p? You do not know
this other. Wy should you want to hel p?_

"It is alive,' said Daniels. 'It's alive and |'malive and is that not
enough?

| do not know_, the creature said.
"I think it is,' said Daniels.
_And how coul d you hel p?_

"I"ve told you about this business of genetics. | don't knowif | can
explain -- '

| have the ternms fromyour mnd_, the creature said. _The genetic code. _

"Wuld this other one, the one beneath the stone, the one you guard --

_Not guard_, the creature said. _The one | wait for. _

"You will wait for |long.'
| am equi pped for waiting. | have waited long. | can wait much | onger. _
' Someday,' Daniels said, 'the stone will erode away. But you need not wait

that long. Does this other creature know its genetic code?



It knows_, the creature said. _It knows far nore than I. _

"But all of it,' insisted Daniels. 'Down to the last |inkage, the fina
i ngredi ent, the sequences of all the billions of -- '
It knows_, the creature said. _The first requisite of all life is to

understand itsel f.

"And it could -- it would -- be willing to give us that information, to
supply us its genetic code?

_You are presunptuous_, said the sparkling creature (although the word was
harder than presunptuous). _That is information no thing gives another. It is
i ndecent and obscene_ (here again the words were not exactly indecent and
obscene). _It involves the giving of one's self into another's hands. It is an
ultimate and purposel ess surrender. _

"Not surrender,' Daniels said. 'A way of escaping fromits inprisonment.
In time, in the hundred years of which | told you, the people of ny race could
take that genetic code and construct another creature exactly like the first.
Duplicate it with exact preciseness.'

_But it still would be in stone. _

"Only one of it. The original one. That original could wait for the
erosion of the rock. But the other one, its duplicate, could take up life
again."'

And what, Daniels wondered, if the creature in the stone did not w sh for
rescue? What if it had deliberately placed itself beneath the stone? \Wat if
it sinply sought protection and sanctuary? Perhaps, if it wi shed, the creature

could get out of where it was as easily as this other one -- or this other
thing -- had risen fromthe nmound.

_No, it cannot_, said the creature squatting on the |ledge. _| was
careless. | went to sleep while waiting and | slept too |ong. _

And that woul d have been a long sleep, Daniels told hinself. A sleep so
long that dribbling soil had nounded over it, that fallen boul ders, cracked
off the cliff by frost, had been buried in the soil and that a clunp of birch
had sprouted and grown into trees thirty feet high. There was a difference
here in tine rate that he could not conprehend.

But sonme of the rest, he told hinself, he had sensed -- the devoted
| oyalty and the nindl ess patience of the creature that tracked another far
anong the stars. He knew he was right, for the mnd of that other thing, that
devot ed star-dog perched upon the | edge, cane into himand fastened on his
mnd and for a nmonment the two of them the two minds, for all their
di fferences, merged into a single mind in a gesture of fell owship and basic
understanding, as if for the first tine in what nust have been mllions of
years this baying hound from outer space had found a creature that could
understand its duty and its purpose.

"W could try to dig it out,' said Daniels. 'l had thought of that, of
course, but I was afraid that it would be injured. And it would be hard to
convi nce anyone -- '

_No_, said the creature, _digging would not do. There is much you do not
understand. But this other proposal that you have, that has great nerit. You
say you do not have the know edge of genetics to take this action now Have



you tal ked to others of your kind?_

"I talked to one,' said Daniels, 'and he would not listen. He thought I
was mad. But he was not, after all, the man | should have spoken to. In time |
could talk with others but not right now No matter how much | might want to
-- | can't. For they would laugh at ne and | could not stand their |aughter
But in a hundred years or sonmewhat less | could --

_But you will not exist a hundred years_, said the faithful dog. _You are
a short-1lived species. Wich mght explain your rapid rise. All life here is
short-lived and that gives evolution a chance to build intelligence. Wen
first cane here |I found but mndless entities.

