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I
 
They sat in front of Duffy Parr's SKY NOTCH GAS & SERV STATION, sat in the late morning sun of late May, fairly content with things. Gander Eye Gentry and little Bo Fletcher were on the paint-hungry old bench against the cinderblock front, and Duffy himself had the chair between the gas pumps. From there they could see across Main Street to Longcohr's Grocery, to Bo's house next to it with his little one-chair barbershop tacked on and, on their side, the white-painted Sky Notch Community Church. Just to the right of the station, Main Street joined the narrow, pitted road that ran twelve miles to the county seat. Left, Main Street curved around the church and out of sight, but they knew what was there without having to see.
There would be the town's handful of houses, clapboard or brick or old log, the empty old school where Gander Eye and Duffy and Bo had gone before it closed and, at the end, the fallen bridge across Bull Creek, unmended for months now. Beyond that soared the slope of Dogged Mountain, cobbled with boulders, shaggy with trees, up to its scalloped ridge like a cloudbank against the blue sky. Sky Notch was dwindling, it was barely a town any more, but they all lived there because they wouldn't live anywhere else.
Gander Eye was called that for his black, gleaming eyes. Hardly anyone remembered he'd been christened Mark. He sat at sinewy ease, dressed in faded jeans and checked shirt, gazing at the soft brown glow of his boots. His black hair curled closely. He had a long, rigorously shaven chin and a short, straight nose. He looked as if he could grin easily, a hobgoblin grin. In one broad-backed hand he held a Coke bottle with something mixed into the Coke. He gazed across to where a woman came out of Longcohr's Grocery.
"Slowly Kimber," said Gander Eye appreciatively. His voice could be tuneful tenor to the banjo he picked the best in the county, just as he shot a rifle the best and fished and tracked game the best. "Yonder comes Slowly."
Duffy Parr swivelled in his chair. He was broad and bushy-haired, with a square, plaintive face. He looked about thirty-three, say a year or two older than Gander Eye. "That's her," he agreed.
She carried a brown bag of groceries along Main Street, deliberately, strongly. She was nearly as tall as Gander Eye, who was five feet ten. In brown slacks and brown blouse, her figure was both rich and fine, and rich and fine was her cloud of cinnamon hair. Even across the street, all three of them knew that Slowly's eyes were green and slanting and direct as a cat's. Her cheeks bunched, her mouth was red, her small chin was firm.
"Slowly's the prettiest woman in this here town," declared Bo. He was a scrap of a man with crinkled eyes and a foxy nose. His barbering wouldn't feed him and his wife plentifully, so he also sharpened knives, set saws, carved peerless gun stocks and necks for banjos and fiddles. He was carving something now. Expertly he pared flecks from a length of wild cherry wood.
"She'd be the prettiest woman in towns another sight bigger'n this one," Duffy almost moaned. Gander Eye nodded sympathy. He knew that Duffy loved Slowly Kimber, would marry her if she'd say yes, but she always said a gentle no.
"All them Kimber women is pretty," said Bo. "And all the Kimber men clever."
"Slowly ain't Kimber by blood," said Duffy longingly. "Her mamma's sister married a Kimber, and when Slowly's folks got killed back yonder when their car wrecked, her aunt took her to be a Kimber."
"I knowed that," Bo nodded above his whittling. "Her auntie's a pretty woman, too. The Kimbers always come away marrying good-looking folks, both the ladies and the men. And they live their own manner, up that draw they got. I kind of like Kimbers."
A battered blue pickup drove in and stopped by the pumps. Duffy got up. "Hey, Nick," he greeted the driver. "Fill her up?"
"I'll get it coming back out," was the reply. "I fetched in this here gentleman, he's fixing to stay here in Sky Notch."
The other man got out. "Good morning," he said, while Gander Eye and Duffy and Bo all studied him, the intent mountain-fashion with strangers.
"My name's James Crispin," he introduced himself.
He was of middle height and middle build and maybe not quite middle age. He wore gray town clothes and carried a soft hat in his hand. He had well-combed brown hair and a clipped brown beard, with a few stitches of gray in it. His eyes were deep, knowledgeable blue, and his features were strong and regular enough to be memorably handsome.
"I'm looking for the Hyson house," he said, as if he hoped they would think it was all right for him to do that.
"It's just 'round the turn of the street," Duffy told him, pointing. "Cross over the culvert and there's a gravel side street to your left. You go down there across the branch and there's the Hyson place, the only one that side. But the Hysons moved off last year. Mayor Derwood Ballinger owns it now."
"I know." James Crispin's white teeth smiled. "I've rented it from him." His blue eyes looked at them. "I hope to see you again, gentlemen. Thank you."
They watched him get into the truck and roll away with it. Bo spat reflectively. "I've seen folks leave out of here, but it's been a spell since anybody moved in," he observed.
"That's a fact," said Duffy. "Wonder what he's up to round here."
"That's what I wonder," said Gander Eye.
He drained the bottle and got up in a swift, smooth flow of motion. Stooping, he slid the bottle into a crate. Then he walked down the street after the truck, feeling the sun's brightness all over him.
Once he passed the church, he saw the curve of Main Street. Houses fronted it, not many and none of them new. Farther along stood the old brick schoolhouse, its windows staring emptily, with against it the shedlike place where Slowly Kimber lived alone. The street sloped down across a heavy concrete span to let a curve of Bull Creek flow under. The truck turned left down a gravel street, at the corner where Doc Hannum lived.
Doc was holding the door open for Slowly to go in with the groceries. She swept out for him and cooked his noon meal and left a supper of sandwiches or soup or both. What he paid her gave her enough for a living, along with her small check for keeping the town's records and getting out the water bills. She paused on the doorsill and smiled at Gander Eye. Under the brown blouse her breasts stirred like soft bells. Then she went in.
"We're getting a new fellow in town," said Gander Eye to Doc. "Yonder he goes with that stuff in the pickup. He allowed he's renting the Hyson cabin."
"I wondered who he was. " Doc Hannum was a close-built old gentleman, nobody knew just how far past seventy. His silver hair was like a smooth pelt. He had the smartest-looking face in Sky Notch, because he was the smartest. He wore a zipped brown shirt and khaki pants, and on his broad nose rode heavy-rimmed glasses. One hand clipped a lean cigar.
"He gave the name of James Crispin," said Gander Eye. "I reckoned I could maybe give him a hand moving in. Seemed like a pretty good fellow, first off."
"I'll go with you."
With Doc, too, people had forgotten his first name, which was Robert. Forty years before, he had been the company doctor for a lumber corporation at Sky Notch. He had left when the operation abandoned the region, taking with it most of the trees. Folks said that Doc had been a professor at a medical school up north, that he'd married, but when he returned to Sky Notch to vegetate he said very little about either of those things. He had lived in bachelor quarters for six years by now, calling himself retired. But he took care of the few Sky Notch residents who got sick, and sometimes he saw them to an Asheville hospital when they'd be better off there. Doc served on the town board with Bo Fletcher and William Longcohr, and otherwise read old books and savored the best article of blockade whiskey. He walked briskly along with Gander Eye.
A stout old bridge of rusty iron took them across the creek's muddy crawl to where the pickup had stopped before an old pole cabin. James Crispin was helping the driver pull things out of it. They carried in an army cot and mattress and came back for a leather armchair.
"I figured I might give you a hand," said Gander Eye.
"Thank you, but let me handle these canvases."
"Canvases," repeated Doc, looking. "You're a painter."
"I try to be." Crispin eased out a stack of variously sized oblong frames with gesso-whitened canvas tacked tightly upon them. "All the way here I've seen things I'd like to try to do."
Gander Eye dragged out two heavy suitcases and walked into the cabin. It was a good cabin, its logs chinked with cement, and the rafters overhead had been skilfully hand-hewn. The front room had windows on three sides and a wood stove in a corner. Crispin lowered his canvases against the rear wall and gazed at a window.
"That's north light enough," he judged, and turned to where Doc brought in a folded easel. "Gentlemen, thank you again, but I have only a few sticks of things to live with. You needn't put yourselves out."
"No trouble." Gander Eye headed back to shoulder a roll of blankets. The yard was grown with sparse, weedy plants, and dried shrubs stood at the door. The others fetched in the rest of the things. As Crispin had said, they weren't many or cumbersome. Crispin paid the driver of the truck and thanked him courteously.
Doc gazed at a finished picture of a low-roofed house with a stairway outside. "If you did that," he said, "I'm glad you came to town."
"And I'm glad to make friends," said Crispin. "Now, I'll need to buy some things. A broom and a bucket and—but this place is wired for electricity, I see." He trundled a television set across the floor.
"We're in a hollow here," Gander Eye told him. "A TV won't grab on and give you a good picture."
"Maybe mine will work all right." Crispin pushed in the plug and turned a switch. A clear, vivid image popped out on the screen, a man standing beside a display of canned goods. A consciously rich voice described the excellence of the wares. Crispin shut off the power again.
"I don't watch it much, except for the news and sometimes a play," he said. "You gentlemen will be welcome here to watch what you like."
"I thank you," said Gander Eye.
"Tell me something else," went on Crispin. "If I don't want to cook, is there a lunchroom or a boarding house here?"
"No, sir," replied Doc. "But look here, I'm going to have something at my place pretty soon. I'm just across the bridge from you here. Come and eat what I'm eating, while you plan to settle in." He held out his hand. "My name's Hannum. I'm a physician. Used to be."
"He still is," spoke up Gander Eye as Doc and Crispin shook hands. "A damned good one. And my name's Gentry, and my friends call me Gander Eye."
"Let me be your friend and call you that, and call me Jim." Crispin's white teeth shone in the brown beard. He rummaged in a suitcase and fetched out a bottle with a flowing darkness of ruby red.
"If you're going to be hospitable, Doctor, may I contribute this to our lunch?" he asked, smiling again.
Doc's spectacles twinkled. "That's another proof that you're a civilized man. Come on, let's see what Miss Slowly is putting on the table for us."
They all went out together. Doc and Crispin strolled toward the bridge. Gander Eye took a step after them, but paused.
He had thought the shrubs and plants around the cabin were scrubby and half dead, but he saw flowers. Against the wall, rising above scarflike tumbles of green leaves, showed the sweet, pale bloom of old man's beard, and beside this the soft lavender of ground orchids. Farther into the yard was a rich mat of dark green cow's tongue with its little red jewels of blooms, each centered with a fleck of butter-bright yellow.
Gander Eye's ready grin sprang to his face. He always noticed flowers, and he was amazed that he had not noticed these before. Or had they been there before? Had they just been turned on all of a sudden, like the television inside? He grinned wider at the notion.
Yards outward from where he stood, the slope rose from the hollow in which Sky Notch nestled. Where tall pines had been cut away rose a series of brushy thickets, just now pale with spring leaves. Something waited there, watched there, something that seemed as sooty black as the head of a burnt match. Gander Eye saw it, and he reckoned it saw him.
It might be somebody's stray black calf, almost grown up to be a baby beef. But the thing was standing up on two legs among the leaves. A black bear, then, down from the mountain here in the springtime, watching Gander Eye from its hiding place in the brush.
It must be sure that he saw it. Stealthily it drew deeper into cover. For an instant the sun found it, and it wasn't a bear, either. For it gleamed softly in that instant, like a black beetle or a black snake. Next moment it was gone from his sight, it had retreated.
"I'll be dogged," said Gander Eye to himself.
As he said it to himself, he decided to keep the whole thing to himself for the time being. Better wait for somebody else to mention seeing such a thing, or the softly gleaming flash of such a thing.
Intently he peered, for a long breath's space, at the leaves among which it had vanished. Then he turned and followed Doc and Crispin away.
 
 
 
 
 



II
 
Doc's house had been built decades earlier, as living quarters for a foreman of the lumber company. It was squarely made, of massive perpendicular planks that were virtually timbers, with small windows on all sides. Doc had covered the roof with aluminum and had painted the sides a boxcar red. Now he walked with Crispin across the bridge, and Slowly Kimber opened the door for them.
"Miss Kimber, this is Mr. James Crispin," Doc introduced his companion. "He's going to be a neighbor of ours, and I've invited him to have a bite with us."
"How do you do?" said Crispin, his eyes relishing Slowly's tall proud figure.
"It's only beef and beans today, Doc," said Slowly.
"Excellent." Doc turned to where Gander Eye paused at the edge of the yard. "You'd better have some with us."
"Thanks, I took a deer steak out of my freezer early this morning," said Gander Eye. "I'd better go cook that."
"Well, another time, then."
Doc and Crispin followed Slowly indoors. Gander Eye walked along Main Street toward his own house. Deep within himself, he began to make up a song:
 
Yonder comes that Slowly girl,
How do you think I know?
I know her by the way she walks,
Strong and sweet and slow.
 
Unlike Duffy Parr, Gandy Eye had never told Slowly how he felt about her.
 
Slowly, yonder Slowly comes,
Strong and slow and sweet,
There ain't a man in this world of men
Is fit to kiss her feet.
 
Maybe he'd write it down when he got to his house. Just for himself, and keep it where nobody would ever see it.
 
I'm a man in this world of men,
A many bold deed I've dared,
But when I meet Slowly face to face,
I stand there a-feeling scared.
 
Under his breath he hummed a tune, one of his own tunes, that would match it.
His house was as small as the one Crispin had rented, with the green-painted clapboards. Going in, he picked up the deer steak from his kitchen counter and admired the contrast of white fat and mahogany lean. Into the skillet he put it, and set the skillet on the electric stove. Maybe tomorrow he'd take out a couple more steaks and invite Crispin to eat with him, the way Doc had done.
 
At Doc's, Crispin stood in the wide front room that was a good half of the house, staring at shelves of books that went all the way around, up to the ceiling. "You must have thousands of volumes here, Doctor," he said after a moment.
"Four thousand, more or less," said Doc. "Maybe two thousand are worth rereading, once a year. Care to wash up? The bathroom's in yonder."
Slowly set a big china dish, heaped with red-brown stew, on the stout square table. Knives and forks and paper napkins were there already. Crispin returned from washing his hands and Doc motioned him to a chair. They helped themselves from the dish and from a plate of hot corn bread cut into squares. Crispin poured wine from the bottle he had brought.
"This Burgundy is good," said Doc, tasting his glassful.
"So is our dinner," said Crispin. "I wonder how it's made."
"Slowly knows that."
"Chopped meat, " she said, "and a can of baked beans, and tomatoes and onions and green peppers and seasonings. Doc always likes it."
"So do I like it, and always will when I'm lucky enough to have some." Crispin took another forkful. "I never had it before."
"The formula is Slowly's," said Doc, buttering a morsel of bread. "I don't know in what order the elements go in. I only know she'll use one certain brand of beans, and when the Longcohrs don't have them, she cooks something else."
"It's a banquet," vowed Crispin. "You see, I paint, and usually I don't stop work at noon. I take something to munch while I keep on painting. I'm already anxious to get at some studies hereabouts."
"I liked your picture I saw," said Doc, "and 1 want to see more."
Crispin smiled. "Let me say, I'm no great thundering master. I've had a few shows and have sold pictures now and then. Otherwise, I've some money to live on, and I'd rather paint than anything else. I saw photographs of this country up in New York and came down on impulse. That's more or less my life story, Doctor and Miss—is it Slowly?"
"Celola," she said gently. "Folks call me Slowly. I reckon that comes easier."
"My own life story isn't intricate, either," said Doc, sipping wine. "When I was young, I ran a dispensary and infirmary for lumberjacks. I went away to work out a career in medicine, and I had sense enough to come back here where I'd been happy." He sipped. "I'm still happy."
"So shall I be." Crispin gazed at the clifflike shelves of books. "What particular interests do you have, here in your library?"
"Well, I read history and literature that's been long enough around to prove it's good; medicine and general science, and quite a few works on folklore."
"Doc lets me read in his books when I have time," said Slowly as she began to gather up the dishes.
"Folklore." Crispin seemed interested. "There must be a treasure of that in a place like this."
"Most of the folks have tried to outgrow it," said Doc, smiling above his glass. "They don't even talk about it much. Some of it might be staying with the Kimber settlement, up on Dogged Mountain from here."
"Miss Slowly's folks," said Crispin, looking at her.
"I was an adopted Kimber," Slowly informed him, turning at the kitchen door. "I came to Sky Notch when I was fourteen. I was going to school, and Miss Barnett—she was teaching—had me to live with her in the little teacherage. She's gone, but I still stay there."
"Living with a teacher was good for Slowly," said Doc. "She got mathematical enough to be the Sky Notch town clerk. "
Slowly went into the kitchen.
"Folklore interests me," said Crispin, "and all the science it seems to fit into."
"Like witchcraft," supplied Doc. "Like interpreting dreams. Maybe like unidentified flying objects."
Crispin blinked. "You believe in those? Have you read about them?"
"I have some books. About believing, let me just say I suspend judgment, on those and other things. I'm perfectly willing to be convinced, by a satisfactory firsthand experience. "
"What if one flew down into your yard?"
"Then it would be an identified flying object. I'd believe it, in spite of the skeptics."
"The skeptics who laughed at beliefs in flying dragons," offered Crispin. "But they proved to be true when they dug up pterodactyls."
"That was a big one they dug up in Texas, wasn't it?" asked Doc. "Pterosaur, though, they call it instead of a dragon. Big enough to carry off a sheep or a man even, if there'd been any in Texas sixty million years ago."
"About the Kimbers," said Crispin, looking at the table. "I had heard the name, and asked about them at the county seat. Nobody seemed to be able to tell me anything about them." He glanced up, his blue eyes half plaintive. "As if they didn't want to tell me."
"The Kimbers have a grand gift of keeping to themselves," Doc told him. "They come here sometimes to buy things, and once in a while I give one of them some pills, or vaccinate their children. I'd say their most interesting contribution is refusal to join any church. They argue that churches teach false things and are full of hypocrites."
"But then they must have a substitute religion," suggested Crispin. "Religion is more or less a universal impulse."
"They do have their own worship. Do their own preaching and baptizing. They get married by the judge at the county seat. By all reports, their baptism is at night, by the full moon."
"I'd like to see that," said Crispin eagerly.
Doc studied him. "Might I ask, are you single?"
"Yes. Yes, I am."
"Then marry a Kimber girl—and some of them are highly attractive. Then you'd be baptized yourself, under the full moon."
"You hurry me too fast," said Crispin, smiling again. "So far I haven't even bought things I need to be moved in."
"If you're finished here, suppose I just walk you to Longcohr's and see what you can get there." Doc raised his voice. "Slowly, what are you laying out for supper?"
"I thought I'd stuff some eggs," she called back from the kitchen.
"Splendid." Doc shoved his chair back. "Will you come and share those, Mr. Crispin?"
"You'll have me outwearing my welcome. Let's see if there's something at the store that can be my share."
They walked out in the pleasant brightness of early afternoon. Crispin gazed in all directions at once. "It's a beautiful place," he said. "The houses are fine, the colors are fine."
"I always thought so, but I envy you the artist's eye," said Doc.
As they walked, Doc told about Sky Notch. A population of perhaps two hundred and fifty, much fallen away since lumbering times, but still happy. Some of the residents drove to jobs in Asheville or across the Tennessee line, thirty miles or so, and others worked land here and there within easier reach. Just then, shortly after noon, there was little stir. In the evenings, people visited back and forth, on good terms. No trouble anywhere in Sky Notch, said Doc, and he was glad. That made things easier for the town board, Mayor Ballinger and the three commissioners, Bo Fletcher and Bill Longcohr and Doc himself. Most town meeting nights at the store building people dropped in for company's sake. Sometimes Gander Eye Gentry came and picked his banjo.
"We're not big nor terribly lively, but we're not new, either," Doc summed up. "Sky Notch was here a generation before the Civil War."
Crispin gazed appreciatively down Main Street at the empty school building and at the water tower beyond. "When did those Kimber people come?" he inquired.
"Nobody knows. Long before Sky Notch was founded. They must have been here from the beginning, about the time the Indians left, and that was at the close of the Revolution."
"All you say about them interests me." Duffy Parr sat in front of his station, eating a big sandwich and drinking from a bottle that maybe had blockade in it. He lifted his bottle to them. Crispin waved back as Doc led him into Longcohr's store.
It was a low, broad cave of a place, the floor crowded with counters, the walks lined with shelves. There were stacks of canned and packaged foods, plastic containers of cleaning materials, sheafs and strewings of jeans pants, work shirts, house dresses and aprons, leather and canvas shoes. Displays included flashlights, cosmetics, cheap dishes, glass jars of pickles, hammers and saws and bags of nails. Goods of a hundred kinds heaped the shelves, leaned in corners, hung from hooks.
"How you come on, Doc?" called William Longcohr from beside the frozen foods counter. He was softly plump, with a heavy, secret face and glasses fitted snug to his pouched eyes. His buxom, good-humored wife Martha smiled from behind the desk where the Sky Notch post office did business. Their blond daughter Peggy, eighteen years old and looking an abundant twenty-four, raised a hand as she sat against a rear shelf, studying an old motion picture magazine.
"Folks, this is Mr. James Crispin, who's moving in here," said Doc. "Mr. Crispin, these are Mr. and Mrs. Longcohr and their daughter Peggy yonder. I told him he could probably buy what he wants right here, to start his housekeeping."
"If we ain't got it for you, maybe we can get it fetched in," said Longcohr, walking toward them.
"I'll start in with a few supplies for the next day or so, to eat," said Crispin. He searched out a package of bacon, a box of crackers, a can of coffee, a carton with a dozen eggs. "Doctor, can't I contribute this to tonight's supper?"
He held up a tall can of asparagus. "I can fix it with cream sauce," he said. "Or if you don't like it, we'll find something else."
"Asparagus always agrees with me." said Doc.
Crispin found a half-gallon jug of milk, a pound of butter, a loaf of rye bread. Longcohr slashed off a pound of cheese from a wheel and wrapped it for him. Crispin carefully chose a head of lettuce and bought salad oil and pasteboard shakers of salt and pepper. "I brought wine vinegar with me," he said.
"You're an epicure," said Doc with relish.
Longcohr put the purchases in two paper sacks. Crispin found a galvanized iron pail on a counter shelf.
"I'm bound to need this, with more things with it," he said. "I'll leave it and be back later, to buy what I've forgotten now. Maybe a broom and detergents and so on."
"Get them now and I'll help you," offered Doc.
"No, I want to come back a second time," smiled Crispin. "To get acquainted with the way from my place, and with these people."
"Where you located, Mr. Crispin?" asked Martha Longcohr.
"The Hyson cabin, across the creek."
"That's good built," said Longcohr. "Not many pole cabins get put up that good no more. I hope you're comfortable, Mr. Crispin."
"I hope so." Crispin gathered up the sacks. "I'll be back again. Ladies," and he bowed. "Mr. Longcohr."
He and Doc went out.
"So he's the one Duffy Parr was mentioning," said Longcohr.
"He's a nice sort of man," said Martha Longcohr.
"He's so good-looking, it stinks," spoke up Peggy.
"What kind of talk is that?" said her mother.
"He's so good-looking, it stinks," repeated Peggy, savoring it. "He's the most out-of-this-world man to come to Sky Notch in I don't know when."
"Don't go getting crazy about him, girl," warned Longcohr. "Good looks ain't everything. A man needs more than that."
"Like Duffy Parr," said Peggy. "I like him. Always have."
"Duffy?" Martha Longcohr almost squealed. "He's near about twice your age."
"Not that much, Mamma."
"And Duffy' sells that blockade whiskey he gets from the Kimbers," added Longcohr, acting as if he didn't know about it at first hand. "And drinks it."
"Men have been known to stop drinking when a woman wants it," said Peggy.
"Hush that talk, girl, and let's straighten up these counters."
 
Crispin paused at Doc's door. "What time shall I come over? Six o'clock? I'll cream the asparagus on my hot plate and fetch it along. Now I'll stow these things and go back for the rest."
In the cabin that was now his, he hoisted a portable electric refrigerator to a counter beside the sink. Into this he put the eggs, cheese, milk and bacon. Then he trudged back to the store.
The Longcohrs greeted him in chorus. He roamed here and there, finding a broom, a package of soap powder, other things. "Ever since I came into town, I've liked everything I've seen," he said.
Peggy tittered from where she spread handkerchiefs in a stack.
"Gander Eye Gentry was by," said Mrs. Longcohr. "I recollect he said you're a picture-painter."
"I've been trying to be one for years." Crispin took two pairs of white socks from the clothing counter.
"There's money in that, I hear tell," ventured Longcohr.
"Now and then," said Crispin. "Many a good painter has starved in his garret."
"I declare to never," contributed Peggy.
"I'm not really poor," and Crispin's white teeth shone in the neat beard. "Don't worry about me on that score."
He paid for his purchases and went out. Duffy waved in greeting. Crispin went back to his cabin and opened the door and went in.
Somebody sat in the one comfortable chair in his front room. It was a stocky man in a gray tweed jacket. His dark hair grew rankly down on his broad, low brow; his wide, shaven jaw showed slaty. In one hair-matted hand he held a morsel of cheese, in the other a cracker from the torn package on the table.
"I've been waiting for you," he croaked.
"How did you get in here, Struve?" demanded Crispin, clutching the broom.
"Your door was open. I just came in." Deep-set eyes, dark as old lead, quartered over Crispin. "This is good cheese."
"They didn't need to send you to spy on me," said Crispin sharply. "I know what I'm to do here."
"So do they, and so do I," said the man called Struve. "That's why I came down, checked in at an auto court at the county seat. To see that you do what you're sent to do, and report back on how you do it."
Crispin put down the broom and his other purchases. "Why didn't they send you directly on this assignment, and not me."
"I don't suppose I've got the show window you have. Can't make strangers trust me, like you." The croaked words were precise. "But they don't know if you take your duty seriously, if you comprehend the cosmic science and your duty to it."
"Maybe they sent somebody to make sure of you."
"Maybe. But let's stay with you and this place. The Gate's going to open, and you're going to see that it does."
"I know. "
The deep eyes sank in the swarthy face. "Why don't you fry eggs for our supper, and stir in some of this cheese?"
"I'm invited out to supper," said Crispin.
"You always get yourself a welcome," said Struve. "Anywhere."
"You can't stay here," said Crispin. "These people I've met come dropping in."
"If they come to your front door, I'll be out the back one. And I'll keep in touch with you, when nobody else is apt to drop in and wonder what we're talking about."
Crispin drew a deep breath. "Very well."
"But before I go, pay attention to me," said Struve. "For about the tenth or twentieth time, let's go over the matter of these Kimber people."'
 
 
 
 
 



III
 
Gander Eye did not visit the slope beyond Crispin's cabin until next morning. But he rose early to do it, before anyone else might stir out and see him. He took one of his rifles, an old Springfield of the sort the army gave up for the Garand, slid through his back yard, crossed the creek on a jumble of rocks, and plunged into laurel thickets beyond.
He stayed under cover until his hunter's sense told him he was opposite the place. Then he came back at a crouch to the brushy trees he remembered. Carefully he studied the ground for tracks.
He found nothing that he understood as tracks, not even when he felt sure he stood where that soft-shining thing had stood. Then it hadn't been a bear. Not a man, either, for a man's tracks would be easier to see. He peered in all directions before he knelt for a closer look.
Moss at the roots of a locust looked dingy brown. He dropped almost prone to study it. That moss might have been touched with a hot iron. He let his eyes travel to the locust trunk. The bark showed a dull, scorched area, as long as a man's hand. He explored the woods upslope. Laurel leaves seemed shrivelled, and a serviceberry twig was broken and parched brown, too. Then came a clearing, no track in its soft earth. Farther up were rocks, where snakes might haunt. Nothing showed on them except one crumbly scrape.
Gander Eye would be damned if he knew what to do. If he talked to anybody, it would sound like a joke. And whatever had been there yesterday might not be funny. He'd say nothing for the time, but he'd keep his eyes open.
Back at his house, he ate boiled eggs and drank coffee. Through his window he saw Crispin coming along from his cabin, across the bridge, carrying a folded easel, a canvas stool, a shoulder bag of other things. Crispin stopped beside Main Street well away from the church. Fixing a square of canvas to his easel, he sat on the stool and gazed fixedly at the church.
He still sat and gazed late in the morning when Gander Eye drove back from the county seat where he'd been to talk about his taxes. Doc Hannum, in a white linen suit, had paused to see what Crispin was doing. Peggy Longcohr walked over from the store, plump legs twinkling out of her yellow miniskirt. She asked something, and Crispin smiled.
He was on Main Street every day after that, painting a picture of the church. He would stare for an hour or so, then work furiously with his brush, now in his right hand, now in his left. Sky Notch people stopped and told him it was mighty pretty, even when they wondered if they knew what they were talking about. Crispin usually painted all day, stopping at noon to sit in the shade and eat his lunch out of a paper bag. Usually it was a slice of cheese, chunks of rye bread, a few olives, big pulls at a wine bottle. Doc and Gander Eye and Duffy and Slowly all called him Jim, but the Longcohrs still mistered him because he traded there and got mail there, a lot of mail.
Now and then he left his painting and strolled here and there. When he found the Longcohrs fiddling with their stalled old cash register, he took it to pieces and made it run again. Similarly, at Duffy Parr's station, he was able to transfer parts from a junked motor to that of a car of widely different make, fitting them in with bewildering success. And, seeing Bo Fletcher perplexed at restoring the cuckoo to his immemorial Swiss clock, Crispin did it for him. All grateful thanks for such things he smiled away. People were glad he was in Sky Notch.
About sundown of the last Monday in May, a number of people decided to have music and other fun at Longcohr's store. Longcohr and a couple of others pushed the counters back to the walls and hustled crates and bags into corners to clear as much floor as they could. Gander Eye came in as they finished, just too late to give help. He set down his banjo case. Right behind him appeared Slowly with her shiny brown guitar. They sat on old chairs to one side, tuning their instruments with knowing fingers.
Others entered, listening to the twang of the strings. They were all sorts, middle-aged men and women as well as young ones, and two or three oldsters. Mostly they wore overalls and house dresses. But Duffy Parr had a blindingly gaudy Hawaiian shirt and Peggy Longcohr walked in with a bright red blouse and pale blue shorts, her fair hair in a stormy tumble. Young men and older ones stared. One woman clicked her tongue. People sat on counters, on benches, on boxes and upturned buckets.
Doc Hannum and Crispin came in. Voices hailed them both. Doc unlatched his case and brought out his dark fiddle. People had heard him say that it had been his father's. He had refused two hundred and fifty dollars for it. Setting it under his strong chin, he also tuned expertly. He found a chair and sat beside Slowly.
"Let's start with 'Fire in the Mountains,' " said Gander Eye.
He had armed the thumb and first two fingers of his right hand with clawlike banjo picks. He struck experimental chords. Then he stamped his booted left foot, once, twice, again. All of them began playing together. The old song surged balefully. Burning trees crackled in it as it built to its hurried terror of climax, Fire in the mountains, run, boys, run! Listeners yelled approval. As the song started again, people got up and quickly formed two sets of dancers. Duffy Parr found Peggy Longcohr pulling him into one set. Grinning above his banjo, Gander Eye called the figures:
 
"Honor your partner, all hands round,
Do-si-do and up and down.
Ladies go gee and men go haw,
And a thousand miles to Arkansaw ..."
 
