Here Abide Monsters

1
To Nick's left the sun had hardly topped the low trees. It was a ball of red
fire; today was going to be a scorcher. He hoped he could make it into the
woods road before the heat really hit Of course he had wanted to start earli
er, but there was always some good reason why- Behind the faceplate of hish
elmet Nick scowled at the road ahead.
Always some good reason why the things he wanted to do did not fit in with
plans, not his plans, naturally. Did Margo actually sit down and think it
out, arrange somehow ahead of time so that what Nick had counted on was |
ust what was not going to happen? He had suspected that for some time. Y et
her excuses why this or that could not be done were so perfectly logical
and reasonable that Dad always went along with them.
At least she had not ruined this weekend. Maybe because she and Dad had thei
r own plans, or rather her plans. Give Nick another year-just one-and Margo
could talk to the thin air. He would not be there to listen to her. That-he
relished the satisfaction that thought presented-was the day he was going to
start living!
Dad- Nick's thoughts squirmed hurriedly away from that path. Dad-he had ch
osen Margo, he agreed with Margo's sweet reasonableness. All right, let hi
m live with it and her! Nick was not going to a minute longer than he had
to.
The trees aong the road were taller now, closer together. But the surface
over" which the motorbike roared was clear and smooth. He could make good t
ime here. Once he turned into the lake road it would be different. But in a
ny event he would reach the cabin by noon.
His thoughts soared away from what lay behind, already seeking the peace a
head. The weekend, and it was along one from Friday to Monday, was his al
one. Margo did not like the lake cottage. Nick wondered why she had never
talked Dad into selling it. Maybe she just did not care. There was plenty
else for her to own. Just as she owned Dad.
Nick's scowl degpened, his black brows drawing together, hislips thinly st
retched against his teeth. That scowl line now never completely faded, it h
ad had too much use over the past three years. He swayed and adjusted to th
e swing of the machine under him as an earlier generation would have ridden
a horse, the metal framework he bestrode seemingly a part of his own perso
n. The bubble safety helmet covered his head front and back. Below that he
wore atee shirt, already dust streaked, and faded jeans, his feet thrust i
nto boots.
Saddlebags, tightly strapped against loss, held the rest of his weekend war
drobe and supplies, save for the canned food at the cabin and what he would



buy at the store going in. He had afull tank of gas, he had his freedom f
or four days-he had himself! Nick Shaw as he was, not Douglas Shaw's son, n
ot Margo's stepson (though, of course, that relationship was hardly ever me
ntioned). Nick Shaw, himself, personal, private and alone.
A twisting curve downhill brought him to the store at the foot of the bend
, astraggle of houses beyond. This was Rochester, unincorporated, with no
"Pop." on the sign Nick flashed past. He came to a stop at the store. A C
oke would go good. Ham Hodges always had those onice.
Bread, cheese, Nick had no list, just had to remember to get things that wo
uld not be affected by the bumpy ride in. His boots thumped on the porch as
he reached for the knob of the screen door. Behind the screening ablack s
hape opened its jaws in an amost inaudible but plainly warning hiss.
Nick jerked off hishelmet. "I'm no Martian invader, Rufus,” he said to the b
Ig tomcat.
Unblinking blue eyes stared back but the jaws closed.
"Rufe, you there-move away from the door. How many times am | going to te
Il you if you sit there you're going to be stepped on someday-"
Nick laughed. "By whom, Ham? Some customer pounding in for bargains, o
r one going out because you ran the prices up on him?"
The cat moved disdainfully back alittle, allowing him to pass by.
"Nick Shaw!" The youngish man moved out from behind the counter on thel
eft. "Y our folks up for the weekend?"
Nick shook his head. "Just me."
"Sorry your Dad couldn't make it. Larry Green sighted some big onesin the
cove. He was just saying to me no more'n an hour ago that Mr. Shaw sure o
ught to come up and cast aline for one of those. He hasn't been here for
along time now."
- Ham was being tactful, but not tactful enough. Nick shifted hisfeet. Th
ey never mentioned Margo, but she was always right there, in their minds a
swell as his, when they talked about Dad. Before Margo Dad had loved the
lake, had been here in the summer and the fall every minute he could get a
way. How much longer would he even keep the cabin now?
"No," Nick answered in a voice he kept even with an effort. "He's been pre
tty busy, Ham, you know how it is."
"Don't suppose | can sell you any bait-"
Nick managed a smile. "Y ou know me, Ham. I'm about as much afisherman as
Rufusisadog lover. What | do want is some stuff to eat-what | can car
ry on the bike without a smashup. Any of Amy's bread to go?"
"I'll see. No reason why we can't spare some baking-"
Hodges turned to the back of the store and Nick moved around to pick other
items. A package of bacon from the freezer bin, some cheese. From all they
ears he had been stopping at Ham's he knew where most things were. Rufus wa



s back on guard at the screen door. He was about the biggest cat Nick had e
ver seen, but not fat. Instead, in spite of the plates of cat food he could
and did lick clean each day, he was rather gaunt. His conformation was tha
t of his Siamese father, though his color was the black of the half-breed.
"How's hunting, Rufus?' Nick asked as he returned to the counter.
An ear twitched, but the cat's head did not turn even afraction. Hisintere
st in what lay outside was so intent that Nick moved up behind him to look o
ut, too. There must be a bird, even a snake-something in the road. But he co
uld see nothing.
Which did not mean that nothing was there. Cats saw above and below the hu
man range of sight. There could be something there all right, something in
visible-
Nick wondered just how much truth there was in some of the books he had rea
d-those that speculated about different kinds of existence. Such as the one
that had suggested we share this world with other kinds of life asinvisib
le to us as we might be to them. Not altogether a comfortable thought. You
had enough trouble with what you could see.
"What's out there, Rufus? Something out of a UFO?'
The cat's attention was manifestly so engaged that it made Nick alittle U
neasy. Then suddenly Rufus yawned widely, relaxed. Whatever had intrigued
him so was gone.
He returned to the counter. There was a paperback turned upside down open
, to mark the reader's place. Nick turned it around to read the title-Our
Haunted Planet- by somebody named Keel. And there was another book pushe
d to one side-More "Things" by Sanderson. That one he knew, he had read |
t himself, urged by Ham to do so.
Ham Hodges had awhole library of that type of reading, starting with Cha
rles Fort's collections of unexplainable happenings. They made you wonder
al right. And Ham had a good reason for wondering-his cousin and the Co
mmer Cut-Off.
"Got you aloaf of whole wheat, araisin one, and a half-dozen rolls," Ham
announced coming into sight again, "Amy says give the rolls a warm-up, they
'readay old."
"They could be two weeks old and still be good if they're hers. I'm lucky s
he can spare so much a day ahead of baking."
"Well, we had some company who was going to come and didn't, so she was ov
erstocked in the bread box this week. Funny about that." Ham thudded the b
read and rolls down in a plastic bag before Nick. "Thisfellow called up |
ast Friday-just aweek ago. He said he was from the Hasentine I nstitute an
d they were gathering material about the Cut-Off. Wanted to come out here
and ask around about Ted and Ben-" Ham paused. "Hard to think of it being
al thistime since they disappeared. At least it scared people off from t



rying that road for awhile. Only somebody's taken the Wilson place for th
e summer and, since the new highway to Shockton went in, the Cut-Off's the
only road to reach that side of the lake now. So it's getting traveled again.
"Anyway, this fellow said he was doing research and asked about a place to
stay. We've that cabin, so we said we'd put him up. Only he never showed
up or called again."
"How long has it been, Ham?"
"Since July 24, 1955. Why, you and your Dad and Mom were up here at the lak
e that summer. | remember your Dad was out with the search party. | was jus
t home from Korea, right out of the army. We sure gave that land a going ov
er-Ted was a good guy and he knew the country like it was his own backyard.
Ben was no fool either, he'd buddied with Ted in the Navy and came up for
some fishing. No, they just disappeared like al the others-that Caldwell a
nd his wife and two kids in 1946, and before them there were Latimer and Jo
hnson. | made it my business to look it all up. Got out my notebook and rea
d it through thisweek so | could answer any questions the fellow from the
I nstitute might want to ask. Y ou know, going as far back as the newspapers
had any mention of it, there's been about thirty people just up and disappe
ared on the Cut-Off. Even before it was ever aroad, they disappeared in th
at section. It's like that Bermuda Triangle thing. Only not so often asto
get people all excited about it. There's always a good long stretch of time
between disappearances so people sort of forget in between. But they shoul
d never have opened up that road again. Jim Samuelstried to talk the new p
eople out of it. Heard they didn't quite laugh in hisface, but | guess the
y took it as some superstition us local yokels believein."
"But if it's the only way to get into the Wilson place-" Nick knew the legend
of the Cut-Off, but he could aso understand the frustration of outsiders ne
eding an easy access.
"Yes, | guessitisacaseof needsdrive. You can't get the county interest
ed in laying out a new road to serve just afew summer cabins because there
Saqueer story about the one aready there and waiting to be used. Y ou know
, thiswriter-" Ham tapped the book with a fingertip-"has some mighty intere
sting things to say. And this one"-he indicated the More "Things' volume-"ma
kesit plain, for instance, that we think we know all about this world, that
it's all been explored. But that isn't the truth, there are whole sections
we know nothing about at all, mountains never climbed, places where nobody ¢
ivilized has ever been."
" 'Here abide monsters," Nick quoted.
"What's that?' Ham looked up sharply.
"Dad's got areal old map he bought in London last year-had it framed and h
ung it down in his office. It shows England and part of Europe, but on our
side of the ocean just some markings and dragons or sea serpents, with lett



ering-'Here abide monsters.' They filled up the unknown then with what they
imagined might be there."

"Well, we don't know alot, and most people don't want to learn more'n what'
sright before their eyes. Y ou point out things that don't fit into what the

y've always accepted, and they say it's all your imagination and nothing lik
ethat isrea. Only we know about the Cut-Off and what's happened there."
"What do you think really happened, Ham?' Nick had taken a Coke from the
ice chest, snapped off the cap, and now drank.

"There's this Bermuda Triangle, only this writer Sander-son saysit'sno 't
riangle,' but much larger, and also they've made sometestsand it'sonly o

ne of ten such places all around the world. Ships and people and planes dis
appear there regularly-nothing ever found to say what happened to them. A w
hole flight of Navy planes once and then the rescue plane that went out aft

er them! It may have something to do with magnetic forces at those points.
He makes a suggestion about breaking into another space-time. Maybe we have
one of these 'triangles’ right here. | sure wish that Hasentine guy had sh

own up. About time some of the brains did some serious investigating. And ..."

What he was about to say was drowned out by awild yapping from without.
Rufus, his back arched, histail a brush, gave awarning yow! in reply. H

am swung around.

"Now what the heck's all that about?' He headed for the door.

Rufus, ears flattened against his skull, his Siamese blue eyes dlitted, was h
issing, giving now and then athroaty growl of threat. The yapping outside wa
s apparently not in the least intimidated.

A car, or rather ajeep, had drawn up, and a girl did from under the wheel,
but had not yet stepped out. She was too busy trying to restrain avery exc
ited and apparently furious Pekingese that fought against her hold, his popp
ing eyes fixed on Rufus.

She glanced up at Ham behind the screen, Nick looking over his shoulder.
"Please," she was laughing alittle. "Can you cope with your warrior? | want
to comein and | certainly can't let go of Lung Hsin!"

"Sorry." Ham stopped to catch up Rufus with practiced ease in avoiding the

claws the big cat had already extended to promise battle. "Sorry, Rufe, you
for the storeroom temporarily." He departed with the kicking and growling

cat, and Nick opened the door for the girl. She still held the Peke who had
fallen silent upon witnessing the unwilling exit of the enemy.

"He's mighty little to think of taking on Rufus,” Nick commented. "Rufe wo
uld take one good swipe at him and that would be that."

The girl frowned. "Don't be too sure about that! This breed were once know
n as dragon dogs, lion dogs-they helped guard palaces. For their size they

're about the bravest animals alive. Hush now, Lung, you've made your poin

t. We all know you're a brave, brave Dragon Heart." The Peke shot out ato



ngue and licked her cheek, then stared about him imperiously asif, having
chased the enemy from the field, this was now his domain.

"Now what can | do for you?' Ham came back, licking one finger where Rufu
s had apparently scored before being exiled.

"| need some directions, and a couple of cases of Coke and ..." She had Lun
g Hsin under one arm now as he no longer fought for freedom, and with her o
ther hand she pawed into the depths of her shoulder bag. "Hereit is," she
said with relief. "Thought it might have gone down for the third time and |
would have to empty thisthing to find it."

She had alist ready now. "If | can just make out Jane's writing. She really
ought to print, at least with that you can make educated guesses. That's ri
ght, two cases of Coke, one of Canada Dry, one of Pepsi. And she said you'd
be holding melons-oh, | should have told you, I'm Linda Durant and I'm picki
ng all this up for Jane Ridgewell-they've taken over the Wilson place. She s
aid she'd call and tell you."

Ham nodded. "She did and I've got it all together. Won't take uslong to |

oad it up for you-" He glanced to Nick who obligingly moved away from the
counter again.

He was willing to give Ham a hand. Though they should be in no hurry to sp
eed this one off.

This Lindawas aimost as tall as Nick. A lot of girls were tall nowadays. Her
hair had been tied back from her face with atwist of bright red wool, but i

t was still long enough to lie on her shouldersin very dark strands. Her ski

n was creamy pale. If she tanned she had not started that process yet this se
ason.

Her jeans were as red as her hair tie and she had a sleevel ess blouse of whi

te and blue dolphins leaping up and down on it. Sunglasses swung pendant fro
m another red tie about her neck and she wore thong sandals on her feet. He

was not usually so aware of agirl's clothes, but these fitted her asif to
complete a picture.

Nick shouldered one of the melons Ham pointed out and took a second under
his arm, carrying them out to the waiting jeep. Ham was busy stowing in
Coke.

"Wait 'til | get some sacks," he told Nick. "Shake those melons around and y
ou'll get them stovein."

Linda Durant had followed them out. "That sounds," she commented, "asif |
have a rough road ahead. Y ou'll have to give directions, Jan€e's are vague.”

For the first time Nick realized that she meant to travel the Cut-Off. He g
lanced at Ham who looked sober. After what Ham had just been saying-to send
astranger, and a girl, down the Cut-Off-But if there was no other way in
now-only Nick had a queer feeling about it.



There was one thing-he could take that way, too. It was really shorter to

his own cabin when you came to think about it. And it had been almost his

whole lifetime since Ted and Ben had disappeared. This was broad daylight

and these Ridgeways must have been up and down there maybe a hundred times
since they moved in. So, why look for monsters that did not exist?

"Look here," Nick suggested as Ham reappeared with sacks and newspapers an

d proceeded to wedge in the cargo. "I'm heading that way. It's rough and w

€ll haveto take it dow, but if you'll match your speed to mine"-he moti

oned at the waiting bike-"I'll guide you in. I'm Nick -Nicholas Shaw-Mr. H

odges here knows me. My people have had a cabin on the lake for along tun

e

Linda gave him along, intent survey. Then she nodded and smiled.

"That's fine! From what Jane said the road's pretty rough and | could missi

t. I'm very glad of your company."

Ham packed the last of the papersin, and Nick gathered up his own purchas

es and bagged them in a bundle he could tie over the saddlebags. Several i
ndignant yowls from the storeroom brought an instant sharp response from t
he Peke.

Linda adjusted her sunglasses and got behind the wheel. But Ham spoketo N
ick inalow voice.

"Take it easy now. | have afunny feeling-"

"Not much else we can do if she's going to get to the Wilson place," Nick po
inted out.

As he gunned the bike to life he wondered what looming danger one could w

atch for along the Cut-Off. No one who had ever met whatever peril lurked
there had ever returned to explain what he or she had faced. No, Nick wa

snot going to let hisimagination take over. He'd end up seeing a UFO or
something lurking behind every tree. He waved to Linda and swung out. Sh

e nodded and followed.

They turned off the highway about a half-mile farther on and Nick cut spee

d, concentrating on the rough surface ahead. He had come this road enough

times to memorize every rut and bump, but the heavy rains last week would
have done damage, and he had no intention of being spilled through careles
sness.

A mile and a half to the Cut-Off. In all the years he had been coming up her
e he had always looked for the overgrown entrance to what had become asinis

ter road to nowhere. Could she get the jeep in there at all? But they had be
en using it, so they must have cleared a passage through. July 24, 1955-he'd
been too little then to realize what had gone on. But he'd heard plenty abo

ut it ever since. All that searching-the neighbors, the sheriff and his depu

ties. And not so much as atrack to tell them why two young men in the best
of health had vanished from a half-mile strip of road one sunny morning.



They had been seen entering, had stopped and talked to Jim Anderson about t
he best place to fish. Jim had been going to the store. He had watched them
turn into the Cut-Off. But they never came out at the lake where a couple

of guys were waiting to join them.

Mouth of the Cut-Off-like a snake with jaws wide open to swallow them do
wn.

Nick took firm control of hisimagination. If he did not see Lindato the |

ake she would go by herself. And he somehow could not let that happen and b
e able to look at himself in the mirror when shaving tomorrow.

It was only a half-mile, perhaps alittle more. They could run it in minute

s, even if it were rough. The sooner they got through the better. He wonder

ed what this Lindawould say if she knew his thoughts. She'd probably decid
e he'd been smoking pot. Only when you heard about the Cut-Off all your lif
e-well, you had adifferent point of view.

He had borrowed alot of Ham's books, bought some of his own, knew all the th
ings that did happen now and then that nobody seemed able to explain. Maybe F
ort and those other writers who hunted out such stories had the right of it.

The scientists, the brains who might have solved, or at least tried to solve,
such puzzles, refused even to look at evidence before their eyes because it
did not fit in with rational "facts." There could be facts that were neither
rational nor logical at all.

There was the turn-off ahead. And there certainly had been changes since th

e last time he was here. Looked as if someone had run a bulldozer in to bre

ak trail. Nick gave asigh of relief at the raw opening. There was a health

y difference between wriggling down an almost closed and ill-reputed trail
and this open, scraped side road, which now looked as good as the one leadi
ng to his own cabin. He flagged the jeep as he came to a stop.

"Thisisit," he caled. Something in him still shrank alittle from enterin

g that way, but he refused to admit it. Only he continued to feel that odd u
neasiness, which had come to him earlier as he had seen Rufus watch somethin
g invisible that Nick had been convinced against his will was there.

"Takeit low," he cautioned, also against hiswill. He wanted to take that r
oad at the best speed they could make. "I don't know how good the surfaceis.

"Yes." The dark glasses masked her face. She surely did not need them here
n the shade of the trees, but she had not let them dlide off asshe had at t

he store. The Peke was on the seat, his forepaws resting on the dashboard, |
ooking ahead with some of Rufus' intensity. He did not bark, but there was a
n eagernessin every line of hissmall, silky body, asif he wanted to urge
them on.

Nick gunned his motor, swung into the Cut-Off, his Speed well down. The jee
p snorted along behind him at hardly better than a walking pace. Theroad c



rew had run the scraper along, but the rain had cut gullies across, here an

d there, and those had not been refilled.

The lane was all rawly new, bushes and even saplings gouged and cut out an
d flung back to wither and die on either side. It looked ugly-wrong, Nick
decided. He supposed it had to be done to open up the road, but it was que
er the road crew had not cleaned up more. Maybe the guys who had worked he
re knew about the sinister history of the Cut-Off and had not wanted to st

ay around any longer than they had to.

That broken stuff walled them in asif it were intended to keep them in the
middle of the road, allow them no chance to reach the woods. Nick felt mor
e and more trapped. Uneasiness was rising in him so that he had to exert ev
en more control. Thiswas plain stupid! He must keep a grip on hisimaginat
ion. Just watch the road for those ruts and lumps so he would not hit somet
hing-do that and keep going. They would be therein no time at all.

It was still, not aleaf moved. But the trees arched over well enough to keep
out the sun. Probably it was very quiet, too, if the noise of the bike and t

he jeep had not advertised their coming. Advertised it to what? Nick hoped on
ly to those in the Wilson place.

Right ahead was the turn, a blind one. And this was a narrow road. No pla

ce to meet anyone coming the other way. But surely they were making enoug
h noise-

Noise! The Peke had begun to yap, almost as when he had challenged Rufus.
Nick heard the girl call out:

"Down, Lung! Down!"

He half-turned his head, the bike hit something and wobbled. Nick had to fi

ght to keep it away from amass of dying brush. But there was something els

e, acloud- like afog trapped under the trees. It was thickening, coming d

own like a blanket-fast!

Nick thought he cried out. Behind him he heard an answering scream and ac
rash. Then he hit something, was thrown, and skidded painfully into total

darkness.

2

Nick lay with his feet higher than his head, the whole |eft side of hisfac

e smarting. Groggily he levered himself up on his hands and blinked, then s
hook his head to banish the queer not-here feeling. He could hear a whimper
ing sound from behind, but at first he was so much occupied with his own ac
hes and pains that it had no meaning.