"You are right,' said Daniels. 'l can live no hundred years. Even fromthe
very start, | could not live a hundred years, and better than half of ny life
i s gone. Perhaps much nore than half of it. For unless | can get out of this
cave | will be dead in days.'

_Reach out_, said the sparkling one. _Reach out and touch nme, being. _

Slow y Daniels reached out. H s hand went through the sparkle and the
shine and he had no sense of matter -- it was as if he'd noved his hand
t hrough not hing but air.

_You see_, the creature said, _| cannot help you. There is no way for our
energies to interact. | amsorry, friend._ (it was not friend, exactly, but it
was good enough, and it m ght have been, Daniels thought, a great deal nore
than friend.)

"Il amsorry, too,' said Daniels. 'I would like to live."'

Silence fell between them the soft and brooding silence of a snow | aden
afternoon with nothing but the trees and the rock and the hidden little life
to share the silence with them

It had been for nothing, then, Daniels told hinself, this neeting with a
creature from another world. Unless he could sonehow get off this |edge there
was not hing he could do. Although why he should so concern himself with the
rescue of the creature in the stone he could not understand. Surely whether he
hinself |ived or died should be of nore inportance to himthan that his death
woul d forecl ose any chance of help to the buried alien

"But it may not be for nothing,' he told the sparkling creature. 'Now that
you know -- '

_My knowing , said the creature, wll have no effect. There are others
fromthe stars who woul d have the know edge -- but even if | could contact
them they would pay no attention to ne. My position is too lowy to converse
with the greater ones. My only hope would be people of your kind and, if I'm
not mstaken, only with yourself. For | catch the edge of thought that you are
the only one who really understands. There is no other of your race who could
even be aware of ne.

Dani el s nodded. It was entirely true. No other human exi sted whose brain
had been jumbled so fortunately as to have acquired the abilities he held. He
was the only hope for the creature in the stone and even such hope as he
represented mght be very slight, for before it could be made effective he
nmust find soneone who would listen and believe. And that belief nust reach
across the years to a time when genetic engi neering was consi derably advanced
beyond its present state.



_If you could manage to survive the present this_, said the hound from
outer space, _| might bring to bear certain energies and techni ques --
sufficiently for the project to be carried through. But, as you nust realize,
| cannot supply the nmeans to survive this crisis._

' Someone may cone along,' said Daniels. 'They might hear me if | yelled
every now and then.'

He began yelling every now and then and received no answer. H's yells were
muf fled by the stormand it was unlikely, he knew, that there would be nen
abroad at a time like this. They'd be safe beside their fires.

The sparkling creature still perched upon the | edge when Daniel s sl unped
back to rest. The other nmade an indefinite sort of shape that seemed nuch |ike
a lopsided Christmas tree standing in the snow.

Daniels told hinmself not to go to sleep. He nust close his eyes only for a
nmonent, then snap them open -- he nust not let themstay shut for then sleep
woul d cone upon him He should beat his arnms across his chest for warnmth --
but his arns were heavy and did not want to work.

He felt hinself sliding prone to the cave floor and fought to drive
hinself erect. But his will to fight was thin and the rock was confortable. So
confortabl e, he thought, that he could afford a nonent's rest before forcing
hinsel f erect. And the funny thing about it was that the cave floor had turned
to nud and water and the sun was shining and he seemed warm agai n.

He rose with a start and he saw that he was standing in a w de expanse of
wat er no deeper than his ankles, black ooze underfoot.

There was no cave and no hill in which the cave might be. There was sinply
this vast sheet of water and behind him less than thirty feet away, the nuddy
beach of a tiny island -- a rmuddy, rocky island, with smears of sickly green

clinging to the rocks.

He was in another tinme, he knew, but not in another place. Al ways when he
slipped through tinme he came to rest on exactly the sane spot upon the surface
of the earth that he had occupi ed when the change had cone.

And standi ng there he wondered once again, as he had many tines before,
what strange nechani smoperated to shift himbodily in space so that when he
was transported to a tinme other than his own he did not find hinmself buried
under, say, twenty feet of rock or soil or suspended twenty feet above the
sur f ace.