They danced skillfully, swiftly. Applause at the end. Gander Eye flashed his teeth, and Slowly bowed above her guitar.
"That was splendid," said Crispin, walking to the musicians. "You're artists. You deserve to be heard farther away."
"This is far enough," said Doc. "Do you pick any instrument, Jim? How would you like to sit in?"
Someone called for Gander Eye to sing. The others backed him in "I Wish I Was Some Little Sparrow." Duffy Parr trembled at the last verse:
 
"Bat had I known before I courted
That you would be so cruel to me,
I'd locked my heart in a silver locket
And closed it with a golden key."
 
"Where did you hear that one?" demanded Crispin.
"I reckon from my grandsire, he knew a right many tunes."
"But it's in Percy's Reliques. Bishop Percy published it more than two hundred years ago, and it was old then."
"I've that book at home," said Doc. "I'll look it out for you, Gander Eye."
More people were coming in, a dozen upstanding men and women in what looked like clothes homesewn of dull goods. Among them towered a tall figure with a blizzard of white beard.
"Captain Kimber," said Doc, getting up to shake hands. "Glad you came, your folks, too. Let me introduce you to James Crispin, he's been painting pictures here in Sky Notch."
"Hidy," said Captain Kimber. He took Crispin's slender hand in his own great fingers. "Doc, we more or less heared you all the way to our place. Thought we'd come and hark at you."
He greeted the Longcohrs gravely, nodded to Duffy, to Mayor Ballinger, as at a formal ceremony. He and his companions found places to sit, or lounged in corners and against walls. They were impressive, all of them, handsome men and comely women. "I wish you'd play something where Doc could use his fiddle," said Captain Kimber.
They played "Orange Blossom Special," the evocation of the hurrying train. Doc's fiddle carried the melodic rhythm; Gander Eye tweaked his strings for the sound of the tolling bell. Captain Kimber stalked across to praise it. "Long time since I've seen a train," he said.
"Long time between trains these days," said Gander Eye. "If you want to ride somewheres, you take the bus."
"I don't want to ride nowheres," the Captain assured him.
"I want to know you and your people," ventured Crispin.
"We keep a right much to ourselves."
"But you're friends with Doc and Gander Eye."
"Doc gives us medicine and all like that," said Captain Kimber. "And we rent Gander Eye's land from him on shares."
"Them tomatoes and corn and potatoes, you never seen the like," said Gander Eye. "I work with them folks now and then, to be neighborly."
"I'd do the same, for the same reason," offered Crispin.
Captain Kimber did not seem to hear. "Gander Eye," he said, "play a tune one time and just let our crowd dance it. Would these others mind?"
"Not them." Gander Eye rose. "Hark at me," he called loudly. "Captain Kimber's folks want to do their dance to help along, so let's just sit and watch. What'll we play you, Captain?"
"How about 'When the Stars Begin to Fall'?"
"That's a hymn tune."
"We dance it."
Gander Eye stamped his foot to give the time, and they struck into the old, minor-keyed mountain-spiritual. The Kimbers flowed into the open space, forming a circle, men and women alternating. They began to dance, gliding rather than gyrating with the song:
 
"Sinner, what will you do
When the stars begin to fall?"
 
Captain Kimber stood in the center of the circle. His feet stirring in time, he turned this way and that. His hands gestured, somewhat as though he conducted an orchestra. The circle moved around him, left to right, the dancers moving in and out, always keeping time and place.
 
"You'll hide from the light on the mountain When the stars begin to fall."
 
Guided by the Captain's moving hands, the circle tightened and closed toward him, made almost a cloak around him, all bowing close to him. Then they drew back to their first formation.
Slowly had put down her guitar and risen. She moved to join the circle. They made a space for her. Next moment, as though she had called him, Crispin was in the circle on the opposite side. They moved rhythmically with the others.
 
"You'll wish you had salvation When the stars begin to fall."
 
The circle made its wide turn, made it again, once more drew in close around the Captain. All bowed and backed away.
 
"My Lord, what a morning
When the stars begin to fall."
 
Spread to full extent, the circle moved counterclockwise, then drew in yet again, all bowing inward to Captain Kimber and backing away. The music came to a sudden end, and the circle broke up. Captain Kimber stood in the center of the floor. He looked at Crispin, and Crispin looked back at him. Everyone else looked at both of them, not knowing what to expect.
They had the only two beards in the room, the Captain's like a great white curtain, Crispin's short and brushed and brown.
"Where did you learn our dance?" the Captain asked, in a voice like water running deep in a cave.
"I didn't learn it," replied Crispin evenly. "I watched, and it didn't seem so much like a set of dance figures as a sort of multiple self-expression. I've seen Greeks do something like that, and Basque shepherds in Wyoming."
"The Greeks are sure enough old people," said Captain Kimber.
"So are the Basques," Crispin told him. "Some scientists think they go all the way back to Cro-Magnon man, the Stone Age."
Captain Kimber gazed at Crispin with level blue eyes under white-thatched brows. "Usually nobody butts in on our dancing," he said. "Might could be you meant all right, but you'd ought to inquire us if you could."
Crispin smiled disarmingly. "If I'd asked, maybe you'd have said no. But I've heard of you people, and I want to know you well." Again he smiled. "About the way you worship—your baptizing, for instance."
Absolute silence fell. Several Kimber men seemed to glare. Captain Kimber stroked his beard.
"You make yourself sound good," he pronounced, then fell silent himself, with his face going into deep lines of thought. He might have been extracting a square root in his mind. Finally:
"These here Sky Notch folks let on to like you." The great bearded head turned. "Is that a fact, Slowly?"
"Mr. Crispin's all right, Captain," said her gentle voice.
"Well, let's see. It's the full of the moon day after tomorrow night. Slowly, it's for you to say. If you want to come over, you can fetch him with you."
Everybody breathed deeply. It may have been relief, more likely it was amazement. No such permission had ever been given anyone from Sky Notch, not even Doc, not even Gander Eye. Captain Kimber walked over to the chairs where Doc and Gander Eye sat.
"Why not some more music?" he asked. "Somebody else might could want to stomp out a dance. "
"Why, sure," said Doc. "What'll we play, Gander Eye?"
"Let's try 'Arkansas Traveller.' "
They swung into the lively tune together. People got up and formed fours. Duffy made a step toward Slowly, reaching for her, but she had already taken Crispin's hand. The dancers moved into figures as Gander Eye called them:
"Right and left . . . swing your partner . . . bird in a cage . . . down the middle . . ."
The Kimbers stood off and watched courteously. When the dance was finished, the Kimbers applauded. Everybody applauded except for Duffy Parr. He had gone into the shadows at the back, drinking unhappily all by himself.
 
The music and dancing were over. It was past midnight. Gander Eye and Duffy sat in the lean-to behind Duffy's station where Duffy ate and slept and sometimes sold blockade. Its walls were of imitation wood panelling, dull gray and hung with clothes and cooking utensils and calendars for this year, the year before, and the year before that. Above the square table where they sat hung a naked electric lamp, blazing white as a midwinter star. Duffy drank some clear blockade from a fruit jar. A drop hung to his chin like a tear.
"I'm done for, Gander Eye," he said lifelessly. "Done for and out in the cold."
Gander Eye took the jar and sipped in turn. "Hark at me, Duffy, have you seen some sort of strange thing using 'round in the woods here? Maybe as big as a big calf, with a softly shine to it and leaves no tracks?"
"Don't go asking me no crazy riddles. I'm telling you a fact, my heart's broke. I ain't got nothing left to live for, no way." He shut one eye to gaze more directly at the table top. Even his gaudy shirt seemed subdued. "You don't know aught about this here kind of thing, Gander Eye. You want a girl, you always get her."
"Not always." Gander Eye sipped again and set down the jar. Duffy clutched at it as at an anchor in a reeling world. He drank noisily.
"You never been like me thisaway," he said as he came up from the drink. "Loving a girl and she won't no more than look at you like as if you was a lost soul. You know how I been about Slowly, year in, year out."
"I know," said Gander Eye, wondering how often Duffy had told him.
"Lately I thought I might could have a chance. But then this Jim Crispin comes, and he's got her."
"I never reckoned nobody'd got her," Gander Eye said.
Yet again Duffy took a deep drink. "They went home together, didn't they? I don't fault Jim, I like him. But he's got Slowly, and that's the end of things for me. The pure down dead end of things. What I got to live for?"
If he had meant the question rhetorically, Gander Eye did not choose to take it so. "There's always another drink to live for," he said.
"And that's about all." Duffy drank and set down the jar. "Now I've done took it, and that's all she wrote."
"All who wrote?" inquired Gander Eye, from deep inside where he was enjoying himself to the full.
"That's all there is," said Duffy, a laborious word at a time. "My heart's broke, and I'm a-going to kill myself."
Fumblingly he opened a drawer in the table and groped inside. His broad hand brought out a revolver, a blue .38 police special. "Going to shoot myself, and you tell Slowly it was for her."
Slowly, unsurely, he lifted the pistol toward his temple.
"Now hold on," said Gander Eye, speaking sharply at last.
"Ain't no way you can stop me," Duffy assured him thickly. "Ain't nobody can stop me."
"You're doing stupid," Gander Eye snapped. "That's the worst thing you can do."
Duffy lowered the pistol a trifle. His other hand lifted the jar and he drank from it and set it down again, almost overturning it.
"It's the best thing I can do," he mumbled doggedly. "Take myself out of her way. Put that on my grave, I took myself out of Slowly's way."
"You don't understand," said Gander Eye.
"I understand right well." The pistol wavered upward again.
"That's the unpardonable sin, Duffy, a-killing yourself."
The pistol came all the way down. Duffy crumpled his brow in thought. "I always heard tell the unpardonable sin's playing with yourself. "
"If that's so, this here world's full up of unpardonable sinners." Stoically, Gander Eye held back a laugh. "No, Duffy, suicide's the unpardonable sin. Look at it thisaway, whatever other sin you do, you can pray it out. Be saved."
"Saved," Duffy half crooned, as though it were the first word of a song.
"You kill yourself, you ain't got time for prayer," Gander Eye elaborated. "You've done it, you're dead and gone to hell. Can't pray it out, can't ask to be forgiven."
Duffy had laid the pistol on the table, but kept his hand on it.
"What happens, then?" he appealed. "How do we know about sin and hell and all like that? The Kimbers give up on the church long ago. Maybe they know what the score is."
"Maybe nobody knows, maybe we got it all to find out," said Gander Eye. "But 1 wouldn't die with no unpardonable sin on me." He held out his hand. "Let me have that there gun."
"No, you don't." Duffy quickly pointed it. "You make an awkward move, I'll give you the part of it you don't want. What you aim to do?"
"Maybe do you a favor," said Gander Eye easily. "Why don't I do the thing for you? Shoot you dead."
Duffy's eyes closed all the way, and only one of them opened. He moaned in his throat.
"If I done that," went on Gander Eye. "I'd be just a murderer. I could pray it out. You wouldn't have shot yourself, you'd come clear."
"And you'd be flung under the jail for murder."
"No, I'd put the gun in your hand and folks would think you'd done it. Slowly would mourn because you'd died for her." Again he held out his hand. "Give it here."
"You hold your tater," said Duffy, flourishing the pistol. "If you killed me and I let it happen, that'd still be suicide."
"Not if you shut your eyes tight," said Gander Eye. "Then you wouldn't see it coming. It would be a surprise for you."
"And you'd do this thing for me?"
"Yes," said Gander Eye. "We been choice friends this long time, and I know you'd do it for me. " He watched Duffy. "When you're in your coffin, I'll come pick my banjo and sing you a song." He thought a moment. "I'll sing 'Bury Me on the Side of the Mountain.' "
"Do that," said Duffy. "Sing that one."
He shoved the pistol across the table and Gander Eye picked it up. He flipped open the cylinder. Five cartridges were in the chambers, and the sixth was empty for the hammer to come down on it.
"Easy," warned Duffy. "That there trigger is hair-set."
"I've shot with this gun." Gander Eye pushed the cylinder back. "Now stand over yonder beside the door and look thisaway."
"You said close my eyes." Duffy got up unsteadily and shuffled across the room. "Said not to watch, not know when it happens."
"That's right, close your eyes."
Duffy closed them, set his feet apart. "Ready," he breathed.
Sitting squarely, Gander Eye set his right elbow on the table and steadied his right wrist with his left hand, mountain marksman fashion. He caught and held half a breath of air and thumbed back the hammer. Closing his left eye, he sighted expertly and touched the trigger.
The gun went off ringingly. Duffy reeled halfway around, eyes staring. On the left side of his head, just above the ear, blood sprang brightly from the gash Gander Eye had contrived to make there.
"Stand still," Gander Eye said happily. "I'll try it again."
Duffy snatched the knob, tore the door open, and rushed out. His wild scream winged up to the moon high above him. Crookedly he ran out on Main Street, stopped, and screamed more loudly still.
Startled voices rose in the dark here and there. From Longcohr's house Peggy came running. She wore purple-and-pink pajamas. The jacket front was open, and her naked breasts surged and tossed like billows.
"Duffy!" she shrilled out, and hurried close to him. "Whatever in the name of gracious happened to you?"
"I near about got myself killed," he gurgled.
She flung her arms around him and plastered herself to him. It was in that posture that William Longcohr found them when he emerged from the house in trousers and T-shirt with a shotgun in his ready hands.
"Papa," cried Peggy, "Duffy's in a fix. He barely got away with his life."
"He ain't away with it yet," said Longcohr, surveying the considerable disarray of his daughter. "Not without he tells me when you two is to be a-getting married. "
Duffy was holding Peggy, too, shoved up against her.
"I see what you mean," he said, not really plaintively.
"I hoped you would," nodded Longcohr above the shotgun. "You get back in the house, Peggy. Now," he beckoned Duffy with his gun muzzle, "you and me's got about ten or twelve words to say to one another, and tomorrow we'll all go to the license bureau at the county seat."
Gander Eye had followed Duffy no farther into the open than he had needed to see what happened. Now he walked back inside. Picking up the jar of blockade whiskey, he took his biggest drink of the evening and grinned to himself and at everything. His plan to banish the notion of suicide from Duffy's mind had worked, had worked far better and more intricately than he had dreamed.
Sitting down in the chair Duffy had quitted, Gander Eye searched the drawer and found a ramrod, some gun oil, half a dozen patches. He opened the cylinder of the revolver, shook out the cartridges, and stowed them in the drawer. Then he set himself to swabbing out the barrel. The way Duffy was fixed, it might be days before he got around to any gun-cleaning himself.
 
 
 
 
 



IV
 
Longcohr purposefully escorted Peggy and Duffy to Doc Hannum's next morning, just as Doc and Slowly were finishing a breakfast of bacon and eggs and grits. At Longcohr's bleak request, Doc did blood tests of Peggy and Duffy in the little back room he called his laboratory, tests which both passed with flying colors. Armed with signed statements to that effect, the party drove to the county seat, where Duffy secured a marriage license at the courthouse, then all sought the Methodist parsonage where Duffy and Peggy were married. It was all achieved well before noon, while the people at Sky Notch were telling each other what was happening.
There was some talk on Main Street about a shiveree when the newlyweds came back. Gander Eye, usually eager to participate in such things, decided to do something else instead, something he had planned for weeks. One of his pleasures was collecting the eggs of wild birds, carefully piercing and blowing them, and setting them in a nest of cotton on a table in his front room. On one of his ramblings he had spotted a tall poplar, dead and hollow at the top. He was sure that he had seen an ivory-billed woodpecker fluttering around a dark opening in the uppermost branch. One of that rare bird's small, pale eggs would be a graceful addition to his display.
He dragged a pair of climbing irons from a closet, dropped them into an old meal bag, and trudged away on the road that led to the highway. For a mile or so he followed the chipped pavement, then struck off across what once had been a field before its cultivators had left their home for nobody remembered where. It was another mile and a half, most of the way through scrubby second-growth timber, before he found what he was looking for.
In the broad clearing rose the dead poplar, like the mainmast of a ship. But the brush had been hacked away from around it, and somebody toiled there with a grubbing hoe, striking into the ground with practiced skill. Gander Eye knew that old man. It was Cliff Pelton, hump-shouldered but still a good worker, only a trifle bucked at the knees. Cliff Pelton wore bib overalls and a hickory shirt and a scallop-brimmed old felt hat that must date back almost to the Harding administration. On his pug nose rode cheap spectacles of the sort that some people fit to their own blurred eyes in a Woolworth store. He clutched the hoe with hands that were broad and lump-jointed and wise from more than half a century of farm labor.
"How you come on, Uncle Cliff?" inquired Gander Eye, sauntering close.
"Expect to die any minute, howking out these here old roots," squeaked Pelton cheerfully. "Got this here land when it was sold up for taxes. I hope to grow something. What you doing out here, so far from where you got business?"
"Got business right here," said Gander Eye.
He sat down on the bulged root of the poplar and shook the climbing irons from the bag. Carefully he strapped the bar of one to his right foot and shin, then untangled the other and fitted it to his left. Pelton paused at his root-grubbing to watch.
"Them looks mean," he ventured solemnly.
Gander Eye studied his irons. Now that Pelton had said so, the jutting spikes at the insides of the ankles did have a raffish, dangerous look.
"I reckon you might could say that," he said, adjusting a buckle.
"Looks to me like as if a fellow could get hurt tooling round them there," elaborated Pelton, drawing his old face into a baffled frown. "What you figure you'll be going to do with such like a rig as that, Gander Eye?"
Immediate inspiration flowed happily into Gander Eye's soul. He stretched a dangerous grin on his face, all the way across. His teeth shone like a fox's outside a henhouse.
"Tell you what these here are for, Uncle Cliff," he said, rising to his feet. "Down yonder in Asheville, the town boys use these to rooster-fight one another. And I got hold of me a pair, and today I just decided I'd come out here, away from anybody stopping us, and rooster-fight you."
With that he shuffled forward, spraddle-legged and menacing, his head craned on his neck like a gamecock's.
"Now you hold on away from me!" Pelton retreated half a dozen steps. "I ain't never done nothing to you. I ain't got nothing against you, Gander Eye."
"This here is how them town fellows play." Gander Eye circled dangerously, then closed in with a buck-dancing step. The spikes of the climbing irons glinted in the sun.
"I tell you to stay clear of me!" Pelton lifted the heavy grubbing hoe in his capable old hands. "You might could hang one of them spurs up in a man and purely shed out his guts."
"Oh, no," promised Gander Eye genially. "I'll just spur you in the legs, Uncle Cliff."
"I'll dig you."
The broad blade of the hoe lifted like the blade of an axe. Gander Eye danced nimbly away and out of reach.
"Tell you I'll dig you—"
The hoe swung. Gander Eye scurried clear away as it cut the air near him. He began to laugh. He had to.
"Lord almighty, Uncle Cliff, I was just funning."
"I wasn't," Pelton informed him balefully, the hoe still poised.
Gander Eye relaxed, still laughing. "Shucks, these here is just climbing irons. I come out here to shinny up that old poplar to where that there woodpecker's got its nest."
Slowly Pelton lowered his hoe and leaned on it. He peered up, squinting behind his glasses.
"Why, hell fire, Gander Eye," he drawled out. "You shouldn't ought to try to do that. That there tree's hollow. It'll break off with you."
"No, it's only hollow up yonder at the top," said Gander Eye confidently. He put his hand on the trunk and shoved. It swayed only slightly. Lifting a foot, he jammed the spur into the bark. "See there, Uncle Cliff, it's solid as a rock."
"You go climbing up there and it'll break with you," insisted Pelton. "You'll find out."
"If it starts to break off, I'll just yank out these here spikes and slide down."
Gander Eye caught the trunk in his strong arms, lifted himself, and jammed in the point on his other foot.
"Now you just hold your tater a damn second." Pelton came hurrying to the tree and caught Gander Eye by the back of the shirt. "Look at the thing thisaway. Suppose you was to fall out of the top of that there tree and kill yourself."
"Then all my troubles would be over," declared Gander Eye cheerfully, and he climbed another foot upward. "My poor, sad heart would be at rest."
"But mine wouldn't be." Pelton tugged at him. "If you was to come a-falling down and kill yourself, what would I have to do? I'd have to drag you better than a mile out to the road so I could wave down a car to carry you home."
Again Gander Eye burst out in roars of laughter. He freed the spikes from the poplar, sat down on the root again, and began to unstrap his irons.
"Now you got some sense into you," scolded Pelton. "I done saved your life. I want you to swear to me you won't do no such a crazy thing no more.
"No," Gander Eye chuckled. "I won't swear no promise I don't aim to keep."
He put the irons back into the bag and stood up. "You keep on working, Uncle Cliff, I won't pester you no more today. I'll come back and swarve up that poplar one of these days when you ain't round here to save me."
"I never seen a man so foolish for the lack of sense.
"Goodbye, Uncle Cliff."
"Goodbye."
Gander Eye hiked on back home, laughing again and again.
Duffy and Peggy and the Longcohrs had returned to Sky Notch. Peggy looked triumphant, Duffy looked subdued, Longcohr looked relaxed. That night, Longcohr and his wife set out a huge wedding supper on tables in front of their house. They produced a gigantic boiled ham, crocks of boiled cabbage and white potatoes, and slices of jelly roll from the bakery counter of the store. Forty people or so came to eat there, and virtually everyone in Sky Notch stopped by to congratulate the radiant Peggy and the abashed-seeming Duffy, whose hand trembled as he distributed cheap cigars to his friends. He found a moment apart with Doc, Bo, and Gander Eye.
"I done vowed up and down to Peggy and Bill Longcohr I'd stop selling blockade," he informed them in a stealthy undertone. "I ain't selling blockade no more, nor either will I be drinking any. So tomorrow, the three of you come to my place and I'll let you take whatever you want of it before I pour out the rest."
"Pour out that good Kimber blockade?" cried Doc, aghast. "See here, Duffy, we'll take all there is. Pouring it out would be a major blasphemy. The angels in heaven would weep."
"Let me take over the most part and pay you something for it," offered Bo. "Then I'll sell it here and yonder to the same folks you did, and make it up with Captain Kimber so I can buy more from time to time. And if ever you might could want a nip, come over down into my cellar and—"
"Nosiree Bob," Duffy cut in, almost fiercely. "Close as liquor come to getting me killed last night, I'm never a-going to touch any of it again, long as I live. Well, maybe if I'm sick some day. Maybe then."
"Come to me whenever you feel sick and I'll give you a drink," promised Doc.
 
Before dawn of the following day, all of them met at the door of Duffy's shed behind his station. Bo drove his car across Main Street. He loaded the trunk and back seat with fruit jars of clear, heady liquid, and then drove back with it to store it in recesses of his cellar. Doc and Gander Eye filled suitcases with what Duffy gave them and carried the burdens to their respective homes. At noon of the day after, Gander Eye joined Doc and Crispin in Doc's cottage. All three of them sipped appreciatively and ate tuna sandwiches made for them by Slowly.
"And tonight," said Crispin to Slowly, "you and I visit the Kimbers. What time do we go?"
"The full moon is going to come up right soon after sundown," she said, beginning to gather up the glasses and dishes. "Best we start out early. If you've got you a flashlight, bring it along. The trail's right rough here and there."
"Both here and there and in between," said Doc dryly.
"That there Kimber baptizing should ought to be a thing to see," ventured Gander Eye, but Slowly only looked at him and did not speak.
"Is it at their settlement?" asked Crispin.
"No, sir, I've been to the settlement now and then," said Gander Eye. "They baptize somewheres else, I don't know where. Ain't never had no reason to go there, nor no invitation."
Crispin and Slowly started out in the last deep gray of twilight. Crispin wore a plaid shirt and khaki pants, Slowly had on jeans and a dark pullover. Doc and Gander Eye watched them walk together along Main Street to a turn at the ruined gravel road that went to the side just short of the old abandoned school building.
"You maybe kind of wish you could go up there and see that baptizing, Doc?" Gander Eye asked.
"That's just exactly what I wish."
Gander Eye gazed after the pair of walkers until they vanished from his sight. "Well," he said at last, "see you tomorrow, probably. I'll sure enough love to hear Jim Crispin tell what went on with them."
Slowly he walked home.
The moon was up and giving light on the gravel road as Crispin and Slowly left behind them the glow from the windows of houses in Sky Notch. The gravel topping ceased, too. Trees stood hushed on either side of the way.
"It's beautiful out here tonight," said Crispin. "The moon, the stars, seem closer down to you here than in low country."
"Is that a fact? I've never been to any place but right here."
"I'm beginning to think that right here is the best place anyone could be, Slowly."
The way underfoot grew rough. It mounted steeply upward, climbing the mountain. At the right rose the lace of a height shaggy with dark trees, while at the left it dropped down to where water murmured softly. "That's Bull Creek down yonder," Slowly told Crispin. "It comes on down from the Kimber settlement to Sky Notch, all the way down Dogged Mountain."
Crispin walked in one deep, jagged rut of the road, Slowly in the other. The moonlight, soaking down through the branches of the trees, showed them great pebbles and scraps of stone.
"This looks almost impossible for a car to travel," said Crispin.
"It's right hard to drive on except if you're a Kimber," said Slowly. "I don't reckon Gander Eye drives it at better than eight or ten miles an hour when he comes to talk about the land he rents the Kimbers, nor either Doc when there's some Kimber he's got to give medicine to."
"But Gander Eye and Doc both come up here."
"Only when they've got business to tend to. Not even the lumber company cut more than halfway up here. Too steep to snake out the logs."
Steadily they mounted higher and higher, past the groves of trees that the lumber company had never thought profitable to seek out and cut. Those trees jutted branches from each side of the road, in an overhead tangle that shut out the rays of the moon. Crispin used his flashlight, but Slowly's feet seemed to know their own way. At last they paused at a point where the miserable road wound around a great swell of the mountain, far above where Bull Creek flowed. Crispin felt glad for a chance to draw deep breaths, though Slowly seemed fresh and vigorous.
"How much farther?" asked Crispin.
"Oh," said Slowly, "we've been a-coming along two miles and the most part of another. It's near about five miles the whole way. But from here on we don't have to climb so steep, it'll be easier. You all right?"
"Yes, I'm fine," said Crispin. "I'm about as all right as I could possibly be. I feel very happy to be walking out here with you, Slowly—Celola. That's a beautiful name you have. It sounds as if it might be an Indian name."
"It might could be Indian, at that. I don't know. There's Indian blood here and there amongst us mountain folks. Gander Eye's eighth part Cherokee, I think, or anyway a sixteenth."
"I'm not surprised to hear that about him."
They resumed their tramp, their feet cautious on the narrow shelf of the roadway with the height to one side, the steep descent on the other. Crispin pulled out a handkerchief to mop his brow. The moon climbed and climbed into the star-strewn sky above the dark clusters of leaves.
Now the road sloped slightly downward, and they could hear the voice of the creek again. The trees crowded back from right and left. Crispin was glad to have the beam of his flashlight.
"All these trees seem to have sneaked close in around us," he said.
"When I was a little girl, I used to hear tell something like that," remarked Slowly. "About how trees moved and walked at night, could sort of follow after you if they didn't much like you."
"And that's a creepy notion, Slowly. Just now it seems like a true one. Folklorists would like to hear about it."
They came to where the road threaded its way through a narrow gap. On either side loomed the heights, thronged with their trees. Underfoot, the road was studded with rough chunks of stone. Even a Kimber would have to drive carefully here, Crispin told himself. He wished that he had brought some sort of staff to help himself walk more safely.
They must have been on their journey from Sky Notch for two hours when they came to a turn around a jutting rise of rock. Carefully they picked their way.
"You can stop right there, whoever you are," ordered a gruff voice.
Two tall men had stepped out into the middle of the road.
"How come you to be out hereabouts?" asked the one who had challenged. "Oh, that there's Slowly. You're all right, Slowly, but who's this here stranger man?"
"This is Mr. James Crispin," said Slowly, as if making a formal introduction. "Captain Kimber told me I could fetch him along tonight."
"That's right, that's who he is," spoke up the other man, who stood leaning on a rifle. "I seen him the other night at that play-party doings at the Longcohr store. The Captain allowed it was all right for him to come, and that's the truth. We was just waiting here to make certain sure nobody else was along, somebody or other that hadn't got leave."
"Mr. Crispin's entirely welcome," said the first man, more good-humoredly.
"Thank you, and I'm glad to hear it," said Crispin.
"Then let's us just head down to where the meeting's due to start," said the one who had challenged. "Come on along, but mind some of these here rocks, they're right loose under the foot."
"They've been bad to walk on all the way over the mountain," said Slowly. "Well, come on."
The four moved together around a second curving shoulder of tall rock. On the far side of that, a gap appeared to the right. It led down between belts of trees into a gulley beyond. From the edge of the road, it was possible to see a sprinkle of lights some distance below.
"Is that your settlement?" asked Crispin.
"No, sir, the settlement's on along the road, where it goes on down to another hollow," one of the two replied. "Over yonder, a piece farther along." He pointed. "Bull Creek comes off the mountain at the settlement and flows past here. But on this other side there's a trail to another hollow. That's the place we baptize in. Come on, but you better use that light you fetched along."
With gingerly steps they picked their way downward. Trees and brush hemmed the narrow trail in. As they descended toward the lights, another figure stole gingerly in their wake and came to a halt and stood up, staring in the gloom.
At that point on the road, the trail and the little platterlike hollow below would have been hard to see by daylight. But now the hollow seemed to crawl with flecks of radiance among the thrusting shadows of tree-crowded heights all around it, as though stars had fluttered down to visit there. The watcher strove to see more clearly what was below.
"Lights in the valley outshine the sun," he whispered to himself, a line from an old mountain song he loved.
The watcher was Gander Eye Gentry.
 
 
 
 
 



V
 
The Kimbers were out in the night, all of them, perhaps fifty or sixty men, women, and children in their homespun, home-sewn clothes. A good half of the gathering carried old-fashioned oil lanterns, and several others bore aloft brilliant torches made of heavy split chunks of pitch pine. Crispin and Slowly and their escorting companions found their way to the brink of a pool, with green grass all around it. Its surface gave back reflections of the lanterns, like a flow of fresh tar. Farther away, with trees clumped on either hand, could be seen what must be a cavern, a rocky opening in the mountain as broad as a front yard and twenty feet high or more. Light came from within, a softly glistening blue light like the radiance that lies in a jewel.
But none of the Kimbers looked toward that cavern. They drew up around the pool, and they gazed expectantly at the newcomers. Among them towered Captain Kimber. He was wrapped in a great patchwork quilt, caught and folded vigorously around him like a ceremonial robe, and his white beard flowed pallidly down upon it. As Crispin and Slowly came to the waterside, he moved to meet them, with measured steps.
"Here you are," he said in his deep-flowing voice. "Glad to see you both. We're near about ready to start."
"We came the quickest we could, Captain," said Slowly.
"I want to thank you again for letting me come," added Crispin. "Now, please tell me what I must do here."
"Don't do nothing," replied Captain Kimber. "Just stand here alongside the water and watch. Keep quiet."
He wheeled away from them and walked back. Several of his clan joined him, and he stooped his bearded head and spoke to them. Then he paced to the far end of the pool. Crispin, gazing in silence, thought a sort of fountain rose from the rocks at that point. Captain Kimber turned and faced the gathering. His every movement was consciously meaningful.
"Now's the time," he said, his voice ringing above the water like a bell. "Right now. The time is now."
Someone sounded a humming note, as if to set a pitch. Other voices rose in song:
 
"Free grace, undying love,
To ring them chiming hells . . ."
 