He looked around.

The bike lay entangled in broken brush into which it must have slammed wi
th force. Nick sat up farther. Bike-the jeep! Where was the jeep? Now the
whimpering aerted him to what might be a serious accident. He had no id



ea what had happened-memory seemed at fault. They had just come around th

eturn in the Cut-Off and then...

Nick got shakily to his feet.

There was no road.

He staggered toward the jeep. That was there, yes, sammed against atree. A
tree that had no business being there at all, for seemingly it had sprung u

p right in the middle of what had been a newly cleared road.

There was no road!

He reached the jeep, supported himself against it. His aching head still se

emed foggy. Fog-mist-cloud-there was something about that he could faintly

remember. But that did not matter now. What did was the girl behind the whe
el of the jeep.

She was supported partly by her seat belt, partly by the whedl itself. Her e

yeswere still covered with those sunglasses. With an effort Nick reached ov

er and jerked them off. She was unconscious, he decided.

The whimpering came from the Peke huddled against her, licking at her arm.
Lung growled at Nick but only halfheartedly, as he slid in beside Linda.

Asfar as Nick could see she had no open wounds, but-broken bones? His hands
were shaking with atremor he found it hard to control, as he eased her bac

k in the seat so he could get at the fastening of the seat belt.

"What-what-" She opened her eyes but, though they were turned in his direct

ion, they did not seem to focus on him.

"Hold still!" Nick ordered. "Let me get this open-"

A few minutes later he sighed with relief. She had no broken bones. The sid

e of hisface, where it had scraped gravel, was raw, but that was minor. Th

ey could have been killed. Looking about him now, with eyes entirely aware,
he wet hislips with the tip of his tongue.

Killed-if they had been going any faster-slammed up against these trees. B

ut where-where did the trees come from?

They were huge, giants, and the underbrush beneath them was thin asif thel

r mighty roofing overhead of leaves and branches kept any weaker growth fro

m developing. The jeep was trapped between the one against which its nose w

as stuck, and alog of afalen giant behind it, boxed in neatly so therew

as no hope of getting it out. Impossible, but that was the way it was.

Nick moved slowly around the machine, ran his hands across the top of the |

0g, dislodging moss and fallen leaves. It was very apparent that thishad b

een here, half sunk in the mucky soil, for along, long time. But-there was
the jegp-and-where was the road?

"Please-" Linda had edged around on the seat and was looking at him, her
eyes very wide and frightened. " Please-where are we-what-happened?' She
cuddied Lung against her. Now and then the small dog whined. He was shi

vering.



"I don't know," Nick answered slowly. Only he suspected what was so frighten
ing he did not want to face the fact that it might be the truth.

"But-there's no road." Linda turned her head from side to side, searching. "

We were just driving along and then-Where is this?' Her voice slid up the sc

ae; Nick judged she was close to panic.

He was not far from that himself. But they had to hold on, to lose control w

ould do no good. He hurried back to climb into the jeep.

"Y ou-you know-!" She did have her voice under control now, was watching
him narrowly. "What has happened? If you know-tell me!"

But he still hated to face what must be the truth. "l don't know," he said ca
refully. "It isonly aguess." He hesitated. Those trees there were certainly
good evidence. What more did he want? They were out of the Cut-Off, in such

woods as had not been seen in this part of the country for two hundred years

or more when the first settlers had attacked the great foreststo carve out m

astery of the land.

"Did your friends know anything about the history of the Cut-Off?" he be

gan. How could you explain to anyone what might have happened, something
so bizarre, so improbable?

"No." Linda cradled Lung in her arms, murmuring soothingly to him now and
again. Her one-word reply was uncompromising. It was apparent she wanted
the truth, or what he thought might be the truth.

"Well, the Cut-Off has a history of disappearances- running back aslong as
records were kept around here-"

("Around here." But surely this "here" was not the "here" of a short time ago

.)

"The last time it happened was in 1955, two men going out to the lake to fish
. But before that there were others. That's why the Cut-Off wasn't in use. No

t until they built the new freeway and closed off the other road in."
"Disappearances to where?' Linda demanded sharply.

"That's it, nobody knows-knew. There are places ..." Nick paused again. Wo
uld she believe him? She had to believe the evidence now before them at le
ast. "Places where people do disappear-like the Bermuda Triangle-awhole f
light of Navy planes went there, and the rescue ship after them. There hav

e been planes and ships and people-and on land, in other places, army regi
ments even." Though he did not want to remember, al the stories he had re
ad flooded back into hismind. "They just flew, or rode, or walked into-no

where."

Linda sat very still. She no longer watched him. Her gaze was straight ahead
at that giant tree trunk against which the jeep was nosed.

"What-what is the theory about it then?' Her voice quivered alittle. Nick cou
|d sense her effort at control.

"Oneisthat thereisamagnetic field like a whirlpool-that anything caught



in it may be thrown into another space-time continuum."

" And-that may be what has happened to us? How do we get back?"

There was no answer to that. There never had been through all the centuries o

f such disappearances. Nick stared at the tree too now, fiercely willing it t

o vanish, for them to be back in the Cut-Off.

"Thereisno return." Lindamade that aflat statement rather than a question.
"We-we're trapped in this-this place!”

"No!" Nick exploded. "We're not sure of that! Anyway we can try-we can alwa

ys try-but"-he regarded the dim, shadowed places under the trees uneasily-"
let's get out of here. On to the lake-"

He had afeeling that they were under observation, not that he could detect
any movement, any sign they were not alone. To get out of this place of tr
ees, where a man was dwarfed and lost, into the open was a desire goading h
im to action.

"We can't take the jeep." Linda stated the obvious.

"No, but | can the bike-push it now-and we can ride if the road gets better a
nd you are willing to hold on."

"Yes! Yes, let'sget out of here!" Her reply was feverishly eager.

She opened her shoulder bag, took out a leash she hooked to Lung's collar. "
My bag-it's small." She reached into the back of the jeep, pulled out a canv
as duffel bag. Then she laughed, though that sound was alittle ragged. "All
that stuff back there for the party tonight Jane-Jane may have to wait some
forit."

Nick's foreboding lightened. Lindawastaking it well. Did she really belie

ve him? Did he believe himself? But hisfirst panic had subsided. And actio
n drew him. Maybe if they could just find the lake, afamiliar landmark-Don
't think of any future beyond the next few minutes, he warned himself.
Mentally he inventoried the contents of his saddlebags-first-aid kit, sweater

, Swimming trunks, matches, a hunting knife, flashlight, chocolate bars, wate
r canteen, two shirts, tool kit for the bike-transistor radio-Radio!

He was out of the jeep, hurrying back to the bike. Radio-if they could hear
anything on that-Nick fumbled with the buckles of the saddiebag as Lindaj
oined him.

"What isit?

"My radio-if we can pick up anything-"

"Oh, hurry!" She shifted from one foot to the other impatiently as he untangl
ed the gear and brought out the small transistor.

Three stations, he nipped the switch from one to the next. Only silence. Th
en-A gabble of sound, not static, more like speech. But not in any language
he had picked up before.

"There! Turnit up!" Linda urged. "Y ou've got something!"

"But what?' Nick asked.



"But what" was right. This sounded like gasps, clicks, and even a gabbled si
nging, but it made no sense. He thumbed the set off.

"Whatever that was, it was no broadcast of ours," he said bleakly.

"But somebody was broadcasting,” Linda pointed out. "Which means we aren't
aone here. Maybe if we can find people they will be able to help us."

Nick was not too sure. The language, if language that had been, was far rem

oved from anything he had ever heard in his life and he had monitored alot
of foreign broadcasts with Gary Langford when Gary had his ham outfit. But
Lindawas right about getting out of here. He had the small compass and th

e lake was northeast-or it should be-if there was still any lake at all.

They could not keep to a straight line, but the lack of heavy underbrush wa

sahelp. And with the compass to steer by they wove a path among the tower
ing trees, rounding boles that the two of them together could not have hope

d to span with out-stretched arms.

The bike seemed uninjured, but Nick had to wheel it along, walking besideit.
There was no opening through which they dared ride. Linda carried her duffel
bag slung over her shoulder by its cords and had let Lung down to patter alo
ng over the thick layers of countless years of fallen leaves. The little dog

seemed to have lost hisfear. But, while he sniffed at a moldering branch now
and then, or snuffed into a pile of last season's |eaves, he made no effort

to pull to the end of hisleash, staying close to Linda

Though the trees about them were awe inspiring, there were sounds in thisfo
rest familiar enough to allay some of their distrust. For there were not onl

y birds to be heard and sometimes seen, but those winged inhabitants appeare

d unusually fearless as well as curious about the intruders.

Intruders Nick felt they were. This was a place that did not know man and h

ad no idea of his species destructiveness. The barked giants about them ha

d never felt the bite of axe and stood in arrogant pride. Had it not been f

or that gabble from the transistor Nick would have suspicions that the phen

omena, which haunted the Cut-Off had brought them to a space where hiskind
had never existed at all.

"It-it isso quiet." Lindamoved closer, laid one hand on the bike near his,
"Except for the birds. | never saw woods like this before. The trees-they a
re huge! When | was little my aunt had an old copy of Swiss Family Robinson-

there was atreein it that they turned into a house. Y ou could do that with
most of these."

Nick had one eye on the compass. They had had to make a good many detours,
but they were still heading for the lake. Only here among all these treesi

t was hard to judge distance. Surely they couldn't be too far away from it
now. But-what if there was no lake here?

He wanted that lake, he had to seeit. The body of water was a promise of s

ecurity somehow-without the lake they would be lost entirely. Nick hardly h



eard Linda's comment, he was so intent on willing the lake to be waiting fo

r them, hoping that the stand of trees would soon thin so they could glimps

eit.

"Nick!" Lindas hand flew from the bike to his wrist, tightened about itin a

convulsive grip.

But he had seen it too.

They closed ranks, the bike between them. Lung lunged to the full length of
his leash, set up afrenzied barking, not unlike that with which he had chal
lenged Rufus. It was plain what he saw he resented.

Where it had come from was a minor mystery. For it was such a shimmering,
dazzling white in this greenish gloom that it caught and held the eye aimo

st at once. Y et they were so suddenly aware of it that it might have emerg

ed from the tree against whose bark it was now framed.

"[-don't-believe-" Linda's voice trailed away. She saw it, Nick saw it. And so
did Lung, still dancing on two hind feet at the farthest reach of his leash,

jerking the strap in her hands, waving his forepaws in the air with his furiou
sdesire to be at this new enemy.

"What do you see?' Nick'swrist was still in her tight grasp. They had both t
aken knocks back there in their rough transition into this alien world. Perha
ps this was a collective hallucination. Only-would the dog share it?

"A unicorn," she answered. "Don't-don't you see it, too?"

The creature was about the size of alarge pony, not a horse, Nick thought.
Its coat was that dazzling white, amost a source of light. The mane and tai

| were also white. But that single spiraled horn set just between and above
the creature's wide dark eyes was golden. And it, too, glowed. This was cert
ainly the fabled unicorn, as Nick had seen it in reproductions of medieval p
aintings.

It stared back at them and then tossed its head, so that the forehead fringe

of mane about the base of the incredible horn lifted. Then the creature pawed
the earth with one slender hoof, lowered its head, and snorted at Lung as if
replying to the Peke's shrill challenge. To all appearances, Nick thought it
real enough.

Once more it tossed its head and then turned and paced away among the tree
trunks, its white glow speedily lost.

"But unicorns-they are not-they never were alive," Linda said in avoice har
dly above awhisper.

Something he had read came to Nick's mind then. All the old legends of drag
ons and griffins, the People of the Hills, the very core of folklore and my
th-men had believed in them for along time, had sworn oaths in court that
they had seen such, had had converse with the more humanlike figures of an
unnatural, magical world. Could it have been that, just as he, Lindaand Lu
ng had been caught up in some force that had deposited them here, some of t



he creatures native to this world had been dropped into theirs? But a unico
rn! Now that it was gone Nick had already begun to doubt what he had seen,
to try to rationalizeit.

"Wait here!" he ordered Linda and started for the place where the animal h
ad stood. There he went down on one knee to examine the thick leaf mold. T
hen he wished he had not, for it was cut and patterned by tracks. Somethin

g had been there, unicorn or not.

Nick hurried back to Linda and the bike. They must get out of these woods a
squickly asthey could. For that sensation, which had come upon him earlie
r was back full force. They were under observation-by the unicorn? It did n
ot matter. Nick was aware they were invadersin this place. And sometimesi
ntruders meet with active retaliation.

"| did see aunicorn," Linda was repeating, apparently to herself. "It wasri
ght there, under that tree. | haveto believe that | saw it-believe that or-I

just have to believeit!" She had picked up Lung, holding him high on her br
east so his silken head was right under her chin. The Peke had stopped barkin
g and was licking her face, or as much of it as his tongue could reach.

"Let's get going." Nick's tone was rough. They must get away-out into the op
en, if they could find any open.

The compass did bring them out afew minutes later into a space where the gi
ant trees ceased and brush took their places. They pushed through the thinne
st section of this and came to an expanse of tall grass, which in turn gave
way to reeds bordering the lake-or alake.

Along the shoreline, they could see no cabins, though by now Nick had ceas
ed to hope to find those, or any sign that their own species had ever been
there. Wading through the shallows were several herons that paid no atten
tion to the newcomers. And in arough pasture farther to the south animals
were grazing. They were so light of hide Nick wondered if they had chance
d upon asmall herd of unicorns. Then one raised its head and showed branc
hed antlers. But who had ever heard of silver-gray deer?

"There're no cabins-" Lindaloosed her hold on the bike, let her duffel bag
thump to the ground. "Nick, what are we going to do?"'

He shrugged. "I don't know." He was no superman, no use in her turning to h
im asif he could get them out of this by flexing his muscles or something
like that. "If you want to know the truth, I'm hungry. We might as well eat

By the angle of the sun it must be close to noon. And he was hungry. It app
eared that even ajump acrosstime (if that was what had really happened to
them) was not enough to subdue one's appetite.

"Hungry!" Linda repeated. Then she laughed, even if it was a small and diffi
cult sound. "Why, | guess| am, too."

The grazing deer paid no attention to them. And, here in the open, nothing ¢



ould sneak up on them without attracting attention. Linda moved on to aplac
e where the grass did not appear astall.

"Here's agood place." She beckoned asif thiswere an ordinary picnic. But
Nick thought now about food. Not of how hungry he was, but of the meagerne
ss of the rations they carried.

He had been depending on the store of canned goods at the cabin, and all el
se he had was what he had picked up at the store. That would not last long.
Then they would haveto live off the country. But what if they could not?
Even in the countryside of his own world he did not know much about what ¢
ould be eaten in the way of berries (if any could be found) or other growi

ng things, except those from gardens. There were survival books supposed t
o explain just how you could live off the wild, but such knowledge had nev
er appealed to him and he had never read one. No, they would haveto go li
ght on their provisions. Back in the jeep-if they could find their way bac
k-were the two melons and all those cases of drinks. But that was not much.
He squatted down on his heels, facing Lindawho had settled cross-legged in
the grass.

"Listen-about food-I don't have much. Y ou have anything in that?' He pointe
d to her bag.

"Y ou mean-" He could see from the expression on her face that she underst
ood. Then she went on, steadily enough. "Y ou mean we might not be able to
find anything to eat here?"

"WEell, there might be fish in the lake. And there are blackberries-at least t
here were blackberries near our cabin. But thisisn't our lake. We had better
go easy with what we have until we know the score.”

Linda pulled at the knotted drawstring of the duffel bag. "I don't have much,
but | was taking two boxes of peanut brittle up to Jane, and atin of Englis

h toffee-Jane loves peanut brittle and Ron has this thing about toffee-the ru
m-flavored kind. There're the melons and all that Coke and stuff back in the

jeep. But it's heavy to carry. | don't think we can pack it along with us. Ni

ck, where will we go? There're no houses here, and beyond there"-she pointed

to the far side of the lake-"it looks like more woods."

She wasright. There was a dark rise of trees over there, matching that fro

m which they had just emerged. In fact, as far as Nick could see, though th

e lake curved farther south and that end of it was now hidden, the water wa
sringed by forest. Suppose they did work through that, and they had no ide
a how many miles of it there were, what lay beyond? He had a hazy idea, fro
m anovel he had read concerning the early American wilderness, that such g
rowth could extend across a state with very few breaks.

"I don't know," he said frankly again. "But |'d rather be herein the open t
han under the trees. We can move down to the end of the lake-there's an ouitl
et-the Deep Run-there, if thisislike our lake. Maybe we could work out of



the woods using that for aguide." He was rather proud of himself for rememb
ering that.
"If thislakeislike the one you know," she commented. "Doesit look like it,
really, Nick?"'
He stood up, shading his eyes against the glare of the sun, which was hot no
w, but not as hot, he thought, as it might have been in their world. Slowly
he studied the part of the lake visible from here. It was hard to equate thi
s untouched, wild land with that where cabins and small docks were visible.
But he was almost certain the contours of the shoreline were not too dissimi
lar from those he had known since he was small. And he said so.
"Do you suppose,” Linda asked, "that we have gone back in time-that we're
in the country that existed long before our people came into it? That-that
we may meet Indians?' She shot another wary glance at the woods.
"That would not explain the unicorn. Nor gray deer-" Nick indicated the pe
acefully grazing herd. "We could be in an aternate world." "He was unroll
ing the package of food from the store, but now his hands were still as he
thought of what he was saying. Alternate worlds, time travel-such things
did not exist! They could not-not for Nick Shaw a very ordinary person who
only wanted a quiet weekend for himself. He was Nick Shaw, he was alive,
yet this was happening! Unless, of course, he had really knocked himself o
ut back there with the bike and maybe now was in a hospital with avivid d
ream-
"Alternate world? But unicorns-they never existed at all. They are only fair
y tales." Linda shook her head. "Nick!" For the second time her voice soared
up and she caught at him. "Nick, ook there! Isn't that smoke?"
She pointed south beyond the deer and he followed her finger with his ga
ze. She wasright! From somewhere in the brush beyond the meadowland a b
eacon of smoke was rising. And smoke could mean only one thing-people! T
ed and Ben-trapped here all those years! Nick's thought flew first to th
em. But company-company to help them, to let them know they were not alo
nein anightmare!
Hastily he repacked the food, put the bag back on the bike. He wished they
dared ride, but it would be folly to try. And they had better be careful ab
out getting around those deer. The animals looked harmless enough but that
was not saying they would remain so if alarmed.
They wanted to run, but the grass tangled and pulled at their feet and the b
ike wheels, so that they floundered along at little better than awalking pa
ce. Also, at Nick's insistence, they made a detour around the edge of the op
en space where the deer were, putting a screen of brush - between them and t
he animals. And they froze once as the stag that was the leader flung up its
head and stared straight at the bush behind which they happened to be.
Nick felt very naked and exposed then. He had heard that if you were absolu



tely still animals would lose interest in you and he scowled awarning at L
inda. She nodded, holding her hand about Lung's muzzle. But the Peke appear

ed to understand and did not fight for his freedom and a chance to bark.

The stag watched them, or at least Nick thought they were its quarry. But a

fter atime when the two dared hardly draw afull breath, the stag grunted

and trotted toward the lake. When it was what seemed to Nick a safe distanc

e away they hurried on.

But this closer sight of the deer presented another puzzle. Surely these gra

y animals were larger than those of Nick's own world, differingin sizeast
hey did in color. He wished he knew more, could get enough hints to answer s
ome of his questions, if those might be answered at all.

They moved on, around the curve in the lake. Y es, there was the opening to
Deep Run. So this place did follow the general pattern of their own world

. And the smoke rose near the mouth of the Run. Nick felt some return of s
atisfaction at being proved right on one point of geography. But his trium

ph was speedily dashed. " Stand where you are, chums!™

3

Lung broke into awild barking, facing the bush screen from behind which t
hat order had come. Nick halted, though Lindatook a step or two asif the
plunging of the now aroused Peke pulled her ahead.

Nick touched her arm with one hand, with the other he steadied the bike.
"Who are you?' he demanded of the bush and was inwardly glad his voice w

as so even and controlled. Ted- Ben? Some other who had preceded them in

to this alien world?

There was a moment of silence, so prolonged that Nick wondered if the chal
lenger had faded into deeper cover, tricking them into a halt while he wit
hdrew. But why would anyone be so elusive? The stranger in hiding could ce
rtainly see they were harmless.

Then the bushes parted and a man came into the open. He was very ordinary |
ooking, alittle shorter than Nick, but broader of shoulder, his bulk of bo

dy enhanced by the garment he wore, a coverall. Perched on hishead wasah
elmet rather like an inverted basin, and he had on thick boots.

His face was round and there was a thick brush of moustache, grayish red, h
af hiding his mouth. In one hand he carried-

A dlingshot |

Viewing that, Nick could have laughed, except there was something in the s

tranger's attitude that did not permit such areaction to his childish wea

pon. And there was avery faint stir of memory deep in Nick's mind. Somewh
ere, sometime, he had seen a man wearing just such clothing. But where and
when?