But now, he knew, was no tinme to think or wonder. By a strange quirk of
circunmst ance he was no longer in the cave and it nmade good sense to get away
fromwhere he was as swiftly as he could. For if he stayed standi ng where he
was he m ght snap back unexpectedly to his present and find hinself stil
huddl ed in the cave.

He turned clunsily about, his feet tangling in the nuddy bottom and
| unged towards the shore. The going was hard but he made it and went up the
sliny stretch of nuddy beach until he could reach the tumnbled rocks and coul d
sit and rest.

Hi s breathing was difficult. He gul ped great lungfuls and the air had a



strange taste to it, not like normal air.

He sat on the rock, gasping for breath, and gazed out across the sheet of
water shining in the high, warm sun. Far out he caught sight of a |ong,
hunpi ng swell and watched it coming in. Wen it reached the shore it washed up
the nmuddy incline alnbst to his feet. Far out on the glassy surface anot her
swel | was form ng

The sheet of water was greater, he realized, than he had first inmagi ned.
This was also the first time in his wanderings through the past that he had
ever cone upon any |large body of water. Al ways before he had emerged on dry
| and whose general contours had been recogni zable -- and there had al ways been
the river flowi ng through the hills.

Here not hing was recogni zable. This was a totally different place and
there could be no question that he had been projected farther back in tine
than ever before -- back to the day of sone great epicontinental sea, back to
a tine, perhaps, when the atnosphere had far | ess oxygen than it would have in
| ater eons. Modre than likely, he thought, he was very close in time to that
boundary line where life for a creature such as he woul d be inpossible. Here
there apparently was sufficient oxygen, although a man must punp nore air into
his lungs than he would normally. Go back a fewnillion years and the oxygen
mght fall to the point where it would be insufficient. Go a little farther
back and find no free oxygen at all

WAt chi ng the beach, he saw the little things skittering back and forth,
seeking refuge in spunme-whitened piles of drift or popping into tiny burrows.
He put his hand down on the rock on which he sat and scrubbed gently at a
patch of green. It slid off the rock and clung to his flesh, smearing his palm
with a slinmy gelatinous ness that felt disgusting and uncl ean.

Here, then, was the first of life to dwell upon the land -- scarcely
creatures as yet, still clinging to the edge of water, afraid and unequi pped
to wander too far fromthe side of that wet and gentle nother which, fromthe
first beginning, had nurtured life. Even the plants still clung close to the
sea, existing, perhaps, only upon rocky surfaces so close to the beach that
occasi onal spray could reach them

Dani el s found that now he did not have to gasp quite so nuch for breath.
Pl owi ng through the mud up to the rock had been exhausting work in an
oxygen- poor atnmosphere. But sitting quietly on the rocks, he could get al ong
all right.

Now t hat the bl ood had stopped pounding in his head he becane aware of
silence. He heard one sound only, the soft |apping of the water against the
muddy beach, a lonely effect that seened to enphasize rather than break the
si | ence.

Never before in his life, he realized, had he heard so little sound. Back
in the other worlds he had known there had been not one noi se, but many, even
on the qui etest days. But here there was nothing to nake a sound -- no trees,
no animals, no insects, no birds -- just the water running to the far horizon
and the bright sun in the sky.

For the first tinme in many nonths he knew again that sense of
out - of - pl aceness, of not bel onging, the feeling of being where he was not
want ed and had no right to be, an intruder in a world that was out of bounds,
not for himalone but for anything that was nore conpl ex or nore sophisticated
than the little skitterers on the beach



He sat beneath the alien sun, surrounded by the alien water, watching the
little things that in eons yet to come would give rise to such creatures as
hinself, and tried to feel sone sort of kinship to the skitterers. But he
could feel no kinship.

And suddenly in this place of one-sound-only there came a throbbing, faint
but clear and presently |ouder, pressing down against the water, beating at
the little island -- a sound out of the sky.