It was a harmony, simple but sweet. Everyone seemed to sing true, to sing melodiously:
 
" 'Way over Jordan, Lord,
To ring them chiming bells . . ."
 
In one swift, smooth motion, the Captain flung aside his muffling quilt. He stood naked in the dancing glow, a huge, muscle-ridged figure of a white-bearded man, like a sculptured figure from some ancient temple in the wilderness. Beyond him and beyond the water and the gathered throng, the light softly pulsed in the cave. Captain Kimber stepped to the brink, set a foot in the water, waded in to his knotted calves, his powerful thighs. Waist deep, the lights playing upon him, he churned forward to the very center of the darkly growing surface.
His people sang together:
 
"Free grace, undying love,
To ring them chiming bells . . ."
 
There was motion at the far end of the people, where it flowed out and away somewhere in the night. A knot of women gathered there, in dresses of clean, dark-figured cloth. They helped one of their number to unfasten and put off a dark robe. Another nude figure stepped into the light.
This was a young girl, with a white, compactly plump body. Her shoulders lifted straight, her breasts were proud and firm, her hips curved like a vase. Upon her neck tumbled her black hair, like a cloud. She cried out wordlessly, but it did not jar against the music. Quickly she waded in, up to her waist and above, toward Captain Kimber. He held out his strong arms and spread his great hands and beckoned with them, welcomingly.
"Blessings on you, sister!" called a woman from the crowd.
"Long life on you!" yelled a man."Joy on you!"
"Amen, amen!" boomed back a chorus of voices. They sang:
 
"Sister, sister, you just come along
To ring them chiming bells . . ."
 
Crispin watched, holding his breath. Slowly stood close to him. Their elbows touched lightly.
The two naked figures met midway of the pool and faced each other, the rugged tower of Captain Kimber's body, the smooth, firm young whiteness of the girl. She seemed to be weeping as she put her small hands in his great ones. The onlookers began to sing a new song:
 
"When the— gate is open, When the— gate is open,
We'll be there to help them in . . ."
 
Captain Kimber s hands slid up the girl's arms to her elbows and took firm hold. With a strong, powerful motion he drew down on her arms and she went under the water.
A great wild cry beat up all around as she struggled. Up she came, and again Captain Kimber dragged her down until the water closed over her head. A second time she rose, and for a third time he immersed her. Then he let go and stepped back. She struggled back into the night air, her arms flung wide, her mouth open to scream and scream. Her body danced like a wind-blown white flower. The Captain put his hand on her shoulder, turned her around, and gave her a push to start her wading back the way she had come.
"Glory," the people chanted. "Glory, glory, glory . . ."
Crispin opened his mouth as if to join in that chant, but remembered Captain Kimber s admonition and closed it again.
"Glory—glory, glory, glory . . ."
The girl had reached the far end of the pool and was scrambling out upon the grass. Her wet, plump legs trembled under her. The women closed around her, shutting her from sight. They seemed to be rubbing her with cloths. Then they put her robe back on her and led her away. The song rose more loudly than before, died back down to a murmur and then to silence.
Captain Kimber, too, had emerged from the water and draped himself in his quilt. He strode through the crowd to speak to Crispin and Slowly. His white beard was wet.
"All right," he said. "That was it."
"It's over?" asked Crispin.
"Sure enough. Some folks make a big long loud thing of a baptizing, but we do things different. Well, you came to see how we done it. You saw. Let us hear what you thought of it."
All around them, people waited to hear.
"It was impressive," said Crispin. "It was beautiful. It had a great dignity and holiness. "
"You mean that, sir?" asked the Captain.
"I certainly do. I stood and wished I could paint that scene as it happened before me."
As he spoke he looked appealingly at Captain Kimber, but the bearded head shook in refusal.
"Now hold on, Mr. Crispin. That there's as good a place as any to draw a line. I said for you to come here with us because I reckoned it to be all right. But if you was to make a picture of us, who might could be looking at it that would make fun of us?"
Crispin creased his brows. "I believe you may have the right of it, Captain. All right, I won't ask to come and paint here. But I might sketch up something, from imagination, and not give a name to it."
The firm old lips moved in the white beard, not quite smiling. "I don't reckon I could stop you doing that. Now then, us folks usually has a little scrap of fun after a service like this. We eat and drink and sing and all like that. You wait till I get me some clothes on."
Women were busying themselves over a great bed of coals. Pots hung there, steaming, and cuts of meat dangled from cords above the heat of the fire.
"We'll be glad and grateful to join you," said Crispin.
 
All these things Gander Eye watched from a distance, up on the trail where it branched off from the sloping road. The figures of the people were like tiny moving pictures. The lights of the lanterns made patterns, changed, made other patterns. The cooking fire was a patch of rosy light. But Gander Eye watched another light, apart from these things.
It was at the dark fold of rocks above the pool. The radiance there was not white like the lanterns or red like the cooking fire. To Gander Eye, it seemed to be blue, such a glow as he remembered seeing in a lamplit sapphire. It pulsed softly, that radiance. Only, for it to be a sapphire it would have to be near about as big as all the sapphires in the world.
Gander Eye wondered what it might be and told himself that there was no point in guessing. Those Kimbers had various things that nobody could guess at. He himself had been to their settlement only a few times, usually meeting them in the fields where he worked with them now and then to harvest tobacco and vegetables. At last he shrugged, turned, and started picking his way along the dark, rocky road toward Sky Notch.
He made it around one shoulder of rock and around a second. The trees closed in above him, shutting out the light of the moon. It was deep dark there where he walked, and full of night noises. His ear picked out the trill of tree frogs, the dry chatter of katydids, the plaintive note of an owl. He smiled. He always like to hear live things. It was like making music at a play-party. He worked his way along, one hand to the face of rock at his left to keep himself away from the drop to the right. He was going downhill just at this point, into deeper darkness like a pool.
Then, of an abrupt suddenness, all the frogs and bugs hushed up. Silence dropped down on Gander Eye like a blanket flung over him.
He came to a halt and stood silently motionless, peering. On the road there ahead of him, something waited. Or somebody? No, it was something, just something. No, somebody. He didn't know which.
He held himself without moving and stared through the gloom. He could see just enough to see it wasn't a man by the way it stood up, the way whatever it was had stood up in that brush beyond Crispin's cabin. It, too, hung there motionless, grotesque. It seemed to be swaddled in two or three oversized, ill-fitting coats. The head moved a trifle, if that was a head. It was a lump at the top, extra big, rising like a dome, like a pot turned upside down. Gander Eye's right hand slid back to the pistol he almost always had ready in the hip pocket of his dungarees.
"What you want with me?" he said quietly.
The shape came toward him, darker than the shadows of the trees. It did not seem to walk, somehow it just stirred along. He heard a soft crackle of noise, like the falling of fine sleet. Closing in on him, it held out an arm, or a finlike something that moved like an arm. Gander Eye fell back a step beside the high face of rock and brought out the pistol. His flesh stirred on his bones, his lips clamped together, but he did not feel afraid. He wondered why he did not feel afraid.
"What you want?" he demanded again.
His voice seemed to clank in the quietness around them both.
It was close to him when it stopped, whatever it was. It was so close that he could easily have shot it where it was biggest. What he could see of it through the cloaking darkness told him that it wasn't wearing real clothes, after all, it was hard and smooth and blacker than the night all over. He thought, or imagined, that it had joints, like pictures he had seen of old armor. He smelled a hotness, like the smell you smelled on a gun when it had been fired over and over and over. He remembered the scorched moss and bark he had found among the thickets the morning after James Crispin had come to town. This must be that same thing, or its brother. Again he wondered why he wasn't afraid of it.
A faint click in the silence. That armlike projection straightened toward Gander Eye, as though it grew toward him. It was trying to give him something or other it held in what must be claws.
"No," said Gander Eye. "Nothing for me, thanks."
By then he had backed close against the rock. He felt it at his shoulders. He aimed the pistol from next to his hip and silently thumbed back the hammer.
The arm moved again. A louder noise, a ringing thud on the rocks in front of Gander Eye. It had tossed something there, something that had fallen almost at his feet. Next moment it was sliding back away, as swift as a squirrel. It sank somewhere out of sight over the ledge on the far side of the road. He heard a crash of twigs in the woodsy growth below.
Then it hadn't had any notion of hurting him. It had only tried to give him whatever was lying there in front of his toes.
Gander Eye stared at the place where it had vanished. He licked his dry lips and carefully squatted down. He put out his free hand cautiously, cautiously. There was a feeling of warmth at that point above the road, and he drew back his hand again without trying to touch anything.
He took a moment to think about what to do. With his left hand he fished a handkerchief from his pocket and shook it out. Then, with the muzzle of the pistol, he groped among the pebbles until he felt something hard, and coaxed the something upon the handkerchief. Carefully he drew the corners of the handkerchief together to form a slinglike pouch and stood up again, lifting what he had found. It was heavy. Even so far from his fingers, it gave a feeling of warmth. And it was heavy.
He uncocked the pistol and slid it back into his pocket.
"Is this for me?" he called into the night. "Well, I do thank you."
At the moment he spoke, the voices of the night creatures began to whisper and chirp all around him.
Again he started carefully downward on the roadway. With a woodsman's caution he set a foot down, made sure of firmness beneath, then set the other foot down. It was slow progress until he emerged into better light and could make faster time. But it was a long, long way back to where he could see the scatter of lights from the houses of Sky Notch.
Nobody was stirring on Main Street as Gander Eye came across from beside the schoolhouse. He paused at his own doorway and looked up and down. Doc Hannum's front door was open, and light flowed out into the yard to show Doc sitting there on an old chair. For a moment Gander Eye turned in that direction, then decided not to talk to Doc just yet. So far he had done all right without letting any neighbors into his secrets.
He went in, turned on the fight, and sat at the table. He dumped the thing out of his handkerchief.
It was oblong in shape, about the size of a ladylike bar of soap, and it was solid metal. Its color, thought Gander Eye, was like that of a brass cartridge left over the summer in the box. Or like—
He set his elbows on the edge of the table and clamped his chin in his hands to study what had been given him. Finally he rose, went to a shelf, and opened a cigar box there. Out of it he took an ancient gold watch that had once belonged to his mother's father. Bringing it back to the table, he held it close to the lump of metal. The colors, the textures, were practically the same in both.
At last he took the mystery into his hand. It still had a warmth to it, like a frying pan taken out of hot dishwater. It must have been piping hot when it was thrown at his feet, up there on the road to the Kimber settlement. He hefted it experimentally, trying to judge its weight. The thing was heavy, all right. It must weigh several pounds. Heavier than lead.
If it was what Gander Eye thought it was, it could sell for more than a thousand dollars.
So whatever had met him out yonder on that road had given him a mighty expensive gift. It must have wanted to please him, must have wanted to make friends with him.
Or possibly it had been trying to buy him. Buy Gander Eye Gentry, who had spent his life not being for sale.
He put it back down on the table and sat gazing at it.
 
 
 
 
 



VI
 
Next morning Gander Eye walked to Bo Fletcher's little barber shed. Bo sat in the single chair, looking at a catalogue of woodworking tools. "Hey," he greeted Gander Eye. "You had you a haircut last Saturday, so I reckon you're after some blockade."
"I still got some of what Duffy gave me," said Gander Eye. "I want to show you something, a kind of metal stuff. See can you figure out what it is."
"Let's go in my shop and have a look."
Bo led the way across his yard and in at the basement door. Inside he switched on bright lights. The basement was cemented in and furnished with a lathe, a workbench, racks of tools, shelves, and boxes of various things. Gander Eye fished a wad of paper from his shirt pocket, carefully unfolded it, and spread it out on the bench. Upon it lay a shining yellow scrap the size of a nail paring. Bo stooped above it and studied it critically.
"Looks like a hunk of gold, right off," he pronounced. "What is it for sure?"
"Can't rightly tell you that. I brought it over here for you to see if you could decide on it."
"Where did it come from?" asked Bo.
"It's just a something I've had down at my place. Something I come up on." Gander Eye tried his best not to sound mysterious. "How do you test it to see is it gold or not?"
Bo considered the problem gravely. "There's several ways you can do that, I reckon. The assay office is where you'd ought to take it for official tests, but let's try something."
He selected an old chisel blade from a box. Laying this flat on the workbench, he transferred the scrap to it. From his rack of tools he selected a light hammer. Very carefully he pounded the scrap flat and studied again, his gaunt face alert.
"Look yonder," he said. "It flattened right out. Gold does that."
"So does lead," reminded Gander Eye.
"Sure enough, but this has a shiny, yellowy color, like gold."
"It weighs pretty heavy, I thought," Gander Eye said. "Heavier than lead, I'd judge."
"Let's try it with some acid. I've got two kinds here, right strong stuff. I use it for etching things out."
Bo rummaged out an old china saucer, into which he carefully slid the flattened fragment. Then he sought a shelf of bottles and chose two, with glass stoppers.
"Look out the way," he warned Gander Eye. "This here stuff could eat the soles right off your shoes."
With the utmost knowledgeable caution he drew the stopper from one bottle and leaned above the saucer to pour acid, drop by drop. He reclosed the bottle and squinted for a moment. He took a nail and probed the fragment. Then he opened the other bottle and dripped liquid from it in turn. A biting odor rose in the room. Again Bo used the nail to poke, and held it up.
"Looky there at the point," he invited. "That there acid sure enough works on iron, but it ain t grabbing onto your little piece of stuff any."
Gander Eye extended a cautious hand.
"I done told you, don't let that acid touch you," reminded Bo sharply. "Here, let me put in some water to sort of thin it out."
He did so, then poked the bit of metal back upon the flattened paper.
"I'd be apt to call it gold, Gander Eye," he said soberly. "How much of it you got around?"
"I told you, not much," replied Gander Eye, folding the paper and tucking it back in his shirt pocket.
"You don't need any great much. An ounce of gold is worth near about two hundred dollars these times." Bo thinned a smile at Gander Eye. "You don't act like a fellow about to tell his choice friends anything. But if you've found a gold mine somewheres, I want to partner with you to work it."
Gander Eye flashed a smile in return as he shook his head. "No, son, I ain't found no gold mine. Just a piece of it, is all."
Bo was back at the shelf of bottles. He brought down a fruit jar.
"I don't expect it's too early in the day for me and you to take a drink for old time's sake."
"I'll drink with you," said Gander Eye, "but I ain't telling you no more than what I've done told you already." He took the jar and tipped it up. "Poor old Duffy," he changed the subject. "I'll banter you he'd enjoy to have a good whet of this."
"Peggy wouldn't even let him dream about it," said Bo, drinking in turn.
They walked out into the yard again. James Crispin was walking down from Longcohr's store, a paper sack of groceries under his arm. Gander Eye hailed him and trotted to fall into step with him.
"How did you fare at the Kimber baptizing last night?" Gander Eye inquired.
"It was tremendously impressive, I thought," said Crispin. "It was like something before history, when mankind was working harder to respond to the mystic. They baptized a beautiful young girl."
"Shoo, is that a fact?" Gander Eye pursed his lips. "I'd have enjoyed to have been there and seen that."
"Probably you would have, but I'm an artist," smiled Crispin. "An artist thinks of the human bodv as something worth painting, interpreting. That's all."
"Shoo," said Gander Eye again. "I ain't going to buy that, Jim, about artists or either doctors looking at a pretty naked girl as no more than a business proposition."
"You'll have to ask Doc Hannum about how doctors feel. I'm just an artist, I can't speak for any other profession." Crispin gazed far away, as though toward the distant settlement of the Kimbers. "I'm going to paint that baptism scene. Captain Kimber told me I couldn't bring my paints there, but he also said he could hardly stop me from doing whatever work I wanted to do at home. That sounds more or less like permission, wouldn't you say?"
Crispin had a natural gift for getting whatever he wanted, Gander Eye reflected. They reached the road to the bridge and Crispin's cabin beyond. There they paused.
"Tell me just one true thing, Jim," said Gander Eye, "Did them Kimbers or anybody give you some sort of present?"
"They gave Slowly and me one of the best dinners I ever ate. They had deer meat, roasted in a pot buried underground like baked beans—"
"Sure enough, I know. The Kimbers will feed you good if they like you. But I meant a present of some kind."
"Why, no," said Crispin, "and I certainly didn't expect anything of that kind."
Gander Eye started again along the street toward home. Crispin turned to cross the bridge and go to his own cabin. He opened the door, and . . . "Where did you come from?" he stammered.
Struve sat in the front room, grinning harshly. He had turned on the television and was watching a morning newscast of weather throughout the nation. "Out of the nowhere into the here," he replied easily. "That's what it said about a cute little baby, in a poem back in about the third reader. But you shouldn't yell out like that. Your neighbors might come poking around to see what there was to yell about."
Crispin came in, closed the door behind him, and set down his bag of groceries. "All right," he said. "I've been up to the Kimber settlement. I was there last night. I watched them baptizing. No stranger has ever seen that before."
"But you're not a complete stranger, are you?" mocked Struve. "I've always understood that you were of the authentic Kimber blood. Anyway, it was bound to be managed out all right. You were given the words to say to them that would let them know you're here for a specific purpose."
"Yes," said Crispin. "When I talked to Captain Kimber, I put the code words into what I said."
He sat down, too. Struve looked him over wryly, as though choosing a place to stab him with a needle.
"The time's beginning to get short, and we've got lots of work to do here," said Struve. "That Kimber place isn't enough of a base for the day it happens. Here in this little town, Sky Notch, things have got to be made ready for action. People here have got to be in a mood of acceptance, even welcome. What have you been doing to bring that about?"
He squinted and crinkled the grained, swarthy skin of his heavy jaws. "How about what's-his-name, His Honor the Mayor of this little narrow place off the main road?"
"Derwood Ballinger," said Crispin. "He's the sort that could be persuaded to anything that he thought was profitable, but it would take some telling to make him believe it."
"Then it will be up to us to show him. But what real friends have you made?"
"Gander Eye Gentry and Doc Hannum and several others," replied Crispin. "They're an independent set of people."
"Independent," said Struve after him. "Then they'll have to be persuaded of the error of independent ways. See here, my friend, those others are going to need considerable help to come in. If they get that help, they'll be grateful. Maybe they've already been grateful to that one you call Gander Eye, if he's the black-haired man who plays the banjo."
"That's who he is," said Crispin. "What do you mean about being grateful to him?"
"Just generosity," Struve drawled out slowly. He extended a hand and shut off the television. "Just putting him on the payroll, so to speak. Gold doesn't look bad to any man, and they've got a lot of that on hand. If they've taken him over, they'll take over the others, too. This Sky Notch place will be good base of operations for them and for people like you and me, running things for them."
Crispin looked at the floor. Struve yawned and stretched.
"It isn't a bad little backwater, at that," he went on. "I'm beginning to see its rustic charm. Why don't I just move in here with you and get to know some of these folks better?"
"No you don't, Struve."
"I don't?" Struve's eyes glittered. "I happen to be the one who says yes and no."
"I mean you'd spoil things. And don't glare at me, you know you'd spoil things."
Struve got to his feet. He laughed silently, a quaking laugh.
"Granted," he said. "I might do just that. But I'll keep looking in on you all the time. I told you we're getting close to D-Day for the Others. We'd better not keep them waiting."
He strolled off through the back of the house and out among the trees behind, where nobody could see him.
Crispin thought, silently and soberly and to some purpose. At last he went out the front door and crossed the bridge and headed for Gander Eye's little green house.
He knocked at the door and waited. No sound within. After several moments he walked around the house. There was Gander Eye, down at the creek. As Crispin watched, Gander Eye threw something that struck the water with a bright splash, then turned and came back through the yard. He saw Crispin and lifted a hand in greeting.
"How you, Jim?" he called. "Glad to see you. Come in the house and stay a week."
Crispin sat down on the back stoop, and Gander Eye came to sit with him.
"What were you throwing away, Gander Eye?" Crispin asked.
"Oh, just something I didn't reckon I wanted."
Crispin looked at him expectantly, waiting to hear more. But Gander Eye only fished out a cigarette.
"Nothing of value?" prompted Crispin at last.
"Not to me, leastways."
"Nothing of value to anybody?"
Gander Eye grinned, showing his teeth around the cigarette. "I ain't much studying what other folks might could think was valuable. I just didn't want it. You can say, I don't want it from where it come from."
"I see," said Crispin, who did see.
"Well, what you got on your mind?" Gander Eye asked a question in turn. "I'm always glad to see you anyhow, but you must have come over here about something or other."
"You might say that I was just wondering about what you want out of life," said Crispin, choosing his words carefully. "If you wouldn't be glad to have a lot of money, for instance, and be able to buy good things with it."
Gander Eye looked at him sidelong. "You come here to offer me such things as that?"
"Not me, exactly," said Crispin. "It's just that as I get to know you, I sometimes wonder if you don't have a wish for something you haven't got."
"Sure enough," nodded Gander Eye. "A man's always got that kind of wish. But money wouldn't fetch it for me. I got enough to buy my needs, and I'll tell you I don't need nothing very bad. If I got just three taters in the house I'll tell anybody on this earth to go to hell."
"I see," said Crispin, seeing again.
Gander Eye blew a puff of smoke. "All right, Jim. If you ain't here to talk about a lot of money for me that I don't hanker after, what is it? If I can help you, I'll do it."
He looked levelly at Crispin, who drew a long breath, like somebody making up his mind.
"I'll tell you about a picture I'm going to make," said Crispin. "As a matter of fact, I've already told you something about it."
"You're all the time making pretty pictures. Right pretty ones."
"I mean my ideas of a picture of the Kimber baptism. I can't paint it at their place, I told you, but I can paint it at mine. And I need models—people to pose for me. I was wondering if you wouldn't pose for the figure of the Captain."
Gander Eye cocked a black brow. "Him and me don't favor one another in looks, no way."
"It won't be the Captain I'm painting, and I don't particularly want you to look like him," said Crispin. "This will be my own impression of the baptism. Stripped down, you'll have good muscles—"
"You ain't never seen me with my clothes off."
"I'm an artist. I can tell that sort of thing."
Gander Eye pursed his lips. "If you get me for the Captain in the picture, who'll you have for that pretty naked girl?"
"I'm going to ask Slowly," said Crispin.
There was a silence, in which even the soft noise of insects and birds seemed stilled.
"I reckon you mean, you already know how she'd look with her clothes off," said Gander Eye tonelessly.
"And I reckon you mean you object," said Crispin, daring to smile.
"Seems to me like as if the only person's got a right to object is Slowly," Gander Eye pronounced. "But look here, I ain't a-going to pose there with her, not both of us together without no clothes on."
Crispin's smile came out all the way. "That means you've decided to pose. All right, Gander Eye, I'll paint only one of you at a time. All right?"
"I reckon so."
"Listen, Gander Eye," Crispin decided to say, "this was once a rich timber-producing part of the country, but has there ever been any mining?"
"Yes, sir, there still is. They dig up some bauxite and talc, here and there and yonder a little copper."
"Anything else?" asked Crispin. "Silver . . . gold?"'
Gander Eye laughed merrily. "Once I remember seeing in the Bible, gold is where you find it. And I expect you can find it one place another hereabouts, if you want to stand up to your butt in cold water, all day and all year, washing it out in a little tin pan. You might could even make day wages thataway, but it's hard work and it's sure enough not for me, I do thank you."
"You don't make it sound at all profitable," said Crispin. "Well, I'd better be getting on. I want to work on some preliminary details of my baptism picture."
"Don't go rushing off, Jim."
But Crispin went trudging away to his own cabin. He was glad that Struve was not there. He sat down with a drawing block and a soft pencil and began sketching experimentally. He seemed to work idly, but what he did made a composition. He blocked out a sinewy, bearded figure, its right hand raised high. Opposite that, he drew a naked woman with hair flowing to her shoulders, and in the background a whole cross-hatched press of onlookers. But he did not like it, tore off the sheet, and crumpled it and threw it into the soapbox that served him for a wastebasket. Out he walked again, and saw Slowly on Main Street, wearing a green-and-blue print dress and canvas shoes. She carried several letters in her hand, bringing them to Doc's door.
Crispin quickened his steps to meet her at the edge of the yard. "Slowly," he said, "I still think that the baptism was one of the most beautiful things I ever saw. I told you, I want to paint a scene like that."
"Yes, sir," she said. "I heard you say that, Mr. Jim."
"I wish you'd call me just Jim." Crispin gazed at a light in her hair, opened his lips, closed them, and opened them again. "About my picture, the one I want to paint. I was talking to Gander Eye. He said he'd pose for the figure of the Captain at the baptizing."
"Yes?" said Slowly.
"And I wish you'd pose, too. For the girl being baptized."
"Without any clothes on?"
"Just the upper part of you, as if you were waist deep in the water," he made haste to say. "And Gander Eye won't be there. You and he will pose at different times." He spoke persuasively. "I'm an artist, Slowly. Beauty is my business, and you're beautiful."
"You keep saying that," she reminded him.
"I say it because it's the truth. And you belong in my picture, Slowly."
"I don't know, Mr. Jim."
"Just Jim, please," Crispin pleaded again. "You say you don't know. When will you know? I don't want to plague you, high-pressure you about it, but—"
"Let me study it over a spell. Let me figure on it," she said.
"You aren't afraid of me, Slowly, are you? Afraid of anything I might do?"
"No." She shook her head, and the hair stirred. "I'm not afraid of you, not a hooter."
"Then I'll wait for your decision, and abide by it."
He turned on his heel and went back to his cabin. Slowly walked to Doc's door. Doc was inside, and thanked her for bringing the mail.
"I thought some of doing spareribs for noon dinner," said Slowly. "They got some good ones in at Longcohrs. How would those suit you and Mr. Jim?"
"Splendidly, you can bet," said Doc. "Fetch them in when you come. And there's a can of kraut here to go with them."
Slowly went out again, turned downhill on Main Street, and headed for her own living quarters. That little shedlike addition to the school building had been called the teacherage, back when Sky Notch had had Miss Barnett to teach the school. It was red-painted to harmonize with the old brick of the wall against which it lay. Inside, there were two rooms, as neatly kept as an officer's quarters aboard a ship. The front room held a small sofa, two chairs, a bookshelf. Some of the books were Little Women, a translation of Candide, a paperback Tender Is the Night, a poetry anthology called New Voices. There were also two or three detective novels, a dictionary, and a school mathematics textbook. All of these had belonged to Miss Barnett.
Slowly walked through and into the rear room. This was fitted up as a bedroom, with cot and bureau. One end of it was partitioned off for a bathroom. Slowly stood on the old rag rug and thought about things.
She had never been baptized into the Kimber belief, she had been too young for that when she left the settlement to live with Miss Barnett in Sky Notch. But she had seen baptisms, and she understood Crispin's half-awed enthusiasm. In her mind she seemed to hear the singing voices again, to see the lights of the lanterns and torches and their reflected brightness on the dark water.
After some moments, she reached behind her and unfastened the zipper at the back of the green-and-blue dress and carefully drew it upward over her head. She put it on the cot and took off her slip. Again reaching behind her back, she unhooked her brassiere and laid it on the dress. Dressed only in panties and shoes, she faced around toward the mirror on the wall.
Miss Barnett had prized that mirror. It was four feet high and about a foot and a half broad, and if you stood just right you could see all of yourself in it at once. Slowly studied her image with appraising eyes.
Her hair had been tumbled by pulling the dress and slip over it, but not much. She surveyed the splendor of her nakedness. It was pale where no sun had touched it since swimming time last summer. And her breasts were almost white, softly modelled globes with budlike points of pink. She drew a breath, and they stirred. Her shoulders were straight and her arms tapered. Her collarbones were so smoothly fleshed that she could barely see their outlines. Well-fleshed, she was well-fleshed, but with no loose, bubbly fat anywhere. She was looking at herself as maybe she had never looked at herself before.
Maybe James Crispin was right. Maybe Duffy used to be right when he said she was lovelier than anything on earth, when he used to bless God for creating her. Maybe fellows loafing down at the county seat, or others she'd seen the few times she'd been in Asheville, maybe they truly meant it when they whistled at her and squinched up their faces. She never paid they any mind, never acted as if she knew they were alive or dead. But they always paid her plenty of mind. Maybe she was beautiful.
And Crispin was an artist, a painter of pictures. Doc said he was a true artist. He didn't want to look at her beauty just to slobber over it, he wanted to put it in beautiful paints on canvas. He meant things honorably.
All right, she said to herself, I'll do it. I'll go and pose for that picture.
Quickly she began to put her clothes on again.
 
Gander Eye had watched from his own front door as Slowly went into her living quarters. He waited for minutes until she appeared again and headed up Main Street toward the store.
Now, he decided, he'd go for a little walk in the woods. He wanted to see things by the broad open light of the day, where it had been so hard to see them last night where the moonlight didn't soak in.
He went back into his bedroom and changed into army surplus fatigues. They were the kind that were patterned with green and brown leaves over tan, the kind that might deceive a human eye, though perhaps not an animal s. He put on a pair of cleat-soled boots that laced up over the bottoms of the pants.
From his stand of rifles he chose the Springfield. He fed a clip of cartridges into the magazine and clicked on the safety, and put several more clips into the pouchlike pockets of the fatigue blouse. Into the hip pocket of the pants went his pistol.
Then he walked out and ambled to the ruins of the bridge at the end of town toward Dogged Mountain. He did not cross on the litter of fallen timbers, but headed along Bull Creek into the woods. Under that cover, he came upslope to where he reached the stone-studded pair of ruts that made that road of sorts to the Kimber settlement.
Keeping well under the branches to the side, he strode along up the sloping way, looking everywhere and listening to everything.
 