As yet the newcomer had given no answer to Nick's question. Instead he eyed t



hem narrowly. Lung, straining to the very end of his leash, was sniffing, his
barking having subsided, sniffing asif to set this stranger's scent deep in

his catalog of such odors.

If the stranger intended to overawe them with such a beginning, Nick refused
to yield.

"| asked," he said, "who are you?'

"And | heard you, chum. | ain't lost the use of m' ears, not yet. I'm Sam Str
oud, Warden of Harkaway Place, if it's anything to you. Which I'm laying odds
, itain't. There'sjust the two of you?"

He watched them closely, amost asif he expected them to be the van of ala
rger party. Linda brokein:

"Warden! Nick, he's dressed like an air raid warden- one of those in the pict
ure about the Battle of Britain they showed in our history course.”

English! That explained his accent. But what was an Englishman in the unifo
rm of a service thirty yearsin the past doing here? Nick did not want to a
ccept the suggestion the discovery brought.

"Is sheright?' He added a second question to the first. "Y ou are that kind o

f warden?"

"That's so. Supposin', m'lad, you speak up now. Who are you? An' thisyoun
g lady here?"

"She's Linda Durant and I'm Nick Shaw. We're-we're Americans.”

Stroud raised a thick hand and rubbed his jaw. "Well, now-Americans, hey?
Caught right in your own country?"

"Yes. We were just heading for alake-like this lake- then suddenly we were
here. Where is here?"'

Stroud made a sound that might have been intended for a bark of laughter, ex
cept there was very little humor in it.

"Now that's a question, Shaw, which nobody seems able to answer. The Vica
r, he's got one or two ideas-pretty wide they are-but we've never been ab

le to prove them one way or another. When did you come through?"

"Not too long ago," Linda answered. "Is that your fire making the smoke? W
e're awfully hungry and we were just going to eat when we saw it and came

aong..."

"Y ou have some supplies?' Stroud rammed the slingshot back under the belt of
his boiler suit. "All right, come ahead." He turned alittle toward the bus

h from which he had emerged, put two fingersto his lips and gave alow, but
carrying whistle. "You ain't bait asfar as| can see."

"Bait?' Nick did not like the sound of that.

Again Stroud gave his crow of laughter. "Bait, yes. You'll learn, m'lad, you'

[l learn. Thisway now, an' mind the bushes..."

He pushed ahead and they followed in away which to Nick's eyes used all avai
lable cover. But if there was such a need to hide, why then did they allow sm



oketo rise like abanner in the air? Only amoment later, he realized that t
hey were not heading toward the site of that fire, but well to the left of it

Linda must have made the same discovery, for now she asked:
"Aren't we going to your camp?"
"Right ahead-" Stroud's deep voice reached them. "Mind this vine, enough to
tripamanupitis.”
Nick had to mind the vine, atough cover on the ground, with attention. It ca
ught at the bike, aswell as at his feet, with such persistence one could alm
ost believe it a set trap. Twice he had to stop and untangle it, so that Stro
ud and Linda had disappeared and he had only the marks of their passing to gu
ide him on atrail that took them farther and farther from the site of the fi
re and then curved again toward the Run.
He came out at last in aclearing walled by what seemed a solid siding of t
hick brush. And there he found Stroud, Linda, and three others. Two were me
n, the third awoman. They had been facing Linda, but, as Nick pushed hisw
ay through with a crackling of brush, they turned almost as one to stare at
him.
The men were in contrast to each other as well asto Stroud. One was elderly
, very tall and gaunt, hiswhite hair in a fluff about his head asif it wer
e too fine to be controlled. He had a great forward hook of a nose that was
matched by the firmness of the jaw beneath. But his eyes, under the shadow o
f bushy brows, did not have the fierce hawk glare Nick expected. They werei
ntelligent and full of interest, but they also held an acceptance of others,
not the need for dominance that the rest of his face suggested.
He wore adark gray suit, much the worse for hard usage, and a sweater unde
rneath its coat that did not come high enough to hide a clergyman's roundab
out collar. On hisfeet were rough hide moccasins, which were in strange co
ntrast to the rest of his clothing, shabby as that was.
The younger man was an inch or two taller than Nick and, like Stroud, he wa
sin uniform, but not that of a warden. His blue tunic was much worn, but t
here were wings on its breast, and he had pushed to the back of hisblond h
ead a pilot's cap.
Their feminine companion was almost as tall as the pilot and she, too, was
in uniform, with badges Nick did not recognize on the shoulder. A helmet
like the Warden's crowned a mass of unruly dark hair. Her figure was almos
t aslean asthat of the clergyman, and her face, weathered and brown, mad
e no pretense to good looks. Y et there was an air of competence and author
ity about her that was impressive.
"Americans," she commented. "Then," she spoke to the clergyman, "you were
entirely right in your surmise, Adrian. We did travel farther than we thou
ght in that cage."



The blond pilot aso fingered a dlingshot. "We'd better shove off." His eyes
had gone from Nick to the brush. He had the attitude of one listening. "No
use watching the trap any longer-"

"Barry is correct,” the clergyman nodded. "We may not have had the kind of

success we hoped to obtain. But by attracting our young friends here we hav

e excellent results.”

"Better introduce ourselves," the woman said briskly. "Adrian Hadlett, Vic
ar of Minton Parva." The clergyman gave an old-fashioned and rather majest
ic inclination of his head. "Pilot Officer Barry Crocker, and I'm Diana Ra
msay-"

"Lady Diana Ramsay," Stroud growled as if that was important.

She made an impatient gesture with one hand. The other, Nick noted, held a

third slingshot.

"There're a couple more of us," she continued. "Y ou'll meet them at the cam

p.
Once more, this time with Nick and Linda in the midst of this energetic gr
oup, they pushed on, to come out on the bank of the Run. And not too much

farther on was their camp.

L ogs had been rolled into place and reinforced with rocks, forming what was
half-hut, half-cave. Lung set to barking as a huge, gray-furred shape, which
had been sunning by the entrance, reared back and showed a brush of tail. W
ith ears flattened to its skull, the cat faced the excited Peke with awarni

ng hiss that deepened into agrowl. Linda dropped her bag to catch up the wi
[ling warrior, holding him despite his struggles.

"Now then, Jeremiah, m'dear, that be no proper way to say good day, not at al
| it ben't."

From the door issued a small woman, to catch up the cat, a hefty armload, an
d soothe him gently with hands crook-jointed by arthritis, patched with the
brown spots of age. Her hair, as white as the Vicar's, was twisted into ati

ght little bun above a round face with a mere knob of a nose that gave very
precarious perch room to a pair of metal-framed glasses.

She lisped alittle as she spoke, perhaps because her teeth seemed uncerta
inly anchored in her mouth, but there was a bright and interested welcome

in the way she regarded the newcomers. Her dress was covered in part by an
apron of sacking and an old macintosh which swung cloak-wise from her sho
ulders. On her feet were the same kind of crude moccasins as the Vicar wor
e.

"Jean," she called back over her shoulder. "We've got company.”

The girl who came at that summons was perhaps only alittle older than Lind
a herself. She also wore a dark blue uniform, though over it she had pinned
apron-like a piece of dingy cloth, asif she hoped so to protect the only
clothing she had. Her hair was brown and sprang in waves about her tanned f



ace, aface that was pretty enough to make a man look a second time, Nick t
hought.

"Americans." Lady Diana again carried through the ritual of introduction

S. "Linda Durant, Nicholas Shaw. And thisis Mrs. Maude Clapp and Jean R
ichards, who isaWREN."

"WREN?"' repeated Nick, alittle bewildered.

The girl smiled. "Women's Royal Naval Service-| believe you call yours
WAVES."

"Well now, didn't | tell you that the dream | had me last night was atrue on
e?' Mrs. Clapp's voice was cheery with open friendliness. "Company comin', th
at it was. An' we've fish all ready to fry out nice'n crisp. Couldn't have be
en luckier, now, could it?' she asked of the company at large, but not as if
she expected any real answer. "Jeremiah here, he won't take at your little do
g, Miss, if the dog don't take at him. Jeremiah, he ain't a quarrel some beast

"I hope Lung isn't." In Linda's hold the Peke had he-come quiet. Now she
swung him up so she could view him eye to eye. "Lung, friend, friend!" Sh

e spoke with emphasis, then turned the dog around to face the big cat who

m Mrs. Clapp had put on the ground once more. "Friend, Lung!"

The Peke flashed his tongue across his own nose. But when Linda set him dow
n he settled by her feet, quiet, asif he had not been only moments earlier

in afrenzy against atribal enemy.

Nick offered his own supplies.

"Bread!" Mrs. Clapp opened the bag and sniffed ecstatically at its contents. "
Fresh bread! Lands, | almost forgot what it smellslike, let aone tastes."”
Nick had grounded the bike. Now he stood a little to one side glancing from
the pilot Crocker to the girl Jean, then on to Stroud in his warden's unifor

m. Crocker, unless Nick was a very poor judge of ages, wasin his early twen
ties, Jean even younger. They could not be as old as Stroud's uniform sugges
ted. But-

"Something bothers you, my boy?" It was the Vicar. And without thinking N
ick asked his question baldly:

"Do you mind telling me, sir-how long have you been here?"

The Vicar smiled wearily. "That-that may be impossible. We tried to keep a
record in the beginning, but after they captured us and brought us here-"

He shrugged. "By a matter of seasons, | should judge about four years. Th
eraid hit Minton Parvathe evening of July 24, 1942. | think we all have
reason to remember that. We were in the crypt shelter of the church. Mrs.
Clapp is, was, my housekeeper. Lady Diana had come to see me about the hos
pital fund. Jean and Barry were on their way down to the station to taket
he train back, they were both returning from leave. And Stroud had come to

check up on our supplies-when the alert sounded and we all went into the



crypt. There was a sound-frankly, Shaw, we .all believed it wasthe end. A

nd then-somehow we were out of the church, out of even the England that we
knew ..."

He hesitated. Those tired, but very keen eyes had been watching Nick's fac

e. Now the Vicar's expression changed.

"Y ou know something, don't you, my boy? Something that is disturbing you.
What isit?'

"Time, sir. You say you think you have been here about four years. But toda

y iswas-July 21, 1972."

He expected the Vicar to challenge him on that. It was not believable, not i

f Hadlett had been speaking the truth. And Nick was sure he had.

"July 21, 1972," repeated the Vicar slowly. "No, | do not doubt you, my boy,

as| think you are expecting. It istoo apt, it bears out all the old tales.
But-1972-thirty years- What happened there-thirty years back?"

"Thirty yearswhat? . . ." Crocker lounged over to them. He had been morein

tent on the motorbike than he had on their conversation, but now he looked a

t Hadlett alertly. "What is this about thirty years?"

"Tell him your date," the Vicar said to Nick asif his saying it would make

the deeper impression.

"The date today-it's July 21, 1972," Nick returned. Hadlett had accepted tha

t without question, but would the others?

"Nineteen seventy-two," repeated the pilot blankly. "But-it's impossi ble-Pad
re, it's about 1946, unless we counted wrong, and a man can't tick off thirt

y years that way without knowing it!"

It was Lady Dianawho had listened this time. "Adrian, then you were right.
It'slikethe old tales, isn't it? Thirty years-" She looked beyond them to

where the water curled around the stones in the even flowing Run. "Eighty-fi

ve-but I'm not, Adrian, I'm no older-"

"That, too was part of those same old tales, Diana," he said.

"No!" Crocker protested. "Thiskid hasit all wrong, he's one of Them may
be. How do we know-" He was backing away from Nick, the slingshot again i
n his hand. "He's working for Them, sent to break us down with a story li

ke that!"

"Here-what's goin' on?' Stroud bore down on them. "What's this talk about
Them?"'

Crocker burst out with his accusation. And there was open anger in hisvoic

e as he turned on the Warden. "We brought these two here-next They will be

coming! Tell usthat we've been here thirty years! That's alie no one'sgo

ing to believe."

"Now, then." Stroud's hand was on Crocker's shoulder.

"Take areef on that there tongue of yours, Barry. These don't smell like the
Herald do they? An' when did the flying devils use bait? They zoomsright in



an' takes what they wants, no frills about it. All right, you say it's 1972
back there-what happened to the war?"
Stroud's rumble had drawn them all. They made a semicircle, looking at Nic
k, some with speculative, Crocker with accusing, eyes.
"That ended in '45." Nick searched memory for an account of the conflict that
had ended before he was born, but that to this handful was still vividly at
hreat.
"Who won?' demanded Crocker angrily, asif by his answer Nick would be
judged.
"We did-the alies. We invaded and took Germany from one side, the Russia
ns came in from the other-they got Berlin. Hitler killed himself beforet
hey got to him. And we dropped the atom bomb on Hiroshima and Nagasaki-th
en the Japanese surrendered that same year."
"Atom bomb?' Crocker no longer sounded angry, but rather dazed.
"Y es. Wiped out both cities." Nick remembered the accounts of that and hope
d he would not have to go into details.
"And now-?" the Vicar asked after a pause, while his companions stared at N
ick as if he were speaking a foreign language.
"WEell, there's still trouble. The Korean War and now the onein Vietnam, w
e're standing off Communist expansion. China has gone Communist, and Russi
astill has half of Germany under control-the eastern part. But we've made
two manned landings on the Moon." He tried to think of what had been prog
ress and not just dreary wrangling. "And now we are planning to put a stat
ion into space. But-1 can't tell you everything that happened. England-the
y've given up the Empire, and they had a Labor government for along time-
it's been tough over there-awfully high taxes and slipping back-"
"Thirty years, yes, alot can happen." The Vicar nodded. "And still wars-"
"Please." Lindabroke into the quiet that followed his comment. "If you ca
me here from England and we from Ohio- Did you get across the ocean some w
ay? Or isthisal just one country?"'
The Vicar shook his head. "No, the general contours of this world seem geog
raphically aligned to those of our own. This continent and England appear m
uch as they must have in avery remote past before men began to tame the la
nd. We were brought to this continent as prisoners. Only by the grace of Go
d were we able to escape. Since then we have been trying to devise away to
return. Only | fear that this world has no shipsto offer us. But oursis
avery long and complicated story and | would suggest we tell it by degrees
, perhaps over some of Mrs. Clapp's excellently cooked fish. Shall we?"
Perhaps it was the return to tasks they all knew and had shared for some ti
me that relieved the tension. They got ready for the meal. And passing arou
nd the bread Nick had brought apparently made this a feast.
Hadlett turned aroll about in hisfingers. "Y ou! never know how much you m



iss the small, things of life"-he used a cliche to express the truth-"until
they are taken from you. Bread we cannot produce here. Though Mrs. Clapp h
as experimented with groundnuts and seeds from a wild grass not unlike oats
. It isgood to eat bread again."
"Y ou said you were brought here as prisoners." Nick wanted to know the w
orst of what might now menace them.
"Ah, yes.. It is best that you be warned." The Vicar swallowed a bite of rol
|. "Thisisavery strange world and, though it has not been for want of try
ing, we have not penetrated very far into its secrets. But we believe that i
t is somehow parallel with our own, though obvioudly different. Sometimein
the past, we do not know how far past, there was apparently aforce set into
being, that could reach into our own world at specia places and draw out p
eople. There are many storiesin our own world of mysterious disappearances.”
Nick nodded. "More and more of those have been collected recently into bo
oks. We came from a place that has such a reputation-many disappearances
over the years."
"Just so. And our church at Minton Parvawas situated near a fairy mound-"
"Fairy mound?' Nick was startled. What was the meaning of that?
"No, | am not trying in any fashion to be amusing, my boy. In Britain we ha
ve avery long history-considered today to be legend-of disappearances near
such sites. People 'fairy taken," who sometimes reappeared years, even gen
erations, after their disappearances, with an explanation of spending a day
, or amonth, or ayear in another world, these are common in our folklore."
"Then," Linda broke in, "we can go back!" She had been holding Lung, and pe
rhaps her hands closed too tightly on the small dog, for he gave a whine of
protest.
"That," the Vicar told her gravely, "we do not know. But our own efforts ha
ve failed. And-we have seen enough here during our wanderings to suggest th
at such escapes, or returns, must be very exceptional .”
Linda, still holding Lung in her arms, was on her feet. She stood so for a
moment, her glance sweeping from face to face, ending with Nick. And it was
to him that she spoke directly, asif she was prepared to believe him over
whatever the others might say.
"Do you think we can get back?"
He had the choice of lying, of trying to be easy with her. But somehow he co
uld not do it.
"No one ever went back through the Cut-Off that we knew of." In hisown ea
rs his voice sounded harsh.
Her face was blank of expression. She turned abruptly and began to walk awa
y, her walk becoming swifter as she went. Nick got up to start after her.
"No." Shedid not turn to look at him, but it was asif she knew he would fol
low. "Let me alone-just let me alone for awhile!"



And such was the force of the way she spoke that he stopped, uncertain ast
0 whether he should force his company on her or not.

"Jean." It was Hadlett who spoke. " See that sheis safe, but let her be. We mu
st all fate our truths as best we can."

The English girl passed Nick. He turned to the others.

"See that sheis safe?' he repeated. "And you were prisoners. Who and what d
o you haveto fear? Let's haveit straight!"

"Good enough." Stroud had been eating stolidly. Now he leaned back against

one of the logs helping to form their shelter. "We're not alone here, you m
ust have guessed that. And as far as we've been able to find out there's th

ree kinds of people-or things-or whatever you want to name 'em.

"There's some like us who have been caught. We tried to make talk with acou
ple of crowds like ours-or we think they're like us. But they don't understa
nd. The last time it was soldiers, an' we got shot at. Not our soldiers-they
looked Chinese.

"Then there's the Herald an' those who listen to him an' change-" He spat o
ut that last word asiif it were some obscenity. "The Herald-he may always h

ave been here, native to thisworld. He has the cities an' the People with

him. He wants us. Soon as he finds out about you two he will come snoopin'.
All we know isif you take what he has to offer, then you change. After th

at you're not aman or awoman any more, you're something different. We are
n't havin' any of that. Y ou won't either, if you have sense.

"Third-there's the flyer hunters. They ain't o' this world anymore than we a
re. Only intheir flyersthey can get in an' out. One of their planes winks

into the air an', 'fore you know it, they have you netted. | don't know what
they do with the poor devilsthey catch, outside of shut 'em up in cagesli

ke we was. But we were lucky. The ship that caged us, it got something wrong
. Made a crash landin' here an' we escaped 'cause the crew were wiped out. T
hat's when we found out they'd brought us out of England.”

"But your smoke-you talked about bait. What-or who-were you trying to cat

ch?

Stroud grunted. "Not the flyers or the Herald, you can bet. No, we came acr

0ss some tracks yesterday, mixed, women an' children. We got to thinkin' it
was another crowd we could meet up with an' not get shot at. Of course, th

ey might be dream things. But we figured it wouldn't do no harm to set up a
signal an' see what came lookin'."

"They set traps,” Crocker commented. "We thought we'd try one, but not fo

r Them."

"Y ou meant the hunters?' Nick was confused. After Stroud's story of the f

lyers he wondered that these people wanted to pull such a menace down on

them.

"No, either the other drifters, or else the changed ones-if they were changed



an' not just born that way."

"We saw-or thought we saw," Nick said slowly, "aunicorn when we were b
ack in the woods. Was that what you mean by changed ones?"

"Not quite," the Vicar answered him. "We've seen a good many strange beasts
and birds and things that combine two or more species. But such do not threa
ten us, and we believe they are native here. Perhaps from time to tunein th

e past they strayed into our world to leave legends behind them. We have yet
to meet adragon, but | would not swear that none exist here. The changed o
nes-they are human for the most part in general appearance. It is the small
details-certainly their 'powers,' which is the best word to use for their ab
ilities-that betray them. The People of the Hills are very old."

"We stay near the woods'-Stroud nodded at a stand of trees not more than af
ew strides away-"because the flyers can't get in under those to reach us. So
far we haven't seen many of 'em. They come in waves like-we'll have a sky f
ull of them for afew days-then they're gone. An' aslong as we keep away fr
om the citieswe're al right. The flyers got a hate for the cities-try to b

omb ‘em."”

"Not bomb, | told you, Stroud!" Crocker cut in. "They don't bomb. In fact |
don't see what they do-though it must be some type of raid the way they co
me over. Whatever they try to accomplish, it doesn't cause any damage-none

that we can see. The cities are safe.”

"For them as wants to be changed," Mrs. Clapp observed. "But we ain't them
Nick felt asif his head was spinning. It would seem that life here was com
plicated past even the many perils that now threatened his own time and spa
ce. Thisband, which had continued existence together as a group, displayed
great hardiness and determination. Undoubtedly he and Linda had been lucky
in this meeting. What if they had wandered on, on their own, to face all t
hese threats without warning?

He tried to express hisrelief at their good fortune, and the Vicar smiled gent
ly.

"Y ou, yourself, have a part in your future, my boy. Y ou have managed to adj
ust to a situation that might indeed have threatened your reason. We have s
een the pitiful ending of one man who could not accept his transition. Acce
ptance is necessary."