Dani el s | eaped to his feet and | ooked up and the ship was there,
pl umreti ng down toward him But not a ship of solid form it seened -- rather
a distorted thing, as if many planes of light (if there could be such things
as planes of light) had been sl apped together in a haphazard sort of way.

A throbbing cane fromit that set the atnosphere to how ing and the planes
of light kept changi ng shape or changi ng places, so that the ship, from one
nonment to the next, never |ooked the sane.

It had been dropping fast to start with but nowit was slow ng down as it
continued to fall, ponderously and with massive deliberation, straight toward
the i sl and.

Dani el s found hi nsel f crouching, unable to jerk his eyes and senses away
fromthis mass of light and thunder that came out of the sky.

The sea and nud and rock, even in the full light of the sun, were
flickering with the flashing that cane fromthe shifting of the planes of
light. Watching it through eyes squinted against the flashes, Daniels saw that
if the ship were to drop to the surface it would not drop upon the island, as
he first had feared, but a hundred feet or so offshore.

Not nmore than fifty feet above the water the great ship stopped and
hovered and a bright thing cane fromit. The object hit the water with a
splash but did not go under, comng to rest upon the shallow, nuddy bottom of
the sea, with a bit less than half of it above the surface. It was a sphere, a
bri ght and shiny gl obe agai nst which the water |apped, and even with the
t hunder of the ship beating at his ears, Daniels imagined he could hear the
wat er | apping at the sphere.

Then a voi ce spoke above this enpty world, above the throbbing of the
ship, the i mgined | appi ng sound of water, a sad, judicial voice -- although
it could not have been a voice, for any voice woul d have been too puny to be
heard. But the words were there and there was no doubt of what they said:

_Thus, according to the verdict and the sentence, you are here deported
and abandoned upon this barren planet, where it is nmost devoutly hoped you

will find the tine and opportunity to contenplate your sins and especially the
sin of _ (and here were words and concepts Daniels could not understand,
hearing themonly as a blur of sound -- but the sound of them or sonething in
the sound of them was such as to turn his blood to ice and at the sanme tine
fill himwith a disgust and a | oat hi ng such as he'd never known before). _It

is regrettable, perhaps, that you are i mune to death, for nmuch as we m ght
detest ourselves for doing it, it would be a kinder course to discontinue you
and woul d serve better than this course to exact our purpose, which is to

pl ace you beyond all possibility of ever having contact with any sort of life
again.. Here, beyond the farthest track of galactic intercourse, on this
uncharted pl anet, we can only hope that our purpose will be served. And we
urge upon you such self-exam nation that if, by sone renpte chance, in sone
unguessed time, you should be freed through ignorance or malice, you shal
find it within yourself so to conduct your existence as not to nmeet or nerit



such fate again. And now, according to our |law, you may speak any final words
you W sh. _

The voi ce ceased and after a while canme another. And while the term nol ogy
was sonmewhat nore involved than Daniels could grasp their idiomtranslated
easily into human terns.

_Go screw yoursel f_, it said.

The t hrobbi ng deepened and the ship began to nmove straight up into the
sky. Daniels watched it until the thunder died and the ship itself was a
fading twinkle in the blue.

He rose fromhis crouch and stood erect, trenbling and weak. G oping
behi nd himfor the rock, he found it and sat down agai n.

Once again the only sound was the | apping of the water on the shore. He
could not hear, as he had imagi ned that he could, the water against the
shi ni ng sphere that lay a hundred feet offshore. The sun bl azed down out of
the sky and glinted on the sphere and Daniels found that once again he was
gasping for his breath.