 
 
 
 



VII
 
Gander Eye had hunted relatively seldom in this direction, the direction of the Kimber settlement. The Kimbers liked to hunt there themselves, with all sorts of guns they used extremely well. When they met someone on what they felt was their own hunting grounds, they were icily polite about telling him other places where, perhaps, the hunting was better. On top of that, Gander Eye wasn't sure what he was out looking for. And when a man wasn't dead sure of that, he'd do well to go along carefully, as if maybe something was out looking for him.
Therefore Gander Eye held close to one edge of the rocky ruts, ready at any moment to fade silently in among the tree trunks. Where sunlight patched the ground, there grew tufts of blue dustflower, of freckle-bloomed jewel weed, off to the left of the trail tumbled Bull Creek, tumbling lower and lower as the slope ascended. He kept his ears sharp, as sharp as his eyes. He could hear a cardinal, calling grumpily to its mate far away. When a little blue lizard scuttled across in front of him, he could hear its supple body whisper in the grass as plainly as he saw it.
What the Kimbers called a road was bad even to walk on. Gander Eye wondered who had made this road to start with, and how. It wasn't a road kept up by the highway department, that was for sure. The Kimbers had done it long ago, probably by hand, probably blasting rocks out of the hard face of Dogged Mountain and filling in here and there with what they blasted loose. He looked leftward to where Bull Creek raced along, and across to the far wall of the height that rose on the other side. The trees grew interestingly there, fresh-leafed oaks and locusts and gums mixed in with darker evergreens. He wondered if Jim Crispin wouldn't enjoy painting this kind of scenery.
But the Kimbers had told Crispin nothing doing about painting the baptism scene at their place. They might even say nothing doing about coming this far up their road to paint. Gander Eye had accomplished a couple of miles of his expedition; he was in the range of country the Kimbers more or less claimed. If some of them were to show up now—
His ears, wide open, tuned in all the time, caught a faint hint of sound, up the road ahead of him.
At once he slunk into the thickly tangled growth at the inner side. A sort of trail was half-hidden there, it seemed to lead higher along the slope among the stems of pines. He followed it thankfully. It was steep, but quite hard and smooth under his cleated soles, almost like a pavement of clay. Water must have washed it into that smoothness. As he scrambled along into deeper cover, he wondered how that trail came to be there. He had never noticed it before. Under a serviceberry's cloud of slim petals, with just a touch of pink in the whiteness, he knelt to see what had made that noise.
Voices. Gander Eye felt better about that, for voices meant men, and he had never been afraid of men, only cautious now and then. He drew aside a branch of spruce pine to see better.
A minute passed, seconds more than a minute. Then they came into view on the road he had quitted, three of them. They were Kimber men, two young and one older, tall and fine-looking, dressed in those clothes their women sewed for them. They had wide, shapeless pants held up with home-tanned leather suspenders, collarless shirts, and picturesquely tattered hats. Gander Eye's own hat was old, but not that old. They carried empty burlap bags and big oil cans. That told him that they must be headed for the store at Sky Notch, to come back loaded down with supplies of necessary staples for their homes. He should be through with his own scouting adventure and headed home before they got back this far.
He watched them walk loosely down the road and out of sight, then he waited. They would need a minute or two along their way before he could emerge into the open without danger of being seen. He glanced down at the path up which he had come, wondering again how it had come to be made.
He felt more surely that it was like a channel where water had run in wet seasons. It was a yard or more across and well driven down into the earth among the tree trunks. If rain was falling, that channel would be slippery as grease underfoot. Gander Eye bent his head and looked closely. He could not remember ever seeing anything like it. Rising to a crouch, he moved uphill along its line, carefully moving branches from his way and easing them back behind him as he passed.
The sunken course made a curve as it mounted. He held to it until he came into the open and saw, in a moment of utter surprise, what it was.
The trail led to a great collection of rocks in a clearing among the pines, a gathered mass there of big fragments as though a giant had collected them. They were heaped one upon another, not like a wall or building, but nevertheless in a certain strange order. Gander Eye left the trail that had led him upward and came close to look.
At the very top of that sunken way was poised a great chunk of dull gray stone, the size and somewhat the shape of a barrel. Where it lay half-lodged in the ground, two or three smaller stones had been shoved in as though to keep it from working loose and rolling down the slope.
For, once sprung free, that rock and all the others would roll down indeed, right down along that channellike path. The channel would guide their plunge into the road below. There the torrent of boulders would bounce, and the downward slope would keep it whirling, rolling, jouncing downhill on the road itself.
Those smaller rocks kept the big fragment in place; but, as Gander Eye judged, they could be kicked loose in a moment of time. The second boulder was close set against the first, to follow it if it rolled, and others behind would be freed.
Gander Eye pursed his lips to whistle, then decided not to. He surveyed the mighty collection of rocks. Here and there among them lengths of wood jutted upwards, wedged in there. Those could act as levers to start more rocks from more solid resting places. It would become an avalanche.
He moved cautiously, almost on tiptoe, along the lower edge of the far-flung pile. He estimated that sixty or more boulders were gathered there, in downright baleful arrangement. At one point he stooped among bushes. A second channel led down, sunken and smooth like the one he had seen by chance and followed upward. Beyond that opened the mouth of a third.
All of this, then, was an armament poised against a possible unwanted approach up the rutted road. Two or three defenders up here could trigger it all into a tumbling stream of big stones, a whole torrent of destruction, like the mountain itself rushing down. A car climbing up the dubious road could be struck, smashed, hurled over the slope into Bull Creek below. A whole procession of cars could be overwhelmed. And if men on foot were coming up the road, and were not wanted there—
Gander Eye was not one to shudder, but he hiked his shoulders and scowled tightly. All this was a new idea to him, and a highly unpleasant one. Whoever had gathered this arsenal of mighty fragments, whatever the purpose in gathering it, Gander Eye did not like it. Was it some kind of war preparation by the Kimbers? Surely the Kimbers knew about it, roaming these belts of mountain forest as they did. Perhaps it was one of the reasons they discouraged visitors, whether strangers or acquaintances.
But whatever its origin, here at last was something Gander Eye must talk about to someone. Not that it was what he had come out to look for on this road. Maybe these rocks were not anywhere near so dangerous as what he had meant to find, either. Maybe the danger abode in whatever had made the pile.
Carefully he retraced his steps along the threatening lower edge of the collection to the side in the direction of Sky Notch. Pine trees grew thickly there, and he moved among them, scaling the steep face of the mountain to where he could turn and head back above all those rocks. As he walked he looked constantly in all directions and strained his ears to hear. At last he came to a halt at a midpoint above the expanse of stacked boulders.
From there he could see, at fairly close quarters, one of those leverlike poles that was wedged perpendicularly in the stack. It looked like a tough piece of a locust tree, the sort that can stand in the open for years, resisting the winds and the rains, resisting, too, the attacks of boring insects. But this pole did not seem to have stood wedged there for years. The bark was not yet dried enough to flake away. Gander Eye judged that the locust pole had been cut only short months ago.
He gazed at it, and his eyes narrowed down to slits. His mouth twitched as though he would speak, but he kept silent.
Brown scorched patches showed on that bark.
Gander Eye forgot his determination to stay under cover on this hillside, forgot his worry about those loosely piled chunks. He ran out on them, stepping cautiously from one to another as though crossing a stream on a line of stones, and stooped to look at that locust pole.
He could see more plainly that it had been lodged in place fairly recently, that it had been cut not too long ago. The scorched areas were plain to his eyes. It was as though the pole had been gripped in some sort of heated grappling irons, in at least three places. The bark had been seared through to the wood beneath, without charring it black.
It had been nothing red-hot, then. But hot. As hot, perhaps, as that chunk of gold had been when it was flung to his feet on the road in the darkness last night.
He picked his way back to the sheltering pines above the rock pile, went well in among the close-set trunks, and sat down with his back to one. He'd better study this mystery well.
This poised and hair-triggered landslide, masked here in readiness for a roaring, tumbling disaster on the road below, was nothing the Kimbers had set up. The Kimbers didn't work with hot metal claws. The Kimbers didn't have any sort of equipment to drag together such rocks as these. And the Kimbers weren't about to declare war on anybody if they could help it.
All right, then; what was afoot, if it had feet, in these mountains, and what was doing whatever it seemed to be doing?
No answer came from within him. He gritted his teeth over it. At last he rose and took up his scouting journey again, among the trees above that daunting arrangement. He won to a point well beyond it, crept down the steepness of the wooded incline, and gained the upper side of the road. He gazed long and keenly both ways before he dropped into the open and walked on, next to a rut.
The upward grade of the road became gentler almost at once. Gander Eye kept his way close to the inner side, ready to dart into hiding at the slightest hint of anyone else abroad. He glanced back along the road. It descended so steeply in the direction he had come that it seemed almost like a chute. Again he imagined a storm of descending rocks on that road, smashing into cars or men. He hiked his shoulders as before, in something very much like a shiver.
He kept looking to the side for more mouths of more channels from up the slope and was relieved to find none. The road attained the crown of a rise and sloped the other way beyond, though not so abruptly. Here, at least, would be no ambush of granite and sandstone blocks, or it would be set to rush toward the Kimber settlement.
He crossed to the side of the road above Bull Creek, many feet below at this point. Stooping, he studied tufts of laurel and hemlock and tangled oak scrub on the downward slope. After a long moment, he spied what he had come to look for. The foliage was brown in patches here and there, as though by the touch of heat. If it had been a little hotter, he decided, the growth might have burst into flame.
Right here, then, was more or less the spot where he had been offered that gift of gold.
He did not go down for a closer examination, but turned and trotted back the way he had come. At the stretch opposite the masked clutter of rocks above, he felt an irritating chill within himself and quickened his pace. On the way down the grade beyond, he turned and looked, despite himself, turned again. He asked his heart if it expected a sudden pursuing gallop of boulders after him.
Back he came to where he could drop down to the creekside and enter Sky Notch from the point where the ruined bridge stood. Entering his house once again, he racked up his rifle and put his pistol in its drawer. He looked at the watch he wore on a leather strap at his wrist. It was nearly noon. He sat down and put into articulate thought the things he had halfway found out up there, on the road up Dogged Mountain to the Kimber homes. He was going to have to tell somebody about all this.
Emerging at his front door, he walked purposefully up Main Street to the side street where Doc Hannum lived. The door stood half open, and Doc sat at his table inside, writing.
"Come in the house, Gander Eye," Doc called to him, taking off his spectacles to polish them.
Gander Eye lingered on the threshold. "I don't want to pester you if you're busy," he said.
"Don't give it a thought." Doc laid down his pen. "I'll tell you about what it is. Maybe Jim Crispin, with all his painting, give me the notion of being creative myself some way or other. I've been doing an outline for what may become the history of Sky Notch."
"History of Sky Notch," Gander Eye said after him. "What kind of history is there to write about that?"
"Oh, things have happened here," replied Doc. "I have access to the town records, you know, and they go a long way back. And folks like you can tell me about things." He studied Gander Eye shrewdly. "But to judge by that tight look around your mouth, you haven't come here just to wonder what I'm scribbling down here."
Gander Eye came in and sat down at the table. Doc went to a shelf for two glasses and a fruit jar of blockade and poured both of them a drink. Gander Eye sipped, studied his glass, and sipped again.
"I don't rightly know where to begin this," he confessed.
"Why don't you begin with where you went this morning when you left home with a rifle in your hand?" Doc suggested. "Maybe you think nobody noticed you, but I did. Old men sit and look out their front doors at things, you know."
"All right, that's where I'll start off, then."
Hesitantly, picking his words. Gander Eye told the tale of his adventure on the road to the Kimber settlement. He described the mighty heap of rocks, the locust pole with its scorched bark. Then he told of his brief glimpse of the unknown creature on the day that Crispin had arrived in Sky Notch, and of his encounter in the night with the creature that had given him the ingot of gold. Doc listened attentively, once tilting more blockade into his glass.
"I don't reckon you're about to believe any of this tale," he finished.
Doc grinned so broadly that his whole strong old face looked chubby. He took a sip and grinned again.
"No," he said genially, "I don't reckon I am."
Gander Eye's brows drew down and his jaws clamped.
"Ain't a many men I'd take that off of," he said.
"Not many, but you and I are old, old friends." Again Doc tasted his drink with bland approval. "Old enough friends for me to remind you that I've noticed and enjoyed the pranks you're always playing, the tall stories you come up with, to make life in Sky Notch a little more interesting."
"Just what in hell are you getting at, Doc?"
"Why," said Doc, "just look at the last two days with you. First you go about helping Duffy Parr commit suicide, and drive him pointblank into marriage and total abstinence. Not content with that, you devil poor old Uncle Cliff Pelton and frighten him to the very roots of his soul with your climbing irons—don't stare at me, that adventure's being told all over this end of the county. Gander Eye, you're more or less a natural genius of mischief for mischief's sake. I'm going to write you into my history as the Till Eulenspiegel of Sky Notch."
"Never heard of that fellow," said Gander Eye.
"I'm forcibly reminded of your adventure a few years back, the day that Derwood Ballinger, lord mayor of no fewer than two hundred and fifty souls here in Sky Notch, was fishing in Brummitt's Pond. You swam I don't know how far under water that day, just to hang a dead groundhog on his hook. And it was just the mercy of hell that you didn't put the barb of that hook through your thumb."
"I'd never have done that," said Gander Eye. "Hook myself, I mean."
"And now you want to come and tell me a tale taller than Mount Mitchell," accused Doc gently.
Gander Eye sat up straight. "What if I was to take you up yonder and show you that there big stack of rocks?" he suggested.
"No," said Doc. "I'm pretty well stricken in years to go scrambling over these scenic heights with you. And neither one of us wants to drive a car along that travesty of a road." Again he grinned, more broadly than before. "Tell me one thing, Gander Eye. Were you at all frightened when you saw that big heap of rocks set ready to roll down, the way you say they are?"
For one of the few times in his adult life, Gander Eye looked abashed and plaintive. "Well, yes, sir," he admitted. "I sure enough was scared."
"And that makes it sound more and more fantastic. I've been figuring on you for a number of years, and I never yet heard of you being frightened of anything."
Gander Eye clamped his glass hard between both hands. "Hark at me just one time, Doc. I'm not calling myself easy to scare, either. But just what is it could go 'round here making burnt places on the trees and grass and all like that? What would you call it?"
"If I was a fundamentalist, I'd have to say it was the devil," replied Doc. "The Old Boy himself, Muckle-horned Clootie, out for a stroll, swishing his tail around. But neither you nor I believe in the devil, do we?"
"What about that big chunk of gold it give me?" asked Gander Eye. "I told you I done took a scrap of it to Bo Fletcher and he tested it out for gold."
"A scrap of it," repeated Doc. "A little scrap. Where's the big piece now? You tell me you threw it into Bull Creek. That's a highly eccentric way to treat gold. No, no, Gander Eye, have a little mercy. Have it the more since I'm sitting here and sharing this excellent blockade Duffy Parr lavished on me. I'm your medical adviser. I advise you to go try your yarn on somebody else."
"I've got to think about that," said Gander Eye emphatically. "I'll study how to tell it to somebody else. I'm through a-talking and being fun-made-of the way you're doing me."
"Very well, and also stop being mad at me. Let's change the subject. Slowly left a pot of Brunswick stew on the burner for Jim Crispin and me. Why don't you stay and have her set out another plate for you?"
"All right, then," said Gander Eye. "I'd relish some of that. But don't you say one mumbling word about this to Jim or Slowly just yet. Swear me that, Doc. "
"Naturally I won't tell them. You and I will just call this a professional interview, and you know that doctors don't pass on the things their patients say in confidence. And I tell you again, stop glittering your eye at me. I haven't called you a liar and I haven't called you crazy. I've only hinted at those things, very subtly. So don't be mad any more."
"Oh, I ain't mad at you none," Gander Eye assured him, relaxing a trifle. "I'm just a-learning about when to keep my big mouth shut."
 
 
 
 
 



VIII
 
Gander Eye ate with appetite at Doc's table, but said little. The next morning he thought better of his determination to keep from mentioning what he had seen and surmised. He sought Duffy's station, where the proprietor was ready to talk, though not to drink. Bo Fletcher sauntered over, and Gander Eye talked guardedly about strange shapes in the night and a mighty stack of rock fragments poised on the slope of Dogged Mountain. Duffy and Bo were as skeptical as Doc, and by no means as restrained in their hilarity.
"I doggies, you should ought to be the one writing about this here town instead of Doc Hannum," declared Bo. "You might could write in some sure enough amusing things."
"I might could be able to do just that," said Gander Eye darkly. "Listen, Bo, why don't you come up yonder on that nothing road with me and have a look at them rocks?"
"I ain't lost no rocks, and I ain't suffering to find none," Bo said, smiling. "If there was gold in them, now, you'd possibly interest me in the notion."
"If the fool-killer was to pass by here just now, what would happen to you?" Duffy asked Gander Eye.
"I know just what would happen!" Gander Eye almost blazed. "I'd be left here all alone with nobody to talk to."
Unoffended, Duffy and Bo laughed loudly.
"Well, come back again and fetch us another sweet joke. But me, I ain't about to go visiting no rocks, no more than Bo. Peggy's going to fry me a mess of trout fish for my dinner, and I wouldn't miss that. Not for the whole mountain of rocks."
"Oh, let's change the subject," moaned Gander Eye. "I'm like what Doc said about it one time, I ain't no friend to unprofitable discussions. If that's the right word. Well, if you two won't come, maybe I'll go up yonder myself for another look."
"Have a good day for it," urged Bo solicitously.
Gander Eye took a few steps across the station yard, then turned and fixed them with blazing eyes.
"Bo," he said, "not you nor Duffy either one would know the God's truth if it was to jump up and bite a chunk out of you."
He walked grimly away from the station, and Duffy and Bo watched him depart in a paroxism of delight.
In Crispin's cabin, Struve sat and ate sugar cookies and drank coffee. His broad body was dressed in a beautifully cut leisure suit of blue denim with red piping at lapels and pockets. "It's getting to be time," he said again. "Maybe you've done something here, but there's plenty left for you to do."
"The Kimbers think I'm one of them," said Crispin.
"And I think the same of you," said Struve easily. "One of the Kimbers. I know what your real name is, don't forget. What you must also be is one of these Sky Notch yokels, get them ready to help us out here at the base point."
"I know," said Crispin. "I've heard it often enough."
"If I'm getting boringly repetitious, it's to be sure you do know. We need Sky Notch, my friend. That huddle of Kimber shacks is too primitive, too far from anything. We have electricity here, we'll need that for the sort of refuge and activity the Beyonders must have, with all that necessary heat and vibration. We have road and telephone communications. We have a political setup—that mayor, Derwood Ballinger, appears to be the man to listen to a good offer."
"Are you sure about him?" asked Crispin.
"Well, he's learned to take orders in his day, from his party bosses in the county and likewise from several people in Asheville. When he sees how luxuriously he can feather his own nest—" Struve smiled in the utmost confidence. "And your doctor friend, Hannum, should understand; he's a reasonable man from what you tell me. Now, then, how about that Gander Eye Gentry fellow? I think he's been trying to find out for himself, and he may need to be convinced what the score is in the game."
Struve put the tips of his thick, hairy fingers together and gazed at them, like Sherlock Holmes solving a problem.
"Convinced," he said again, as though he liked the word. "We can use him, so we don't want to hurt him, not badly. Just badly enough to convince him."
"Who told you all this about Gander Eye?" asked Crispin.
"You know who told me," replied Struve. "They've observed him. I can understand them when they want to communicate, the way you never had the chance to learn to understand. That's one of a number of excellent reasons why I'm giving the orders and you're taking them."
"I take orders," said Crispin.
"You'd better not only take orders, you'd better carry them out. It's fairly late on the timetable for you to refuse."
"I haven't said I refuse," protested Crispin unhappily. "But it's these people here. I need time to convince them."
"Time's running short, I said already," reminded Struve, and he reached for another cookie. "It's running short for you and me and everybody. Once we're here in Sky Notch, once we have the town in good running order for us and for them, we can send out the right reports to the papers and news broadcasters. We can invite the right scientists to visit—your friend Dr. Hannum can be a real help there. We can persuade the world that this visit from somewhere outside is not only the most wonderful thing that ever happened, it's the best possible thing that could happen."
"And the people of the world will be slaves," said Crispin, as though to himself.
"When it comes to that, the people of the world have always more or less been slaves. They don't notice their chains. They think of them as a glittering decoration. Sometimes the chains are highly becoming to the right wearer." Struve grinned at Crispin. "You, for instance."
Crispin turned away and stared at a picture on the wall.
"Oh, cheer up," Struve bade him loftily. "These Sky Notch people had better listen to you and be persuaded, if they want to come out of it alive, if they want to come out able to listen to anything."
"I know," said Crispin. "Gander Eye is going to pose for me. I'll persuade him."
"I'll check on you again later. Just now, I want to check on someone else." Struve got up and gazed out of the window. "Your Gander Eye man thinks he's up to something. I see him heading away from his home, in a direction I don't particularly like."
Struve walked out back of the cabin and lost himself under cover of the trees that grew close there. Crispin did not watch to see where he went.
Gander Eye had left his own home without his rifle this time. He had begun to wonder if a rifle would be any great help in what he was doing. He headed down Main Street to Bull Creek, then along the bank and up again to the road the Kimbers used, for the third time in three days.
He moved furtively, as he had moved the other two times, looking and listening in all directions. The air was warm and bright where the shade did not fall, and Gander Eye felt thirsty as he approached the place where he had climbed up the mountain and seen that collection of great stones, poised ready to be hurled down into the road. He did not feel like going back to look just now. Anyway, it was stupid to go the same trail every time, you wore a path. He went to the other side of the road and climbed down the steepness beyond it, all the way to Bull Creek.
There he stood for several long minutes, his hand resting on the smooth stem of a cucumber tree that jutted out above the stream. He listened and looked across to the other side, along the bank upstream and down, and then over his shoulder the way he had come. At last he squatted down on his heels and scooped water in his palm to drink it, lifted more, lifted another palmful and another. His thirst felt gratefully quenched. He remembered the time Bo Fletcher had been lured far away to a town in the eastern part of the state, with promise of a good job in a fancy furniture factory. Bo had gone, telling his wife he'd send for her as soon as he found a house for them to stay in. But he was back in Sky Notch in three days. The water in the lowlands, Bo had told everyone, wasn't fit to give to a dog. No, nor the bread, either.
Rising and looking all around again, Gander Eye walked along the creek. It sang to him soothingly, but he did not want to be soothed. He walked upwards of a quarter of a mile by the waterside, squeezing between trees, tiptoeing on rocks, and when he climbed back to the road it was a longer, steeper way up than the one he had taken downward. Back on the road above, he saw with some satisfaction that he had come past the place where those rocks might jump down on an unsuspecting wayfarer.
He kept heading along, for what he hadn't waited to look at the day before. This time, none of the Kimbers were afoot on the road. Gander Eye couldn't decide to be glad. He wondered if it wouldn't be more or less a good idea to talk to some Kimbers, to see if he could find out something. But then, maybe the Kimbers were in the dark about it, too.
Dark. It had been dark when he had looked down from afar at the lights in the hollow where the baptizing had taken place. Now it was daytime, and maybe he could make out something more.
He reached the place where the rock rose steeply beside the road and curved deeply beyond. Down there among the trees, he knew it without looking again, were those marks of scorched bark and leaves. No point in scrambling down for another study. He couldn't tell how they had been made, nor by what. And nobody seemed about to believe anything he said about his findings.
He came to where the side trail went down from the road. If he stayed on the road itself, he'd soon be among the cabins the Kimbers had built for their settlement, but nobody would be afoot down the trail. They only went there to baptize, on a night when the moon was full and staring. He slipped in among the brush, and half a dozen steps along the slanting trail took him clear out of sight from the road. A little way below, and the trees opened up somewhat. He could see down there.
The baptizing pool lay at the very lowest point of the hollow. Two nights ago, it had shown like a twinkle of black among the lanterns. Now he saw that it was oval in shape; he reckoned it was maybe half an acre in extent. A man could breed fish in there, Gander Eye told himself, feed them up, and when they were big enough he could fish that water over and over, while more fish made themselves and fed themselves. Giving food to the fish made them just like chickens in a run. It wasn't real fishing sport to drop a baited hook in where fish crowded together and fought for the bait. You just pulled them on in. You might not get the biggest of them, you just got the best fighters.
On the far side of the pool, where another height of the mountain rose up like a tall, tall building thrown up there by giants, opened a darkness. It was some kind of cave.
He descended a score of steps farther, to where he could see better. That big cave had light inside. Not lamps, not fires—those would be yellow or red. This light was blue.
As Gander Eye peered at it, he thought the blueness stirred. You might even say it flickered. What burned blue? A little salt on a candle did that, and if you set fire to blockade in a saucer it flamed with a bluish tint. But this blue was stronger than those. It was like a great blue blossom turned into light. And, as he studied it, it flickered again. It winked, like a shifting radiance on blue glass.
"Baffling, isn't it?" said a cheerful voice at his shoulder.
Swift as a lizard, Gander Eye spun away from the voice, spun for a dozen feet or more through a scatter of prickly bushes beside the trail. He came around facing a heavily built man whose suit of denim was something to be envied. Gander Eye thought this stranger was about the hairiest human being he had ever seen. Even closely shaven, he seemed to have a beard. His deep, narrow eyes watched Gander Eye as though from an ambush.
"You're called Gander Eye Gentry, as I've been told," the man said, smiling without mirth. "Don't be afraid, I'm not going to hurt you."
"I ain't afraid," said Gander Eye, "and I won't tell you if I'm going to hurt you or not."
"You can call me Struve," said the man. "I came all the way up here to talk with you, Mr. Gentry. Talk quietly, without interruption." The mirthless smile broadened. "I may become a lucky new item in your acquaintance."
"You followed me," charged Gander Eye, furious within himself that he had not been aware of it. "I want to know what for."
Struve lounged back against a hump of rock, dark among green weeds. "Maybe to make you rich," he said. "Maybe to make you happy "
"I'm right happy the way it is," replied Gander Eye, "and for being rich, I've got enough to do me. I never needed money very bad."
Struve clicked his tongue. "Dear me," he smiled, "you're going to be a problem."
"I might could be."
Struve held up a fuzzy hand, as though in reassurance. "What if I told you that Sky Notch was going to become the most famous town in the country? In the world?"
"I'd wonder myself what you meant," said Gander Eye at once. "You hark at me, Mr. Struve, if you're a-trying to have fun with me, stop it. Maybe things will quit being funny all of a sudden."
Struve leaned against the rock. He slid his hand into a side pocket, and Gander Eye tightened for a spring. But all Struve brought out was a lean, expensive-looking cigar. Deliberately he removed the brilliant band and flicked a gleaming lighter to kindle the end. He blew out a wisp of slaty smoke.
"If that's a threat," he said, "try something else. I'm not without help. If I only raised my voice in a certain way, the help would be here. All around you."
"Now it's you doing the threat," said Gander Eye. "Hark at me. Maybe I've got a gun on me and maybe I haven't. If you call your help, you'll find out quick. "
"Oh, now, Mr. Gentry." Struve gazed at the end of his cigar and knocked a fleck of ash from it. "I said I might make you rich and happy. I said that Sky Notch was going to become an important town. These may be new thoughts to you, but please give them place in your mind. When Sky Notch has this sudden rise in the world, wouldn't you like to be the mayor, with all that would mean when Sky Notch gets to be the town it's scheduled to be?"
"Derwood Ballinger's the mayor," said Gander Eye. "I ain't studying to run against him. I ain't about to run for no public office. Ain't never thought of it."
"Well, think of it now," Struve invited him. "Think of a lot of things. You say you don't want money, but money can buy whatever you might dream of. Or is it something else you might want? Women, perhaps? Beautiful women?"
"I never had no trouble wanting women," said Gander Eye, studying Struve intently as though choosing a place to hit him. "I've had a good plenty of them, one time another. But I ain't a-going to talk to you about that."
"Which does you great credit," said Struve. "But meanwhile, you're a musician. A true artist, or so I've been informed. How would you like to be a world-famous musician? Be called to the White House to play for the President? Go abroad and play before kings and queens, such of them as are still left?"
Gander Eye said nothing to that. He only kept looking at Struve.
"Ah," said Struve, in deep satisfaction, "I begin to think that perhaps I've mentioned a possibility that interests you."
At last Gander Eye relaxed and began to lounge where he stood. "The main thing I don't know is what you want from me."
"Just your friendship. Your helpful cooperation."
"Cooperation about what?" Gander Eye hooked his thumbs in his belt. "Smart as you let on to be, with all them things to give away, what way could I help you? Why should you give a damn shuck if I pick banjo or not, or if I'd have air' sort of luck a-picking before them kings and queens?"
"That's not fair to either of us, Mr. Gentry. Not kindness to me, nor justice to yourself. My interest happens to be in the future of Sky Notch, to help Sky Notch grow and be known. And if Sky Notch is to grow and be great, it will have to have wiser and better men to run it." Struve smiled at Gander Eye. "Men like you."
"When it comes to that," said Gander Eye, "what kind of business are you in, a-wanting to help Sky Notch?"
Struve shrugged massively. "You'll find that out when I take you into the business with me."
"My mother never raised me to go into no business without I knew what the business was," said Gander Eye.
"Your mother was a wise woman, then." Struve smiled. "You can call me a sort of advance agent for a diligent firm that might have the Beyonders for a name. Beyonders, Incorporated."
"Beyond what?" inquired Gander Eye.
"Just now, beyond the notice of folks who wouldn't understand the true nature of their activity. You seem to be thinking deeply, Mr. Gentry. What about?"
Gander Eye crinkled his brow. "I was recollecting a tale I heard back yonder when I was a boy. It was a dog met a wolf in the woods, and he said why didn't the wolf come and live with people. Said, you ate good like that and didn't have to be a-hunting for your food, you slept all warm in next to the fire, all like that. So the wolf inquired him, 'How come you're a-wearing that collar?' And the dog replied him, 'Oh, that's just got my master's name on it, tells who I belong to.' And the wolf said, 'Well, I do thank you, but I'll just keep on in these here woods where I ain't got no master with his name on me."
Struve puffed on his cigar. "I remember that fable, too. I believe it was written by La Fontaine. But there's a consideration to go along with it. Anywhere you may go, Mr. Gentry, you always see dogs. Prosperous, well fed-dogs, helping their masters hunt or guarding their masters' front doors, or just lying happily on the porch or in the yard. But I think you'd have to go a long way to see a wolf."
"Yes," agreed Gander Eye. "Wolves are a right much scarced out."
"In fact, you'd have to go into a town where there's a zoo. Where there may be a wolf, in there behind the bars. So much for the wolf's gospel of freedom and no collar."
Gander Eye had fallen silent. He saw a stir in the hemlock thicket behind the rock on which Struve leaned. The growth was a dense one, and he could not make out what stirred in its depths, only that it was there.
"Do you think you see something, Mr. Gentry? Something to scare you?"
The stir was some sort of shape. Gander Eye made out a dark, dark substance in there among the tussocks of green needles. He had seen a surface like that before, but not so close by daylight. The shape swayed there. It was the size of a man but not the form of a man, not quite. Now it stood still, and another shape stirred at its side. So there were two of them. Maybe more than two.
"You're scared, aren't you, Mr. Gentry?"
Gander tightened his fingers on his belt. "No, sir," he said. "I'm just as sorry as can be, but I ain't scared a hoot."
Even as he spoke, he knew that he spoke the truth.
Struve drew a deep sigh, as though disappointed. "I'm obliged to say that I believe you. But you're going to be scared eventually, and you'll be sorry about that, too."
"You can kill me," said Gander Eye, "but you can't scare me."
In yonder among the hemlocks, the dark shapes stirred. Gander Eye thought they made a sound, a sort of soft, hissing sound, not unlike a snake.
"There are several excellent reasons why you won't be killed," said Struve, blowing smoke. "However, I predict that you'll be scared one of these days. That's a healthy little experience, Mr. Gentry. It's supposed to increase the secretions of the thyroid and pituitary glands, and those help the brain. If you get scared, maybe you'll get sensible. Does that figure?"
"Never you mind if it figures," said Gander Eye coldly. "Let me just tell you one thing. If you scare me, kill me trying to do it. I don't figure to live being scared."
"Request noted," said Struve. He tapped ashes. "I hope to see you again, talk to you again. Just now, have a happy day."
He turned his broad back and walked in among the hemlocks where those things, whatever they might be, waited.
Gander Eye watched him go. He saw the branches of the hemlocks stir behind Struve's going, watched them fall quiet again. He stood for long enough to draw half a dozen breaths, then he headed quickly up the trail toward the road once more. Once he glanced back into the hollow at the pool and the cavern far below. Nothing moved there, except a blink of the blue light.
He was glad that nobody stirred on the road, Kimbers or anything else. He strode away down toward Sky Notch, that familiar place where he had always felt confident and able to deal with anything. He could still deal with some things. He might even deal with Struve down there, if not up here. How had Struve learned so much about Gander Eye Gentry? Who had told him?
Trudging along the stony, rutted way, thinking and wondering, he saw that he came near that masked ambush of rocks poised ready to slam down into the road. On the journey up, he had gone clear down to the creek to miss that point. Now, he assured himself, he must not. He had told Struve that he couldn't be scared. He had better show that that was the truth, if Struve were up there watching, even if Struve had his hand on one of those locust poles to trigger the rain of rocks down, down upon Gander Eye Gentry.
He made himself walk more slowly. He glanced sidelong at one of the troughlike paths for the rocks to come down, walked past it, counting his steps as he came to the lower channel. He passed that one, too. But the avalanche could catch him if it were set off, could strike him on the sloping road and smash him into bloody shreds.
For more than a mile he walked, in a tense expectancy that was not fulfilled.
Back in Sky Notch, back at his house, he went into the kitchen, brought out a jar of blockade, and poured himself a drink. He swallowed it at a single gulp and lighted a cigarette.
All right, he had lots to wonder about and lots of answers to find. He'd better do some heavy thinking. Maybe he'd go and talk to Jim Crispin, tell him to get out his canvas and his paints and start work on that picture of the baptizing. If you posed for someone to paint you, it was bound to be true that you just stood still and said nothing. You could think all that time, you could even decide what to do about whatever needed deciding.
 