Nick saw Linda and Jean coming back along the bank of the Run. So much h
ad happened. Had he really accepted as Hadlett said, or was this all som

e kind of crazy dream from which he could not wake? Would there come at
ime when it would hit him asit had Linda, and he must make his peace wi

th what seemed insanity?

4



Outside the rain was falling steadily. It had begun at sunset and had contin
ued. Nick could hear the even breathing of those asleep around him in what w
as now a crowded shelter. But he could not sleep, rather lay close to the do

or staring out into the dark, listening.

The sound had started some time ago, very faint and far away. But it had caug
ht his attention and now, tense, he listened with al his might, trying to se
parate that rise and fall of distant melody from the gurgle of the Run, ther
an.

Nick could not tell whether it was singing or music, he could not even be su
re it had not died away upon occasion and then begun again, faint, far away-
drawing- For, the longer he listened, the more he was caught in a net of des
ire. A need to answer moved him, in spite of the rain, the utter dark of the
night in a hostile land.

Sweet-low-but now and then clear and true. Nick thought he could almost di
stinguish words. And when that happened hisinner excitement grew until he
could hardly control it. Run-out into the night-answer-

Nick sat up now, his breath coming faster asif he had already been runnin

g. There was movement behind him in the shelter.

"Lorelei-" Hadlett's precise, gentle voice was a whisper.

"Lorelel," Nick repeated and swallowed. He was not going, he dared not. Cau

tion born of hisbasic sense of self-preservation was alert, warning-He dar

ed not.

"A lure," the Vicar continued. "The rain appears to produceit. Or else the
proximity of water. There is this you must understand-part of those who are
the permanent inhabitants are well intentioned toward us, or neutral, others
are merely maliciously spiteful. A few are blackly evil. Since we cannot gu
ess which are which, we must be ever on guard. But we have proof of the Lore
lei-we withessed the results of its-feeding. Oh, not on flesh and blood-it f
eeds on the life-force. What is left isan empty husk. Yet itslureis so st

rong that, even knowing what it may do, men have goneto it."

"I know why," Nick said. His hands were balled into fists so tightly that his
nails, short as they were, cut into his skin. For even as Hadlett had been t
alking that sound swelled. Now, in growing fear, he raised hisfingersto his
ears, plugged out the melody.

How long he sat so, or if the Vicar continued to talk to him, Nick did not k
now. But at last he allowed his hands to fall, dared to listen again. There

was nothing now but the rain and the stream. With a sigh of relief he settle

d back on the pile of dried stuff that formed his bed. Later he dlept and dr
eamed. But as important as those dreams seemed, he could not remember them p
ast waking.

For two days thereafter they might have been camping out on a normal country
side with no sign that they shared the land, untouched asit was by ax, uncu



t by road. Fishing was good, and in addition there were ripe berriesand av
ariety of headed grass close to the grain of their own world, which could be
harvested. Nick learned that this shelter by the river was not the permanen
t base of the party, but that they had a cave farther north they considered
their headquarters. They were engaged now in making a series of exploratory
trips.
Using the compass on the second day Nick managed to guide Stroud and Cro
cker back to the jeep.
"Tidy little jumper." The Warden considered the machine regretfully. "No get
ting it out of that pinch though."
Nick had gone straight to the cargo, those cases of drinks and the melons,
But someone or something had been there before him. All that remained wer
e a couple of smashed bottles.
"Pity," Stroud commented. "Not a pint of the old stuff, maybe, but we coul
d've used it. What do you say, Barry-who nosed in ahead of us?'
The pilot had been inspecting the leaf mold around the stranded jeep.
"Boots-army issue, I'd say. Those Chinese maybe. They could have drifted do
wn thisway. But it was in the early part of the evening, maybe the afterno
on." He squatted on his heels, using atwig to point out what he could read
stamped into the ground. "There's been a slinker here, its pads cover one
of the boot marks, and those don't go prowling until dark. Anything else wo
rth taking?’
Stroud was searching the jeep with the care of an experienced scrounger.
"Tool kit." He had unrolled a bundle that he had found under the seat to reve
a acouple of wrenches and some other tools. "That's all, I'd say."
Nick stood near the tree against which the jeep nosed. This had been the mi
ddle of the Cut-Off. Y et looking around now he could not believeit.
"What caused it-our coming through?' he asked, though he did not expect a
ny answer.
Stroud had rewrapped the tools, his face mirroring his satisfaction in the fi
nd. Now he looked up.
"There was atalk | heard-about our world running on electromagnetism. Thi
s brain who was talkin', he said we were all-every one of us, men, animals
, trees, grass, everything-really electrical devices, we vibrate somehow.
Though most of us don't know it. Then he went on to say as how we have bee
n using more an' more electricity an' how now some small thing like a radi
0 or such can throw out force enough to stop a much larger power source wi
thout meanin' to.
"He waswarnin' us, said we were usin' forces we didn't fully understand, w
ithout carin'. An' something might just happen to lead to a big blowup some
day. Maybe these places we come through work that way. The Vicar, he think
salot about it, an' he said that once."



"But we've been using electricity only close to a hundred years, and people
dlsappeared this way before that. Right here." Nick pointed to the trapped
jeep. "We had records of people disappearing here going as far back aswhe
n the white men first moved in, and that's about one hundred seventy years.
According to your Vicar it goes much farther back in your country."

Stroud shrugged. "Don't know what works the traps. But we're here, ain't we
? An' we'll probably stay, seein' as how we ain't goin' to get back across

the ocean by wadin'. An' what about you, Shaw, any chance of your findin' a
way back from here?"

Nick shook his head. The solidity of the tree he could touch, the scene abo
ut him, was manifest. And no one had ever returned from the Cut-Off once th
ey had gone. The sudden realization of that closed in on him as it must hav
eon Linda earlier. He wanted to scream, to run, to allow his panic some ph

ysical expression. Somehow he did not dare, for if he lost control now, he

was sure, he could never regain it.

His fingers dug into tree bark. No-he was not going to scream-was not going
to break!

There was a sharp sound from the jeep. Stroud threw himself flat on the sea
t. Crocker went to earth as quickly. Nick stared, not understanding. Then h

e saw it lying on. the ground. A spear- They were under attack. He crouched
, sought cover.

Nick listened for another sound, warning of an outright attack. He had no w
eapon, not even a stone, with which to defend himself. The quiet was absolu

te, no birdcall, not even arustle of breeze in the foliage above them. Str

oud and Crocker had their slingshots-but what use were those here?

Nick studied the spear. It had made a dent in the side of the jeep. That he
could see. But the weapon was outside his own experience. In thefirst pla
ce the shaft was shorter than he would imagine it should be. The point was
metal with four corners united. He knew next to nothing of primitive weapon
s but he thought it was not American Indian-if Indians did roam this world.

The spear, the silence- Nick found himself trying to breathe aslightly a

s possible. This waiting-when would come the attack? And from which direc

tion? They could be completely surrounded right now. His back felt very n
aked, asif at any moment another of those weapons might thud homein his
own body.

He could see neither Stroud (who must have squeezed himself to the floorboar
ds of the jegp), nor Crocker. The pilot must have had training in such warfa
re, he had gone to earth so well. What did they do, just sit here and wait f

or death to come out, either silent, or in awild roaring charge they could

not counter with bare hands?

Nick's mouth was dry, his hands were so sweaty he wanted to wipe them on
his shirt, yet dared not move. What were They waiting for?



What did break the silence was the last thing he expected to hear-laughter.
So this enemy was so sure of them it could laugh! That cut through his fear

, made him angry. Funny was it?

L aughter and then a voice calling out in some incomprehensible tongue. A de
mand for their surrender, alisting of what would happen to them when they

were overrun and taken? It could be either, but Nick noted that neither of

his companions made any response to it. He could only follow their lead, ho
ping that their hard-learned lessons might in turn teach him some answer to
the local perils.

Again laughter, light, mocking- But was it threatening? It seemed rather to
have the spirit of mischief init. Something in that tone made Nick less ten

se. So he was not startled when again a voice called, thistime speaking his
own language:

"Out of hiding, fearful men! Did you believe the Dark Ones were upon you?
Scatter and hide, is that the way to greet us. you who came tramping into

our land without asking? No courtesy?"

Nick watched Stroud heave his bulk out of concealment. Apparently the Ward

en was willing to accept the harmlessness of the questioner, or el se there
was atruce on. Crocker crawled out also, and, still wanting some reassur

ance, Nick was shamed into joining him in open sight.

He was beginning to wonder how good the aim of the unseen might be. That

spear had struck well away from any of them. It could have been intended

as awarning, adrastic announcement of arrival.

"We're waiting." Stroud's voice held avery audible note of exasperation. Ni

ck could believe that the Warden was angry at his own reaction moments earli

er, though Nick would think it was better in this country to cling to cautio

n.

"No courtesy-yes," countered the unseen. "So you are waiting. What if wem

ake awall of waiting to enclose you, spin acage?' Now the voice was shar

p in return.

Nick stared in the direction from which it appeared to come. There was spa

ce there between the massive trees, but the speaker could well be conceale

d behind any trunk. He could detect no movement.

Shroud shrugged. "I don't know who you are, or what you are. Y ou offered

attack-" He was making avisible effort to reply caimly, not to cause any
more annoyance to the conceal ed speaker. "We've shown ourselves-now it's
your move."

"Move, move, move!" the voice repeated in arising chant. "A game-the he

avy-footed stumblers would play a game, would they?"

Out of nowhere flashed a ball of light. It almost touched Stroud, then halte

d in midair, bobbed up and down in awild dance around him. The Warden stood
still, his hands loose at his sides. Though he blinked when the ball seemed



ready to dash into his very face, he did not try to dodge its swift flurrie
s of seeming attack.
"A game-you play then, stumbler. Take your courage in your thoughts and p
lay!" The ball went into adazzling flurry of movement, becoming nearly t
00 blinding to watch.
With a sudden leap it abandoned Stroud, made the same threat of attack abou
t Crocker, who presented a like impassive front. Now it changed color with
eye-searing rapidity-green, blue, yellow, violet, and all shadesrippling i
n between. Never red, Nick noted, nor any shades of yellow bordering on tha
t color, nor did it reach pure white.
"Y ou do not care to play then? But the sport would be poor with you, stumbl
ers!" The ball withdrew, bobbed up and down vertically some distance away.
The glow increased so its movement wove a pillar of light, a light that con
tinued to hold when the ball itself disappeared.
Now the column of light winked out as a blown candle flame, leaving a smal
| figure. Perhaps he did not top Nick's shoulder, even with the upstanding
feather in his cap, afeather that quivered with every slight movement. B
ut he was completely humanoid in form, and by his appearance an adult male
. His face was smooth, young, and yet about him was the feeling of age and
boredom. He wore dull green breeches, the color of the leaves. They were
very tight-fitting breeches and they were matched by calf-high boots of th
e same color, only visible because they were topped with wide turn-over cuffs.
His tunic, which laced up the front and had no sleeves, was green also and e
xposed his small muscular arms. The lacings were glinting gold, aswasthe e
laborate buckle of his belt, and the clasp that fastened his cloak, which wa
s flung back over his shouldersto alow hisarms full freedom.
The cloak was scarlet, lined with green, and his cap was of the same shade.
Fair hair fell to his shoulder. And the hair held alight of its own, surrou
nding his head with a gleaming mist. He had well-cut, handsome features, onl
y Nick saw, where the locks of hair were swung back behind his ears, that th
ose were large out of proportion, rising to very discernible points.
There was a short sword, or long knife, sheathed at his belt, and he carrie
d a second spear, twin to the one lying by the jeep. His expression was one
of malicious amusement. But he did not speak. Instead he pursed hislipst
o whistle. And there was movement behind him, shadows detached themselves f
rom the tree boles to flit forward.
Humanoid the little man might be, but the force he captained was not. There
was a shambling bear that sat up on its haunches, its forepaws dangling, i
ts red tongue lolling between only too-evident teeth. Beside that crouched
a spotted cat-but what was a leopard doing in these woods? Those two of the
company Nick could readily identify-but there were others-
What name did you give a creature with a catlike, spotted body, but with fou



r limbs ending in hooves, a canine-inclined head, bearing great upstanding t

win fangsin itslower jaw and double horns sprouting at the beginning of a
horse mane just above its wide, fierce eyes? There was a second beast beside
it that might be very remotely related to awolf, save that it had amore f
ox-like head, avery dender body, the talons of agiant bird in place of fo
re-paws; the hind paws and bushy tail normal enough, if anything might be te
rmed normal in such a mixture.

The four creatures sat at ease, their glowing eyes, for even the bear's eyes g
lowed red, intent upon the three by the jeep.

"You see," the small man with a graceful wave of his hand indicated hish
oofed and clawed, and pawed companions, "our strength. Now we ask of you

your absence. Thisis our domain and you have not asked our permission to
enter it."

To his own surprise Nick found himself answering:

"We did not want entrance. We came without it being our will." He pointed
to the jeep. "One minute that was on aroad in my own world-the next it wa
Shere."

The small man lost the smile that was close to ataunt. In fact all expressio

n faded from his face. He held out his hand and the spear he had flung earlie
r arose in the air, went to him, fitting its heft neatly into hisgrasp. If h

e made some sign to his company Nick did not catch it. But the four oddly ass
orted animals arose and faded away into the gloom, where they were instantly
lost asif they had turned into nothingness.

"You are, being what you are," the stranger said slowly, "not for our governi
ng. But | say to you, get you hence, for thisis aforest under rule and not
awild wood open to wanderers."

He lifted the spear once again asif about to cast it. But it would appear th

at was only to underline his order. For amoment he held it so, then the blaz
e of his cloak, the mist about his hair billowed out like smoke from afire,
clouding his body to hide it utterly. The vapor drew back again on a center ¢
ore, then vanished. They were aone. Nick turned to his companions.
"Who-what-?"

Stroud reached back into the jeep and jerked out the bundle of tools, hurryin
g so fast to unwrap it again that he almost dropped it. He drew out a small w
rench and a screwdriver. Crocker grabbed the latter, holding it at chest leve

| asif it were aweapon or shield. Stroud thrust the wrench at Nick who acce
pted it with surprise.

"Hold that in plain sight," the Warden ordered.

"Why? What-what was that?"'

"Why-becauseit'siron. An' ironisout an' out poison as far as the People

are concerned. If we'd had thisin sight he wouldn't have dared even sling t
hat toothpicker at us. Asto who or what he is-you'd better ask the Vicar. W



e've seen his like a couple of times before. People of the Hills, the Vicar
calls 'em-the Old Ones who have aways been here according to what he says.
They can get at a man alright-not with those spears an' swords of theirs- bu

t in his mind-makin' him see whatever they want him to. An' if they say this
place istheirsthey mean it. We'd better get out-"

Stroud was already two strides along the back trail, Crocker matching him.
Nick hurried to follow. The others did not look around. If they feared an

y ambush they showed no sign of that. He would be governed by them. Iron-i
ron was poison, was it? He held the wrench in sight. Good enough-if showin
g thiswas aform of protection he was willing to comply.

He could not draw level with the others until they were well away from the

jeep. Nick himself kept looking around suspicioudly, certain at one time or
another he would catch a glimpse of one of the animals slinking behind to
make sure they were leaving what was a haunted forest. Y et he never saw any
thing except the trees. Not even a unicorn thistime,

When he finally joined Stroud he had another question.

"What about the animals? | can understand a bear- though leopards are Afric
an animals. But those other two-they weren't real-they couldn't be-"

He heard Crocker grunt. "Y ou tapped it right there, Y ank. But it doesn't m
atter how 'real’ they are, you know. Here they'll be real enough to tear y

our throat out if that Green Man back there gave the order. You'll see wor

se than them. Y ou heard him mention the Dark Ones? Those nobody wantsto s
ee! They have most power in the dark asfar aswe can tell-" He turned his
head to look full at Nick, hisface haunted by some memory. "Iron beatst
hem, too. Ask Jean and Lady Diana sometime. They were berry picking and ca
me upon atower-it looked like atower. That was | ate afternoon an' aclou

dy day, so perhaps those in there were more active than they would have no
rmally been. Jean saw one-full on-an' she, well, we had to wake her up at
night for awhile. She had nightmares that near sent her around the bend! W
e've learned alot-mostly the hard way-about what you can an' can't do her

e. An' you'vejust had your first lesson-when you're warned off you go!"

In spite of their zigzag path they made far better time getting out of the f
orest than Nick and Linda on their first journey. But when they came out int
o the comparative open Crocker gave acry of alarm.

"Down!"

Seeing Stroud throw himself belly flat and half roll under a bush almost la
rge enough to give him complete coverage, Nick tried to follow suit, though
his own hastily won protection Was smaller and thinner than that which she
ltered the Warden. He saw Crocker a little beyond, aso, flat, but with his
head supported on his crooked arm, looking out and up over the water.
"No-not aflying saucer!" Nick's protest was said aloud. And a vengeful-so
unding hiss from his left reminded him to keep his mouth shut. Only he cou



|d not believe what he was seeing. Somehow this was harder to accept than
those mixed up beastsin the forest.
The thing-machine-illusion-whatever it was-hung silver bright and stationar
y well above the surface of the water. It was saucer shaped in part, though
the upper half swelled to near dome proportions.
Unmoving, it hung. Then, from the south, there sped another sky craft of an
entirely different model. This one was cigar shaped and moving at such speed
it arrived almost in the wink of an eye. It swooped at the waiting saucer a
nd from it shot a brilliant beam that should have struck full upon the swell
ing upper half. Instead the beam hit an invisible wall a good distance from
the skin of the vessel.
The cigar backed off in another of those incredibly swift maneuvers, rose ove
r the stationary craft to strike from a different angle. This was not a duel,
for the saucer made no attempt to retaliate. It merely hung there in the ope
n, well protected by whatever shield it carried, while the other craft in af
renzy of effort, aimed its weapon-beam from various angles. Nick could imagin
e the frustration building up in the attacker-to launch his-or its- greatest
power and not even awaken a slight response from the attacked must be infuria
ting.
Finally the cigar climbed directly above the saucer and hung there as motion
less as the craft beneath it. There were no rays stabbing downward from it n
ow. Instead there was an instant of sparkling light, aflash that was gone s
o quickly Nick could not even be sure he had sighted it at all.
Slowly the cigar began to descend, straight down on the saucer. What this
maneuver might be Nick could not guess, nor had he any help from his com
panions. So slow was the descent that it was plainly ominous. The pilot o
f the upper ship now must be using the ultimate weapon at his command.
Down, down-was he going to ram the other-as did the Japanese pilots of Wo
rld War Il who died willingly to take an enemy plane or battleship with t
hem? Down-
Nick saw atremor in the lower ship. And then-
It was gone!
Exploded? But there had been no sound, no shock wave, no debris. It wasju
st gone.
The cigar lurched, gave an upward jump. It circled the lake twice as if tryin
g to make sure the enemy was no longer there. Once more it returned to hover
over the site of the attack. Then it left, streaking away with a speed that t
ook it out of sight in seconds.
Crocker sat up, holding his screwdriver in one hand before Mm as awaorship
per in church might hold a candle.
"Fun and games,”" he commented. " So they're out to burn each other down n
ow. That good or bad for us. | wonder?"



"What was he trying?' Nick wanted to know. "Coming down on the saucer t
hat way?"
" would guess, and it's just a guess, mind you, that he was going to use his
force field against whatever one that other ship had. The flyers-they're yea
rs-centuries ahead of us with their technology-just as the People are with th
eir 'magic.' Anyway the other plane decided it couldn't take it."
"I know one thing"-Stroud crawled on hands and knees between them-"that's pl
ain now, m'boyos. We're gettin' out of this here country. With the Nasties b
ack flyin' overhead, this ain't a healthy place for usto be. An' we've been
warned out of the woods so we can't go kitin' in there to be safe. Get star
ted out as soon as we can." He was on his feet, his pace near arun, asheh
eaded up the open land toward the river camp. Y et even if it were needful to
make speed, Nick noticed, he kept as much as he could to cover, asdid Croc
ker. And Nick copied their caution.
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Nick ran his hands along the handlebars of the motorbike. To leaveit here

would be like closing the door yet tighter on any chance of return. But Str

oud was right, he could not take it through rough country ahead and it woul

d be worthless anyway when the gas was exhausted. He wheeled it to the back
of the shelter and there concealed it as best he could.

They had waited until close to dawn of the next day before preparing for the
ir trek back to what the English party considered their best haven of safety

. But the night had not been an easy one. They had taken guard duty by turns
, dert for any sky sign to prove the hunters return, or any noise at groun

d level to suggest they were watched.

There had been a moon and the night was cloudless. And the light had drawn

strange shadows, to look upon, which stirred the imagination, Nick believed
, Inamanner that did not allay uneasiness.