Wthout a doubt, out there in the shallow water, on the nudbank that
sloped up to the island, lay the creature in the stone. And how then had it
been possible for himto be transported across the hundreds of mllions of
years to this one mcrosecond of tine that held the answer to all the
guesti ons he had asked about the intelligence beneath the Iinestone? It could
not have been sheer coincidence, for this was coincidence of too | arge an
order ever to come about. Had he sonehow, subconsciously, gained nore
know edge than he had been aware of fromthe twi nkling creature that had
perched upon the | edge? For a nmonent, he renmenbered, their mnds had net and
m ngled -- at that nonent had there occurred a transm ssion of know edge,
unrecogni zed, buried in sone corner of himself? Or was he witnessing the
operation of sone sort of psychic warning systemset up to scare off any
future intelligence that nmight be tenpted to liberate this abandoned and
mar ooned bei ng? And what about the tw nkling creature? Could sonme hidden
unguessed good exist in the thing inprisoned in the sphere -- for it to have
conmanded the loyalty and devotion of the creature on the | edge beyond the
sl ow erosion of geol ogi c ages? The question raised another: Wat were good and
evil? Who was there to judge?

The evidence of the tw nkling creature was, of course, no evidence at all
No human being was so utterly depraved that he could not hope to find a dog to
foll ow hi mand guard himeven to the death.

More to wonder at was what had happened within his own junbled brain that
could send himso unerringly to the noment of a vital happening. Wat nore
would he find in it to astonish and confound hinf? How far along the path to
ultimate understanding mght it drive hin? And what was the purpose of that
driving?

He sat on the rock and gasped for breath. The sea lay flat and cal m
beneath the blazing sun, its only notion the long swells running in to break
around the sphere and on the beach. The little skittering creatures ran al ong
the mud and he rubbed his pal magainst his trouser leg, trying to brush off
the green and slinmy scum

He coul d wade out, he thought, and have a closer | ook at the sphere |ying
inthe nmud. But it would be a long walk in such an atnosphere and he coul d not
chance it -- for he nust be nowhere near the cave up in that distant future



when he popped back to his present.

Once the excitenent of knowi ng where he was, the sense of
out - of - pl aceness, had worn off, this tiny nud-flat island was a boring pl ace.
There was not hing but the sky and sea and the nuddy beach; there was not hi ng
much to look at. It was a place, he thought, where nothing ever happened, or
was about to happen once the ship had gone away and the great event had ended.
Mich was goi ng on, of course, that in future ages would spell out to quite a

lot -- but it was nostly happening out of sight, down at the bottomof this
shal | ow sea. The skittering things, he thought, and the slinmy growth upon the
rock were hardy, mndless pioneers of this distant day -- awesone to | ook upon

and think about but actually not too interesting.

He began drawi ng aimnless patterns in the mud with the toe of one boot. He
tried to nake a tic-tac-toe layout but so much nud was clinging to his toe
that it didn't quite cone out.

And then, instead of drawing in the nmud, he was scraping with his toe in
fallen | eaves, stiff with frozen sleet and snow.

The sun was gone and the scene was dark except for a gl ow from sonet hi ng
in the woods just down the hill fromhim Driving sheets of snow swirled into
his face and he shivered. He pulled his jacket close about himand began to
button it. A man, he thought, could catch his death of cold this way, shifting
as quickly as he had shifted froma steam ng nmudbank to the whiplash chill of
a northern blizzard.

The yellow glow still persisted on the slope bel ow himand he could hear
t he sound of human voi ces. What was going on? He was fairly certain of where
he was, a hundred feet or so above the place where the cliff began -- there

shoul d be no one down there; there should not be a light.

He took a slow step down the hill, then hesitated. He ought not to be
going down the hill -- he should be heading straight for home. The cattle
woul d be waiting at the barnyard gate, hunched against the storm their coats
covered with ice and snow, yearning for the warnth and shelter of the barn
The pigs would not have been fed, nor the chickens either. A man owed sone
consideration to his |ivestock

But someone was down there, someone with a lantern, alnpbst on the lip of
the cliff. If the damm fools didn't watch out, they could slip and go pl ungi ng
down into a hundred feet of space. Coon hunters nmore than |ikely, although
this was not the kind of night to be out hunting coon. The coons would all be
denned up.

But whoever they m ght be, he should go down and warn t hem

He was halfway to the lantern, which appeared to be setting on the ground,
when someone picked it up and held it high and Daniels saw and recogni zed the
face of the man who held it.