 
 
 
 



IX
 
Next morning came with slaty clouds and repeated gusts of rain. Crispin had invited Doc to eat breakfast with him, and Doc enjoyed it immensely.
"I've eaten eggs morning after another, during a longish life, but these are about the best I've ever tasted," said Doc laying down his fork. "What's your secret formula, Jim?"
"Oh, nothing exactly secret," smiled Crispin, refilling both their coffee cups. "The most important thing I did, I think, was separate the yolks and whites and beat them both. Then I stirred grated cheese and shredded green pepper into the yolks, and finally I put the whites back in."
"Give your recipe to Slowly," requested Doc. "Or, better still, come over and show her how to do it. As a former research scientist, I'll watch with considerable interest."
"Research scientist," Crispin said after him, and spread jam on a fragment of toast. "You were a research scientist, you say. You must have known some distinguished men in various fields of research."
"Several," nodded Doc. "I remember having a quarrel with one. He was dead against any effort to reach the moon. Said it would never succeed, which of course it did. He felt that the money should be spent in cancer research."
"And you disagreed with him?" prompted Crispin.
"I said that there's enough money in America for the successful handling of both moon shots and cancer research, and that I'd gladly pay my share of the taxes needed to get to the moon. I honor those adventurers. If I were a younger man, I'd like to go flying to some other world."
Crispin eyed him thoughtfully, hand to brown-bearded chin. "You don't feel that your friend was a true scientist, then."
"Oh, he was a true scientist, all right," said Doc, nodding his head. "He was such a damned true scientist, there wasn't any room in his thoughts for anything but science. He reminded me of what Aristippus said about men who studied only the sciences and neglected the philosophies—that they were like those ancient idlers who came to pay suit to Penelope and then stayed out in the antechamber, making love to the servant girls."
"Aristippus?" said Crispin.
"He was a Greek philosopher who had the bad judgment to be philosophizing around the time of Plato and Aristotle, who took up most of the attention then and later," Doc informed him. "Probably I'd never have noticed him myself if I hadn't read about him in Francis Bacon."
"You're a philosopher yourself," said Crispin. "Let me ask, how would your philosophy serve you if you happened to meet members of an expedition from another world, an unknown world beyond any star we know?"
"I'd be dazzled, naturally. I'd consider such an experience a privilege and an inspiration."
"Then—"
Crispin broke off. There was a knock at the door. Crispin rose and opened it, and in came Gander Eye, shedding his waterproof coat and shaking drops from the brim of his old slouch hat. "Howdy," he greeted them.
"Good morning, Gander Eye," said Doc. "You're too late if you came looking for breakfast. I ate the last crumb and could have eaten more."
"No thanks, I had me something at my place." Gander Eye turned toward Crispin. "I come to wonder when you want me to stand up and be painted into your picture."
"Why not right away?" asked Crispin. "Right now? Some preliminary sketches, anyway."
Doc took a mouthful of coffee. He looked interested. "You're going to do some portraits, are you, Jim?" He glanced toward where the painting of the Sky Notch church stood propped against a rear wall. "I'd expect them to be as good as your landscapes."
"Yes, sir," agreed Gander Eye, studying the picture in his turn. "That there sure enough looks just like Main Street."
"I wasn't trying to be photographic." Crispin was at a table, picking up a drawing block and a heavy-leaded pencil. "But this picture won't be a photograph, Gander Eye, it will be an impression. Incidentally, you and I are going to work hard on it, and I won't be going out of this cabin to pass the time of day very much for a while. Doc, I'd take it kindly if you'd help pass the word around for people not to disturb me."
"I've got an idea about that," said Doc, rising and picking up his raincoat. "I have an old red flag at home, a signal flag the lumber cutters used to stick up at the lower end of a chute when they were sliding logs down and wanted to warn people. It just wound up in my possession. You can fly that in front of your door when you don't want to be disturbed, and I'll see that everybody knows that if they see it, that means you aren't to be bothered for anything short of Judgment Day."
He went out into the rain. Crispin stood and thought, the drawing block and the pencil lowered in his hands.
"Judgment Day," he repeated softly.
"Yes, sir, that's what Doc said," Gander Eye assured him. "What you want me to do, Jim? Stand up or sit down or what?"
"Oh." Crispin looked up. "Oh, yes. Well, first of all I want you to take off your shirt and undershirt."
"Don't wear me no undershirt." Gander Eye stripped off his checked shirt and dropped it on a chair in a corner. Crispin surveyed his broad chest and knotted shoulders.
"You're an exceedingly well-set-up man, Gander Eye. Now, stand over there. When we have sunlight, it will come in just right through the front window. But we don't need much light at first, I'll be only doodling around with a pencil. Turn a little way in this direction. That's good, about like that."
Gander Eye carried out the directions.
"Now," said Crispin, "don't look at me, took there at the far end of the room. Lift your head just a trifle. Stand just like that. And lift up your arms."
"Like this?"
"Not as high as that, don't stretch them. Not quite as if you're giving orders, not quite as if you're saying a blessing, but a little bit of both of those things."
He surveyed Gander Eye's pose, walked close to him, and took him by the right wrist to alter the position of the arm.
"That's better," he approved. "Hold it like that for me a while, and remember how you're standing. Your feet, head, arms, everything."
"You mean, just like the way I am now?"
"Yes, because you'll have to stand that way again. I'll let you rest in a minute or two. I want to get something down on paper."
Crispin sat to draw. The pencil scurried swiftly.
"Don't tighten your arms, I want to get the muscles down right." He drew with sure strokes. "I wish I had muscles like that. How did you manage to get them?"
"Oh," said Gander Eye, "one way another. A chopping down trees. A-digging holes. A-skinning deer and all like that. Just a-moving 'round, I reckon."
"Keep your head up the way it is. Look over there where I told you."
Obediently Gander Eye stood still while Crispin sketched. At last Crispin said, "All right, thanks, you can relax now. I've got something here I can work into a study."
Still he plied the pencil. Gander Eye stepped over and looked at the drawing.
"Shoo, Jim, do I look like that to you?"
"Not in the least as yet. I made skeleton lines of you and now I'm working some flesh onto them."
"You got like shadows on it, too."
"I did that just with the eraser of this pencil," Crispin explained. "Smudging in the third dimension."
He rose, put the block of paper on the table, and picked up a corncob pipe. "Now," he said, "I've got to think awhile. Study awhile, as you say. If you want coffee, there's still some in the pot."
Gander Eye poured a cup and found a chair for himself. He drew the shirt over his bare shoulders, for the dampness of the morning made things slightly chilly. He, too, thought.
"Hark at me, Jim," he ventured after a time. "Might could you know a fellow named Struve?"
Crispin glanced up from his work. His eyes turned sharp. "Named what?" he said.
"Struve is his name."
"How do you spell it?"
Gander Eye shook his head. "I don't rightly know that. He just said his name to me."
"It's what I'd call an unusual name," said Crispin, still without answering Gander Eye's question.
"Well, he's a right unusual fellow," said Gander Eye. "I run onto him up in the woods on Dogged Mountain. He allowed something or other about how they was big things a-coming about to happen in Sky Notch. Said Sky Notch would be a right important town all of a sudden."
Crispin drew a line and then ran the ball of his thumb over it. "Would you like that?" he asked.
"Can't say to a fact if I would or not. Hell, Jim, I've always took things in Sky Notch the way they are. We're little here and we're out of the way, but we have fun sometimes. You don't need the things here you'd need in a big town." He sipped hot coffee. "I reckon if I'd a-wanted things different, I'd have gone to Asheville or some such of a place and got me a job there."
"How would you like to help Sky Notch be bigger and better?" inquired Crispin. "Maybe be the mayor here, or on the town board?"
"I vow, Jim, that there's what this Struve fellow inquired me. "
"He must be public-spirited, then."
"No, sir, I don't hanker to be the mayor," said Gander Eye. "It looks like to me that Derwood Ballinger has him a lot of hard work, a-listening all the time to them county political bosses."
"The mayor of this town should be in a position where county political bosses had to listen to him," said Crispin. "Did you finish drinking your coffee? Then stand up there again, exactly the way you stood before. I want to see how these lines I made fall into place when I compare them to the real thing."
Gander Eye resumed his pose. Crispin studied it with deepest concentration, asked for slight alterations in the angles of the arms and head, then drew almost frantically on a fresh sheet of paper. At last he said that Gander Eye might relax again.
"Let's call that enough posing for you today," he decided. "I'm going into preparation for my ground."
"Ground?" echoed Gander Eye, mystified.
"The color I put on the canvas, what I'll work up my scene on. It's a night piece, and I need to find out what night looks like."
"Well, good luck."
Gander Eye went out into a new patter of rain.
Alone, Crispin fetched out a rectangular palette and squeezed several tubes to put half a dozen blobs of paint upon it. He experimented as painstakingly as a master chemist, with blue and black in various combinations. Frowningly he compared dabs of the mixed colors. At last his bearded lips relaxed in a slight smile of approval. He took a slender, dull-edged palette knife to scrape away all the mixtures but one, and worked up more of that particular tint. It was the color of night.
Then he examined his stack of canvases and chose one fully five feet long and nearly four high, and fixed it lengthwise to his easel. He put on a disreputable old plaid shirt, smeared with innumerable dried dabs of paint. He drew his chair close, sat down, and began to lay on a ground of the night-colored mixture.
It was a task he undertook with great seriousness. He used his brush with all the care he might have spent on the finishing touches of a work. The ground was by no means done to his liking when he stopped at noon to go to Doc's house for lunch. The rain had slackened away, and the clouds overhead had faded to an oystery pallor.
"Come in, come in," Doc greeted him, opening the door. "Slowly here is giving us green beans and bacon and new potatoes. Slowly, I want Jim to show you a certain miracle he can do with eggs and peppers and grated cheese. It's fit for a king, or for people like us."
"I'll be right glad to learn how," said Slowly. "How are you, Mr. Jim?"
"Just a bit worried at the moment," replied Crispin. "I wish this rain would hold off long enough for me to go on to the store and see if they might have an old-fashioned kerosene lantern."
"Are you having trouble with your lights?" Slowly asked.
"None in the least." Crispin smiled at her. "I want to study a lantern for the color and value of its light, to use in my picture."
"So happens I've got an old lantern at my place," said Slowly. "Let me fetch it when I come there today for what I'm to do. When do you want me?"
"Shall we say about three o'ciock? And thank you for lending me the lantern. I'll need it for only a day or two."
Crispin enjoyed his lunch, but he did not stay to talk afterward. Back at his cabin, he returned to preparing the night ground for his study of the baptism. He finished that stage of the work at last and left it to dry on the easel while he mixed colors on another corner of the palette and set about a new experiment, using a dull black card. Slowly appeared at mid-afternoon, the lantern in her hand. She wore a blouse and slacks, and her hair was caught behind her neck in a bow of blue ribbon.
"Are you near about ready to start with me, Mr. Jim?" she asked. "What's all that you're painting, all that kind of little round lemony-colored things?"
"Lemony-colored," he said after her. "That's not a bad description of the tint. I was practicing to paint the foil moon, and the moon's not golden yellow, whatever the songs say. Lemon is more like it. Or perhaps a fresh-cut slice of a pale cheese, like Munster. The lantern light would be closer to golden. Thank you for lending it to me."
He handed her a sheet torn from the drawing block.
"Here's how Gander Eye looked to me when he was posing."
She took the paper and gazed at it thoughtfully. "Hey, you drew in his legs," she pointed out. "I heard you say this would be just from the waist up, like as if we might be standing in water."
"I drew all of Gander Eye for the sake of the study. He'll have legs in the picture at that, even though they're hidden from sight."
She seemed to puzzle over that, and Crispin smiled. "In any case," he said, "Gander Eye is a splendid physical specimen. He'd be a proper subject for a sculptor of the heroic. And so, I judge, would you be."
She drew herself up tensely, as though for a plunge into a cold bath. "When do we start, Mr. Jim?"
"I want to go to work right away. You can go into the bedroom there and get ready. I put an old red robe there if you want it. "
She walked into the bedroom and closed the door. Crispin gazed after her a long moment before he took his drawing block again. She came out, her blouse off and the robe over her arm.
"Where do you want me to stand?" she asked.
He pointed with his pencil. "Right over there, and face to the side wall. Your figure will be opposite Gander Eye's in the painting. Here, let me take that robe. Now stand tall—wait, let your hair down. Shake it down on your shoulders. That's right. And you have your face lifted, as if you're looking at the man who will baptize you. Your hands will be held low, about at your waist, and join the fingers. Clasp them."
"Like this, Mr. Jim?" she asked.
"Yes, that's fine. Straighten your back." He sat down and began to sketch with orderly swiftness. "Slowly," he said, "you're magnificent. You're classically beautiful."
She seemed to flinch. Her bare breasts nodded, her cheeks flushed.
"No, Slowly, understand me when I talk. I'm speaking as an artist. Just now I spoke of what a fine physical specimen Gander Eye is."
"That's different," she said, almost in a whisper. "But me, standing here like this—I don't know why you said such a thing to me."
"I said it because it's true," said Crispin, sketching away. "I believe in speaking the truth."
"We should ought to speak the truth all the time," she said. "It would be a right much better world if we did that."
"Could we speak the truth?" he asked, smiling faintly in his beard. "I'm afraid nobody on earth could live the day out unless he told a lie or two. That's how life is. But I say the truth when I say you're classically beautiful, that you should be sculptured, too."
"Well," said Slowly, her clasped hands stirring together. "Well, thank you, Mr. Jim."
"Don't thank me," said Crispin, shaking his head. "I haven't had a single thing to do with making you beautiful. I only hope I can picture it decently."
"Decently," she repeated, and fell silent.
Crispin worked fast but not hurriedly, now and then smudging in shadows with the eraser or his fingers. At last he said, "Do you want to rest now? You can put on the robe. I've got a pot of coffee on the burner there. I always have some when I work indoors. Let me pour you a cup."
He took the pot and filled two cups. They stood and drank.
"I meant what I said, Slowly," Crispin assured her with quiet emphasis. "And I meant it in the right way. I was speaking like an artist about your beauty."
"Yes, sir," she said. "I reckon so. I believe you. I never took you any wrong way about it."
"There's no point in saying you ought to be a queen. Queens aren't really very much these days, except for presiding at elaborate parades and ceremonies." He gazed at her. "Though I don't doubt that you could perform well on occasions like those. But what I mean is, you deserve appreciation by the world. What is it you like to do best?"
Slowly held her cup thoughtfully, staring into it. "Why, about that, I reckon it's picking the guitar." She smiled at him. "Gander Eye declares I'm as good on the guitar as anybody there is anywhere in these parts."
"I've heard you, and I like the way you play. How would you like to play your guitar before great audiences, have rich pay and applause?" He looked at her searchingly. Then, when she only waited in silence, he added, "With Gander Eye on the banjo?"
"Why, yes, sir," she replied promptly. "I'd sure enough like that."
Crispin smiled in turn, rather sadly. "Here, Slowly, do you want to see my sketches? These are only the preliminaries—the first work, something to help me think out the painting problem." He handed her the drawing block. "And here," he said, "is another sketch I made of Gander Eye."
He held the sketch beside the block, so that the two figures seemed to stand face to face.
"You sure enough can draw things, Mr. Jim," Slowly declared.
"Thank you. Maybe I'm not so bad. I didn't even square the paper to guide my proportions. Squaring is something I stopped doing pretty early in my studying. Squaring the paper, I mean."
"What you a-going to get at next?"
"I'll work a little more on these pencil studies, and then work in oils on the background of the picture itself."
He pointed to the canvas on the easel.
"That's the ground work," he explained. "You see, it's going to be night. I'll work in the water and the bank of the pool, and the moon up here in the sky, and the people standing with their lanterns. All those things are mainly background. They'll take time, so I'll just give you and Gander Eye a day or two of rest before I work with you again, with oils."
"Night," said Slowly. "Is that color black enough for night?"
Crispin smiled. "The night is never really black. Shadows aren't completely black. It took Rembrandt to get that across to the world of painters."
"Rem-brandt," she said the name. "Who's he?"
"He was an extremely clear-eyed Dutchman long ago. Well I'll work to get it right, the sky and the people watching and so on, and that's going to take a while. So, as I say, you and Gander Eye can both have some rest from standing up so motionlessly. When I work with you again, I'll use oils."
"All right, Mr. Jim."
"And I'm grateful to both of you."
Slowly went to put on her blouse, came out, and left the cabin. Crispin stared fixedly at the door as it closed behind her. His eyes had trouble in them, tenderness in them.
But he continued his work on the pencilled drawings and then on the canvas until it was time to go to Doc's for supper. Doc gave him the promised signal flag. It was a square of grubby dark cloth, slung to a pole made of a cherry sapling. When Crispin returned to his cabin, Struve was there, making himself a sandwich while he studied the canvas.
"I see you're back at your painting," he greeted Crispin. "Do you figure that will fit in with your real job here?"
"I have two of the best and most interesting people in Sky Notch posing for me."
"One of them's interesting, all right," said Struve, picking up the drawing block to smirk at the drawing of Slowly. "Well, I've been doing some fairly profitable business myself. I had a conversation with Mayor Ballinger."
"Should you be talking to these people?" asked Crispin.
Struve helped himself to wine from a bottle. "Oh," he said, "I know what I'm doing. I strolled from upslope into his back yard, where he was weeding his vegetable garden. I complimented him on his onions and his potatoes. We became quite friendly, and when he introduced himself I said that I'd heard some good things about him, from his party bosses in Asheville."
Crispin sat in the chair in front of the easel. "And what did he say to that?"
"He acted becomingly flattered and said that he tried to be cooperative. Then I got around to asking him, what if a bunch of scientific development people came here and made a fine town of Sky Notch, with building operations and all sorts of improvements? I wouldn't give him the full information just yet, I said, but he could call them the Beyonders, Incorporated."
"Is that all you told him?" Crispin asked.
"It was quite enough for the time being. He smiled happily and said he could be depended on to work with such a group, to help any way he could. I gather that he thinks Beyonders, Incorporated, really plans to achieve something here sort of Las Vegas style. He hinted that he could be highly useful. It was more or less a good, profitable little preliminary talk."
"And so you think he's as good as enlisted," said Crispin.
"I do. He's the typical cog in a complex machine. But he's not necessarily the only cog. He could easily be pulled out and replaced.
"Why, as to that," said Struve, "I've told you about my talk with Gander Eye Gentry. He wasn't as instantly receptive as Ballinger, but maybe that can be worked out. I value his potential abilities."
"You respect him," said Crispin. "You admire him. So do I."
"No," and Struve shook his broad head. "I didn't say I respected or admired him. I said I valued what he might be. That doesn't have to be the same thing at all."
 
 
 
 
 



X
 
The weekly meeting of the Sky Notch town board took place on Monday night after supper, at Longcohr's store. Mayor Ballinger presided with something of heavy-faced mystery as Doc, Bo, and Longcohr discussed problems of garbage pickup, the digging of a new well for the water supply, the repainting of the street signs. Slowly sat at the checkout counter, silently keeping the minutes of the meeting. Several citizens were there, as usual, Gander Eye among them, lounging to listen as though to the latest episode of a soap opera on television. At last Ballinger leaned back in his old chair and addressed the whole assembly.
"Neighbors, I've got a little something that has to be discussed in private," he said. "Could I ask you to just let us have a few minutes of a closed meeting? All I can say in public is that there may be good news coming to Sky Notch, for everybody to hear in future."
"Why sure, we'll leave," said Gander Eye, rising and leading the way out of the building. Slowly and the board members looked at their mayor in expectant wonder.
"All right, gentlemen," began Ballinger when they had the store to themselves. "Yes, you too, Slowly. What I've got to talk about is what they call privileged communication—classified information. I reckon I can depend on each and all to keep it to ourselves for the time being. Right?"
"Right," agreed Doc for all of them.
"If it's secret stuff, why don't we all go into the storeroom back behind yonder?" suggested Longcohr. "There won't be nobody a-walking in on us then."
"A good idea," approved Ballinger, and they rose and walked to the rear of the store, where a separate room contained tools, a dented filing cabinet, and jumbles of unpacked goods. There were also chairs and a scarred old table. Longcohr closed and latched the door behind them, and Ballinger drew out a chair next to the storeroom's single window. He sat down with even more ceremony than usual.
"There's folks got their eye on this little town of ours," he announced. "One of them come round to talk to me a couple of days ago. Slowly, you don't have to make this part of the record."
He proceeded to rise to a true height of mingled eloquence and equivocation as he described his interview with a stranger named Struve, apparently from New York, who said that an organization called Beyonders, Incorporated, had in mind a project to develop and enrich Sky Notch. "He says it's scientific," said Ballinger, and winked at Bo. "He would not say more about what that project was, or in what development it dealt, though he assumed the air of one who might say a great deal. He summed up by saying that there was a high promise of prosperity, for the town as a whole and for its residents as individuals.
"And I'm a-hoping to hear more in the very near future," he said happily. "I've asked you members of the town board to receive this information as confidential, because we've got to get more details and perhaps some kind of signed agreement before we make anything public. But it sounded to me like something profitable all around, and I want to ask you to go along with me on it, give me the power to negotiate."
"Why doesn't your friend Mr. Struve come here and talk to all of us?" asked Doc. "That would be the businesslike thing, if it's going to be businesslike."
"I gathered the notion that he was only sounding me out in advance," replied Ballinger, "I'll be a-getting him here to a meeting, you can count on that. But I want your cooperation, want to know I've got it the very next time he comes a-visting me."
"If it means better business of any kind, you can count me in," said Bo Fletcher.
"Better business for all of us, you said," reminded Longcohr. "Right now, I'm a-scratching a living with this store, because folks come trade with me for old time's sake. But if there'll be a growth to Sky Notch, that's liable to mean a supermarket or so, and lots of new people moving in, and they'll be a-trading with them supermarkets for new time's sake. I ain't a-being selfish, but I got to look out for number one. Nobody else ever got anywhere a-looking out for anybody but their own number one."
"I'll mention your case to Mr. Struve," Ballinger promised him. "What about you, Doc? Both Bo and Bill seem to want to go along."
Doc rumpled his white mane. "My first impulse was to cast my vote against it," he confessed. "Where I'm concerned, I'm right well pleased with Sky Notch the way things are. But then I reflect that I'm an old man, with no more family than a rogue elephant, and that I shouldn't stand in the way of development just because I'm more or less agrarian and antediluvean in my personal tastes."
"Which I take to mean, you're with the idea, too," said Ballinger with deep satisfaction.
"I'm with it if it's legitimate," said Doc. "If it's a good, practical sort of development plan for us, with respectable people back of it. What I suggest here—I won't make it in the form of a motion, this is more or less just a conference, not a meeting—is that we try to find out what this Beyonders, Incorporated, might be. You say your new friend comes from New York. Perhaps I can ask a couple of New Yorkers I know to check up on him for us."
"Do that thing, Doc," urged Bo. "Doc's right, we should ought to find out a little something for ourself about this. Find out if these newcome folks want their hair cut, for instance. I sure enough can do that for them."
On that agreement, the meeting broke up and filed out of the store. Behind it, Gander Eye rose from where he had knelt to eavesdrop at the window and moved cautiously among trees in Bo Fletcher's yard and the yard beyond.
He came out into Main Street under the light of the half-moon and fell into step beside Slowly as she walked toward her little shelter beside the old schoolhouse.
"What you a-doing out, Gander Eye?" she asked him.
"I just seen you and I thought I'd walk you home," he said diffidently. "All right?"
"It's all right with me."
They walked in silence for a score of paces. Gander Eye spoke at last.
"That was funny to have that there closed meeting," he said. "I've sort of got it in my mind, that ain't the law. Town meetings should ought to be open."
"Oh, it quit being a town meeting," said Slowly. "I never even wrote down the minutes. It was just something Mr. Ballinger wanted to talk over with the others."
That sounded like an invitation to change the subject, and Gander Eye changed it. "I've been a-standing up at Jim Crispin's for him to paint me."
"I'm a-doing that," said Slowly. "Mr. Jim's a gentleman."
"You sound like as if you like him, " said Gander Eye.
"Don't all the folks in this whole town like him? He was a-talking about how you and me might could play music for big town audiences."
"He said that?" Gander Eye half snapped out. "Hark at me, Slowly, you ever meet up with a fellow round near named Struve?"
"Struve?" she echoed, and paused. "Nobody of that name, no. Is he somebody you know?"
"Ain't a fellow I want to know any better than I do," said Gander Eye with complete honesty. "He's big built, he's a sure enough hairy somebody— looks to need a shave all over, each day of the week."
She lifted her shapely shoulders. "That sounds scary."
"No, ma'am," said Gander Eye. "He ain't scary, he just thinks he is."
He knew he could say no more than that without confessing that he had eavesdropped on the town meeting. Not that he felt ashamed, but he had no wish to confess it to Slowly. They walked across the yard of the old school. She stood with her hand on the door of the lean-to shed.
"Is there anything else, Gander Eye?" she asked him, her eyes aslant, touched by the moonlight.
"Nothing else, I reckon," was all he could let himself say. "Except, it's been good a-talking with you, Slowly." He summoned his courage. "Are you all right?" Again he summoned it. "I mean, are you a-feeling happy just now?"
She smiled, and he quivered at the smile. "Yes," she said, "I'm happy just now." She waited, but he said no more. "Good night, Gander Eye."
She went inside and closed the door. Gander Eye turned and walked off alone, cursing himself for not saying more, for not saying less. How Bo Fletcher and Doc Hannum would devil him if they knew how he was always lost for the right word when he was talking to Slowly Kimber. Hell, even Duffy Parr must have been better talking to her than he was.
Under his breath he sang himself lines from his song, the one he never sang except to himself:
 
"I'm a man in this world of men,
A many bold deed I've dared,
But when I meet Slowly face to face,
I stand there a-feeling scared."
 