He had not been helped to confidence when, during his watch, an hour after m
idnight, the furred shape of Jeremiah flowed past him into the open just bey

ond his reach. Out there the big cat sat down, histail stretched out straig

ht behind him, his attitude one of listening. Then, without warning, the tai

| lashed from side to side, and there was alow growl. The sound never arose
to that squall meaning a challenge, but kept on alow note, while the tail

beat the sandy soil.

Nick wanted to use the flashlight he had taken from his saddlebags. But, tho
ugh he longed to see what had so affected the cat, he did not want to run th
erisk of drawing the attention of what might be prowling out there.

He could hear nothing at all except what were, as far as he could tell, normal
noises of the night. What Jeremiah could see, or hear, remained lost to his|
ess efficient senses.



The cat cowered to the ground, tail still. He no longer growled. Across the
sky something large and dark moved silently. There was aslow, singleflap o
f wings, and it was gone. Jeremiah streaked back, leaping Nick's kneesto re
ach the interior of the shelter.

But the sound that followed his return- Was it laughter? Not loud, hardly a
bove an evil chuckle, it sounded. And it seemed to Nick to come out of the
air, not from ground level. That flying thing? Nick drew on logic, reason-t
hough logic and reason from the past had little to do with this world. How
much was real, how much imagination?

Now that it was morning and they were preparing to leave, he found disbelief
easier.

"Too bad you're havin' to leave your fine big bike." Mrs. Clapp wasinducin
g Jeremiah to enter awoven basket, aform of imprisonment he was protestin
g. The cat turned his head suddenly and seized her hand between hisjaws, t
hough he did not apply the pressure of atrue bite.

"Now, now, would you be |eft here, old man?' She scratched behind Jeremiah'
sears. "Get in with no more fuss about it. It is me who'll have the carryi

n' as you well know. An' when have | ever made it the worse for you?"

She closed the lid, fastened it with quick efficiency.

"Yes." She spoke to Nick again. "A fine big bike an' one that cost you a goo
d penny too, if | have eyesin m' head to guess. This country's not for ridi

n' though-lessn we get ourselves some of the white ones-"

"White ones?' He slung his saddlebags together over his shoulder and turned
his back on the bike, trying to put it out of mind.

"Them what belong to the People. Ah, afine proud sight they are, ridin' on t
heir white ones. Horses those are, or enough like horses to give 'em the name
. We've seen 'em twice at their ridin', always between the goin' of the sun a

n' the comin' of dark. A fine sight." She reached for a small pack to one sid

e, but Nick had his hand on it before her fingers closed on its carrying loop

"Y ou have enough to look after with Jeremiah,” he said.

Mrs. Clapp chuckled. "That | have. A big old man he is-ten years about. No...
" Her round eyes showed a trace of distress. "Thirty years back-that's how y
ou said it now, didn't you? Thirty years-that | can't believe somehow. Ninety
-five that would make me, an' I'm no granny in front of afire. An' Jeremiah-
by rights he'd be long gone. But he'sherean’ I'm as spry asever. So | ain'

t goin' to believe in your thirty years."

"Why should you?' Nick returned. "It's atime that does not hold here, that

's certain. | read something once-does time pass us, or do we passit? And

we can add to that now-how fast or slow?'

"Slow, I'll speak up for the Slow!" She smiled. "Ah, now, hand me over m' coll
ectin' tote. I'll just have that handy. It'sa good lot of thingsto fill the



stomach snug, like you can find just marchin' along. Drop 'em into a stew an’

you'll be smackin' your lips an' passin' up your bowl! for more."

She slung the woven grass band supporting what was a cross between a baske
t and atote bag made of reeds, over her stooped shoulder. And, with Jerem
iah's basket firmly in hand trotted out, Nick following.

They all carried by shoulder bands, or knapsack fashion, similar bags. And Ni
ck noted each also kept close to hand the iron defense, either in the form of
one of the small tools from the jeep, or, in the case of Stroud, asmall kni

fe, blade bared.

Linda had Lung on aleash again. The Peke kept close to his mistress, but he
held his head high, turning it from side to side asif he were defining and ¢
atal oging the various scents of the land.

The Run's bank was their road. And along it they went in an order that appa
rently was customary to them, Hadlett and Stroud to the fore, then Mrs. Cla
pp and Jean Richards, with Linda, Crocker and Lady Diana playing rear guard
. Nick joined the latter.

"Running water." Lady Dianalooked down into the Run. "That has more than
one use here, young man. Y ou drink, you wash, and it can be abarrier fo

r some of the Dark Ones."

Crocker grunted. "Except you never know with a new type whether it's water
-shy or not."

"There's that of course," Lady Diana agreed. "But here everything'sreally a
matter of luck or chance. We've had more than our share of luck so far. The
re have been very difficult times-"

Again Crocker had an addition. "That's one way to seeit. |'d say we've just
squeaked through, more than once.

I'd thought we'd used up all our luck when we walked away from the crash.”

"What isthat?' Nick had been only half listening, more intent upon the lan

d around them than the conversation. He was staring with stark amazement at
what lay half on the bank, half in the Run on the opposite side of the wat

er.

A boat, canted over alittle so its lower deck was awash on one side. But
such aboat! And how had it come into the Run, which was manifestly too na
rrow and shallow to give it water room?

Now that they were closer he could see that it had been nearly gutted by fi

re, which had eaten in places into the great stem wheel that had been itsm
ethod of propulsion. But how had it come here-and when?

He had seen a cruising sternwheeler on the Ohio River that took passengers
for nostalgic rides during the summer. One such caught now in time?
"[t'stoo big for this stream-" He protested against the evidence his eyes supp
lied.



"Not in flood time." Lady Diana carried a stout staff and with this she point
ed to evidence, higher up the bank they traveled, that some time in the past
there had indeed been afar greater rush of water here.

"We went over that coming down the first time," Crocker supplied. "L ooks as
iIf there had been an explosion. Hadlett said those things often blew up if
they were pushed too hard. If there were any survivors'-the pilot shrugged

-"they must have gone off. It's been here for sometime."

"This stream must join alarger one farther south." Lady Diana nodded. "It d
rains the lake and flows southeast. If they came through and were lost, they
could have turned into it, hunting-" she shook her head. "Panic came, and t
hey pushed the engines harder all the time- then the end here."

"Those werein use," Nick had no desire to view the charred hulk closer, "
more than one hundred years ago."

"We've seen stranger than that." Lady Diana strode along at an even pace N
ick was trying hard to match. "Overseas." She did not enlarge upon her sta

tement and Nick did not ask questions.

About a mile beyond the wreck of the sternwheeler, their party turned aside

from the riverbank, to shortly after climb arise overlooking fields. There

Nick had his second shock of the morning.

For there were lines bisecting this open land. They were stragglingand ins

ome places nearly gone, but this had been walled once, with fieldstone divis
ions into recognizable fields! And down the slope, directly before them was

evidence of aroad, drifted with soil, overgrown by grass, yet still aroad

that had once run straight between those deserted fields.

Stroud's arm swung up. In instantaneous answer the whole party dropped, fl

attened themselves in the shrubs growing here. From across the fields came
another band of wanderers.

There were horses, undersized when compared to those Nick knew-some bearin

g riders, others running loose, herded along by the same riders. Behind th

em crawled an object so totally beyond his experience that he could not pu

t name to it. On a platform to which had been hitched a massive team-if yo
u could refer to some twenty straining animals as a "team"-was a domed con

struction. The vehicle was awkward, yet it did cover ground, a guard of ho
rsemen around it reining in their restive mounts to keep pace with the lum
bering wagon.

The band had turned into the road, avoiding the walled fields which would
be an obstruction it could not hope to overcome. Nick was thankful the w
hole caravan was heading away. He marked the bows and lances that equippe

d the horsemen, who presented so barbaric a sight he could not believe th

ey would make comfortable fellow travelers.

"Mongols." Lady Dianalay shoulder to shoulder with him. "True Mongols-a

clan or family perhaps."



"Y ou mean," Nick demanded, "the people of Genghis Khan-here?"

The sternwheeler had been a shock. But aMongol party was almost as severe
adidocation of logic as the strange animals of the wood. And they had not
the awesome feeling of the forest to cloak them with the air of being wher

e they belonged.

"That is ayurt-one of their traveling houses," Lady Diana continued.

He glanced around. Her weatherbeaten, strong-featured face was alive with i
nterest.

"Here the past comes alive." She seemed to betalking to herself. "Perhapst
hose warriors down there really did ride with the Great Khan. If we could ta
|k to them-"

"Get alancethrough usif wetried it," Crocker replied. "If | remember righ
tly they had atalent as bowmen, too."

"They were good enough,” Lady Diana agreed, "to wipe out half the chivalr

y of Europe. And they could have mastered the whole continent if they had
pressed on."

"I'd rather," Nick commented, "see the last of them now."

But they had to lie in their hastily found hiding places (which perhaps wo

uld be no shelter at all should one of the horsemen choose to come scoutin

g) for some time until the Mongols passed out of sight. How many more remn
ants of the past had been caught here?

"Those fields, the road-" Nick strained to see how far he could trace that h
ighway. "Who built those?"'

"Who knows?' Crocker answered. "There are alot of such places. We've seen
acomplete castle. And there are the cities of the People."

"Cities?' Nick remembered mention of those before. "The ones the flyersb
omb?"'

"Not bomb." Crocker sounded exasperated. "They fly over and hover and shoot
rays down. Not that that seems to accomplish anything. But it's not bombin

g aswe know it. | can testify to that."

"The cities," Lady Dianamused, "they are different. Our own cities sprawl. Y
ou ride for miles through gradually thickening masses of little box houses sw
allowing up the country, you see less and |less open. These cities are not lik
ethat at all, they have no environs, no suburbs, they are just there-in the
open."

"All towers," murmured Crocker, "and such colors as you wouldn't think peopl
e could use in buildings. No smoke-all light and color. But if Hadlett'srig
ht-they're traps. And traps can be attractive-we're in no mind to prove that

;'Traps’?'
"We believe," Lady Diana explained, "that the Herald comes from one. And t
hat can be the source of energy or whatever it is that draws us-all of us-



from our own world. Whatever governs our coming has been going on for alo
ng time."

"We saw a Roman cohort. If that wasn't one of their dream spinnings,” Crocke
r said. "You can't be sure of what isreal and what isn't, not here with the
People around.”

Stroud rose to his feet, and the rest came out of hiding. They used what cove

r was available to cross the road where the ruts left by the yurt and the hoo

fprints were deep set, coming into the fields. At the edge of a small copset
hey laid down their packs to rest and eat.

"That's an orchard over there." The Vicar pointed to another stand of treesa
field away. "Apples, | believe- perhaps early ones."

He glanced at Stroud inquiringly. It was apparent that, on the march at lea

st, the Warden was in command.

Stroud squinted into the sun. "We've got to make the farm before dusk. And

with them around"-he glanced in the direction the horsemen had vanished-"it

'sarisk to stop."

"Not too big aone," the Vicar answered. "WEe'l be under cover of the trees.”

"The wall"-Lady Diana stood, measuring the distance ahead asif thiswas s
omething she knew well how to do-"runs along to the trees. And it grows hi
gher all the way."

"We could do with some fruit." Mrs. Clapp patted her harvest tote asif shea
Iready felt it lumpy with plunder.

"All right," Stroud decided. "We set guards though an'-"

"| am afraid that we shall do nothing now," Hadlett cut in. "Look there."

As usual Stroud had steered them to cover. If they kept rear to ground level
they would escape sighting from any distance.

Bearing down from the same general direction that the Mongols had come was
a second party. These were on foot" and Nick could see they moved with th
e caution of those who expected either ambush or attack. They were in unif
orm and some had rifles, though the mgjority were not so armed. Their clot
hing was a dull, earth brown, ill fitting, and he could not identify them.

"The Chinese," Hadlett said softly.

Those in the woods watched the cautious advance, as the newcomers went alo
ng the same route as the Mongols. Nick wondered if they were in pursuit of
the former band. If so, he was not sure of their chances when or if they

did catch up. Somehow those rifles looked |ess efficient than the bows of

the horsemen who in their time, as Lady Diana had observed, had accounted
for armored knights.

"The whole country," commented Crocker, "is getting alittle too crowded."
"Yes. And what isthe reason for all this activity?' Hadlett added.

"It's got anasty kind o' smell to it," Stroud broke in. "The sooner we get und



ercover, |'d say, the better. Maybe there's a huntin' party out."

They spent no timein afruit harvest. As soon as the Chinese squad was wel

| gone, they broke from the copse and traveled at ajogging pace along the
protection of awall, pushing to reach aridge about a mile and a half away

. Nick thought that most of them could make that effort without difficulty,
but he wondered about Mrs. Clapp and the Vicar, He saw Jean fall in beside
the older woman and take Jeremiah’s basket, to carry herself.

There was a straggling growth of vegetation in the fields, resembling self-s
own grain, though its like was new to Nick, for the ripe heads were red with
protuberant seeds or grains. It also possessed narrow |leaves studded on the
edges with tiny hooks that caught at their clothing with amazing strength s

o they had to constantly jerk free.

Nick swallowed. He was thirsty, but he had no time to drink from his cantee
N. The need for speed was so manifest in the attitude of the others that he
kept steadily on. Linda had taken Lung up to carry him, though the Peke ha
d walked most of the morning.

L uckily the rise of the ridge was a gradual one, but it taxed their strength
after that trot across the open. Stroud signaled arest. There was plenty of
cover and from here one could see some distance.

"More drifters!" Jean and Lindawere on either side of Nick, and the English g
irl indicated at a distance too far to see details of clothing or accouterment

s, another band of travelers.

Stroud and Crocker, Nick noted, had flopped over, shading their eyes agains

t the sun, studying not the country beyond but the sky above.

"No sign of 'em," the Warden said.

"Not yet. But there's too much movement. If a big hunt was on-"

"We stay flat an' under cover until dusk," Stroud decided. "Y es, that's pushi
n'it," he added at an exclamation from Lady Diana. "But | don't see how else
we can do it-'less we spend the night right here."

"How far are we," Nick ventured to ask, "from your place?'

"About three miles straight. But keepin' under cover adds to that. We've se
en more drifters today than we have in weeks before-"

"And now we see something else!" the Vicar interrupted. "The Herald-we are
not too far from the city."

There was no concealment, no hunting for cover by that colorful figure belo

w. Asthe Mongols, he was mounted. But he did not bestride any rough-coated
half-pony. The animal bore a general resemblance to a horse right enough,
save that its legs were longer and thinner. And its white coat had about it
ahalo of light such as had been cast by the hair of the Green Man in the

forest.

Mounted on this creature, which skimmed the ground at so swift a pace as mad
e Nick stare, was aman, or at least a humanoid. His clothing was as dazzlin



g asthe brilliant coat of his steed, akind of patchwork of bright colorsc
entering in a stiff and sleeveless tabard that flared out over hishipsasi
f boned. Under that were breeches such as the Green Man had worn. And on his
head was a four-cornered cap, the points of which projected.
Unlike the forest man, his hair was short, sleeked to his head. And what litt
le showed was very dark. On hisface, aline of hair, asfineasif it had be
en drawn on with a delicately handled brush, crossed his upper lip, to bracke
t either end of his mouth.
There was purpose in the way he rode, in the wide, ground-covering strides
of his horse. And then, watching their going more carefully, Nick perceived
what he had not at first sighted. The "horse" was not hooved, but had claw
ed paws not unlike those of a hound.
And-they did not touch the surface of the ground over which it passed. Thet
hing galloped asif it followed some invisible pathway some inches above the
foundation. It did not swerve or even appear to leap asit came to one of t
he walls about the fields. Instead it ssmply rose higher in the air, crossin
g the obstruction, climbing alittle more with each pace, heading for the i
dge some distance away.
Up and up, always well above the ground now. The paws worked evenly, witho
ut effort. It was gaining altitude steadily, ready to cross the ridge. Now
Nick heard a whining hum-from the rider?
No, that came from overhead.
"Hunter!" Stroud warned.
They cowered within their cover as there appeared, as suddenly asif the sky
parted to drop it through, a flyer. Thiswas like the saucer they had witne
ssed in battle beside the lake, but very much smaller. And from its bubble t
op aray of light shot groundward.
Nick felt a choking sensation. He could not move, was rooted to the ground
on which he lay. There was atingling close to pain through his body.
Theray held steadily on the climbing-horse thing and its rider. But neither
looked up to their attacker. Nor did the gallop of the beast fail. The ray
increased in intensity. Nick heard awhimper from Lung, a growl! from the cat
basket. Y et neither animal protested more loudly.
However, the beam was centered on the rider, strengthening until Nick had t
o glance away from that searing brightness. When he dared ook again it was
to see the rider sowly descending on the other side of the ridge. Whateve
r weapon the flyer used had no effect on the Herald. He continued to speed
on, completely disregarding the attack asif the alien had no existence.
Y et the saucer followed, training the beam on the Herald, asif by the persis
tence of its power it could eventually win. When both were well gone, the Her
ald only a spot of color rapidly disappearing into the distance, the saucer r
elentlessly in hiswake, Nick discovered that he felt better. He hunched up t



o watch the strange hunt go out of sight.

"A hunter, but it didn't get him," Crocker said. "And he's heading for the cit

y. Defense, not attack-"

"What do you mean?' Nick wanted to know.

"Just that. The hunterstry to break down the cities, but the cities never ret
aliate. They don't let off ack-ack, never send a bolt back. It'sasif they do

n't care, asif the hunters can't touch them, and so they needn't bother to fi
ght. Y ou saw the Herald-he never even looked up to see who or what was strafin
g him! If we only had a defense like that-"

"We can accept their offer," the Vicar said quietly, "Y ou know that, Barry."
"No!" The pilot's return was violent. "I'm me, Barry Crocker, and I'm going t
o stay me. Even if | have to run and hide all over this country!"

"What happens if one accepts a Herald's offer?" pushed Nick. "Y ou said th

at one changes-how?'

Crocker did not allow the Vicar to answer. He scowled at Nick.

"You just change. We saw it in Rita." And he closed his mouth asif he could
not be forced to add to that.

"You see," Hadlett answered slowly, gently, asif there was some emotion he
re he feared to awaken fully, "there was another one of us once, Barry'sfi
ancee. She met the Herald before we understood, and she accepted what he of

fered. Then she came to usto urge usto do likewise-"

" She was better dead!" Crocker pushed away from them.

"But what happened to her?' Nick persisted. "I think we, Lindaand I, have a
right to know-if the same choice should be offered to us."

"It will be," Lady Dianareplied sharply. "But the boy's right, Adrian. Give h
im the truth."

"There were'-the Vicar hesitated as if he found giving that truth a difficul

t, almost painful matter-"certain physical changes. Perhaps those could be a
ccepted. But there were mental, emotional ones also. To our belief, Rita-the
Rita who returned to us-was no longer human. Men have an inborn fear of dea

th that very few of us are able to overcome, we shrink from even the thought
. Thischangeislike akind of death. For the one who accepts it crosses a
division between our life and another. There is no return. We have in us suc
h an aversion to what they become that we cannot stand their presence near u
s. | am trying to find the proper words, but in reality this change must be

faced to be fully understood.”

The Vicar met Nick's eyes, but all the rest, save Linda, |ooked away, almost
asif they were afraid, or ashamed of what he said. The Lady Diana spoke ag
ain, arough notein her voice:

"Well, Stroud, do we sit here much longer?"
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In spite of the cover about them Nick felt exposed, helplessly defenseless
before whatever might come from the sky, or pad across the land. Y et the

way he could overlook from the ridge was far too open. Down there he thoug
ht they had no way of passing unseen.

Stroud was making a careful survey of the same territory.

"We can work along there." Hisfinger indicated the slope of the ridge far to
the right. "When we get that far we can see better what's still ahead-"

The journey along the ridge was arough one. They had to take part of it on

their hands and knees, scuttling from one patch of brush to the next. It was
hardest on Mrs. Clapp. But she made no complaint and the rest took turns by
her side, giving what unobtrusive help they could. At least they did not wi

tness the return of the hunting saucer, nor did they see any more driftersi

n the country below.

However, by the time they reached Stroud's halting point, the sun was well

west. Mrs. Clapp's face was deeply flushed and she breathed in small gasps.
Her hands, as they lay across her knees, were shaking. Privately Nick thou
ght she would never make it without a good rest.

"We wait 'til dusk," Stroud said. "Eat and wait."

Nick's canteen and another Stroud carried made the rounds and they ate from
their supplies. To al sighting, the land below appeared deserted now. But

, as the sun crawled down the sky, Nick became aware of another light radia
nt in the northeast.

He was sharing the watch with Jean. Now he touched her shoulder lightly an
d pointed to the glow.

"The city," she answered his unasked question. "At night it isall alight-you
have never seen anything like it."

He wondered if he detected a wistfulnessin her voice.

"How close have you seen it?' The mysterious city, or cities, intrigued him.
Apparently they were secure havens of safety for their inhabitants.

"Close enough," she returned, "close enough to be afraid." For a moment she
was silent and then she added:

"What the Vicar said about Rita-is true. She was-different. But she was cryi
ng that last time she tried to come to us. She didn't mean us any harm-she w
anted to help-"

Her voice was uneasy, asif in some way she felt guilt.