Dani el s hurried forward

"Sheriff, what are you doi ng here?

But he had the shaned feeling that he knew, that he should have known from
t he nonent he had seen the light.



"Who is there?' the sheriff asked, wheeling swiftly and tilting the
lantern so that its rays were thrown in Daniels' direction. 'Daniels,' he
gasped. ' Good CGod, man, where have you been?'

"Just wal king around,' said Daniels weakly. The answer, he knew, was no
good at all -- but how could he tell anyone that he had just returned froma
trip through time?

"Dam it,' the sheriff said, disgusted. 'W' ve been hunting you. Ben Adans
got scared when he dropped over to your place and you weren't there. He knows
how you go wal ki ng around in the wods and he was afraid sonethi ng had
happened to you. So he phoned me, and he and his boys began | ooking for you.
W were afraid you had fallen or had been hurt sonehow. A man woul dn't | ast
the night in a stormlike this.'

"Where is Ben now?' asked Dani el s.

The sheriff gestured down the hill and Daniels saw that two nen, probably
Adans' sons, had a rope snubbed around a tree and that the rope extended down
over the cliff.

'"He's down on the rope,' the sheriff said. 'Having a ook in the cave. He
felt somehow you m ght be in the cave.'
'He had good reason to -- ' Daniels started to say but he had barely begun
to speak when the night was rent by a shriek of terror. The shrieking did not
stop. It kept on and on. The sheriff thrust the lantern at Daniels and hurried
f orwar d.

No guts, Daniels thought. A man who coul d be vicious enough to set up

another for death, to trap himin a cave -- but who, when the chips were down,
could not go through with it and had to phone the sheriff to provide a w tness
to his good intentions -- a nman like that |acked guts.

The shrieks had fallen to nmoaning. The sheriff haul ed on the rope, hel ped
by one of Adans' sons. A man's head and shoul ders appeared above the cliff top
and the sheriff reached out and haul ed himto safety.

Ben Adans col | apsed on the ground and never stopped his noani ng. The
sheriff jerked himto his feet.

"What's the natter, Ben?'

' There's sonet hing down there,' Adanms screanmed. 'There is something in the
cave -- '

' Somet hing, damm it? What would it be? A cat? A panther?

"I never seen it. | just knewthat it was there. | felt it. It was
crouched back inside the cave.'

' How coul d anything be in there? Someone cut down the tree. How coul d
anything get into the cave?

"I don't know,' howl ed Adans. 'It night have been in there when the tree
was cut. It mght have been trapped in there.'

One of the sons was hol ding Ben erect and the sheriff noved away. The
ot her son was puffing in the rope and neatly coiling it.



"Anot her thing,' the sheriff said, 'how cone you thought Daniels m ght be
in that cave? If the tree was cut down he couldn't have used a rope the way

you did, for there wasn't any rope. If he had used a rope it would still have
been there. | don't know what's going on -- damed if | do. You down nessing

in that cave and Daniels conmes wal ki ng out of the woods. | w sh soneone woul d
tell ne.’

Adans, who had been hobbling forward, saw Daniels for the first time and
cane to a sudden halt.

"Where did you cone fron?' he demanded. 'Here we been wearing out our guts
trying to hunt you down and then -- '

"Ch, go on home,' the sheriff said in a disgusted tone of voice. 'There's
a fishy snell to this. It's going to take nme a little while to get it figured
out.'

Dani el s reached out his hand to the son who had finished coiling the rope.

"I believe that's ny rope,' he said.

Wthout protest, taken by surprise, the boy handed it to him

"We' || cut across the woods,' said Ben. 'Home's closer that way.'

' God night, nen,' the sheriff said.

Slowmy the sheriff and Daniels clinbed the hill.

"Daniels,' said the sheriff, '"you were never out walking in this storm If
you had been you'd have had a whole | ot nore snow on you than shows. You | ook
like you just stepped froma house.'