God damn it, that was true. But Slowly was all that scared him. Not Struve. Not whatever it was that went slinking around Sky Notch. Gander Eye entered his house and made a promise to himself. He'd go up yonder again, the fourth time in these last few days. He'd try to find out more, right in the heart of the Kimber territory.
He made himself wake up long before the sun rose. Quickly he gobbled cold corn bread and drank coffee, then put on his leaf-patterned clothes and his cleated boots. Into his pocket he shoved his pistol, but again he did not take a rifle. Instead he picked up a favorite stick from where it leaned in a comer. It was a length of hickory, tough and springy, whittled to a point at one end and furnished with a leather loop for his wrist at the other. He also took a bottle of soda with a twist-off cap.
Out he went into the darkness. The moon was down. He told himself it was lucky that the houses on either side of him stood empty and that no more houses were below him on the street toward Bull Creek. He was all that moved on Main Street. He wondered if Struve was stirring, somewhere or other. Well, Gander Eye wouldn't go up the Kimber road this time. If anybody was up there today, looking for him, they'd be disappointed.
He came to the corner at the end of Main Street between Longcohr's store and Duffy's station and turned to walk along the road on the Dogged Mountain side. He passed a house, set back in a scooped-out niche in the rock. A dog barked, but did not run out to threaten him. He tramped along to a place where the mountain rose steeply above the way out for the road. The dawn was coming up by then, enough to let him see to climb.
Vigorously he assaulted the upward way. He had to climb on all fours, searching for rough holds for hands and feet, but he made it up to where things weren't quite so perpendicular. On he swarmed, higher and higher. He found brushy trees to take hold of and help him. Finally he rose erect and climbed upward at a crouch.
These mountains weren't as tall as the Rockies, he'd heard over and over, but they were plenty for anybody to dare, even somebody who was used to climbing them. He remembered Doc Hannum saying that once these Appalachians had been as high as the Rockies, but they were worn down because they were so old. Gander Eye wondered if once they had been roamed by monsters now extinct, giant lizards or big, shaggy bears and lions.
He took an hour to reach a place where the going was something near to a level. The climb had made him breathe hard. He pulled out his bottle of drink, twisted the cap off, and took a mouthful of the sweetly tangy liquid. He did not swallow it, but swished it all around the inside of his mouth until it seeped away inside him. He recapped the bottle and fared onward toward where Dogged Mountain would come to one of its various tops.
That particular top was a bald, with tufts of grass among the slabs of rock that lay on it like a sort of pavement. A crow flew overhead, cawing about Gander Eye being there. It hadn't cawed as he approached; it could hardly have seen anything else to caw about. Gander Eye did not come out from among the trees to go over the bald, but skirted it all the way around to the far side. A gentler slope went down there. He thought he could make out where the Kimber road ran in the distance. He ventured in that direction.
He listened and looked about him at every step, though it was hard, even for Gander Eye Gentry, to listen and look everywhere at once. So quietly he moved that when he slid under a tall pine with a squirrel in its top branches, the squirrel was not excited into scolding at him. Pretty good for me, he thought; if I can fool a squirrel, I can fool Struve.
He moved downward upon another, gentler slope. It was nearly ten o'clock by his watch when he came upon a disquieting and familiar splotch of brown on low-growing leaves. That was the scorch mark he had come to know, the trace left here and there where he had rambled. Beyond the shrivelled leaves appeared another brownness on the trunk of a pine, as though a heated something had leaned there. Gander Eye stooped low and darted glances all around. But he seemed to be alone in the woods.
This was more or less Kimber hunting grounds, he told himself. Maybe the Kimbers knew what else roamed there. Gander Eye would almost welcome a challenge from a Kimber, one of the reasonable sort who might listen to questions and give helpful answers.
With even more gingerly care than ever, he advanced down the wooded mountain side. He felt that he knew what he would find, and after some minutes he found it. He peered through trees into the open space with that great cluttered mass of jagged boulders, set to dominate the road below. He surveyed it for the space of half a dozen breaths. That was an ugly arrangement, and no mistake. Yet again he gazed all around him before he moved to the right among the trees, clear of the upper line of those rocks. He gained a point well beyond them, opposite the place where the road dipped downward toward the Kimber settlement, and he stopped to drink more of his soda and make new plans.
He had no intention of descending to the road itself. Some of the Kimbers might be there to turn him back; just possibly Struve might be afoot on that rough travelway, or even one of those beings he couldn't guess about. His sense of direction set him toward another high comb of the mountain, and when he had climbed that, he planted his staff on the rocks and looked along a plunging declivity where trees grew in thick belts. Above their tops he made out a distant clearing, green with grass and centered by an oval pond, bright in the morning sun.
That was it, the place where the Kimbers baptized. From where he stood to estimate the situation, he could not see the cavern where the blue light had blinked, but he could judge where it was, driven into the next rise of Dogged Mountain just beyond that pool. And to that cavern was where he had been bound, ever since he woke up in the darkness before daybreak. It was high time he made himself go there.
He moved to his right through more trees, steadying himself on steeper stretches with his staff firmly set in his right hand, his left usually on a convenient trunk. Now and then he was out of sight of his objective, but he guided himself by the sun overhead. Always he was tinglingly aware of any sound—a bird, an insect, a sigh of breeze among the pine needles. His pace was not swift, but it was steady. At last he completed his prudent approach to where he could enter the hollow. He dropped down to hands and knees to avoid shaking the thick growth of evergreens. Crawling, he reached a point from where he could look into the open.
The pond lay there, bright and quiet and clean-looking, not black as Crispin was painting it. He also saw the mouth of the cavern. It was a spacious one, its upper lip set higher than a man could reach with upraised hand, and its width like that of a broad porch. Within it pulsed and blinked the blue light, softly radiant. It might have been a pane of blue glass slightly clouded, with moving radiances on the inside. He had never seen anything like it in all his life.
Sidelong he moved within that mask of trees. He kept himself behind the outer rank of them, stealing along from trunk to trunk as a hunting cat takes advantage of cover. Once he stopped and turned around, staring into the bosky depths of the woods, but whatever might have moved there gave no hint as he watched. He kept himself from wishing he had never come here. In watchful fashion he gained a point from where it would be only half a dozen swift, leaping strides to the threshold.
Yet once more he gazed across the cleared hollow, looked right and left and behind. He lifted his hickory staff, clutching it below the leather band that looped it around his wrist. Catching his breath, he darted into the open, tore across the grass, and stood before the cavern, almost under the upper lip.
Just inside, within reach of him, was that blue-ness. It filled the irregular opening all the way across and up and down. Seen at close quarters, it looked solid. It pulsed, quivered, as though it drew itself snug there. Gander Eye scowled at it, trying to judge what it was. Very cautiously, tensely, he lifted the pointed end of his staff to prod.
That pointed end encountered nothing solid. It sank into the blue curtain-stuff as though into a sheet of water. It penetrated for a good half-dozen inches of its length. Drawing it back again, he examined it.
The hard hickory had turned a toasty brown where he had thrust it into the blueness. He lifted it for closer scrutiny, but something warned him not to touch it. Wood might turn color like that brown but not black, if it had been baked in a hot oven. Just how hot would it be in there, in the cavern on the other side of this shrouding curtain you could poke through with a stick? Gander Eye wasn't in any mood to hurry about finding out.
He wished that Doc Hannum hadn't laughed at him, that Doc had come along and was here to give his own thought on the subject. But Doc's old bones might never have held together on this ramble over Dogged Mountain's steeps and tumbling drops. Maybe Duffy Parr—but no, not Duffy; nobody would believe Duffy, any more than anybody would believe Gander Eye. Slowly? He wondered about Slowly. She was allowed to visit the Kimbers. She'd been right here at this baptizing place. How much did she know about this cave, and how could he ask her to tell?
He put the thought out of his mind. He lifted the hickory and thrust with it again, probing with its point well through the blue-shimmering curtain.
Something took hold of it from the other side.
Gander Eye cursed aloud and tugged. The something held fast and drew against him so strongly that he almost stumbled against the blueness, almost went through it himself. Frantically he wriggled his hand free of the loop. Another moment he saw his staff snatched through and away, out of sight. The curtain showed no hint of where it had vanished.
He whirled himself around at a dead run and made for the trees from which he had ventured to the threshold of the cavern. He reached them, flung himself headlong among them, ran upslope between them. He changed direction and ran without slacking pace. Nothing seemed to be coming after him, but he ran until he panted, until his feet stumbled. Then he stopped, an arm flung around a trunk for support, and trembled all over.
But he dared not rest for more than moments. He went on from there, scrambled away toward the heights from which he had descended. Once or twice he went up a steep place on all fours. Stopping again, he mopped his sweltering face with a sleeve. He groped shakily for the soda bottle in his pocket, drained it at a gulp, and threw it down between two roots. He hurried on to put distance between himself and that baptizing hollow and that cave, and whatever lurked there.
At last he took a moment to be deeply glad that Struve had not been there to see Gander Eye Gentry scared silly, to see him run like a boy caught stealing watermelons.
 
 
 
 
 



XI
 
About five o'clock that evening, Bo came out in his yard. He hailed Gander Eye on the street and, grinning conspiratorially, led him to the basement workshop. There Bo took from his bench a mechanical device, beautifully made. It consisted of an old aluminum cylinder such as might have contained a small, expensive cigar. Two insulated wires extended from it like tentacles.
"I just finished coupling this together," said Bo. "I'm a-going to slip over and hook this up to the ignition in Duffy's old car. It's got a cap in there, and when he cuts on the motor it'll go off as loud as the first gun fired on Fort Sumter."
"Why you want to do that?" inquired Gander Eye.
"Oh, just to fling a scare into old Duffy. He'll think that there car's a-blowing up. Come on with me, I'll let you hold the screwdriver."
"Don't reckon I will, Bo," demurred Gander Eye, gazing across the basement with brooding eyes. "Ain't Duffy in right much of a fix already, new married and all like that, without deviling him?
"Well, come along and stand outside," urged Bo. "You can keep a watch for him if he's coming back while I'm wiring this contraption in under the hood."
"Don't reckon I will," said Gander Eye, and he walked out. Bo crinkled his face to watch him go.
Gander Eye entered Longcohr's store. Pacing along the counters, he chose several things to buy and take home, a small can of salmon, a two-pound sack of corn meal, a carton of cigarettes. As he fetched them to the checkout counter where Mrs. Longcohr waited, Doc and Crispin came in.
"Hello, Gander Eye," Doc greeted him. "I wanted to see you."
"You see me," said Gander Eye. "Do I look all right?"
Both Doc and Crispin laughed. They drew Gander Eye between them to a place between two highstacked counters.
"I've been telling Jim that I keep thinking about dropping off the town board," said Doc. "I'm not getting any younger fast, and I'm more and more caught up in this history of Sky Notch I told you I was trying to do. Producing a written history, particularly of the informative and inspiring sort I intend to write, is apt to be a fairly demanding job. So I'm thinking of getting out of that lofty, demanding world of public offices. "
"I hope you stay in it till you grow a gray beard long enough to step on," said Gander Eye.
Doc laughed again. "No, I've shaved all my life and I'll keep on shaving. What I meant—and Jim here is inclined to applaud the notion—is that it's time you got a sense of civic duty. If I don't run in the next election, how about you to replace me?"
Gander Eye stared at Doc, at Crispin, back at Doc again. "You two act like as if you're putting me on," he charged.
"I was never so serious in my life," Doc assured him.
"Well, now, I thank you kindly, but I ain't a-going to do it," said Gander Eye. "Hell in the bushes, Doc, if I was on the town board I might up and tell some true thing and they wouldn't believe me." He looked deep into Doc's eyes to say it. "They just might could think I was funning with them when all I wanted to do was help them. No, I don't reckon I want to have that come off."
"Listen here, Gander Eye," said Doc earnestly. "If I ever happened to hurt your feelings—"
"They ain't that easy to hurt, Doc." Gander Eye gathered up his purchases. "I sure hope that history of yours is a-making out. And, Jim, whenever you want me to be there in your place again for that picture-painting, I'll do it."
"How about tomorrow morning, Gander Eye?" said Crispin.
"All right, I'll be there."
He went to pay Mrs. Longcohr. As he left the store, Bo Fletcher came in.
"Bo," said Doc, "is it possible that something's plaguing Gander Eye?"
"Just so happens I was a-thinking something of that sort," said Bo. "He ain't like himself today, ain't a-having fun the way he usually does. I sure enough hope he ain't taken sick. "
"Maybe I should pull him in and take his temperature," said Doc.
Gander Eye carried the things he had bought along Main Street. In Derwood Ballinger's front yard stood the mayor and someone else. Ballinger looked up, saw Gander Eye, and beckoned to him. Gander Eye walked into the yard. The other man turned to face him. It was Struve.
"Gander Eye," said Ballinger heartily, "I want you to shake hands with Mr. Struve. Mr. Struve, this is my friend Gander Eye Gentry."
Struve crinkled his slate-grained face in a smile and held out a shaggy hand. "I've already met Mr. Gentry," he said cordially. "He and I ran into each other up in the woods on that mountain. I was interested in everything he said."
"In the woods?" said Ballinger, interested. "Is your organization thinking of the lumber-cutting business, Mr. Struve?"
"Nothing of that sort at all," Struve said, smiling more broadly. "I'm impressed with how pleasant this little town is, and of how much more pleasant it can become. And I'm thinking of how Mr. Gentry can help you and me make it so, Mr. Mayor."
"Just now," said Gander Eye tonelessly, "I ain't a-being any great big help to nobody. I reckon I'm too ignorant to know what might could happen to Sky Notch." He fixed Struve with his gaze. "All I can say for certain is, I'm a-hoping the best for everybody living here in town."
"That means you'll be hoping the best for me," declared Struve. "I've been talking to Mayor Ballinger about moving in here. Somebody named Crispin did that recently, and his example strikes me as a good one to follow."
"I hope you do good in our town, Mr. Struve," said Gander Eye. "But right now I got some business to tend to."
"One thing more, Gander Eye," said Ballinger. "I hear tell there's going to be some music at Longcohr's Grocery tonight."
"I ain't been told aught about that," said Gander Eye, "and I just come from there. Maybe I didn't hang round long enough to hear the news."
"I'll be waiting to hear you picking banjo," Ballinger smiled. "Mr. Struve wants to be at the store for that music."
"I can't rightly say if I'll be there," said Gander Eye darkly. "Like what I said, I got business to look after."
He left the yard. Ballinger and Struve watched him go.
"I declare, there's something a-chewing on Gander Eye," said the mayor. "I never yet heard tell of him not being there when there's music."
Both of them laughed. Gander Eye, hearing the laughter, fought with himself to keep from turning back, from saying something that would provoke anger in Struve, maybe even make him fight. Struve was bigger built than Gander Eye, but he didn't move or stand as if he'd be hard to hit. And if he could be hit, he could be whipped.
Slowly came walking along Main Street. He quickened his own pace, and she looked around and smiled.
"I noticed you there, a-talking to Mayor Ballinger and that new stranger in town," she said as Gander Eye caught up. "What sort of a fellow is he?"
"I can't say I'm right much caught up to like him," said Gander Eye. "I heard he's a-going to be at the singing tonight at the store."
"You'll be there, naturally."
"I don't reckon I will," Gander Eye almost growled, and Slowly looked at him sidelong, as though startled.
Struve, that fellow's name is, and he talks like as if he knows Jim Crispin." Gander Eye changed the subject. "I'm a-going to ask Jim about him tomorrow morning, when he's a-painting me into that picture of his. "
"I'll be there to pose, after you do," said Slowly, and as she spoke she drew herself up tall, as though she was proud to pose. Gander Eye felt his bones grow unhappily cold inside him. He wondered if Slowly was getting to love Crispin, if possibly Crispin knew it and was starting to do something about it. But the coldness in him was not the flaming fury he had known when he talked to Struve.
"You don't act much like yourself, Gander Eye," Slowly was telling him.
"I don't know who else I'm acting like," he replied. "I'll be seeing you round."
He watched her turn and walk with dignity across the old schoolyard. On he trudged to his own house. Entering, he went to the kitchen and started to open the can of salmon for his supper. Never before had he felt lonely in his home, not as far back as he could remember, but that was how he felt now.
He opened his pocketknife and pried the cork out of a half-empty bottle of wine. Crispin had given him that wine; Gander Eye had enjoyed it. Turning up the bottle, he took a big drink. Then he tightened his lips as though the wine had gone sour. He sat down on the kitchen chair, found a slab of corn bread, and dug a fork into the salmon. He ate, without any particular appetite. His eyes wandered to the rear window and out across his back yard.
Suddenly the fork fell from his hand. Out there, on the other side of Bull Creek, a murky shadow stirred among laurels.
Gander Eye was out of his chair and all the way to the back door without thinking. He stopped only when his hand clutched the knob, stopped to realize that if he went out there, the dark shape would only fade away into the woods, out of his sight and reach.
Carefully he stole back to a point from which he could peer through the window. He crouched low to the floor, a hand on it, and gazed from a lower corner of the bottom pane. It was still there, the dark thing. It had come to scout his home. It knew he lived there; it must be certain that he was someone to scout, to speculate on, to learn about. Probably it had been there already, there in those laurels, when he had come home; perhaps it had been waiting to see him come in.
He stooped motionless, probing for that black silhouette tucked among the rich greenery. It moved again, and he had a sense that it flashed with that upper lump of a head. Another flash, in the bright evening sunlight. Did it wear glasses of some kind, perhaps something to help it see more clearly, closely, toward the house?
Another long moment of intense study, then he drew cautiously away from the window, left the kitchen, and went to his front door and out. He looked up and down Main Street. Nobody moved or showed in his sight. He flung himself prone to earth and crept around to the side of the house, among a scramble of weeds there. He moved as he had moved when a boy, first beginning to hunt, trying to sneak up on a rabbit so that it wouldn't catch sight of him until he was within shooting distance of it. He reached the rear corner and pulled stems of coarse grass aside with delicate care so that he could see through them to the creek and the laurels.
The stranger-thing still hung where it watched from among the leafy branches. If he had thought to bring a rifle, he could have fired, could have hit it. He felt glad that he did not have any weapon and the temptation it would beget within him. He studied the ground so close in front of his face, slid away from the clump of grass and took advantage of some juniper scrub to crawl into the back yard and across it.
The Beyonders, Struve had called them, Gander Eye had heard Ballinger call them. Over there across Bull Creek, that must be a Beyonder spying. Gander Eye crept among the junipers to where he could see the next stretch. Only a straggle of weeds, but if he could go forward among them without giving himself away, he would come to a big lump of rock at the creek's edge, a lump long ago dropped there in a flood to jam at the side next to his yard. It was the right size to be up yonder above the Kimber road across Dogged Mountain, where a destroying avalanche poised itself ready to be set free. Gander Eye lay as flat as a snake and dragged himself with his elbows, keeping his head down among the weeds, pointing for where he had seen the rock.
It took minutes to accomplish it, three or four minutes. If he stirred the low cover, it would look like a touch of breeze and no more. He wanted to get close in, damned close in, within short yards of the creature that had come here to spy on him. He congratulated himself on how well, how silently and skillfully he moved. Up ahead, the piece of rock became visible. It stood high above him as he lay; it would hide him until he decided to do whatever he was going to do. Gratefully he drew himself close to it, lifted himself behind it, and squatted on his heels.
He timed himself by drawing three long breaths and then he stood up, a pulse beating in the roof of his mouth.
Over across there, no more than the width of his back yard away, it stood all among the laurels. It was man-sized but not man-shaped, not really. Maybe more like a big lizard risen up on its tail. Its body looked like scorched metal, was studded with what might be rivets, and the head-lump had something bright and glossy in front. Where it ought to have shoulders lifted two black lengths of something like chunks of thick cable, and at the free ends of them stirred spidery tangles like shoelaces. He'd been right, it had no legs or feet. It tapered down to the ground and seemed to balance there. Wisps of steam came away from it.
It couldn't be a man dressed up to play jokes; no man could have quite fitted into that rig. It was more like somebody's half-done effort to make a manshape out of iron or black tin or something, an effort begun and then given up.
It stood there, and Gander Eye stood there.
"So you came here to see me," called out Gander Eye. "All right, here I am."
The creature seemed to stir and quiver, the way a fence post looks to be dancing on a hot, hot day. Steam curled around it.
"Are you one of what they call the Beyonders?" Gander Eye asked of it.
One of the cablelike limbs made a motion toward him, and Gander Eye hopped quickly to one side. It was throwing something across Bull Creek. Then it slid backwards, seemed to glide in retreat, deep out of sight into the heart of the laurel thicket.
Gander Eye looked at what it had thrown. The object lay there, seven or eight feet away from where he stood. Hurriedly he ducked back behind the big knob of rock. If that was a bomb . . .
But there was no explosion, no shaking of the earth. Gander Eye waited under his cover, counting. He counted slowly up to twenty. Then he stepped in to view again.
It was as though he had seen that object before, the one tossed at him. It was an oblong, the size of a cake of soap again, tawny yellow and bright in a ray of evening sun. Gold as before. Another offer of gold, to buy whatever they wanted from him.
He took two strides and poised a foot to kick it into the creek. It would splash in and be gone. But he did not kick.
"Nothing doing, friend," he called into the thicket across from him. "Nothin' I got's for sale to you. Leave it lay there. Let somebody else pick it up. Why don't all you Beyonders just go back beyond one time and stay?"
Not a sound. No flicker of anything to see. But he felt sure that it was waiting in there, that it had watched his act of disdain and refusal. He tightened his muscles in a moment of impulse to go sloshing and charging across the creek, to get to closer quarters. He put down that impulse, too.
"I'm a-going back to my house now," he announced. "I'm a-turning to go. You got anything with you to shoot me in the back with?"
He swivelled on his heel and walked through his yard, making himself move deliberately, making himself hold his shoulders straight without tightening them, without making himself look as if he was about to flinch. He pulled the kitchen door open and went in. Another look through the window. No motion in the laurels. Stooping, he picked up the fork he had dropped. He dug out more salmon from the can and ate it. It tasted good.
He kept watching through the window to see if his visitor would emerge, trying to recover the gold ingot he had so gruffly disdained to pick up. But there was no sign anywhere on either side of Bull Creek. Might that creature be just a trifle afraid of Gander Eye? More likely it was only carrying out orders from somebody, or something. It might not even have understood any of the things Gander Eye had shouted at it.
He sat and wondered if this was how old Robinson Crusoe felt when he saw that footprint on his sandy shore. What had Crusoe done then? As Gander Eye remembered, Crusoe had made ready to defend himself against anything that came attacking. The best thing to do was follow Crusoe's example, follow it right now.
He washed the fork and threw the salmon can in his trash bucket. Then he went to the rack of guns in his front room. He fed a clip of cartridges into the Springfield, loaded the little twenty-two, and slid shells, one by one, into the tubular magazine of the automatic shotgun. Finally he took his rifle for hunting deer, the one with the telescopic sight, of which he was so proud.
He had bought it years ago from a gun collector in Asheville and had had Bo Fletcher make a special stock for it. It was a Mauser 98. That meant it was the model of 1898 rifle the German army had carried through two wars, wars those armies had lost. You had to buy special ammunition for it. He drew back the bolt, opened a box of the special cartridges, and took one out. It had a lean copper-coated bullet, almost like a dagger, set in the hull. He pushed it down against the floor plate until it went into the magazine, fed another in, another and another and another until the magazine was full and one was in the chamber. He pushed the floor plate down with his thumb, slid the bolt back into place, and flicked on the safety catch.
He racked the Mauser up with the other rifles and the shotgun. Then he took his pistol from its drawer and put it in his hip pocket. He'd better not be going out any more without some sort of weapon.
For, he told himself, he'd been left all alone in this matter. No, not all alone. Others seemed to know a thing or two. He just couldn't talk to others.
On his table he found a pad of yellow paper and a pencil. Very carefully he began to write down a series of things to think about:
 
Mayor B. know Stroove knows about what he calls Beyonders
Stroove is up to somethin or other he trains with Beyonders says they will hep him
Jim Crispin knows about em but he says he doesnt
 
Gander Eye crossed that line out:
 
Jim Crispin wouldnt say one way the other if he knows em when 1 asked him but Stroove said he knowed Jim Are they friends
What does Slowly know She was adopted Kimber She likely knows things I dont know
Cant talk to nobody here bout all this they think Im foolin
What are the Beyonders sure enough up to What is Jim and Stroove a doin here
 
He finished and sat with the pencil in his hand. Then he carefully wrote the date beneath the series of sentences and signed his name. He did not know why he did that, but somehow it made his written words seem official.
It was getting dark outside. They would be starting the music up at Longcohr's store. He wouldn't be there picking banjo, but after a time he went outside. He stood still and looked, but nothing stirred in the gloom. He locked his door, for the first time in many months, and headed up Main Street.
It was a clear, starry sky. The moon, wasted down since the night when the Kimbers had baptized, hovered like a gaunt, curved slip of light. Stars sprawled everywhere, in patterns. Gander Eye made out the Dipper, the W of Cassiopeia's Chair, other constellations. He thought of Doc and Crispin talking about space travel; he remembered stories he had read, moving pictures he had seen, about things invading from other worlds, other stars. Like Doc, he had always been skeptical of such tales. Up until now.
Nobody was walking on Main Street as he headed up. Folks must be already gathered up yonder at the store. As he approached, he saw lights through the big front windows and heard the music flowing out like a bright flood of sound. They were playing "Cabin in the Pine," and a banjo was in there. Who? If he, Gander Eye Gentry, were to walk in all of a sudden, whatever banjo-picker was trying to take his place would just stop between picks and hold the banjo out to him. But he wasn't going to walk in. He'd told Mayor Ballinger that he had business to attend to tonight. Let Mayor Ballinger wonder what that business might be.
He trod along the far edge of the pavement and stopped next to Duffy's gas pumps. From there he could see into the store as well as hear the music. Sure enough, they'd pulled back all the counters and were dancing. He moved to where he could make out the musicians. Doc with his fiddle, Slowly with her guitar. Yes, and there was the banjo man.
He sat between Doc and Slowly, squat and dark. It was Struve. He was picking all right on the banjo, too, by God. Nowhere near as well as Gander Eye could pick, but mighty well at that, mighty well. Gander Eye strained his gaze to make out the banjo. He knew it, an old one that Bo Fletcher had found somewhere and fitted with a new neck. It had a good tone.
Gander Eye wasn't anywhere in that store making music, but nobody seemed to be missing him. They clapped loudly for the music when it was through, and Struve got up from his chair and smiled and bowed, like somebody in a show. His teeth shone in the light. He said something to Doc, who handed over his fiddle. Standing erect beside his chair, Struve set the fiddle to his chin, laid the bow across, and began playing all by himself.
The dancers had come back on the floor, but they stopped and listened. Gander Eye saw Duffy and Peggy holding hands close together, scarcely breathing. The fiddle's notes slid out into the night. The piece Struve played was the Kimber song about "Ring Them Chimin' Bells." He made it sob and sigh. Struve might not be able to pick the banjo as well as Gander Eye, but he could play that fiddle even better than Doc.
Gander Eye stood motionless to listen. All of them in the store were motionless as they listened to the last breathing note. Struve lifted his bow clear of the fiddle. Then, before anybody could start clapping, he quickly played the first bars of "The Devil's Dream," grinning and grinning above the swift-flying bow. He stopped again, handed the fiddle back to Doc, snatched up the banjo, and started picking "The Devil's Dream."
Slowly picked up the tune on her guitar and joined in. Doc, too, played. Everybody laughed happily and came back on the floor to form sets. Bo Fletcher moved out and started calling the figures.
Gander Eye shrugged, all to himself in the night, as though he admitted defeat. He turned slowly around and headed back toward his home. His feet fell heavier, wearier, than when he had come up Main Street.
He would be everlastingly dogged if anybody around Sky Notch would be sorry if Gander Eye Gentry was dead. Nobody would much miss him. They'd still have Struve, moved into town with them to pick banjo and make everybody happy, as he'd promised. He was moving into Sky Notch, just the way Crispin had moved in. If Gander Eye didn't like him, nobody else seemed to mind having him be there, with his slaty-shaved face and his big, hay-bale body. Coming to live in Sky Notch? Hell's gates of brass, Struve was already in Sky Notch. And those Beyonder things, they would be coming along, too. Probably folks would decide to welcome them, the way they'd welcomed Struve.
But Gander Eye didn't like Struve a bit, and he didn't like the Beyonders. He wondered if he was out of step, if he mightn't do well to become a wanderer on the face of the earth.
Thinking such things, he walked past the schoolyard where Slowly's little shed stood dark and alone. On he went to the empty end of Main Street and into his own front yard.
They were in that front yard, three of them in what little light the moon shed.
Three of them, drawn together to make a shadow except for the blink of light on the front of their headpieces. Three dark outlines with lumpy heads and no legs and steam around them.
"God damn you all to hell!" roared Gander Eye. "When did I tell you to come back visit me? What are you, a bunch of hants?"
He fairly charged into his yard, tugging the pistol from his pocket. The three fell swiftly away from him, gliding backward in three directions like cautious reptiles. They drew themselves out of sight as he came to his door. He snatched out his key and turned it in the lock.
"Whatever you think you're up to, I don't like it no way," he said into the night. "Whatever it is you want out of me, you ain't about to get it. There's something all wrong about this here business, and you know what it is and you know I know that. Now, God damn it, you get off my place and stay off it."
In he went and locked the door behind him. The house was as still as a grave. Without turning on a light, he went straight to where he knew waited a fruit jar of blockade whiskey. He poured a glass full, almost to the brim, and drank it in two big gulps. The fierce, strong liquor didn't seem even to catch hold of him.
Tomorrow morning, he'd be in Crispin's cabin with his shirt off, to pose for that baptizing picture. Also to ask Crispin what was what.
And why.
 
 
 
 
 