"But you all turned her away." Nick regretted his words the moment he spok

e.
Jean turned her head to look straight at him. "We sent her away," she said ha
rshly.

Nick was disconcerted. Why had he said that? These people knew what they
were doing, what they had to do to survive here. And what he had voiced s
ounded like an accusation.



Jean had turned away again to watch the dusk creeping across the land. Tho
ugh she lay within easy touching distance, Nick sensed that in one way she
had totally withdrawn.

"If we go on"-he wanted to break that silence-"how can Mrs. Clapp makeit?
She is exhausted-"

"I know." Her tone was remote. "But she will have to try and we can all give
her a hand. We must get to a place we can trust before nightfall."

"See anything?"' asked Stroud from behind them.

Jean shook her head. "It's been clear. The city's turned up tonight."

The glow in the sky strengthened as the natural light failed.

"But the far ridge will cut that off." Stroud appeared satisfied at that thought.
"We'd best be gettin' to it."

The descent from the ridge was gradual. Jean again had Jeremiah's basket.

And Linda, carrying Lung, had closed in on Mrs. Clapp's |eft. When they hi

t the more level country Stroud set a brisk pace and the Vicar dropped bac

k to the three women.

They took breaks at intervals, and Mrs. Clapp made no complaint. But it was
plain to see that only her determination kept her going. Even her collecti

ng tote now swung from Linda's shoulder to balance her own duffel bag.
Lady Dianamoved in, setting her hand firmly, without any word, under Mrs.
Clapp's arm. What they would do when the full dark came Nick could not te
[I. Luckily this was the season when twilight held. And the land aso had
light from the glow in the sky.

The night was not quiet. Nick's tense nerves twitched in answer to the sound

s. There were cries, sometimes wailing. None of the sweet, beguiling singing
such as he had heard the night of the rain. Rather these held an abiding te
rror to feed one's fears, made one look at intervals over one's shoulder to

see "what sniffed along one'strail. He longed to ask what this or that nois

e meant. But as his companions accepted them he would not.

"We're well along," Stroud announced at one halt "We've only a short bit now
, then wel'll lie snug."”

They were out of the fields, nearly at the foot of the ridge above which bla

zed the radiance of the city. As Stroud led right again, they followed a smo

other path between more tumbled walls-this could be alane.

So they arrived at ablack bulk of building, itswalls also stone, though no

w the twilight was so subdued Nick could not be sure just what it was like.

With the ease of familiarity Stroud opened a door and entered.

"Praise be," Nick heard Mrs. Clapp's breathy voice. "Not one minute too soon fo

r these old legs o' mine. Just get mein, m'lady, an' let me sit alittle. Then

I'll be asright as right again. I'm amite too old for all this scramblin' ab

out, that I am."

"Nonsense!" Lady Diana propelled her forward with aright good will. "Don't



you forget, Maude, we all took a dose of that hunter's ray back there. Tha

t doesn't do anyone any good.”

There was aglimmer of light in the doorway. As Nick crossed the threshold,
Crocker behind him thudded shut a stout door to close out the night. The
ight was feeble, but it showed the American most of a single big room with
afireplace double the size of any he had ever seen, a bench, some stools a

nd atable-all made of wood and massively heavy.

Mrs. Clapp dropped rather than sat on one of the stools, and Jean hastened

to put Jeremiah's basket down beside her. There was a pleading mew from the
cat. Mrs. Clapp fumbled with the fastening to allow him out. He shook hims
elf vigorously and then looked about, sniffing at the fireplace, and beginn

ing a cautious exploration of the room.

There were windows, Nick could see, but each was covered with an inner barre
d shutter. Crocker had just dropped into place asimilar but thicker bar acr
oss the door. Their light came from a bow! on the table where a cord burned
in liquid. There was a pleasant scent from that burning and, in the room its
elf, an aura of peace and security that was relaxing.

"What isthis place?' Linda put Lung on the floor and he flopped flat at on
ce, his chin supported by his paws. " Somehow-it feels-good!"

The Vicar seated himself on the bench not too far from Mrs. Clapp. He smiled
at the girl.

"A place of rest, yes, and more than rest, recruitment for the spirit. We h

ave found several such. Some are the work of man's hands-others are of natu
re. But from them you may draw peace of mind and relaxation from all tensio
ns. Thiswas perhaps built by one who was an exile here, even aswe are. We
believe it was once afarm- in days when this land was not so troubled as

it now is. Thereisiron set into the door bar and across the windows-which
means that those who built were of our kind. But how they brought into the
ir building this spirit of contentment, that we cannot tell. Perhaps all em

otions are heightened in this time-space. We meet terror in some places, th

is blessed quietude in others. While in our own world, if such exist, our s

enses are not attuned to recognize them."

Stroud had subsided on a stool, his thick legs stretched out before him, hisc
raggy face only partialy lighted by the lamp.

"We could stay, weren't it so close to the city. At least we can hole up for n

ow."

That feeling of peace lulled them all. Nick's legs ached; he could not reme
mber when he had walked so far. And, while the pressure of the need to esca
pe had kept him going, now that that was removed his fatigue settled al at
once, bringing every ache and pain of misused and seldom-used muscle with
it. A little later he was glad enough to stretch out flat on one of the hea

ps of dried leaves along the wall to which Crocker pointed him. And sleep ¢



ame quickly.

There were dreams, not frightening, but rather the kind one longs to hold o
nto, to prolong. Even when he drifted awake and knew he was awake, he held
his eyes shut and reached again for the dream. However, it was not only gon
e, but he could not remember it at all.

"Nick! Oh, why doesn't he wake up! Nick!" A fierce whisper, ahand on his
shoulder.

Reluctantly he opened his eyes. Linda crouched by him. Though the lamp was
out he could see her face in the thin gray light that came from a small ope
ning very high in the walls.

"Nick!" She shook him harder.

It took a great effort of will to answer her.

" es"

"Bequiet!" Sheleaned closer. "You'll wake one of them."

The urgency in her tone was enough to make him sit up. It banished the peace
of this place.

"What isit?'

"Lung-he's gone!" Now that he showed himself fully aroused, Linda withdrew
alittle. "There was a whistling and he went!"

"Went how? The door's barred-" It was true. The bar Crocker had put there las
t night was still firmly in place.

"In the other room-" Shejerked at hisarm. "There's an open window. Lung r
an-l got there just in time to see him squeeze through-"

He followed as silently as possible in her wake. Around him he could hear s
nores, the heavy breathing of those deep in slumber. Linda's hand reached b
ack for him, drew him on. They passed the fireplace and turned right. There
was a brighter glimmer of the gray light

Here was another room, the door to it alittle open. Inside there was no furn
iture, but there was the square of an open, barred window, set quite low int
he wall. Nick did not have to be told that the bars were iron.

Linda dropped his hand, ran to the window, her hands gripping those barsas s
he pressed against them, striving to ' see out into the light of pre-sunrise.
Perhaps time had eaten away the strength of that metal barrier, or perhapst
here was some concealed catch the girl's weight activated. The crisscross of
bars swung outward and Linda half fell, half scrambled through.

Nick hurled himself after her. "Linda, don't be afool! Come back here!"

If she heard him she was not about to obey. As he banged into the lattice th

at had fallen into place again, Nick could see her moving out into the yard,
calling Lung softly. The bars now seemed solid, but he beat his fist agains

t them, and once more the | attice gave and he went through.

"Lindal" He shouted. If it awakened the others, al the better.

He could see her by an opening in the wall.



"I see him," she called back. "Don't follow me, he's being naughty-hell run
again unless | can coax him. And he certainly won't come if he seesyou."

There was no way Nick could reach her in time. Unheeding of her surroundin
gs, she was aready through that gap, now calling again.

"Lung-here, Lung-Lung-Lung-"

In spite of her admonition, Nick pushed open the window bars again and we
nt after her. Maybe what she said was true and, seeing him, the Peke woul

d be wary. But he had to reach her, make her understand the danger of wan
dering out thisway. If necessary she would have to abandon Lung for her
own safety.

However, even as he knew the logic of that, Nick also realized he could never
make Linda agree to it. It might take physical force to return her to safety

"Lung-Lung, you bad, bad boy! Lung-" Linda crouched in the lane, her hand
out, her voice coaxing. "Lung-" With her other hand she dug into the big p
atch pocket on her jeans. "L ung-goodies-the kind you like-goodies, Lung!"
Nick could see the Peke. He had stopped, was looking back at Linda. Nick g
owed to a halt. If Linda could coax him to her-

"Goodies, Lung-" She spoke asif this was a game she had had to play before

Lung turned alittle, his pink tongue showing, asif he already tasted what sh
e had to offer.

"Goodies-" Linda made the word a drawn-out drawl.

One step, and then two, the Peke was returning. Nick held his breath. As so
on as Linda could get her hands on Lung it would be his turn to hurry them
both back to the house.

"Good-good-Lung-" The Peke was almost within reaching distance of her h
ands now. On the palm of one were some broken pieces of brown biscuit.
"Good Lung-"

Sharp, shrill, awhistle.

Instantly the Peke whirled, looked toward the stand of treesto their left,
from which the sound had come. He barked and was gone in aflash.

Linda cried out, stumbled to her feet, and dashed after him, aware of not
hing but the running dog. Nick called, and then went after her, prudence
thrown away, knowing that somehow he must stop Linda before she met whate
ver summoned Lung.

The Peke was still barking. And Linda shouted in return, calling his name at
the top of her voice. Nick kept silent. No use wasting breath when she woul
d not listen.

He might have caught her, but a stone half-embedded in the ground proved hi
sdownfall. Asthetoe of his boot met that, he sprawled forward, hitting t

he ground hard enough to knock the breath from his body.



It was a moment or two before he could claw hisway to hisfeet again. Linda
had gone, only a swinging branch guided him. But he could still hear the ba
rking and her calls. The little fool-stronger names came to hismind as he w

ent on. Doubtless hisfolly was as great as hersin following. But if he wen

t back for help she could be lost. He would have to take the chance asit wa

sthe only one he had.

Thrusting his way through bushes at the cost of bloody scratches. Nick won
to an open space under the trees. Though the direction of those barks and
calls might mislead, they were all he had to guide him. And somehow the s

ounds were reassuring, at least they were both able yet to make them.

"Lung-Lung!" Between those two words there was a change in tone. The first
utterance had been a call, the second-what? A protest?

Nick pushed on at the best pace he could, and, without warning, stepped int

0 an open, treeless glade. Before him stood Linda, but she was making no ef

fort to capture Lung.

The small dog was still barking, sitting up on his haunches, waving his for

epaws excitedly in the air. While she whom he was wooing with all his might
smiled and enticed him with something held tantalizingly in her hand.

Linda moved just as Nick caught up with her. Before he could reach out to re

strain her-

"No!" she shouted. Her hand swept through the air to strike at the other's.
Swept out-and passed through!

Linda screamed. The other shrank back. But Lindathrew herself to the groun

d and seized the Peke who struggled wildly in her hold, actually snapping a

t her in fury.

Nick pushed her behind him, confronting the other- perhaps a phantom.

There was anebula of light about her, seemingly thrown off by the unusual

white skin of her face and hands. In part that light misted her, made her f
rom time to time harder to see. But, in spite of what had happened when Lin

dahad tried to strike the morsel from her hand, she seemed to be entirely

real and solid. And she looked more human than had the Green Man.

Her hair was a warm chestnut brown, reaching alittle below her shoulders. S
he wore breeches of forest green, with matching boots and shirt, the sleeves
of which showed from beneath a tabard like the Herald's. Only hers was not
multicolored but also green, bearing across the breast glittering embroidery
, iIn silver and gold, of abranch of silver leaves and golden apples.

"Who are you?' Nick demanded. "What do you want?"

But the stranger continued to back away, and, as she went, the mist about h

er deegpened, clung tighter to her body, until all that could be seen was he

r face. There was nothing there of threat. Instead from her eyes camethe s
low drip of tears. And her mouth moved as if she spoke, only he heard nothi
ng. Then the mist covered all of her, dwindled again to nothingness and the



y were alone.

"She wanted Lung!" Lindastill held the dog to her with tight protectiveness.
"She tried to take Lung!"

"She didn't get him," Nick pointed out. "Get up! We have to get out of here
quick."

"Yes." For thefirst time Linda seemed to realize how far they might have v
entured into danger. "Nick, shetried to take Lung!" "Maybe-"

"Maybe? Y ou saw her! She was going to give him something-Y ou saw her!

" She was teasing him with it. But she might have had a bigger capture than
Lung in mind. Y ou followed him, didn't you?"

"Me?' Linda stared at him. "But she didn't even look at me-it was Lung she
called-"

"Could it be she knew you would follow him?"* Nick persisted. L ooking back
he could not swear that the girl had seemed any menace at all. But he had

no way of evaluating the many traps this world could offer. At any rate Li
nda had better be well frightened now so that she would not be so reckless
again.

"Do you really believe that, Nick?"

"Morethan | can believe she was only after Lung. And-"

He had been looking ahead, his grasp on Linda's arm hurrying her along, int

ent on regaining the safety of the house with all possible speed. But now h

e realized that he was not sure of the direction. Though it was much lighte

r than when he had set forth, he could sight nothing here as alandmark he
remembered. As he studied the ground he hoped for some mark there to guide

them.

Y es! His momentary uneasiness passed-here--and there- He need only follow
those quite distinct marks and they would lead them back to safety.

Odd, he would not have believed they were so far from the house. It had se

emed, remembering, that he had not been too long under the trees before he
had caught up with Linda. But the tracks were plain enough to keep him go
ing.

Until they pushed under the last tree, past the last bush to face not the bui
|ding, but an open meadow with knee-high grass and tall spikes of yellow flow

ers. There were more trees a distance away, but to Nick all of thiswas total

ly unfamiliar.

He had retraced their own tracks-then how- Their tracks? A small chill grew
inside him-whose tracks? Or had those been tracks at all? Asthe lure of t

he singing, and the whistling that had drawn Lung, had those been signs del
iberately made to draw them on, away from safety?

"What are we doing here, Nick?"

Linda was caressing the now subdued L ung. Perhaps she had not even paid a



ttention to where they had headed.
"| thought we were headed for the house. We must have been turned around
back there."
The only thing to do, of course, was to return in the opposite direction. Bu
t he had the greatest reluctance to do that. Fear of the ill-omened glade ma
de him unwilling to voluntarily enter it again. What was happening to him th
at he was afraid-actually afraid-of the woods?
"We'll haveto try to go through it." He spoke his thoughts aloud, more than
to her. Nick was determined not to yield to that growing aversion to the nece
ssity for retracing their way.
"No, Nick!" Linda jerked back when he would have drawn her with him. "Not
in there."
"Don't be silly! We have to get back to the house."
She shook her head. "Nick, are you sure, absolutely sure, that you can?’
"What do you mean? Thisis no forest. We got through it one way, and that d
idn't take us hours. Sure we can go back."
"I don't believeit. And | won't." It was asif she braced herself against his wi
Il. "1 won't go back in there!"
Nick was hot with exasperation. But he could not drag her, and he was sure h
ewould haveto if they went in that direction.
"We've got to get back to the house," he repeated.
"Then we'll go around." Lindaturned her back on him and began to walk alon
g the outer fringe of the brush and trees.
Nick scowled. He could not |eave her here alone, and short of knocking her
out and carrying her-
Kicking at aclod of earth, though that hardly relieved his feelings, he set out
after her.
"We're going to have to go along way around."
"So we're going the long way around,” Linda snapped. "At least we can see wh
ere we are going. Nothing is going to get behind some tree to pick us off as
we go by. Nick, the woods-had thingsin it besides her! | could feel them,
if I couldn't see them."
"The tracks." He brought into words his own fear. "They led us out here-perh
apsto trap us.”
"| don't care! | can see anything that conies here."
But she was willing to hurry, Nick noted. And they followed the edge of the
woods, heading south, at a pace that was close to atrot. He hoped this de
tour would not take long, he was hungry and he was also worried as to how t
he others would accept their absence. The English might believe that he and
Linda had cut out on their own.
No, they had |eft their bags, everything they owned now. A little reassured
at that thought, Nick decided that the others would not clear out and |eav



e them. Maybe right now they were in a search party, hunting. Suppose he ca
lled?

But he could not. If Lindawas not just running from her own imagination, t
hey could be watched by things from the trees. Or hunted by those to whom h
is calls would serve as a guide. Though the grasswas so tall it was hard t

o tramp through, he thought he saw ahead the end of the woods.
"Nick-there's water." Linda angled to the left across his path.

The hollow was not a pond, but rather a basin that the hand of man, or some
intelligence, had had a part in devising. For the water trickled from a pi

pe set in awall about a hollow. Then that was cupped in arounded half-bow

| and fed once more into arunnel that ran on out into the meadow and disap
peared.

Linda knelt, loosing Lung, who lapped avidly at the basin. She flipped the w
ater over her flushed face and then drank from her palms cupped together. Se
eing the water, Nick was struck by thirst, just as an ache within him signal

ed hunger. But he waited until the girl had drunk her fill, standing on guar

d, his attention swinging from woods, to sky, to open fields, watchful and a
lert. As Linda arose he ordered:

"Keep alookout." He went down in her place, the clear, cold water on his ha
nds and face, in his mouth, down histhroat. He had never really tasted wate

r before. This seemed to have a flavor-like mint-

"Nick!"

7
He choked and whirled about, water dribbling from the side of his mouth.
One look was enough.
"Get back!" Nick forced Linda, by the weight of his body and his determinat
ion, into the brush fringe of the woods.
"Keep Lung quiet!" He added a second order.
They were no longer alone in the meadow. Two figures had rounded the rising
bulwark of the ridge, were running, or rather wavering forward desperately

. They were dressed alike in ayellow brown that could easily be seen again
st the vivid green of the grass. But they did not try to take cover. It was

asif some great terror, or need, drove them by the most open ways where t
hey could keep the best speed they could muster.
Both staggered, asif they kept erect and moved only with the greatest of e
fforts. One fell and Nick and Linda heard him call out hoarsely, saw him st
riveto pull up again. His companion came to awavering halt, looked back,
and then returned to help. Linked by their hands they went on.
"Nick-in the sky!"
"| seeit. Kegp down, out of sight!"
A small saucer craft, such as the one that had hunted the Herald, snapped in



to view. Now it was almost directly over the runners who may or may not have
had an instant or so to realize their peril.

Both men continued forward, their agonized effort plain. It might have been
that the grassy meadow had been transformed into a bog in which sucking mu
d held them fast. Then they wilted to the ground and lay very still.

The saucer hung motionless directly above them. From its underside droppe
d amass of gleaming cords |looped and netted together, lowered by cablet
hat remained fastened to the ship. And swinging down that came another fi
gure.

The saucer man (if man he was) was small, dwarfish. But little could be seen
of him save a silver shape. For he wore suit and helmet not unlike those of
an astronaut. A second such joined the first and they busied themselves wit
h the net and the inert men on the ground. At asignal the net swung up, hea

vy with the runners, the suited crewmen riding with it.

The craft swallowed up captives and captors. But it did not disappear as N
ick hoped desperately that it would. He began to fear that those on board
had knowledge of their presence also. Who knew what devices the hunters mi

ght operate?

"Nick-1" Linda's whisper brought a warning scowl from him.

Her hand went to her mouth as if she needed to physically stifle her fear. L
ung crouched beside her shivering, but he did not utter a sound. Dare they t
ry to move? Edge farther back into the woods where they were more protected
by the trees? Nick was not sure they could make it- not now. It could be tha

t they were needlessly alarmed. Still the saucer did not go.

L ung whined.

"| told you, keep-" Nick began hotly.

What he saw stunned him into silence in mid-sentence.

Between the bushes where they lay and the open meadow flashed a slender i
ne of light. It broadened, became a mist, forming awall before them.

Out of the saucer in turn came such aray as had followed the Herald during h
isride. It was aimed at them and once more Nick felt that sickening tingling
. Where the ray met the vapor wall, the mist balled into afiery spot. And fr

om the centering of energy ran out lines of fire.

"Quick! This protection cannot be held. Into the woods!"

At that cry Nick did not hesitate. When he reached for Linda, his hand close

d on emptiness, she was already retreating, fighting her way into the shadow

s of the trees. It was not until they were well under that |eaf cover again

that Nick demanded:

"Who called to us?"

"Nobody!" Lindaleaned against atree trunk asif she could no longer trust
her own feet. "It-it was in our heads. Somebody-something-thought at us!"”
He shook his head, not altogether denying what she had said, but asif to cle



ar away the disorientation brought about by the realization that it was true.
No one had shouted that order, it had rung in his mind!

Lindaturned her head slowly from left to right and back again.

"Please, whoever-wherever you are'-her voice was low and not too steady-"w
ere grateful-"

But need they be? Nick's wariness was back full force. It might only bet

hat they had been marked down as prey by one power who thus had defended
them against another.

Something flashed into his memory as clearly asif he still saw the scene be
fore him.