"Maybe | wasn't exactly wal ki ng around,’ Daniels said.

"Wuld you nmind telling me where you were? | don't mind doing nmy duty as |
see it but | don't relish being made to look a fool while I"'mdoing it.'

"Sheriff, | can't tell you. I"'msorry. | sinmply cannot tell you.'
"Al'l right, then. \Wat about the rope?
"It's nmy rope,' said Daniels. "I lost it this afternoon.’

"And | suppose you can't tell me about that, either.’

"No, | guess | can't.'

"You know,' the sheriff said, 'I've had a lot of trouble with Ben Adans
through the years. I'd hate to think I was going to have trouble with you,
t0o.'

They clinbed the hill and wal ked up to the house. The sheriff's car was

parked out on the road.
"Wuld you conme in?'" asked Daniels. 'l could find a drink."'
The sheriff shook his head. 'Some other tinme,' he said. 'Maybe soon. You

figure there was sonething in that cave? O was it just Ben's imagination?
He's a flighty sort of critter.'



' Maybe there wasn't anything,' said Daniels. '"but if Ben thought there
was, what difference does it make? Thinking it mght be just as real as if
there were sonmething there. Al of us, sheriff, live with things wal king by
our sides no one else can see.'

The sheriff shot a quick glance at him 'Daniels, what's with you?' he
asked. 'Wiat is wal king by your side or sniffing at your heel s? Wiy did you
bury yourself out here in this CGodforsaken place? What is going on?

He didn't wait for an answer. He got into his car, started it and headed
down the road.

Dani el s stood in the stormand watched the glowing taillights vanish in
the murk of flying snow He shook his head in bew | derment. The sheriff had
asked a question and then had not waited for the answer. Perhaps because it
was a question to which he did not want an answer.

Dani el s turned and went up the snowy path to the house. He'd |ike sone
coffee and a bite to eat -- but first he had to do the chores. He had to milk
the cows and feed the pigs. The chickens nust wait till nmorning -- it was too
late to feed the chickens. The cows would be waiting at the barn door

They had waited for a long tinme and it was not right to make themwait.
He opened the door and stepped into the kitchen

Soneone was waiting for him It sat on the table or floated so cl ose above
it that it seemed to be sitting. The fire in the stove had gone out and the
roomwas dark but the creature sparkled

_You saw?_ the creature asked.

"Yes,' said Daniels. 'l saw and heard. | don't know what to do. What is
right or wong? Who knows what's right or wong?

_Not you_, the creature said. _Not |I. | can only wait. | can only keep the
faith. _

Per haps anong the stars, thought Daniels, m ght be those who did know.
Perhaps by listening to the stars, perhaps by trying to break in on their
conversations and by asking questions, he night get an answer. Certainly there
nmust be sone universal ethics. A list, perhaps, of Universal Commandments.
Maybe not ten of them Maybe only two or three -- but any number m ght be
enough.

"I can't stay and talk,' he said. 'l have animals to take care of. Could
you stick around? Later we can talk.'

He funbled for the Iantern on the bench against the wall, found the
mat ches on the shelf. He lit the lantern and its feeble flanme nmade a puddl e of
light in the darkness of the room

_You have others to take care of ?_ asked the creature. _Qthers not quite
like yourself? Qthers, trusting you, w thout your intelligence?_

"l guess you could say it that way,' Daniels said, 'lI've never heard it

put quite that way before.'

_Could | go along with you?_ the creature asked, _it occurs to nme, just



now, that in nmany ways we are very nuch alike. _
"Very much -- ' But with the sentence hanging in the air, Daniels stopped.

Not a hound, he told himself. Not the faithful dog. But the shepherd.
Could that be it? Not the naster but the |long-lost |anb?

He reached out a hand towards the creature in a swift gesture of
understanding, then pulled it back, remenbering it was nothing he could touch

He lifted the lantern and turned toward the door
' Come al ong,' he said.

Toget her the two of them went through the stormtoward the barn and the
wai ting cows.