XII
 
When Gander Eye woke, he wondered if he had been asleep at all. He slid his sinewy, naked body out of his cot and crouched down at a window to look out. Nothing strange in his front yard. He looked from the side windows and went into the kitchen to peer across the back yard toward Bull Creek. Nothing anywhere.
He washed but did not shave. He put on a pot of water to heat for coffee while he got into pants, socks, boots, and shirts. Pouring a cupful, he stepped out at his front door.
The scorches were there, plain to see on coarse grass beside his path on a sprawling clump of bushy juniper, at the edge of the flat-hewn top of the length of oak that served as door lock. Once again he bent close to examine those traces.
No, they weren't burns, not chars of black, not cinders. These were toasty brown clues of heat. That had been enough heat to parch and sear but not to send things afire. If it had been just a little hotter, hot enough to kindle fire, perhaps his house would have burned down around him last night.
"They can all go back to hell where they belong," he said aloud, and then wondered if he might be going crazy, talking with nobody in sight to listen.
Sipping coffee, he paced around the house, studying the yard. It was harder to find any clue in the side stretch, but he traced a thin streak of brown dryness in the grass. That would be where one of them had gone, moving along on the tip of his tail, the way they said a seahorse moved on his tail under water. In the back yard were stronger traces. They ran all the way down to the creek. He followed them there, and stood looking.
There lay the chunk of gold, and beside it lay another, with a damp glow to it. Then they had fetched out the bribe Gander Eye had thrown into the water days ago. He looked down at them. He could make out the scraped place where he had pried off a flake to test. That gold, where had it come from?
"You want me, but I don't want you," he growled, just loud enough to be heard by himself and by anything else that might be prowling under cover close enough to tune in on him.
Returning to the house, he boiled an egg hard and ate it with the last of his cold corn bread. He went to the drawer where his pistol lay, took it out, but then put it back, shaking his head to banish the idea of carrying it in his pocket to Crispin's. He was in Sky Notch, his own town. He could go up Main Street without being all weighted down with shooting irons.
At least, he hoped so.
Looking out at the side window again, he remembered how he had been glad to be alone at this end of Main Street, with only empty houses to either side. It had made him feel a sense of privacy; now it gave him a sense of isolation.
It was the way it must have been in old days, alone on the frontier; in just your own cabin, in a clearing away from neighbors. Nothing was apt to come to your door except wolves or Indians, and a good man with a gun could handle those. But in Gander Eye's case, it was those Behinders or Beyonders or whatever they were that had been at the door. Right at it, putting a singed mark on his door log.
He cursed to himself, wondering what a smart man ought to do and not coming up with any answer. At last he went out and locked his front door behind him.
As he stepped out on Main Street, he heard a stealthy roll of thunder away to his left, up there above Dogged Mountain. He stopped where he was and peered into the cloudless sky. Thunder on your left was some kind of prophetic sign, he'd been told when he was a boy. Good luck or bad luck, it meant one or the other. Gander Eye hoped it meant good luck—that was what he needed now, carload lots of good luck. On he trudged, turned past Doc Hannum's house to cross the old iron bridge, and went on to knock at Crispin's door.
"Come in, Gander Eye," Crispin greeted him, coffee cup in hand. "Before we go to work, let me pour you some of this."
"None for me, I thank you," said Gander Eye, stepping into the front room. "I had me some at home." He looked straight at Crispin. "Jim," he said, "them's right pretty flowers you got out in your yard."
Crispin drank coffee. "I think so," he said cheer-folly. "I don't know the names of all of them. I ought to get myself some sort of guidebook to flowers in this region."
"I can give you the names," said Gander Eye. "I recollect how them flowers began to jump up, the very first day you moved in here. Since then, you've got wake-robins and cucumber root, the sort of stuff that grows up mostly in wet woods. But dry-ground ones, too—pinky-blue spider flower and Turk's cap and three-bird and grass-pink. Them and some chinquapin, though I never thought that come up 'round about here. It's a right much of a flower garden."
"Thank you," said Crispin. "Well, take off your shirt and let's go to work on the painting."
He drained his cup, set it down, and took his palette from a chair.
"Slowly will be coming in about an hour," he said. "I want to work a little with you before then."
Gander Eye dragged out his shirttails and stripped to the waist. His muscles bunched as though to get ready for an effort.
"I don't recollect no place in town where the flowers grow the way they do for you," he said. "Derwood Ballinger works hard in his yard, all the time. And he ain't got nothing like what you got, no way whatever."
Crispin smiled as he squeezed out dabs of color on the palette and blended them with the point of a knife.
"You know what they say about that," he said. "There's quite a literature on the subject, as a matter of fact. Talk to plants, they say; get their confidence and make them grow. There may be something to the notion."
He worked judiciously at mixing several blobs of paint, studying his model with an expert eye.
"You may not be as big as Captain Kimber, but you're exactly the sort of physical specimen I want for this figure," he said, as though changing the subject. "I'll give you a white beard, but I'll leave those swelling young muscles in. There now, I got a pretty good effect there. You'll loom up out of that dark pool like—"
"I just might could learn to talk to my flowers from you, Jim," Gander Eye interrupted bleakly. "My own yard ain't a-putting out none to amount to much." He kept gazing at Crispin. "The way I might could learn to talk to a car motor, the way you did up at Duffy's station to fix it."
"There may be a lot in what you say," nodded Crispin, busy with one brush, then another. "Listen, Gander Eye, you look all bunched up and tense. You're supposed to be baptising a beautiful girl, not setting yourself to throw a punch."
"I'm just a-thinking about something," said Gander Eye, his voice going utterly toneless. "In my yard I ain't got no flowers. But I got some scorched-out grass and all like that. It looks like as if somebody's been a-using around my place with a big hot iron, some such matter."
Crispin looked up nervously. "What do you think caused that?"
"I wonder myself if you might could tell me, Jim. Because I think you know already."
Gander Eye's lips were dry as he spoke, hut he kept from licking them.
"I know a thing or two already," he went on. "I know about a right much of great big rocks, piled up above the road to the Kimber settlement. I had some talk with Struve, and how he wants to take over here. And I know something about them things that look like big old machines a-sliding round on their tails, a-giving off' steam and a-making a little purry sound at you."
Crispin stepped back from his easel. "You made me smear what I was trying to do," he said, and reached for his palette knife. Carefully he scraped at the canvas. He acted as if he wanted to change the subject, but Gander Eye refused to let him.
"I say I know about all them things," he repeated, "and I reckon so do you."
Crispin stepped clear of the easel. "I've really wanted to talk plainly about these matters to you," he said in a low, sad voice.
"All right, start talking now." Gander Eye left his pose and picked up his shirt. "I don't much reckon we're a-going to do any more with that picture for the time being. Maybe we ain't a-going to do much more with it from this on, not unless you can fill me in on a few things, show me what they mean."
Carefully Crispin deposited his palette on the chair and slid his brushes, handle first, into a vinegar bottle. He thrust his hands into his pants pockets and faced Gander Eye.
"You've got to understand, first of all, that this place is fated to change," he began. "That what happens at Sky Notch is going to change the whole world." He furrowed his brow unhappily. "Gander Eye, change of some sort is needed in this world."
"Amen, but what sort of change you got in mind?" inquired Gander Eye, putting on the shirt and buttoning it up.
"You spoke just now of some little things," said Crispin. "Of growing flowers—or maybe particularly good crops, like the Kimbers. Of making machines run better. Those are scientific advances, Gander Eye. Science means wisdom. It means method. A new age is coming. It's ready to begin, right here in Sky Notch."
"How come?"
Crispin looked at him earnestly. "The greatest scientists on earth will gather here to help it happen," he said. "This change will mean a new way of living, here and everywhere. Better food for people, better places to live in. You know as well as I do how the whole country, all the countries of the world, have been made poor by exploitation. Now the air and water will be clean. Work won't be so miserably hard."
"I recollect hearing something like all this from your friend Struve."
Crispin threw back his head. Unhappiness came back to his face.
"Struve isn't any friend of mine, Gander Eye."
"No, but you and him's together in this here business. He done told me about how well dogs live, how they eat better and sleep warmer than a wolf, and they do it by wearing a collar for their master. And a wolf, Struve was a-going on to say, is always a-getting himself killed off." Gander Eye tucked in his shirttails. "All right, Jim, if I was by God a-going to be a dog, or a steer to butcher, or a horse to get myself worked to death, I'd a-been born that. I was born one of the wolves, you see."
"And you may die like a wolf," said Crispin.
"Sure, that might could happen. But if I die like a wolf, I'll die with my teeth in a throat. I didn't like no part of what Struve talked about, nor yet how he said it. Nor I don't like it when you say it to me."
Crispin stepped toward him, spreading out his hands as though in appeal. "I'm only trying to help you, Gander Eye," he said. "I'm your friend. I say that when this thing happens, people everywhere must fall in line and go along with things. If they don't—"
"If they don't, they'll be treated like wolves," Gander Eye broke in. "You done already said that, Jim. And I told you I was born a wolf. Maybe I won't have to die with my teeth in a throat. Watch and see if I can be trapped or shot or hunted down." He glared. "No, sir, I ain't buying your proposition a nickel's worth."
He made two heavy strides to the door, dragged it violently open, and stepped out among all the flowers in the yard. His nostrils flared violently to drag air into his lungs. He felt as if he had been running hard.
Slowly was coming along the path toward him. "Hello, Gander Eye," she greeted him in her soft voice, and, "Hello," he half snapped back at her. His hand came halfway out as though to seize her arm, make her wait while he said something—
Said what? Where did Slowly fit into this? On which side?
He walked along, more wearily now. He almost turned in at Doc's front door, but he remembered how Doc had laughed at him. Where did Doc fit in, when it came to that? Was Gander Eye Gentry Sky Notch's only holdout in whatever deal was being offered, take it or leave it, and no luck if you left it?
He looked back once at Crispin's cabin, into which Slowly had gone to pose naked, maybe to talk and be talked to, maybe to be courted. Looking backward at the door through which he had gone, he reached Main Street and almost bumped into somebody.
"I been a-looking for you, Gander Eye," said the wrathful voice of Captain Kimber.
The Captain towered where he stood on the pavement. He hunched his huge old shoulders, as though he tried to look taller still. His great snowdrift of a beard stirred and bristled.
"I reckon just a few words will do us," he said deeply. "I come into town today to tell you, stay out of our place on the mountain."
"What you a-talking about, stay out?" Gander Eye demanded. "I ain't been nowheres near your settlement."
"You know right well what I mean. You been a-using round where we baptize. That's private, Gander Eye. If we'd a-wanted you there, we'd a-bid you come."
"Who says I been there?" Gander Eye challenged.
"Now, don't make it no worse by lying me a lie," growled the Captain.
Gander Eye swelled with new fury. "I ain't a-lying no lie. I inquired you, who says I been there? Maybe a fellow by the name of Struve, is that right?"
"Just you never worry your mind about Struve," snapped Captain Kimber, his teeth showing like pebbles in his beard. "We're a-talking about you. I said, you stay out of our part of this country. We'll stay off the land you own. We won't work your land no more, you can have the crop that's a-growing on it now."
"Well, thanks a heap," snarled Gander Eye. "I wouldn't touch a thing you put the seed down for."
Captain Kimber drew up his shoulders again, as though to focus power in them. "If I was thirty years younger—" he began.
"Oh, stop with such talk!" exploded Gander Eye. "You're bigger than I am, but you ain't never seen the day you could whip me. Go get some other Kimber fellow to try it on with me. And quit your trying to get me told, I ain't a-harking to one mumbling word you say."
He stepped away, walking on his toes, ready if the fierce old man should jump on his back. That didn't happen, though he heard a deep, gruff curse behind him. He looked toward Doc's house, toward the bridge across the creek, beyond it to Crispin's cabin.
Somebody was coming out of Crispin's door in a hurry.
Gander Eye came to a quick halt and stared. It wasn't Crispin, it wasn't Slowly. Struve, that was who it was. Gander Eye drew in his breath to yell, but Struve ran, swiftly for all his squatness of body, and plunged into the thicket on the far side of the yard.
Gander Eye turned and began to walk swiftly toward Crispin's. Slowly, too, came hurrying out. She ran across the bridge to Doc's house and knocked frantically on the door. The door opened and Slowly breathlessly shouted something through the opening. She turned away and saw Gander Eye. She came running to him.
"What's a-coming off?" he flung at her. "Was Struve in there with you and Jim? A-looking at you without no clothes on?"
"He wants to see you," she said between gasps.
"Struve? Next time I catch up to him—"
"No, no, Mr. Jim's the one who wants to see you. He wants to tell you something."
"Maybe I should ought to tell him something."
Doc came out. "Come on, Gander Eye," he called out evenly. "Let's go see what this is all about."
He headed for Crispin's door.
Gander Eye waited only a moment. He saw Slowly run up to the edge of Main Street. She beckoned to Captain Kimber and started telling him something. She gestured wildly, and the Captain stood tense and amazed. Gander Eye couldn't hear, and he wouldn't go back, not now. He quickened his pace to catch up with Doc.
Crispin stood in the open door. He leaned against the jamb. He looked as if he would fall down if he didn't lean. Gander Eye strode past Doc and confronted Crispin.
"Just what in the hell are you a-doing round here?" he blazed. "Did you get Struve in here so he could look at Slowly while she was posing? How'd you like me to just kill you?"
Crispin looked at him wearily. "You needn't bother to do that," he said in a husky voice. "I'm going to be killed anyway."
"What are you talking about, Jim?" asked Doc, coming up beside Gander Eye. "Who's going to kill you, and why?"
"Just wait an hour or so and you can see it happen," said Crispin. "Come inside, both of you."
The painting of the baptism had been taken from the easel. It leaned against a wall. The canvas was ripped from end to end and across, as though by raking slashes of a knife.
"Whoever done that to your picture?" Gander Eye asked him.
"I did it." Crispin swayed on his feet, and his mouth worked nervously. "When a man dies, his work usuaily dies with him. I just anticipated the process a trifle."
"You don't look up to your usual self at that, Jim," said Doc with concern in his voice. "Better tell me what it is, and maybe I can fix up whatever's ailing you."
"No," and Crispin shook his head heavily from side to side. "I'm the only one who can fix anything. I was talking to Slowly, and she talked to me. I told her some things, and she said she refused to listen to them."
"What things was those?" flung out Gander Eye. "Maybe you talked to her about the Beyonders?"
"About the Beyonders—yes. About what they're getting ready to make happen in this world."
"You're travelling several laps ahead of me," said Doc, "but I gather that, whatever you told Slowly, she didn't believe you."
"Oh," Crispin half moaned, "she believed me, all right. But she refused me—refused when I said I was going to save her from what will happen to lots and lots of others, here and elsewhere."
"I don't like none of this kind of talk no way," Gander Eye burst out angrily. "I want to know what the hell it means."
"All right," said Crispin, and he gestured tremblingly to some chairs. "Sit down there, both of you. Let me try to tell you all about it."
 
 
 
 
 