"She was crying," he said.

"Who?' Linda was startled.

"The girl with Lung. She was crying when she disappeared.”

"Y ou think she-" Lindawas, he saw, prepared to protest.

"It might be. But why was she crying?"

Linda pressed Lung so closely to her the Peke whined. "1 don't know. May

be she wanted Lung so much-"

"No, it wasn't that." Nick shook his head again. That queer sensation frust
rated him. It was as if he had been on the very edge of learning something
important and then a door slammed, or communication was sharply broken, lea
ving him ignorant. "l don't think it had anything to do with Lung at all."
"She whistled him to her," Linda snapped. "Nick, what are we going to do? | d
on't like this woods any better than | did before, even if it shields us from

that saucer."

He agreed with her. There was afeeling of life around them that had nothin
g to do with trees, or vines, moss, or the rest of the visible world. Which

was the lesser of two evils-the unknown of the woods, or the open and the
hunting saucer? Somehow, of the two, he was more inclined now to risk the w
oods and he said so.

Lindalooked dubious and then reluctantly agreed.
"| suppose you are right. And we would have been netted just like those oth
ersif something hadn't interfered. But which way?"
There Nick was at aloss. The compass on which he had depended before was b
ack at the house with the rest of his gear. And he no longer trusted his ow

n ability to set any course, not after what had happened before.
"Too bad Lung isn't a hound-he might guide us-"
"But he might! Oh, why didn't | think of that?"'

Linda actually seemed to believe the Peke could guide them, and Nick was a
mazed at her obsession with the dog.
"Hisleash! | need hisleash-" She had put Lung down between her feet, was|
ooking about her as if what she sought could be materialized out of the air

by the strength of her desire.



"Wait-maybe thiswill do." She caught at a vine running along the ground. It
was tough and resisted her efforts to wrench it loose.

Nick grabbed a good hold on it and jerked. He had no fal se optimism about
Lung's ability to take them out of the woods, but perhaps Linda knew more
about the Peke than he did.

Linda stripped off the leaves and small stems and fastened one end to Lung'
scollar. Then she picked up the small dog and held him so his dlightly pro
truding eyes were on alevel with her own.

"Lung-home-home-" She repeated that with solemn earnestness asif the sm
al animal could understand. Lung barked twice. Linda put him down. Agai
n she repeated:

"Home, Lung!”

The Peke turned without hesitation and headed into the woods. Lindalooke
d back impatiently as Lung pulled at the improvised |eash.

"Areyou coming?"'

Nick could refuse, but at the moment he had no alternative to offer. And th
ere could be a chance she was right about Lung, that he might find the way
back. Nick followed.
Apparently Lung had utter confidence in what he was doing. He found his way
among the trees never hesitating at all. And the very certainty of his ste

ady progress promised something, Nick decided. But he was still only partly
able to accept the fact that the Peke had such ability as a guide when the
y came out of the woods (it must have been a narrow tongue at this end) and
could see, some distance to their right, the farmhouse.

"| told you!" Linda had such a note of triumphant relief in her voice that Nic
k guessed she had not been so firmly confident of Lung's abilities after all.
Now she ripped off the vine leash, picked up the Peke, and ran for the buil
ding that was more than ever a promise of safety. Nick halted for a moment
to check the sky. The saucer people might have foreseen this move, could be
cruising overhead, or snap suddenly into view-

But Lindawas running faster, too far ahead for him to catch and suggest pru
dence. He set out after her. Asthey entered the space immediately before th
e door Nick saw it was not, lucidly, barred to them but stood gar. Did that
mean that the others were gone-?

Linda crossed the threshold, he was now only two or three paces behind her
. And Nick had hardly cleared the space of the door swing before that was
clapped to and. the bar clanged down.
The transition from sunlight to this darkened room was such that Nick coul
d not see clearly. Someone seized his arm urgently. He knew Stroud's voice

"What d'you think you're doin'?
"I ought to give you a good one!" the Warden continued, and his grasp tight



ened into a painful vise. "Y ou haven't even the sense of a coney- not you!"
"Get your hand off me!" Nick flared. All hisfears, frustrations, his anger a
gainst Lindafor her foolishness, was hot in him. He struck out at the man he
could only half see.

"Sam!" The Vicar pushed between them as the Warden ducked that badly aime
d blow with the ease of one trained in such business,

Stroud loosed his grip, but Nick, breathing hard, did not draw back.

"Y ou keep your hands off me," he said again between set teeth.

"Stop it!" Lindacried out. "Nick only came after me-"

"And what were you doing out there, girl?' Lady Diana asked.

"| went after Lung. Someone whistled and he went out-through the window in
the other room. | had to go after him. It'sa good thing | did or she would

have had him!'

"She?' It was the Vicar who asked that. Nick's sight had adjusted to the glo
om now. He saw that they were ringed by the rest of the party.

"The shining girl in the woods. She was going to give Lung something-someth
ing to eat, | think. When | tried to knock it out of her hand," Linda's voi

ce faltered, "my-my hand went right through her arm!*"

She stopped as if she thought she would not believe her and for the space o

f abreath or two she was met by silence. Then Crocker spoke, aroughnessi

n his voice close to that which had hardened Stroud's when he accused Nick.

"What did she look like-this ghost girl of yours?”'

" She-she was about my height," Linda said. "l was so afraid for Lung | did
N't see her much to remember. | think she had brown hair and she was weari
ng green. Ask Nick-he saw her better than | did. When my hand went through
her arm-" As her voice trailed into silence Nick saw them all turn to him.
"She-well, she had brown hair, only it had somered init, too. And it was
shoulder length." He tried to remember all the details he could. Crocker ha

d pushed ahead of Stroud, was as intent upon what Nick said asif thiswas

of utmost importance. " She wore green-with a coat like the Herald's-a silve

r and gold apple branch on it. And she was pretty - Yes," memory suddenly p
rovided him with another small point, "she has alittle dark mole, right ab

out here." He touched his own face near his mouth. "Y ou could see it becaus
e her skin was so very white."

He heard Crocker's breath hiss as if the pilot gasped.

"But-" Nick added what seemed to him to be most important, "when she fad
ed away she was crying."

"Rital" Crocker pulled away, his shoulders hunched, his back to them.

"Or anillusion," Hadlett said quietly. "We have seen illusions, many of the
m, Barry."

Crocker did not look around, his hands were covering his face.



"Anillusion would be intended for us, we knew her. These two didn't! So wh
at would be the purpose of feeding them an illusion?' His voice was low, to
neless. Nick thought he fought to control it

"Barry isright," Lady Diana agreed. "Unless the People want usto try and fi
nd her-and provide such an illusion to get us out of here."

"Which they won't, not that way!" Crocker replied. But he still did not look
at them. "We let her-it-know that long ago-"

"What else happened?' Hadlett took over the questioning.

Nick supplied the account of the mist-hidden departure of theillusion (he th
ought the Vicar had the right identity there), their following the wrong trac
ks out into the open. Astersely as he could he gave them an account of the c
apture of the fugitives by the saucer, the strange wall of light that undoubt
edly saved them from alike fate, and their return with Lung's aid.

Hadlett was more interested in the defense that saved them from the saucer th
an al else, and he took Nick through as full a description of that as he cou

|d give for a second time.

"Definitely aforcefield," the Vicar commented when he had pried every poss
ible detail out of Nick. "But the People have never interfered before, not f

or one of us."

"Ritawould-" Jean said. "l don't care," she added. "He said she was crying, a
nd Ritadid cry that last time. | believe it was Rita, not just an illusion se

nt to trap us. And | believe she did save them from the hunters."

"She's one of them!" There was ugly violence in that sentence Crocker hurle
d at Jean.

"Yes." Her agreement was bleak as if he advanced an argument no one coul
d deny.

"We do not know," Hadlett commented, "how much of the human remainsin th
ose who accept. If Ritaremembersus| do not believeitisin anger. We

did what we had to do, being what and who we are. It seems plain that som
ething well disposed to these two young people did save them this morning

. And that is no small action."

"That's al past," rumbled Stroud. "What we've got to think of isthat there'

s hunters here-not too far away. Something in the woods wanted you two free,
but that don't mean that it's goin' to keep on fightin' for us. We can hole u

p here-for awhile-but not long. No supplies to keep us goin'. We've got to ge
t back to the cave."

"We've the bolt hole," Crocker said asif he welcomed the change of subject.
"That'll put us on the other side of theridge."

"An' asight too near that city for my thinkin'!" Stroud answered. "But it

may be we won't have much choice."

They scanted on the rations they shared for breakfast.

Luckily they did not lack for water, for in the far corner of the big room a



round stone could be heaved up and there was awell below. It would seem, Nic
k decided, that the original inhabitants of this place had built to withstand
sieges.

Stroud held a council of war, to which Nick and Linda could add very little

. That they had returned safely from the morning's venture, now seemed to N
ick to be better fortune than they deserved. But perhaps some good had come
from it by their witnessing the capture by saucer, a warning of the troubl

e now hovering aloft. It was finally decided that they would wait out the d

ay where they were, since their position here was safe. With dusk they woul

d move again, this time through a secret exit of the house.

Hadlett suggested the advantages of resting all they could, since once the

y were on the move again they would have heavy demands made upon their str
ength. It was then that Mrs. Clapp spoke up.

"You are al goin' to listen to me now." She spoke with the same firmness as
Stroud showed upon occasion. "The Vicar, he has the right of it when he says
as how thisisgoin' to beahard pull. Me, | ain't put by in achair with a

pap bowl under m' chin an' two shawls around me-not as yet. But I'm stiff in
m' legs, an' when it comes to aspot o' runnin’, | ain't no gal in m' teens,

asit were. Thisisasafe place, aswe all know. Best | hide here an' you ta

ke off where m' old feet won't be no hindrance to you. Thisis only proper se
nse an' you al know it!" She glanced from one to another, her face stubbornl
y Set.

"Maude." The Vicar spoke gently. "This is something we decided long ago-

"Not the same at all, it ain't!" she interrupted him. "It weren't no matter the

n o' one o' us havin' to lag so badly that she was a botheration an' handicap to
put all the rest in danger. Y ou can't make me be that, sir, you can't!"
"Perhaps not, Maude. But do you want to lay aworse burden on usthen? T

0 go and leave you and remember it?"

She stared now at the hands twisted together in her lap.

"That's a hard-hard thing to say-"

"Would you go, Maude? If | broke alimb and could not travel, if Lady Dian

a, Jean, Sam, any of us said what you have just said, would you agree?"

He paused, she made no answer. Then he continued:

"From the first we said it, and we mean it-we stay together, no matter what
comes-"

"It ain't fair-sayin' that. Me an' Jeremiah, we're old, an' we're safe here. Yo

u could come back when it's safe again.”

"We shall makeit, Maude." Lady Diana moved up behind the stool on which
Mrs. Clapp sat. Now her hands closed on the rounded shoulders of the olde

r woman, and she gave her asmall shake that had arough caressin it. "W
e've been through alot, and we've always made it."



"There's always afirst time not to, m'lady. An' | don't want to be a burden-"
"Y ou, Maude Clapp? What would we do without your knowledge of growing
things? Remember how you pulled Barry through that fever when we had a
[l given up? We can't do without you!"
"And don't forget what we owe Jeremiah." Jean knelt beside the stool, her b
rown hands laid over the gnarled, arthritis-crooked fingers clasped so tigh
tly together. "He always knows when the People are around and tells us. You
and Jeremiah, we couldn't do without either of you, and we're not going to
[
"It ain't right." Mrs. Clapp held to her view stubbornly. "But, if | say you 'n
o,' you're like to try to carry me. | wouldn't put it past your stuffin' mein
a basket"-she smiled alittle-"an' draggin' me along. An' agood hefty bit of d
raggin' | would make for the one who tried that, I'm tellin' you, should you ha
ve athought in that direction."
"Y ou'll go out on your own two feet, along with all of us," Hadlett assured
her. "l foresee more skulking and hiding in our next journey than running. |
sthat not so, Sam?"
"Y ou have the right words for it, Vicar. With them flyin' devils out an' bein'

so close to the city, an' all. We go out through the bolt hole an' then we ta

ke to the country like Jas Haggis used to."
"Seein' as how we ain't no poachers nor night hiders like Jas," Mrs. Clapp ¢
ommented, "I don't believe that for one minute, Sam. Me, I'm more used to a
good comfortable kitchen than all this trampin'. Get back to the cave, | wil

|, an' then you're goin' to have a good hard argufyin' on your hands do you
talk about doin' this again."
Jean laughed. "1 shall remind you of that, Maude, the next time you get dow

n your herb bag and start talking about what you think may be waiting to be
popped into it if you only have the chance to go and look."

"You do that, m' gal." Mrs. Clapp chuckled. "Y ou just remind me about m' per
ishin' feet, an" aching back, an' all therest of it. An'likeasnot I'll b
e ahomebody as quick as | could scat Jeremiah-not that | am like ever to do
that. Am | now, old man?"' The gray cat had come to her knee and now stood o
n his hind legs, his forepaws braced against her, looking intently into her
face as if he understood every word she said.

"So we wait and rest." The Vicar spoke briskly. "And go at dusk."

"Seems best," Stroud agreed.

But if the others could rest, Nick found that the day dragged. There was mor
e light in the room, but it was stuffy, for the small slits under the eaves
that admitted the light did not do the same for much air. The door to the ro
om with the barred window was open and he could see the sun on the dusty flo
or there.
They had all retired once more to their beds, and he thought some were asle



ep. But he was sure that the pilot, whose pile of leaves adjoined his own,

was not one of them. Crocker turned restlessly. Nick believed he heard him
mutter once or twice. But his words were obviously not addressed to the Ame
rican and the latter dared not break the silence between them.

Rita-Crocker's girl who had accepted what the Herald had to offer and so wa

sno longer human. Nick would never forget seeing Linda's hand pass through
the other's outstretched arm. Illusion, but, if so, created by one who kne

w Ritawell. And why had an illusion been crying? Was that so he, Nick, cou
|d carry such atale back here?

His head ached, the stuffiness of the room was unendurable. With aslittle no
Ise as possible he got up, went into that other chamber and to the window gua
rded only by the grill, being careful not to touch the iron lattice. There wa

s actually abreeze here and he filled hislungs gratefully with fresh air.

From this point he could not see the front lane nor the woods. That was east,
this faced south.

Color-asnhimmer of color at first. Then it-hardened was the only word Nick ¢

ould supply for the process. Shaped, fully three dimensional, he saw brillia

nt detalils.

A man stood there, his eyes on the house, searching. Somehow Nick thought t
his stranger knew just where he was, even if the window's shadow might hide
him. Out of an angle of the wall paced awhite animal, itslegs stilt thin

, pawed where they should be hooved. But this time flat on the ground, not
inches above the surface.

The stiff material of the Herald's tabard was divided by pattern into four se

ctions, each rich with embroidery. Nick could guess where the English had got

ten their name for the alien-the tabard had a strong likeness to a quartered

coat of arms, atrue "coat" since it was worn.

Herald and horse, interested in the house. Nick wondered if he should give

the alarm. But, as he hesitated, he saw the Herald swing up on a saddle tha

t was hardly more than a pad.

The "horse" took an upward leap, soaring as if it had spread wings. And, tho
ugh Nick now pushed against the grating, he held the two in sight for only a
second or two. Aslong as he could see them, the steed was still rising.

8

"What isit, my boy?"

Nick started. He had been so intent upon the disappearance of the Herald th

at he had not been aware of the Vicar's coming up behind him.

"The Herald was out there. Then he mounted, and his horse flew over the hous
e." Therising of the mount that was able to climb in thin air still astound

ed him.

"The Horse of the Hills-" Hadlett joined Nick at the window. There was noth



ing to be seen out there now but part of the wall in the full sun. "Do you

read Kipling, Shaw? He is not so fancied nowadays-the new thinkers hold his
‘white man's burden' against him. But thereisabit in one of histalesa

bout the People of the Hills out on their steeds in a stormy night-Kipling

knew the old legends, perhaps he believed in them alittle, too. Y ou need o

nly read his Puck of Pook's Hill to know how much the Old Things of England
captured hisimagination. Y es, the People of the Hills, and their airborne
mounts. There were others before Kipling who knew-Thomas the Rhymer for on
e.

"In Britain they lingered, asin all the Celtic realms. You find them also i

n Brittany, which is akin more to Celtic Britain than to Gaulish France. The

re must have been dealings in the old days between our world and this one-"
"Sir"-Nick looked from the window to the old man's hawk face framed by tha

t silver-white hair-"is the Herald, or what he represents, as much our ene

my as the saucer people?"

Hadlett was not quick to answer. Nor did his eyes meet Nick's at that mome
nt. Rather they looked beyond the American, out the window. When the Vicar
did reply, he spoke slowly, as if he wished to be very sure of every word

"The saucer people, asyou call them, they threaten our bodies, and | do not
dismiss that as a minor thing. But the Herald comes to us not in open threat,
but as atempter. If we accept his offer of alliance, or absorption, then we
are truly absorbed. We become other than ourselves. There would-there could
be no return to our present state. It would be an abdication of all our belie
fs. Those who accept are as divorced from our state as if they were not our b
lood kin. Itis, as| have told you, atype of death."
"Rita-if that was Ritawe met..." Nick had heard the warning notesin the ot
her's voice not to pursue this subject, but he could not let it alone, thoug
h neither could he understand what worked in him to so question. "She-she wa
scrying. And it may have been she who saved us from the saucer."
"Y es. She wept also when she came to us the last time and Crocker would not
look at her. In her, through the change, there lingered ties. That, too, exi
stsin the legends. Fairy men and fairy maids and the mortals they loved. Bu
t never was there any happiness at the end, but sorrow, loss and defeat.
"But you say the Herald was watching the house. Which means he is aware of
you and Linda, that he will offer his bargain. Be warned of that, my boy.
" Hadlett placed his hands on the window frame as he looked out.
"So fair and smiling aland. He who built here must have had untroubled year
s, for he was able to work these fields, sow his crops, raise this house as
a bulwark against the night and that which prowlsit. How long ago was that,
| wonder?"
Nick was forced to accept the Vicar's change of subject, Hadlett being what



he was, the American could not push further on atopic plainly so distastefu

.

"Have you seen any places such as this where people live now?"

"No. Thisisaland under ablight. Perhapsit is the flying hunters who hav

e made it so. The cities seem to flourish and stand intact. But the open lan

disfull of traps. Not all the People were ever of afriendly or neutral na

ture. We have our tales of ogres, giants, black witches, trolls. And there a

re traces here of dark malignancy seen and unseen, though not to the extent

we found them in England before we were captured. Thisis perhaps a younger

land, one in which such inhabitants have not spread far. Still we have seen

ruins-towers, a castle-that are certainly not of the America you must have k

nown. This has been afruitful, well-popul ated country. Now there are only t

he cities and such places as this. In the open move bands of drifters-in the
sky, the hunters."

"Do the cities, or the Herald, control our coming here?' Nick had a need to
know as much of the truth as Hadlett could or would tell him. He judged th

at the Vicar was the only one of the three men who might have tried to seek
out the causes for action. Stroud was intent on a problem immediately at h

and, and as yet Nick knew very little of Crocker.

"If we can accept old legends as aguide," Hadlett replied, "the People do

have a manner of control. But according to all accounts they exercise that

by appearing in our world, to achieve their purpose by forms of enticement

or outright physical kidnapping. While our type of transferenceis differen

t. Undoubtedly the cities represent a high form of what we might call, for

want of a better term, technology. Though when you look upon them you canno

t rationally identify them with our civilization. They may generate forces

to operate a drawing power at certain sites.”

"And if we could discover how they brought usin, we could reverse that?' N

ick persisted.

Again the Vicar hesitated. "Y ou are forgetting the tune element, that your

own arrival here made clear to us. We have counted seasons to reckon four y

ears-you tell usit has been thirty in our own world. Again there were lege

nds of men who returned, to age and die quickly as they passed from one sta
te of existence to another."

Nick counted days-three-no four-since they had found themselves here. How
long back there-weeks- months? He shivered because that was so hard to b

elieve. But doggedly he returned to the subject at hand.

"But the cities are safe against the saucer hunters-"

"Y es. Twice we have witnessed an aerial attack. Y ou yourself saw them try to
bring down the Herald. There appears to be a great anger or fear working in
the flyers-not only for the cities but for al that pertainsto them-such a

s the People.”



Nick digested that. The cities were safe, the open countryside was an invitat
ion to danger. What if they could get into a city, without accepting the Hera
|d's bargain? He asked that.

Hadlett smiled. "But of coursethat islogical, and so do not think, my boy,

that that idea did not present itself to us early during our existence here.

Only, it cannot be achieved. For one must enter in the company of a Herald, o
r else thereisno way in. Around each city there is an unseen wall of force.
And the price for entrance is too high. The Herald will come sooner or later

, he will offer you that choice. It will then be your decision to accept it,

or refuse. But at that moment you will know what one of our blood must do."