XIII
 
They went to the chairs Crispin pointed out. Gander Eye sat down tensely, scowlingly. Doc took his seat in quiet relaxation, his hands folded in his lap, his spectacled eyes waiting. A moment of silence, while Crispin took two slow paces across the floor. Then he turned to face them. His feet were planted wide apart, as though he sought to brace himself erect.
"I'm going to have to start out with some sort of astronomical talk," he said heavily. "About this universe we live in—the sun, the planets, the stars—all of it. The astronomers sometimes tell us it's finite, really; that there's an end to space. I mean the space we know. It's like a great big soap bubble, expanding and growing all the time."
"I don't get that," confessed Gander Eye, still surly.
"I do, more or less," said Doc. "I've read James Jeans and Alfred North Whitehead, I have their books at home. And I have other books that disagree with this theory of the expanding universe. But what's the point you're making Jim?"
"This expanding universe is like a bubble," said Crispin again. "The whole space we comprehend, the space that contains this world and all the other planets and galaxies, is the film of the bubble. And nobody knows what may be inside or outside, nobody can imagine it or offer any theories about it." He looked at them, as though choosing his words. "Maybe all the past is inside, and we're constantly expanding out into the future."
Gander Eye blinked and shifted his body as he sat. Doc waited motionlessly.
"But if our universe is a gigantic swelling bubble, expanding all the time—" Crispin broke off and made a helpless gesture. "Oh, let me get to the point somehow. This isn't the only bubble universe in existence."
"No, Jim," agreed Doc evenly. "The moment you said that, it made sense."
"Let me ask you two," said Crispin, "are you able to imagine this bubble universe, picture it in your minds?"
"I can, sort of," said Gander Eye. "It takes some heavy thinking. "
"All right." Crispin raised his voice. "What if another bubble universe was swelling and expanding, too, what if it got to where it touched our universe at some point?"
"I get that thought," said Gander Eye, "but I ain't never heard the like of it."
"Neither have I," admitted Doc gravely. "And I'm waiting for the answer to your question, Jim. What if another universe should touch ours? What would happen?"
Crispin seemed to shake all over. "It's happened," he said.
"What are you telling us?" Doc said, his voice sharp at last.
"The truth. A dying man tells the truth, and I don't suppose I have more than half an hour left." Crispin pointed a finger. "I say it's happened here, right here, within five or six miles of where we're talking. Up there on Dogged Mountain where the Kimbers hold their baptism ceremonies."
Gander Eye changed position in his chair again. He thought of telling them that he had been there and had seen the place, but he said nothing. He had a feeling that Crispin already knew about it.
"All right, how long ago did the two universes touch at that point?" Doc was asking, his voice calm again, as though he wanted to know about symptoms in a patient.
"Oh, I can't tell you that exactly," admitted Crispin. "I should say a hundred years ago, maybe more. Anyway," and he twisted his bearded lips, "the universes touched, came together. The point where they touched was just about here, and it made an opening from one universe into the other."
"Understand what he's saying, Gander Eye?" asked Doc, and Gander Eye nodded silently.
"They touched," said Crispin again, "and the creatures of the other universe began to decide how they could come over into this one."
Doc turned his spectacles toward Gander Eye. "Old friend," he said gently, "I'm beginning to realize that I owe you an apology about something."
"Never mind apologizing now, Doc," said Gander Eye. "Just at present, I'm a-harking at Jim here, about this place where he says there's things a-coming through on Dogged Mountain. You said a-hundred years back, Jim. They been a right good spell a-making the trip, ain't they? How come them to tarry by the way?"
"It's not easy for them to manage," said Crispin. "That's why it will be hard on our world at last. The way it must be hard on the Moon when we walk there, on Mars when we reach Mars with manned satellites, maybe get out and walk there, too."
Again Crispin broke off and gestured in his helpless fashion. He moved his trembling lips, as though trying again to choose words.
"There's no point in arguing that such things shouldn't happen," he said. "Who decides what's meant to happen where universes are concerned? The thing happens. It's happening here where we are, and it will be tragically hard on people in the way—even on people who aren't in the way. That's how invasions go."
"They mean to damage us?" asked Doc.
"They got gold and all like that," said Gander Eye. "They tried to give me a couple chunks of gold."
"I know about that happening, Gander Eye," said Crispin wretchedly. "I've been on the inside, I'm only getting out now. There seems to be a notion that you can be of some use in their coming across and getting established here among us."
"Why haven't they become established if they can get through to us?" Doc asked. "As Gander Eye pointed out, they've had plenty of time, a century or so of it."
"They need people, I tell you—human beings of this world!" Crispin's voice rose shakily. "People who have ruled here up to now, and are too dull-witted to see that they aren't going to rule any more!" He dropped his head shaking. "I was one of them," he said. "Of the ones who would help them."
"What you mean is, you ain't a-going to help them no more," said Gander Eye.
"No. I've said I wouldn't. I've given that up. Slowly—she made me understand."
"Well, good for Slowly, then," said Doc, still scientifically calm. "I'm beginning to understand, too. They need help where they can get it, the way the first European settlers had to have the Indians everywhere, to help them through the first winter."
"That's it," said Crispin, more rationally. "They need to use us to get a foothold. It's hard for them to live or move here, in that armor they have to wear."
"Armor?" repeated Doc.
"They need a hot atmosphere, or a hot environment if it isn't an atmosphere. I don't know what temperature, but it must be something above boiling point. They can't live otherwise. So they enclose themselves in armor when they visit here."
"I seen them," put in Gander Eye.
"Like astronauts on the moon," elaborated Crispin. "Carrying their own air, their own temperature, their own pressure—their whole living condition with them, inside those space suits."
"Exactly," agreed Doc. He sounded like someone taking notes.
"Now hold on just a second," spoke up Gander Eye. "What I'm a-waiting to hear tell is how Jim comes to know so much. "
Crispin shuddered again. "I told you that, I'm one of their tame human beings. I was brought up for that, by the Kimbers." He creased his face wretchedly. "And I was sent here to make Sky Notch ready for them."
"The hell you say," muttered Gander Eye. He fumbled out a cigarette and looked at it, but did not light it.
"I'm profoundly interested in everything you say about yourself, Jim," said Doc, "but maybe you'd better start back before you were born. Start with the Kimbers and tell us how these Beyonders —if that's the right name—came among them."
"Yes, I've got to tell you about that. I said, it was long ago, maybe a couple of lifetimes ago. The Beyonders emerged, some of them, painfully and strangely, and the Kimbers thought it was a miraculous appearance. They were afraid, then they were fascinated. The Beyonders came seeking help from these natives and started by giving them gold. And they had some sort of power that made crops grow richly—"
"That's how come your flowers grew up thataway," put in Gander Eye. The anger with which he had entered Crispin's cabin had abated. He was too busy understanding Crispin to be angry.
"That's right. And all these gifts convinced the Kimbers that it was a visitation from heaven. They thought they were visited by some kind of angels— grotesque angels, maybe, but helpful. I suppose some sort of communication was set up. The Beyonders can communicate with some of their tame men."
"How?" wondered Doc.
"I don't know how. I never could do it. But the Kimbers accepted the Beyonders and broke off with the church they'd been going to, and the program started."
"Then the Kimbers are in with them," Doc said.
"No, the Kimbers are under them. They're the first of the human race the Beyonders took over. Since then, they've found more, working various ways through the Kimbers. Bit by bit, year by year, they've used people to help them toward getting established here. Some of these are scientists; maybe there are a few politicians. And the whole takeover is about ready to happen now."
"What for?" burst out Gander Eye. "How come they want in here if they can't breathe our air or stand how cold it is? What in hell do they want from us?"
"What does mankind want from the airless, lifeless moon, or dying Mars, or Jupiter where there's the wrong gravity, the wrong atmosphere, the wrong temperature?" demanded Crispin in his turn. "They found a way to get in here to us, and they have the wish and the method to try it."
"That figures," agreed Doc. "Now then, Jim, back to you. You say you were born here with the Kimbers."
"No, I think I was born in New York. The couple that raised me was of Kimber origin. They may or may not have been my real parents, I can't be sure. But they were fairly good to me, anyway. My father designed type-faces for printers, and my mother taught ceramics—clay modelling—in an art school. We lived in a nice apartment uptown. Friends came in to talk and play bridge. I think most of them may have been in the setup that has been working with the Beyonders. As soon as I was old enough to understand, I was told wonderful stories about the Beyonders and of how some day they would rule the world."
"Rule the world," said Doc after him. "Where did you expect to come into that kind of plan?"
"Oh," said Crispin, "I was taught that I'd be one of the chosen few, the faithful helpers that would get wonderful rewards. But I was also diligently forbidden to talk about these things to anyone."
"Did you ever talk?" asked Doc, half smiling. "Before now, I mean?"
"Yes, once I did, at school. But the other boys and girls only thought I was making it up out of my head. I was considered to be more or less peculiar, anyway. You see, I wanted to draw pictures."
"Which you do mighty well," said Doc.
"Some of the group we knew discussed how my being a painter could be of use to the Beyonders. So I went to art school, and apparently I came here as advance agent. And," Crispin spread his trembling hands again, as though in an appeal for mercy, "that's more or less my story, my friends. I'm telling it to you because I must. Call me a traitor to the whole Beyonder program if you want to."
"Not you," said Doc, who had not once stirred in his chair. "You were brought up to being a traitor to the human race and the world you live in. But you've turned back to humanity, where you belong. Two negatives make a good affirmative."
He rose at last, and tried to put a hand on Crispin's shoulder. Crispin pulled away.
"Never mind trying to comfort me. I'm done for. Struve knew what I was going to do and told me I was done for."
"Is he fetching them Beyonders to kill you?" demanded Gander Eye.
"No, they haven't been in a position to use weapons they have. It'll be Struve who does it. He'll be back before long."
"We can handle Struve," said Gander Eye. "Look, Jim, you got a gun?"
"No gun," said Crispin. "Not even a beanshooter. I wouldn't know how to use a gun, anyway."
"Well, I know how to use one," vowed Gander Eye. "I'll just go over to my place and get me one."
He rose, but Doc caught him by the elbow.
"We've got to hear everything first," he said. "And we've got to know why Jim's decided to tell it to us."
"It was Slowly," said Crispin, swinging around so that his face was almost against the wall.
"You done said something like that already," said Gander Eye, feeling a new rise of angry protest. "What's been betwixt you and her?"
"I tried to tell her what was coming. To tell her that she could be saved—she could be happy under the new rule. And she refused it. She said—"
Crispin's body shook. He seemed to be weeping. Again Doc reached to put his hand on Crispin's shoulder, and this time Crispin allowed it.
"Gander Eye and I believe what you've told us, every word," said Doc emphatically. "We're glad you've said these things, and we're going to help you."
Crispin whirled suddenly around to face them. Tears ran down his cheeks and twinkled in his beard.
"You can't help me, Doc," he wept. "Struve had sneaked into that back room and heard me tell Slowly, and he went away to bring those who will kill me."
"We'll help you," said Gander Eye.
"You can't. You don't understand. When the Beyonders are brought in, it will be . . . the end of things you know!" His voice turned shrill. "What Hitler did, what Attila and his Huns did, what Genghis Khan did—those are nothing! Whatever sort of life any human being has ever thought to live, it will simply come to an end!"
Gander Eye, too, walked close to Crispin. 'Take it easy, Jim," he pleaded. "Just how do you reckon they'll go about putting us under thataway?"
"The logical way, the certain way," jabbered Crispin. "It's all set up. They can't work straight out of their way in—they need a place like this with electricity and so on. But it's all set up, with people in other towns, in other countries, to keep it going. There'll be a gathering of scientists here at Sky Notch—"
"That ought to be what's needed," said Doc. "A gathering of scientists."
"But scientists don't ever understand anything," burst out Crispin. "All they'll think of is the scientific excitement, with an alien visit to the world. The greatest minds in our science will hurry here to welcome them in and never think for a minute what it can mean."
"It's still hard for the Beyonders to live and move here," said Doc. "What will they do their conquering with? What about their weapons?"
"I don't know about their weapons; those will come later when they're established. Just now they have vassals among human beings to help persuade . . . to help give them a base. And I don't know how they communicate, I've never done that. I've hardly even seen one."
"I have," Gander Eye told him.
"But they'll take over Sky Notch, base themselves here, convince the scientists—"
"You keep a-talking about scientists, big scientists," said Gander Eye. "Edison and folks like him, wouldn't they see what's what?"
"Science is impersonal," said Crispin. "All the scientific mind will grasp is that there are visitors from beyond space, creatures to study and welcome and enthuse over. Several scientists have been secretly contacted—yes, Gander Eye, big scientists—they'll go along with the plan of arrival."
"Right here in Sky Notch!" said Gander Eye. "All them big boys."
"Yes. And here's where the Beyonders will set up their base and operate from, with help from people like Mayor Ballinger and—" He shook his head at them for emphasis. "A base where they can have their own temperature, their own living conditions, and venture out to build other bases, take other positions, flow all over the world, encroach—once they have that base and set up their machines and weapons."
He broke off again.
"This is what Ballinger meant when he talked about a big, rich organization coming to expand and develop Sky Notch for us," said Doc, who still had not shown a tremulous excitement. "I suppose you and he thought I might be of some scientific help. But if these Beyonders are so limited here in our environment, how can they get to where they overthrow and conquer?"
"By their human auxiliaries, I told you," said Crispin. "And I was one. Struve is another. There must be many. I explained how it began with the Kimbers, how some of them spread to other towns and states, to help make things ready. The Kimbers think it's an act of some kind of god, a judgment day when only the righteous will be spared. So they'll help the Beyonders establish the sort of planet the Beyonders want here, with no human beings left in it but those who are useful as slaves."
Again his voice rose, almost screamed. "Slaves, I said! Whether you're in a soft, luxurious job or just hewing wood and drawing water or whatever it happens to be, you'll live only as a slave!"
Doc went to a shelf and picked up a bottle. "Rum." He read the label aloud. "Here, Jim, take a little nip of this."
He poured some into a glass. Crispin took it in both his hands, steadied it and peered into it, then drained it to the bottom.
"Thanks," he said to Doc. He stood steady on his feet for the first time since they had entered. "All right," he said, "I've told you what's getting ready to happen. And I've also told you I won't live to see it. Now, I suggest that you two go away and leave me here, for whatever happens to me."
"Just a goddam second," said Gander Eye. "What I want to know is how come Struve to be here when Slowly came to pose."
Crispin drew up his bearded face. "I said I didn't know he was here. He came in through the back door without my hearing him; he waited in that room. I was talking to Slowly, something the way I talked to you two. I said that the Beyonders were practically upon us, that the Kimbers would help them come to Sky Notch and then there'd be a new race of rulers here on our earth. I told her that I'd look after her, keep her safe—and she wouldn't have it."
"Wouldn't have it?" repeated Gander Eye.
"She turned it down," declared Crispin. "She said she'd raise up some kind of resistance to it. Then Struve came out and called me a traitor, told me to enjoy every minute of life because I didn't have more than a few. I told Slowly to bring you two. They both left—Slowly to fetch you, Struve I don't know where."
Gander Eye set his teeth. "Struve hadn't never better come back here no more."
"He'll come back, he must be on the way here now," said Crispin, in a voice of dead calm at last. "Go on, leave me alone here. I order you to leave, if I can still give an order in my own house."
"I'll be back here looking for Struve with something other than a pair of field glasses," said Gander Eye.
He fairly ripped the door open and went out. Doc came out in his wake.
"That was quite a tale he told," said Doc, catching up. "What have you got in mind that we'd better do?"
"Maybe talk with one or two of the fellows," Gander Eye made answer. "You come along with me to talk, maybe they'll know you mean what you say. We can get Bo—he's got a gun or two— and Duffy. Maybe Bill Longcohr. Then we'll head back and help Jim wait for that Struve fellow. We just might could make Struve plumb out disgusted with what he's putting himself up to."
They crossed the bridge and came opposite Doc's front yard.
"Who's that coming into town?" said Doc suddenly, looking up Main Street toward the church.
A sedan, dull black and dented, was rolling toward them.
"I don't know that car from round here," said Gander Eye.
They watched it move past them. Four men rode inside. It turned into the old gravelled way beside the schoolhouse that led to the Kimber road. Stopping there, it backed out again, then returned toward where Doc and Gander Eye waited.
"By God, that's Struve up beside the driver," said Gander Eye.
The sedan braked to a squealing halt beside them, and the door opened and Struve got out. He wore his well-cut leisure suit of jeans and carried a squat submachine gun, of the same dull black as the sedan.
"Mr. Gentry," said Struve cheerfully, "Dr. Hannum. It's convenient finding the two of you together. I'll do you a favor by asking you to do me a favor."
"What in the hell you talking about?" blazed Gander Eye.
The submachine gun pointed at Gander Eye's belly. The other men were getting out, too. They wore dungarees and work shirts. All of them had submachine guns.
"If I didn't think I could make good use of both of you later on, I'd not even talk," said Struve. "I'd just cut you down where you stand. But be sensible, if you know what that means. Go to your houses and relax. Because, as of now, this pleasant little town of yours is operating under new auspices."
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No doubt but that Struve was enjoying the situation. His broad, grained jowls bunched and creased with a mocking grin. His teeth shone, long and sharp and narrow, clamped between his hard lips.
"You got the difference there to do the talking for you," said Gander Eye, keeping his voice steady. "I mean, that there Tommy gun."
"You're behind the times as usual, Mr. Gander Eye Gentry," Struve chuckled at him. "This is no Tommy gun, Tommy guns are pretty much collector's items these days. For your information, this is called an Uzi. The Israeli have used them efficiently, over there in the Middle East."
Gander Eye fixedly studied the weapon that Struve held ready against his hip. It was mostly a rectangular block of dark metal, from the end of which jutted the stub of a staring gun muzzle. The block was furnished with sights both forward and at the rear. It was set with a simple L-shaped rod that could serve for a stock. Beneath it were a pistol grip with a trigger and the downward jut of a magazine.
"It's an Uzi," said Struve again, "but it comes to the same thing as a Tommy gun. I could rip your guts out with it while we stand here talking. Do you remember our little conversation about the dogs and the wolves?"
"I remember," said Gander Eye, still looking at the weapon. "And as long as I got a tooth left in my head, I'm still a wolf."
"Only just now you don't happen to have any teeth," declared Struve, still broadly grinning. "I don't see any lump in those old clothes where you might be carrying a gun."
Struve's three companions were listening. They, too, grinned. One of them had a round face with a curly mustache, the others were lean-cheeked and looked enough alike to be brothers. All of them had hard eyes and hard mouths.
"Dr. Hannum," said Struve, "I have to ask you to go back into your house if you want to stay out of danger. If you have a telephone there, I'm afraid it won't work. We cut the wires to Sky Notch on the way over."
Dr. Hannum shrugged and turned to obey. He looked old and frail at that moment.
"And you, Mr. Gentry," went on Struve, "you'd better go to your house, too. Go on inside and close your door tight. If you have a bed there, you might be well advised to crawl under it and stay. When we finish the first item on our agenda here, with the man you call James Crispin, maybe I'll come down and call you outside again. We'll have one more little talk, you and I. By then you'll have probably picked up some sense, fairly late in the game."
The other three men listened. One watched Doc going into his house. The other two held their Uzi guns waist high, pointing them toward Gander Eye.
"Go on home, I told you." Struve motioned with the muzzle of his own weapon. "Go there fast. And don't look back. It might make one or other of us nervous. "
Gander Eye glared. "I'm going," he said.
"Good. I thought you might."
Doc had opened his own door and was half dragging his feet in. Gander Eye pointed his own steps down Main Street, walking briskly. He thought of putting his hands in his trousers pockets, but Struve might think that was an appeal to a weapon and fire a burst into Gander Eye's back.
Behind him, Struve laughed.
Passing the schoolyard, Gander Eye wondered what had happened to Slowly, what had become of Captain Kimber. He made haste along the street, passing the blank windows of the empty house, and on into his own yard. As he pushed his door open, he snatched a look up the street. There they stood by their dark sedan, Struve and his companions, watching Gander Eye go into his house as he had been ordered to go.
Fury blazed in his blood. Straight to his rack of guns he strode and snatched the mauser out of its place. He dragged open a drawer. A box of cartridges was open there and he grabbed a big handful and jammed it into the right-hand pocket of his pants. He took his pistol and pocketed that as well. He hurried on through the house, darted out at the back door, and squatted behind a scrub of weeds at a point from which he could look up Main Street again.
The sedan was in sight from there, but only one man stood beside it now, cradling his ugly gun. Gander Eye raised his head to where he could see the others sauntering across the bridge toward Crispin's cabin. He himself headed for Bull Creek at a crouching run. He saw the two ingots of gold, still lying there. Into the water he splashed and across, half floundering in the mud. On the far side he shoved in among the laurels from which the Beyonders had watched him the day before.
He moved under concealing branches, stooping so as not to make them stir, and wading in the water at the creek's edge. The current ran fairly fast. The mud underfoot felt slippery; he stepped in one deep place and went in up to his knee. A fish whisked away from in front of him, a good-sized trout. From that concealed approachway he could not see Crispin's cabin or the three men headed for it. He stepped out of the stream and shoved among trees, twitching away from the prickly grasp of thorns. His shoes made marshy, squelchy sounds. He came to a place where he could see clearly but still be hidden.
The three men had carried their Uzi guns into Crispin's yard. Struve gave the door a violent kick and it swung inward and Struve went in. The others followed. Gander Eye studied the ground just ahead of him and moved out to the very edge of the trees. A weedy expanse lay there, once somebody's vegetable garden. The view was completely open in front of him. He was about a hundred yards from Crispin's door.
Even as he estimated this situation, a flat stutter of gunfire sounded. A moment of silence, then another, briefer, burst of noise.
Chill crept into Gander Eye, without driving out the hot anger. So they'd done for Crispin. That first stream of bullets had mowed him down; the second had finished him as he lay. Just like that, Struve was doing what he felt like doing in Sky Notch.
Gander Eye dropped to a knee behind a half-rotten log and sat down on his heel. Swiftly he fitted the loose sling of the Mauser in a hitch around his upper left arm, then he lowered his left elbow, planted it on the log, and tucked the rifle stock solidly against his shoulder. His thumb flicked off the safety catch. He did not have to wait for more than two seconds.
They were coming out of the cabin again. He saw a man out in the yard, pausing there to look this way and that, Uzi gun at the ready. Gander Eye set his right eye to the telescopic sight, shifted a trifle to put the crosshairs on the image of that first man to emerge, put them right on his magnified face. He held his breath and touched his trigger.
The Mauser rang sharply, like the crack of a whip; the stock drove against Gander Eye's tensed shoulder with the recoil. Even as Struve and the other man ran out of the cabin, the first man tumbled limply down upon his face and lay without a quiver.
Gander Eye worked the bolt of the Mauser, set his elbow, and took aim again. But before he could fire, Struve and the other man had gone scuttling back into the cabin, shutting the door behind them.
Gander Eye waited, watching. A black patch popped into view at a window, and the glass fell out, broken from inside. A rat-a-tat of fire, and bullets tore into the earth to Gander Eye's front like plowshares. He grinned against his rifle stock. Those mean-looking Uzi guns might be sure and sudden death close up, but they didn't have any real range. No more than a pistol, maybe. He gazed with complete satisfaction at the motionless body of the man he had shot down in the yard. But that one wasn't enough. He wanted the others, all of them.
A steamy sigh in the woods, behind him and to his right, and he knew that sound.
He whirled on his knee, almost losing balance. Three of them stood among the trees, a sheen on their sooty blackness like the sheen on the Uzi guns. They gave off threads of vapor. The bright panes at the fronts of their headpieces stared at him.
"No, by God, you don't!'' he shouted aloud at them, and fired.
He heard the impact of his steel-jacketed bullet, and saw a gush of steam from the one he had struck. It waddled and reeled quickly around and then fell, as the man by Crispin's cabin had fallen. One of its companions seemed to crumple itself into a bend as though to examine the fallen one. The other raised a cablelike arm and threw something at Gander Eye. No ingot of gold this time.
He flung himself flat and rolled over and over, rising behind a pine tree. The missile struck the big log where he had rested his elbow to fire his first shot. A gust of blaze sprang up, like the sudden red rise from the coals when the bellows is turned on a forge; then it sank down. Gander Eye steadied his rifle barrel against the pine trunk and fired again.
He almost whooped as he knew that shot, too, had gone home. A second shape was lying, prone among the trees, in a veil of steam. The third shape drew swiftly back. It was on the run—it would be on the run if it had feet, but anyway it was going. Gander Eye exulted harshly. If you were in a war, you'd better shoot and hit what you shot at. Wars were won by shooting and hitting.
From Crispin's cabin sounded another prolonged burst. They were firing at him, and they weren't doing any good. Those ugly-looking guns they called Uzis didn't have any accuracy. Gander Eye looked that way, bringing up his rifle, but then his gaze shifted to where the sedan stood on Main Street.
Bo and Duffy had come there, and the man left on guard was threatening them with his Uzi. They stood with their hands up and the guard was telling them something, jerking his head for emphasis. His back was toward Doc's house, and as he talked and threatened, Doc leaned out at a side window.
Doc had a rifle. Gander Eye knew that rifle well, an old Winchester with which Doc had gone hunting up to a few years back. Doc took careful, solid aim and fired. The guard by the sedan drew himself up convulsively. Then, over on his face he went. His gun rattled once, pouring bullets into the ground beside the pavement.
Bo and Duffy shouted, or perhaps screamed, with one voice. Bo ran nimbly around the front of the sedan and knelt beside the fallen figure. Doc had vanished again, inside his window. Gander Eye hoped Doc had the sense to throw himself flat on the floor, because the door of Crispin's cabin was flying open and out came Struve and his companion. Both raised their guns and fired at Doc's house, prolonged bursts.
Gander Eye drew and held half a breath, centered the crosshairs of his sights on Struve's body at about shoulder height, and fired, his fourth shot so far.
His heart leaped up with murderous joy as he saw Struve go down in a heap. Struve kicked a couple of times, and then he straightened his legs out slackly, as though going to sleep. The remaining man again darted back into the cabin.
Gander Eye restrained himself from rushing into the open and howling a war cry. Yonder lay Struve, the man who'd sworn to scare him, who'd said he was taking over Sky Notch for those Beyonders from not even God knew where, who'd talked so well and so loftily, who'd ordered Gander Eye to go home and crawl under the bed. Yonder he lay, dead or as good as dead. Gander Eye's four shots had taken down two men and two Beyonders. That was first-class shooting, even for him. But he kept himself among the trees, peering for a hint of that survivor in the cabin.
Beside the sedan, Duffy had picked up the fallen Uzi gun. Gander Eye earnestly hoped Duffy had sense enough not to let it off, maybe pour a stream of lead into Bo, who leaned above him to look. Doc was cautiously opening his door, peering out toward where Struve lay. Doc still had his Winchester, his old hands ready to use it. He'd better be careful, too, one of Struve's trouble gang was still in the cabin, a going concern with a loaded gun of his own.
Gander Eye fired at the closed door. He had no particular hope of hitting that sole survivor, but the bullet would rip through and give him something else to think about than shooting at Doc. The fifth bullet from the Mauser hadn't found flesh, but Gander Eye had hopes of the sixth. He slid well to the right among the foliage, waiting for an effort to blast at that place from which his shot had come.
But there was no return fire. That man was alive in there, and he wanted to stay alive. He wasn't eager to show himself after he had seen two of his friends all dead in Crispin's front yard and a third do likewise up on the edge of Main Street. Main Street, thought Gander Eye. Bo and Duffy had pulled away out of sight somewhere, maybe to get guns themselves. Nobody else appeared in view except those three dead bodies, but the whole town must be watching by now, from places of more or less safety.
Meanwhile, pretty soon that last living gunman might try to make some sort of a sneak to get away. That mustn't happen. Gander Eye tightened his lips and ran through the woods to where he could see how to take cover along to the far side of the cabin and behind.
Almost at once he saw, there at his feet, the two shapes he had shot down. They lay motionless, their cable-arms limp. Wisps of foggy vapor still hung around them, like a loose tuck of fabric.
He gazed at them, trying to comprehend them. Metal, that was what they were, but it looked like no metal he knew. It had the look of flexibility rather than hardness. And it was eroding, too, a metal that decayed like the rind of stale, fallen fruit, right before his eyes. Gander Eye stepped close to the nearest fallen form. He caught a whiff of odor, half sweet, half stinging. Maybe the five senses worked in that other universe, that other space, Crispin had described. The helmetlike top dome had a curved window in it, glass or something like glass. That window had been shattered by Gander Eye's bullet. Inside it, he saw something that was not a face.
It was a shiny, shaggy expanse, as gray as half-melted lard, there inside. The shagginess wasn't hair; it might be like the legs of a whole lot of flies. It seemed to stir, and Gander Eye brought up his rifle. But that was no motion of life. Some sort of action worked there, an action as of swift, rotting liquefaction. Gander Eye writhed with disgust. A Beyonder couldn't endure the air of this world.
But he couldn't waste time, standing there to study. He had something more to do. On he fared among the trees and, bearing at a slant as he went, he sped through to the woods beyond Crispin's cabin.
That was the sloping stretch where he had seen the first of the Beyonders, on the spring day when Crispin came to Sky Notch. One of them might be waiting there now. Gander Eye kept his rifle at the ready, finger on trigger, set like a trigger himself to fire at any menace. But he saw no black shadows, heard no sighing gasps. That one Beyonder who had fled from him might be hurrying to fetch more. Gander Eye worked his way on, and through and around, to where he could see Crispin's cabin through the leaves. He thought of the best way to come up close behind it, the way Struve had come in days past. He wanted to make sure of that last man who had come to town to kill Jim Crispin.
There were no tall trees back there at the rear. The trees had been cut down there within recent years, perhaps so that their trunks could be used to repair the cabin. But stumps had sprouted and there was a fluffy-rich scrub of young pines, at least as high as his elbow. It would give him cover to get close, though no protection if the man inside knew he was there and started spraying the greenery with bullets.
A shot rang out somewhere, a single shot, not from the cabin. Very likely that was Doc, the capable old man working his capable old Winchester. Then came another shot, and another. Maybe Doc and Duffy were getting into it, or some of the other town fellows. They were slapping their bullets into that cabin, hoping to hit the man still laired inside.
Gander Eye began creeping again, on all fours. He dragged his rifle with him, his arm through the sling. He heard several other guns go off, and congratulated himself that he was moving so close to the ground, away from some deadly stray chunk of lead. At last he paused, a dozen feet or so from the back door. He wondered if it was fastened inside, if he could get in. He studied a window beside it, and saw nothing.
Had that last man been hit in there? Gander Eye found himself hoping not. He wanted to do the executioner's duty.
As he pondered, that back door opened, a cautious inch or so. Gander Eye froze, almost flat against the ground with pine needles in front of him. A long, long time seemed to pass, while the man inside reconnoitered that overgrown back yard. Then the door sagged wider open, and the survivor of Struve's party came gingerly out, backwards.
Gander Eye saw, at close hand and in utmost detail, the man's well-cut dungarees with flared bottoms and the pattern on his work shirt, the broad leather belt at his waist, the soft brown gleam of the loafers he wore. Out he came, still peering into the cabin from which he wanted to flee. His left hand clutched his Uzi gun by its metal balance.
Gander Eye rose to his feet in a single swift motion. He brought up his rifle to his shoulder.
"Hey," he said, as though in friendly greeting.
The man spun around and stared. He was the one with the round face and the mustache. He hurried the Uzi into firing position.
Gander Eye shot him in the exact center of his forehead and he slumped uncouthly down on his face, as men do when shot through the brain.
Almost before he was down, Gander Eye had sprung forward over the body and was going into the cabin. He was in Crispin's cluttered little kitchen. There were two cans of beans on a shelf, with a stick of salami laid across them, and on another shelf a box of washing compound. Gander Eye hated to see those items of housekeeping. He went through and looked into the front room.
Crispin lay huddled on his side, next to the empty easel from which he had taken the picture of the baptism to slash the canvas. Blood had flowed in a dim red pool around his head and shoulders. Gander Eye stepped to his side and bent down to look, and did not have to look. Crispin was dead, with a bunch of holes in his temple and another bunch in his chest, and blood beginning to clot around both wounds.
Another shot slapped in the air outside. A bullet came tearing through the cabin, passing inches from where Gander Eye stooped and driving solidly into the logs of the opposite wall. The men out there didn't know that Gander Eye had brought down the last of Struve's party. They still meant business.
Gander Eye stared around. On the side table lay a white dish towel. He grabbed it up and swiftly tied it by a corner to the muzzle of his rifle. Hurrying to the front door, he kicked it open. Again a bullet came questing. It ripped through the door.
"Hold everything, boys, hold everything!" Gander Eye yelled at the top of his lungs. "I've cleaned them all out in here—quit a-trying to plug me!"
He thrust the rifle forth into view and frantically waved the towel back and forth in the air.
Something like a cheer rose outside. "Is that you, Gander Eye?" came the hail of Doc Hannum.
"It ain't one of them outlander gun-toters," Gander Eye howled back. "Don't shoot no more, save your cartridges. Come on over. The fight's done come to a screaming halt!"
But he looked again at Crispin's body, and the exultation oozed away from him and out.
"You ain't a-playing no tricks?" rose Duffy's voice, from somewhere more distant.
"No, the tricks is all played and the deck done flung out the window," Gander Eye shouted. "I mean that thing, Duffy, I got the last one of them. Now hold them damn trigger fingers, I'm a-coming out."
Again he extended the rifle at arm's length and moved it to wave his makeshift banner. Then, summoning his resolution, he stepped into the front yard where he could be seen. Again a chorus of happy yells greeted him.
He stood looking down at where sprawled the bodies of Struve and the other man he had shot from a distance, while Doc came trotting over and, behind him, Duffy and Bo. All three of them carried rifles. Up on Main Street, a knot of others had assembled. Among them stood Ballinger with a rifle that looked like a twenty-two, and Longcohr with the shotgun he had carried to talk about Duffy marrying Peggy. Others came and joined the group.
"I seen you pick off that fellow by their car, Doc," said Gander Eye as Doc joined him. "You done right good with that old gun of yours."
"Thanks," said Doc."Maybe I was pretty fair, seeing I hadn't fired a shot since I don't know when. And if you got the three who were here, that's well done, too." He drew in a breath. "But how about Jim?"
"I'm afraid they settled his business."
Others came hurrying into the yard. Duffy and Bo goggled at Gander Eye as Doc hurriedly told what had happened at the cabin. Ballinger came and put a hand on Gander Eye's shoulder.
"You did what had to be done," he said earnestly. "You won't have any trouble about it with the law. Listen, I'll go right now and call up the sheriff—"
"I'm afraid the phone wires got themselves cut by this bunch of boys your friend Struve fetched into town," Gander Eye said.
"That's true," seconded Doc. "I tried my phone and it's dead."
"Then I'll send somebody," prattled Ballinger. "You go, Duffy, find somebody with a phone that works. Go fast. Get them to understand we killed here in self-defense."
"We?" repeated Gander Eye. "Looks to me like as if I'm the one you got to speak up for. I don't recollect nobody but Doc shooting off a gun, except just me."
Still others gathered. Slowly was there. She came toward Gander Eye.
"I told Captain Kimber all the things Mr. Jim told me," she half whispered. "Told him what was going on, what was really happening."
"Jim's been killed," Gander Eye informed her.
"Oh," said Slowly. "Oh. That's too bad."
"Yessum," said Gander Eye, "ain't it?"
"But I was telling you about Captain Kimber. When I talked, all of a sudden he seemed to understand something. He said he had to get back and tell the rest of the Kimbers there'd been a big mistake about things."
Doc came to the cabin door. "Slowly," he said, "I wish you'd go to my cabin and fetch some sheets to put over these dead bodies."
"Yes, sir."
She turned away. Gander Eye thought how beautifully she walked.
Bo was at his elbow. "You must have hit somebody with near about every shot you fired," he said.
"I don't reckon I let off more than one time that I didn't kill right where I aimed," said Gander Eye, not proudly.
"Shoo, I done heard you tear down with more than three shots."
"I got me a couple of Beyonders in the woods."
"Beyonders?" Bo looked blank. "What about them?"
"You ain't heard the full tale on them, but I got two and another left out of there before I could get him in my sights. I reckon he was a-going for help. But look here, Bo, let Doc and Slowly tell you what the score really is. Then you can go take a look in the woods. You'll find them two Beyonders right where I knocked them down."
"You—" began Bo.
"I'm a-going."
He tucked the rifle under his arm and started out of the yard.
"Where are you off to?" Bo called after him.
"I done told you the Beyonders would be after us," said Gander Eye over his shoulder. "I reckon the best thing is meet whatever they got, halfway here or near to."
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He heard them calling his name. Bo's voice was loud and frantic; Slowly's was soft, almost pleading. Doc sounded authoritative. They called to him, but he did not turn around, did not slow his steps. Those Beyonders would be out, but Crispin had said they weren't fully armed yet, wouldn't be fully armed unless they got the right place to make into a headquarters, an arsenal. No point in giving them the time to do that.
He went along the street, then stamped across the hard, pebble-strewn surface of the old schoolyard. On the way, he fed fresh cartridges into the magazine of the rifle, six to replace the ones he had fired to strike five living targets. He took time to feel thirsty, to realize he had better do something about that.
From the dusty-red old brick wall of the school building jutted a corroded iron faucet. Gander Eye hurried to it, slung his rifle to his shoulder, and wrestled mightily with the handle until it grudgingly turned. Out gushed brown water—the town had never shut it off, even after all the years the school had gone empty and silent. He waited for it to clear, then stooped down and drank big swallows. He kept a mouthful of water to soak into his tongue and throat. Again he exerted his strength to shut off that rusty faucet. Then he headed for the road that went to the Kimber settlement. His shoes still made wet sounds.
The Kimber settlement. What might be going on at the Kimber settlement?
Slowly had said she had told Captain Kimber some of what Crispin had told her. The Captain had listened and had said something back about talking to his own folks about what the business might mean. Now, the Kimbers might be getting out in the woods with their own rifles. However badly prepared the Beyonders might be, the Kimbers were on their own ground, and they knew how to use their weapons. Captain Kimber had read Gander Eye a warning to stay clear. What would it be like, having to fight Kimbers as well as Beyonders?
But Gander Eye did not slow his steps on the rutted, stone-lumped road. He had made his brag that he couldn't be scared. No point in taking time to be scared now, after what he'd done about Struve's carload of murderers and the Beyonders who now lay dead and melting away beside Bull Creek on the edge of town.
The Beyonders had some kind of bomb to throw, and they'd missed him with one. He'd have to watch, in case they threw more. That Beyonder who had run from him could hardly have reached the cave by the baptizing pool and fetched back friends just yet. Meanwhile, Gander Eye was a mile on the way, better than a mile. For them to meet him on the road now—
Something like thunder rolled upslope ahead of him, dry thunder if there could be such a thing, a battering rush of sound from higher on the mountain. Then, immediately, a massive clatter of hard surfaces striking together.
He knew what that had to be; perhaps he had expected it. He turned and charged at the steep, wooded rise next to the road. It was high and abrupt, almost like a wall, but he tackled it because he must. He got both his hands in among thorns, making himself clutch the stems that grew them. Up he pulled himself, jabbing with his toes to get some kind of a purchase. His feet refused to take hold, and powerfully he dragged himself up by his grasp on the thorn bush, to seize a gnarled root above. Up he climbed, up, while the noise greatened, filled his ears, filled the whole air and world.
Now he managed to clamp a foot where it would hoist him. He hugged a trunk with his arms and pulled himself to it, above it. From there he scrambled on up the height, while earth slid from under his soles. Crash, rumble, the noise was rushing along the road and he must get above it, far above it, for it meant that the mighty pile of rocks had been loosed upon him.
It was upward, climb upward. No place could be too high for him to reach for safety. He found himself at a ledgelike place and scurried across it on hands and knees to a lesser slope beyond. Pines grew there, and he pushed himself in among them. At last he turned around to see.
The loudness was on the road below, a shattering crescendo of it, shaking the pines all around him. He leaned between two trees to look down into the road. There came the avalanche, the stream of hurtling, clashing fragments, dancing down the steep way as nimbly as kernels in a corn popper, churning up a misty cloud of whirling dust above and around themselves. The road must be fairly streaming with rocks, like a millrace in flood with water. And more came behind, a great torrent of rocks. Smaller chunks sprang to pepper the height up which Gander Eye had made himself accomplish that squirrellike climb.
Turning away, he went higher. He came to where he could see better, see boulders jumping down into the creek and others rushing along in their wake. He drew in his breath and shook his sweaty head.
"Didn't get near to me," he said half aloud in the din from below. "That was like a-trying to hit a cricket with a sledge hammer."
He found himself panting, and dabbed at his face with his sleeve. Below him the noise was diminishing. Did the avalanche grow less? Perhaps there was more to send down that road. He hoped that Bo and Duffy and the rest hadn't tried to come after him out of Sky Notch. Where he'd known what to do, had made it miss him, they might be hit and crushed, might be left like greasy blurs down there on the Kimber road.
He moved again, high above where the rocks were now dancing away to lower levels of the road. Straight he headed for where those rocks had been gathered for just such a smashing launch. He changed direction to get above them. It wouldn't be far now. He unslung his rifle and carried it at the ready.
Through the dense trees ahead of him, he heard the flat snap of a shot.
So his wasn't the only rifle out on Dogged Mountain today. That was bound to be the Kimbers, summoned by their chief, the Captain. And one of them had fired at something, more likely somebody. It wasn't at Gander Eye, he hadn't heard the whipsnap of a passing bullet anywhere. The Kimbers were trying to shoot something. All right, if there was any shooting to happen, he'd better try to get in on it.
As he stole forward on a half-lost old deer trail around the pine-plumed jowl of a slope, he heard two more shots. Not at him, either, he decided. He wondered if maybe some of the Sky Notch people, maybe Bo, maybe Duffy, had followed along, had somehow missed the avalanche and had opened a fight with some Beyonders. But how would anybody have pushed ahead of him to where that shooting sounded?
There it came again, pop-pop-pop. Nobody fired volleys if it was just hunting squirrels or rabbits. That was a battle.
Gander Eye went ahead, cautiously but fairly rapidly, keeping upward along the rise of the mountain. Now, just ahead there, he ought to come in sight of where the rocks had been collected, could see what was going on there. Another rifle spoke. He set the sling of his own rifle to be ready and held his thumb on the safety catch. He had come to a point where he had been before. The yellow light of the sun meant open ground just ahead there. Gander Eye came up behind a massive, knotted black walnut tree and peered cautiously around to the right, his rifle set to raise and aim.
He looked out upon the expanse where the rocks had been heaped. It didn't look the same, for lots of those rocks were gone. Here and there, at a place where a post was still lodged upright in a pile, at another where the rocks had rolled away, and two more close together at a greater distance, lay Beyonders.
They sprawled limp and motionless, like crude, dark toys flung down. A couple of them exuded foggy vapors. No living thing stirred in the open space.
But something stirred in the woods behind him. He wheeled swiftly, clicking off the safety as he brought his rifle up.
"Oh, just hold your damned tater a second," grumbled a voice he knew, and into sight pushed Captain Kimber, gray shirt rumpled, hat shoved back.
He, too, had a rifle. It must have been an old, old rifle, but it was as carefully kept as a precious jewel. Captain Kimber's sleety beard swirled above it, and his eyes blinked.
"I ain't about to pull down on you, so don't you pull down on me," he said. "Looky here, what us Kimbers is a-doing is show them Beyonders a short way back to where they come from."
"I heard me some shooting," said Gander Eye. "Don't hear none of it now. "
"That's because we got them on the run. Hell, they can't fight a single lick."
"They never brought along nothing much to fight with," Gander Eye said. "Jim Crispin done explained it to me, before he got killed."
"He's killed?" barked Captain Kimber.
"Struve and some fellows settled him, and I settled them."
"Is that a fact?" Captain Kimber pondered on it, face hard. "Well, let's go have a look at what's happening here."
He led the way above the open space. Neither spoke while they prowled along to where the far side was.
"One of them Beyonders come a-sailing back along the road, went into their cave, and come out with more of the same sort," the Captain said at last. "I reckon they flung the rocks down to try to get you."
"They never got me," said Gander Eye thankfully.
"I could see they didn't. But I was busy at the settlement, a-passing along the word Slowly give me. Once she spoke, all sorts of strangenesses sort of fell in place. We'd been a-going at things all wrong, Gander Eye, for another sight longer than I've been alive."
"It's easy to go wrong one way another," Gander Eye commented diplomatically.
They were moving above the road now, where the slope toward Sky Notch ended and a gentler incline led to the Kimber settlement. They could see the way down to the hollow where the baptizing pond was. Nothing moved, no shape stirred. There was only a gentle bobbing of green branches in a puff of warm wind.
"I reckon it's been near about tended to," said Captain Kimber.
He stepped down into the road itself. He and Gander Eye walked to where the path led downward toward the baptism hollow, and stopped.
"Looky here," said the Captain, as if it was hard to say. "I take back what I said. You can come on up hereabouts if you want to. "
Gander Eye smiled. "I reckon the law and the hunting regulations said I could all along, but thank you kindly."
"Another thing." Plainly this was harder to say. "Be friends with us. You come on up here some day, have some supper and some drinks with me at my place." He paused. "Fetch Slowly with you if you feel like it."
"That'd be nice, but it would be up to Slowly, whether she wanted to come with me."
Captain Kimber seemed to smile, deep in his beard.
"I got it in mind she d want to. It wouldn't surprise me, I wouldn't wonder myself none if she did"
Garner Eye gazed down the path and took a step. He still held his rifle ready.
"Now you've give me leave to hunt round here," he said, "I'll just go have a look and see if they really did all go home."
Captain Kimber shook his head. "I ain't got much puppy in me, but I don't know how close I'd crowd to that place."
"Just let me give it a try."
Gander Eye started downhill, toward the pool, toward the yawn of that craterlike opening in the side of the mountain. He saw the blink of the blue light within it.
Captain Kimber said no more from where he had stopped, up on the road.
 
 
 
 
 



XVI
 
Gander Eye picked his way down the path, past the point where once Struve had appeared to tell him how to run his business. He took his trigger finger away from the rifle. For the first time in a long, deadly while, he hoped he wouldn't need that rifle.
The Kimbers had changed their minds in a swift hurry, or at least Captain Kimber had changed his and told them to change theirs. Maybe that was how folks acted when they turned away from their gods. Love and worship turned into hate, into dealing death to what hadn't been gods after all. It must have seemed like sudden finish of all the good hopes for the Beyonders, getting shot down at long range by the Kimbers, who'd worshipped them. Gander Eye wondered if he ought to feel sorry for the Beyonders, just trying to find things out here, maybe make a life here, and finding death here.
He descended to the grassy hollow, and there in the rich grass lay a Beyonder, close to the pool. He bent down to study this one, too. Its metal casing was beginning to flake, like iron left out to rust all summer and all winter. He looked through the window at where it didn't have a face, just a lardy area tufted with fly-leg bristles. He wondered what you might find if you had some sort of a can opener and ripped that armor open and had a good look. He wondered how much science it would take to figure on a Beyonder s body, if you could call it a body, if any scientist from any big town would have any basis to figure on something from not even in our space, our universe.
The odor smote his nostrils and made him sick. How could you tell someone how a Beyonder smelled when the air was let in on him? A Beyonder who, if you decided to help him, would give you lumps of gold, make your crops grow, maybe even try to treat you right from whatever angle a Beyonder figured right and wrong? Gander Eye walked away from the silent shape, then paced around the pool and toward that doorway where the blue shimmer hung like a curtain.
The blue danced wildly. He stopped at a distance and watched, his forefinger again resting lightly on the trigger of the rifle.
Then, almost as he stopped, all the bright air around and above him was rent and shaken with awful sound.
He reeled and stumbled, as if on a floor that was giving way. That sound had a metallic jangle to it, and an explosive roar that both pounded and wailed. The blueness there inside the cave suddenly danced with what must be great, falling chunks of rock, like the chunks that had come dancing down the Kimber road.
He planted his feet and looked. Another smash of noise, louder this time, pealing like a burst of storm among the heights. The outer lips of the craterlike hole went crumbling inward in a cascade of abrupt ruin. Boulders danced and rolled. The whole slope seemed to fall in upon itself, like the collapsed face of a toothless old man.
The Beyonders had fled back out of this world that Gander Eye knew, for which Gander Eye and the Kimbers had fought, and they were closing the doorway behind them.
Silence fell everywhere after the deafening roar, silence so deep that Gander Eye, waiting, heard it like sound. He looked at where the cavern had been. The mountain side had closed itself up; it yawned no more.
After a moment, Gander Eye turned around and walked away, almost at a shuffle, not sure of the direction, even. He looked this way and that for the trail that led up to the road and sought it. He realized that his feet had halfway dried since they had waded in Bull Creek when he moved on Crispin's cabin to kill the men who had killed Crispin.
He plodded along as if dead tired, half carrying his rifle by the balance, half dragging it. After a time he lifted it and clicked on the safety. For a moment he wondered if he shouldn't throw it away; but it was too good a rifle for that, it had served him too well. He kept it in his broad hand.
"Gander Eye!"
Maybe he'd gone crazy all of a sudden, hearing the last voice he expected to hear. It sounded just like Slowly's voice. He mounted up to the Kimber road. He saw her, hurrying toward him. Behind her trotted Doc Hannum.
"However you come to be here?" Gander Eye challenged her in utter amazement. "That there road is all run full of rocks them Beyonder things flung down, enough rocks to build a college. No car could make it."
"There's another road up here," she said.
"What you a-talking about? I never heard tell of but the one road up Dogged Mountain from Sky Notch."
"There's another, there's always been another," Slowly said. "The Kimbers never showed it to outside folks." Her frill lips fought to steady themselves. "You were up here; I knew you'd come up here. I showed Doc the way to drive up, and he brought me along. "
"I never had any hint of that other road myself," Doc put in. "It's certainly no better than that devil's prank of a road we knew before it was blocked. It treats a car like an orphan groundhog. But I got us up here, and I hope I can get us back. If we're ever going back."
"Oh, we're a-going back all right," Gander Eye assured him, in a voice of the utmost weariness.
Doc looked at him sidelong. "If it isn't classified information, what was that almighty noise we heard?" he asked.
"Them things went on back out of here," said Gander Eye. He pointed. "Went back into their hole down yonder and more or less pulled the hole in after them."
Doc squinted to look.
"Is that where they were trying to enter?" he asked. "From what I can see at this distance, it looks like nothing but a big mess of broken rock."
"They blew it up, some way or other," said Gander Eye. "Fixed it so that's no more way betwixt there and here. Whatever it was they aimed to do with us, they don't seem like as if they want to do it no more."
Slowly, too, gazed. She shaded her beautiful eyes with her hand.
"It was all a true fact, what Jim Crispin told about," she said in a sort of awed whisper. "I didn't truly know the half of what he was a-talking about, not the tenth of it. But whatever happened won't come back to happen again."
"Well, not here, at least," agreed Doc solemnly. "If it tries to happen somewhere else later on, maybe it can be headed off there, too. I begin to gather that this little fight that was put up here was too much for them—here in this world that was so foreign to them. It must have been a ghastly experience to them."
"Yes, sir," said Gander Eye. "But, Slowly, I want you to tell me just one thing."
"What?" Her eyes came around and met his and waited.
"You talked like as if you come up here because I was up here."
She drew in her breath. "That's right. I had to come."
"What for?"
"Well—it was what Jim Crispin said."
"Sure enough," said Gander Eye impatiently. "I got it in mind he explained you something about all this here business, and what you told of it to Captain Kimber changed their minds. You took it for the truth, and it was."
"Jim Crispin was more or less a truth-teller," offered Doc. "Even when he was telling only a part of it."
Slowly still watched Gander Eye, with blue in the green of her gaze.
"He said you loved me, Gander Eye." She was struggling to get each word said. "He said you loved me, and he said I loved you."
Gander Eye lowered the butt of his rifle to the ground and leaned heavily on the muzzle. He listened to a ringing in his ears.
"What you got to say about that?" Slowly asked him.
He held his teeth tight together to steady his voice. "All I can say is," he managed, "my half of what he done said is the natural truth."
Doc Hannum stood and looked from one of them to the other. He did not smile, but his spectacles twinkled.
"If you've been in love with Slowly, why in heaven's name didn't you tell her?" he inquired, as though he were discussing a symptom and its logical treatment. "Long and long ago, why didn't you tell her?"
"I was scared to," Gander Eye blurted out.
"You?" Doc grated. "You've never feared a living thing."
"I was scared to tell Slowly," said Gander Eye. "Not in all my time since I first seen her did I look at her without being scared to say a mumbling word."
Slowly drew another quivering breath.
"My half is the truth, too," she said. "We'll have to find us some time to talk all this out, Gander Eye."
"Yessum," he agreed solemnly, relishfully.
Doc cleared his throat with a mighty rasp.
"In any other situation, I'd be glad to stand and listen to you two and what you're finally beginning to realize for yourselves," he lectured them. "It's fascinating and thrilling. But we've got another fascinating business on our hands. I mean, what's happened here. All the scientific implications, all the violence, all the decisive results." He gestured, full-armed. "Let's get to my car and go back. We've got to tell people. Tell the world about it. Spread the news."
Gander Eye wheeled toward him.
"Who the hell will believe us?" he cried.
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