To be told athing is one matter, to experience it another. After another w

ord or two the Vicar returned to the larger room. But Nick remained. Thisi
nsistence on the frightening change in those who accepted the Herald's offe

r continued to interest him. The English apparently agreed it should not be
done. Yet al their words could not bring home to Nick what was so horribl
e. To him the saucer hunters were the greater menace-perhaps because he cou
|d understand them better.

L ooking back now he believed that Rita had offered them no threat. He could
not erase his memory of her tears. In fact every time the scene came again t

o the fore of hismind it was clearer. Nick could recall more and more detai

Is. And he was willing to accept the fact that Rita's intervention had saved
them from capture.

The safe cities-that could only be entered in the company of the Herald. In

the company of the Herald-that repeated itself. Could one take the Herald as
hostage?

But surely the English must have considered every possible angle. None of th
em was stupid, and the need for survival sharpens the wits, bringing to the
fore al one's native abilities. Y et he kept returning to that idea. Were th

e Herald's powers such-and in this world no powers whether improbable or inc
redible could be dismissed as impossible-that there was no possible way of ¢
apturing the air-riding messenger, or warden, or whatever he was? Nick knew
o little, except that the cities were safe, and he had a desire to find saf

ety.

He dept awhile in the long afternoon on the floor by the window. When he
roused it was to find Jeremiah beside him, an enigmatic, unmoving statue o

f acat, histail tip folded neatly over his paws, his green eyes unblinki

ngly set on Nick'sface. There was something in the regard that made the 'y
oung man uneasy. He had the impossible idea for a moment that the cat knew
exactly what he was thinking and was superiorly amused, as one might be a
mused at the fumbling of a child striving to master some problem too adult
for his comprehension.

Nick had always liked cats. He had had old George for twelve years. And on



e of the stoutest stakes in the barrier between him and Margo had been her
having George "put to sleep” when Nick had been in New York ayear ago. G
eorge was old, he had had to have checkups at the vet's, he was a "nuisanc

e." So George went, with a surface-sweet explanation of how wrong it was t
o prolong life that was a burden for an old and ailing animal. But Nick kn

ew that George could have been saved. He had never answered her, never giv
en her the satisfaction of knowing his raw anger at that new defeat. Georg

e was gone, he could do nothing about that. But Nick could remember as he
did now-in every detail.

Jeremiah growled, his ears folding down to his skull, his eyes still intent

on Nick's. And Nick's breath hissed between his teeth, almost with the sound
an angry or alarmed cat might make.

The cat-knew! Jeremiah was reading his mind! Nick was as certain of that f
act asif Jeremiah had spoken aloud. But it was Nick who spoke,

"Y ou know." What he expected in reply, he did not know. Would Jeremiah giv
e some sign of complete understanding? But the cat made no move, did not u
tter asound. And Nick's certainty of that exchange began to fade. Imagina
tion- Y et he could not altogether accept the fact that he had been wrong.

One did not deny the idea of telepathy nowadays, of the paranormal talents
some peopl e possessed-the gift for psychometry, precognition, all the oth
ers. And animals were supposed to be psychic, especialy cats. All the rat
ional explanations for what he believed had just happened came to mind now
. Yet they did not quite explain it-and he was not psychic inthe least. S

o how could Jeremiah have read his thoughts, his memory, and reacted?

Whether Jeremiah could understand him or not, Nick went on speaking softly
to the big gray cat.

"George didn't ook like you. He was long-legged, and no matter how much h
e ate, and George was an eater all right"-Nick smiled at the memory of Geo
rge enjoying a plate of turkey-"he never fattened up any. Y ou'd have thoug

ht we kept him on short rations. He was a hunter, too. And he liked to sle

ep on beds, but he didn't want you to turn over and disturb him, he could
make that plain."

Jeremiah still watched him. Then the big cat yawned, stood up and walked awa

y, his boredom plain in every movement. Nick felt foolish. It was so obvious
that Jeremiah was no longer interested in the least. His disdain of George,
undoubtedly an inferior type of feline, obviousin every small flirt of his
upheld tail as he went. Do not regale him with accounts of other cats, he s
eemed to be saying; there was, naturally only one Jeremiah!

For the first time since his arrival in thisworld Nick laughed. Jeremiah co

uld communicate alright--after his own fashion. And even if the cat had read
Nick's mind, he still had the standards and logic of his own species. Nick
could question, but he must also accept what he saw and not close his mind.



Their party made the move at dusk, having eaten. Nick's bread was long sinc
e gone, but some of the cheese and bacon were left. And the English carried
small hard cakes made of ground nuts and dried berries pressed together, w
ith strips of dried and tough meat.
The exit, Nick discovered, was viathe fireplace. That was a cavern of an ope
ning, the largest he had ever seen. At its back four great stones, fastened t
ogether, could be pulled out like a door. He tendered his flashlight and Stro
ud accepted it at once.
"Wait for me to beam up now," the Warden ordered. "These steps are trick
He disappeared and Nick caught sight of the beginning of a narrow stairwa
y leading down. It was laid into the back of what must be avery thick ch
imney. They waited until from below a bright beam reached up. Then Lady D
lana sgueezed through with Jeremiah's basket, followed by Mrs. Clapp, Jea
n and Linda carrying Lung. Hadlett went next, and he was hardly through t
he low door before Crocker nudged Nick.
"Now you. I'll have to set the blocks back."
It was a narrow squeeze alright. Mrs. Clapp and Stroud with their greater bul
ks, must have found it almost painful. But it was not too long. Then Nick was
in alevel passage, also stone walled, elbowed aside by Stroud who still hel
d the light steady for the pilot.
Crocker did not come at once. They caught a couple of mutters to suggest he
was having difficulty in fitting the door back into place. At last he joined
them and Stroud sent the light ahead, taking the lead in a passage that kep
t them going singly, but was wider than the cramped staircase.
Little of the light filtered back as far as Nick. The air was dank, the wall
s sweated drops of moisture, and there was an ill smell. The passage appeare
d to be endless as they tramped along. There were no breaks in the walls, th
e way did not give access to any cellar, or side passage. Nick wondered how
those with whom he now traveled had ever cometo discover it. They called it
the "bolt hole" and that seemed apt. But much hard labor had gone into its
making, which suggested that those who had fashioned it had felt the need fo
r such a hidden exit to the outer world.
After awhile the stone walls changed to upright stakes set close together
with earth packed behind them, a cruder piece of work. Nick glanced up over
head and saw a crisscross of similar stakes, thick beams to support weight
He trusted that time and decay had not damaged them.
Then, after what seemed avery long time, the light revealed another flight
of stairs, these far less finished than those in the chimney, resembling a
crude ladder. Up these Stroud climbed. In afew moments the light swung do
wn to show the hand- and footholds for those who would follow. Nick watched
Hadlett and Lady Diana assist Mrs. Clapp all they could and it was a lengt



hy process.

But the way was then clear for the younger members of the party who made th
e climb with more agility and speed. They emerged in another stone-walled p
lace. Above their heads, well above, was an opening to the night sky, with
astar or two winking there in reassurance; and the fresh air felt good aft
er that passage.

Before Stroud snapped off the light, Nick caught sight of the charred remn
ants of what must once have been beams protruding in places from the wall
above, marking the sites of perhaps two upper floors. And there was a mass
of fallen debris underfoot so they linked hands in the dark and moved wit

h caution toward the open arch of a door.
V egetation masked the ruin rankly on the outside. Bushes Stroud had been h
olding aside snapped back when the last person was through the door, cover
ing the door from sight. Nick saw therise of the ridge now at his back.
Outside the tower they had more light than the natural night offered. It sp
rang rainbow hued from some ground source ahead, hidden by the trees and br
ush which so well cloaked the ruin.
At Stroud's order they kept close together. If the Warden was no trained woo
dsman, he did his best, as did the others, following his example, to keep th
eir passage as hoiseless as possible. They were angling right, and with ever
y step they took, the growth about them thinned, the light grew brighter-unt

il at last there was only athin screen of branches through which Nick saw t
he city.
The wonder of that sight stopped him short so that Crocker bumped into him.
But he paid no attention to the pilot, he was entranced by what he saw.

It arose abruptly, without any outlying clusters of buildings, even asthey ha
d said. And it towered until he thought that its spires might well dispute the
stars. For it was all towers and spires, reaching shafts like longing arms he
|d up to the wonders of space.
What might be the material of those distant buildings Nick could not begin t
0 speculate. He could not equate stone with the constant play of color. For
that blaze of brilliance, which radiated from the walls to light the night,
was not constant in any one place. Rainbow-mixed shades, light and dark, rip
pled and flared, to die down, before once more flaming up.

Strange as the city was it did not seem alien to the ground on which it reste

d. There was the green of woodlands in its sheen, the gold of meadow flowers,
the rust red of bark, the blue, the silver gray of water, the pale pink of b
lossoming fruit trees, the ruddy, heavy splendor of that same fruit cometo f
ull ripeness. It was all the colors of the earth mingled joyfully together.

For the city did not frighten, it did not awe. The emotion that filled Nick

as he gazed upon it was happy excitement. Something that had long been sou
ght, that had been glimpsed imperfectly, perhaps in a dream, now stood prou



d and magnificent before him.

"Come on, you fool!" Crocker caught him, gave ajerk hard enough to break
Nick's daze. "What's the matter with you?"

"It's wonderful!" Nick wanted to run straight across the open to the city.
"It'satrap!" The pilot was uncompromising, harsh. "They set it for us. Don't
look at it."

Was Crocker right? Nick could not believe him. But the distant towers did dr
aw him. And now that he had passed hisinitial wonder, he distrusted that o
nging alittle.

Y et it was still with reluctance that he moved on, edging always to the east
after Stroud and the rest. Crocker matched step with him asif he feared that
Nick might suddenly take off.

They had not progressed far before Stroud hissed a warning and they halted.
To the west, figures came into the light. There was no mistaking the long-
legged creature that paced ahead of that group-a Herald "horse."

But there was no one on its back, rather the brilliantly coated one who was

the creature's master walked behind. With him were three others, a strangely
assorted group.

There was a man wearing the drab uniform of those Nick had seen netted, an
d behind him-surely that was one of the suited aliens from a saucer. Yet h
ere they walked as if they were not enemies, both with their eyes fixed on
the Herald. The third was a woman.

"Rital" Crocker cried.

Nick would have thought the party too far away for any to be recognized. But
he could read on the pilot's face the conviction that the green figure was hi
slost friend.

A sharp noisein the sky. Thistime it was not one of the saucers that appear
ed out of nowhere, rather one of the cigar-shaped craft.

It shot earthward as if about to bury its nose in the soil. From it pulsated
sharp bursts of light. They struck around the advancing party-who paid them
no heed-bringing wisps of smoke from charred stretches of ground. The rays

were obviously deflected and struck at angles to either side or the rear of

those on foot.

Overhead the flyer made reckless darts, asif its pilot was determined to sto
p the othersif he had to ram his craft into them. But in every one of those

dives the ship wavered from side to side and the effort with which the pilot
maintained control was manifest.

All thistime it would appear that the four people and the "horse," were entir

ely oblivious to the attack. They did not turn from the straightest route to t
he city. And Nick could imagine the frustration of their attacker.

At length the flyer's pilot must have accepted defeat. The craft skimmed bac
k toward the ridge, streaking off at incredible speed. But the party on foot



continued their even-paced way, unruffled and undaunted.
Nick was impressed. He had areal safety blanket, did the Herald. With suc
h protection he could travel anywhere and not worry. If aman could just d
iscover how that worked! Nick watched the Herald speculatively, wondering
why he now walked instead of rode. Was that so his protection covered thos
e he led? If they only had his secret!
The Herald and the city, one or the other was the key. And Nick was sure th
ey merited adetailed study. The Herald went out of the city, so he would b
e easier to check on. A man could not enter the city without the Herald-but
could aHerald be held for ransom?
That might be utterly impossible. They had just had a demonstration of how
impervious the Herald and those under his protection were to force. And the
re was no use in trying to talk the English into such an attempt-not until
Nick had a plan that had an even chance of working. But he would continue t
o think about it.
The pace of the Herald's party must have been swifter than it seemed, or els
e the city was closer, for they were almost there now.
"That was Rital" Crocker said. "She's helping them set their traps for poor f
ools, marching them in!" He balled one hand into afist, struck it into the o
pen palm of the other with force. " She's helping them!"
"Why not?' Jean asked. "She is one of them now."
She stood to the other side of Crocker, not looking at the pilot, but rather
at the city. When she spoke again it was in alower voice that embarrassed
Nick for he could not move out of hearing and he knew it was not meant for h
im.
"Sheisgone, Barry. And you cannot bring her back- let her go. Y ou won't b
e whole again until you do."
"Let meaone!" Crocker flung out hisarm. He did not quite touch Jean, but
the force of hisvoice was close to ablow. "I know she's gone-but let me a
one!" He plunged past, her and there was a stir among the rest where they hu
ddled. Stroud started them moving to the east, and alittle later they began
to lose the glow of the city in a darkness that seemed twice as heavy and d
rear because it was away from the strange glory-the promise behind.
Nick caught at that half-conscious thought. No, he must not allow his momen
tary enchantment at the first sight of the city to influence him now. There
were traps aplenty here without allowing himself to be beguiled by such an
obvious one.

9

"We've never seen it like this before."

That "safe" stronghold, the one place in this alien and threatening land tha

t they could call home, held them at last, had sheltered them now for severa



| days. But conditions, Nick was quick to discover, were far from what the E
nglish had earlier faced. In the pile of thumbled rocks that masked the entr

ance to their hideout they had a sentry post. He now shared it with Crocker.
"We can't hunt or fish-not now," the pilot continued.

For the land was no longer seemingly deserted as the refugees had led Nick t

o0 believe was generally the case. It was rather asif a sweep was coming fro
m the north, bringing past their place of concealment atide of drifters.

Though they expected to see the drifters harassed by the saucers, there had
been no sighting of those. Just the bands, which moved with unslacking det

ermination asif they fled from fear. And the sight of them made the watche
rsuneasy. Y et they were not ready to desert their own stronghold.

The foundation of their refuge was a natural cave but it had been enlarged,

embellished by the hand of man or some other intelligence. Walls had been sm

oothed. On their surfaces were incised lines, some filled in with ancient pa
int to make the designs fully visible.

There was light, too. A kind that puzzled Nick more than the rock paintings,

for such as those were to be found in his own world. But these rods, based in
the native stone, yet bearing on their tips flares of blue light, were of a

civilization far more advanced technically than one that would have used cave

sfor dwellings.

These lights were oddly controlled also. There was no apparent switch-one tho
ught them alight! Y ou need only face one of the slender rods, wish for aligh

t, and the flames, like those of giant candles, flared aloft.

The patterns on the walls and the lights were the mysteries of thisworld.

The rest was what the refugees had brought-beds of dried grass and leaves,

afireplace of small rocks, wooden bowls and spoons Stroud had carved, havi
ng the knowledge a hobby supplied. They were cave dwellers surrounded by th

e remnants of a vastly more advanced civilization. But so easily defended w

as the way into their stronghold, so safe its atmosphere, they clung to it.

If the land continued so occupied, Nick could understand Crocker's concern.
Food supplies were dwindling, even though they had stocked up well in the

days when this land had been their own. One could not hunt or fish and be ¢

onstantly alert for attack.

They had been pent-up for two days now, unable to venture out because of th

e drifters. Those did not appear even to rest at night. Twicein the one ju

st past they had witnessed flickerings of lights out there. Nick was impati

ent. They ought to do something-find out what was going on.

He had depended upon the English for guidance. Only an utterly stupid perso
n would plunge ahead without learning what he might have to face. But, with
in the past few hours, he was sure they were just as baffled as he, that th

IS mass migration was new.

|1l assorted, the drifters were. It was, Nick thought, like watching the flo



w of history stirred into aweird mixture. He had seen Indians once. And lat
er three men with long-barreled rifles and the fringed hunting shirts of the
early colonial frontier. But there were others-a party of bowmen with steel
helmets accompanying two armored knights. And another band, this one with w
omen (who were always rare), also in armor but of afar earlier period, the
helmets topped with brushes of red-dyed bristles, bronze-embossed shields on
their arms.

Stroud had dlithered out that morning, using rocks and brush as cover. The Wa
rden was, Nick gathered, the only one who appeared to have the ability to sco
ut, limited as that might be. It was hisintention to reach the river to the

east and judge the traffic around it.

Though the cave had been their headquarters ever since they had first chanc
ed upon it and they had other refuges, such as the camp by the lake and the
farmhouse, they had never intended to make any of these a permanent base.
Thelir plans had been to reach the sea and, if possible (which sounded hardly
probable), find transportation back to their own land. In pursuit of this gen
eral plan they had begun work some time ago on araft at theriver, but had b
een forced to hide the results of their labor when there had been sudden sauc
er activity near that point.

Now Stroud was to discover if that section were still patrolled, or if they c
ould hope that the movement of drifters had drawn the flyers after them. If s
0, and they could not wait out the migration, then the raft on the river migh

t mean escape. It seemed a very slender hope to Nick, but he knew that they h
eldtoit.

The city continued to haunt his own thoughts. If one could just learn the secr
et of getting in-

"I'm going to the back post and relieve Jean,” Crocker said. "Lady Dianawill
be here shortly."

The pilot was gone, Nick was alone. He was glad of that. Crocker was dll
right, but Nick knew that the pilot did not warm toward him, any more tha

n Nick himself would have sought out Crocker back home. It was plain that
the Englishman had problems, which kept him in a sullen, brooding state,
and he did not welcome strange company.

Now the Vicar-Nick could warm to him. And he understood Stroud. The Ward
en reminded him vividly of several men he had known, the last being Coac

h Heffner at high school. Mrs. Clapp-he smiled-and Jean-but he was sure

Jean had an eye only for Crocker. He wished her well in that direction b

ut success seemed dubious.

Lady Diana was manager whether they welcomed it or not. She was one you

would have to reckon with if you crossed her.

Linda-he thought about Linda. Before they met the English, they had drawn

together. Afterward, she had become more quickly absorbed in the other gro



up than he had. And, following their adventure in the wood, she had avoide

d him. He had made no attempt to close the gap she had opened. Lindawas a
[l right, but he certainly was not going to make any effort to know her be

tter. Just because they were fellow victims did not mean they were thereby
joined in arelationship.

Nick tensed-movement out there, a shaking of bush not caused by any wind.
During his sentry tours Nick had seen animals on the move also, disturbed
by drifters.

And the animal's had sometimes been grotesque. There were the light-colored
deer, and twice wolves, giant ones as large as a small pony. Rabbits of av
ery ordinary type had come and a flock of wild turkeys. But there had been
apair of nightmare forms as weird as the two he had seen with the Green Ma
n. Each had four limbs and a body not unlike that of a giant cat, though th

e fur was more like deerskin, and along neck ending in the head of a beake
d bird, an eagle, scaled instead of furred or feathered. From the shoulders
had sprouted membranous wings like those of abat, plainly too small and w
eak to support the bulk of the body. In the open the creatures stretched th

eir wings with a clapping sound.

He described these two to Hadlett, and the Vicar nodded as if he recognized
such an impossible mixture of bird and beast.

"An opinicus-"

"A what?

"A fabulous beast used in heraldry. Just as the two you met in the forest wer
eayaeand an enfield."

"But-" Nick was completely bewildered. He had an idea that heraldry had so
mething to do with shields, coats-of-arms, the designs used in the Middle
Agesto identify knightsin battle, and used nowadays as aform of snobber

y to make wall plagues, mugs, designs on stationery. But living animals-
"Yes," The Vicar continued. "Imagined beasts do not roam the countryside. B
ut here they do! They are allied to the People and show no interest in us,
unless they are directed to do so. Fortunately that seldom happens.”

Now as Nick watched the movement down slope he speculated as to what might
appear, anormal animal he could name, or one of the weird companions of
the People. But what flowed out, with the sinuous grace of his species, wa

s Jeremiah. The cat was experiencing some difficulty, having to keep hish
ead at an angle unnatural for him, for he had mouthed and was drawing alon
g alarge bird. Twice on hisway up the slope he had to pause to take afr

esh hold. But his determination to bring in his catch never faltered.

He finally reached Nick and dropped his burden. His eyes fixed upon the m
an, he gave awarning growl. The limp bundle of now dusty feathers was vi
vidly colored. Some of the long tail pinions were bent and broken. It see
med about the size of a chicken, but its plumage was far removed from the



barnyard fowls Nick had known.

"Good catch," Nick observed. "Y ou're a better hunter, Jeremiah, than we've
been lately."

The cat lay down on his side, his forepaws outstretched. Now he dropped his
head on these and gave avisible sigh. It was plain his endurance had been
taxed by the effort of bringing home the fruits of his hunting. Nick put o
ut a hand toward the bird, watching Jeremiah for any sign of resentment. Bu

t the cat merely watched him, did not again assert ownership.

He had killed the bird cleanly, there was not even any outward sign of awo
und. Nick smoothed out the bedraggled plumage in wonder. The colorswere as
brilliant as those of a parrot, yet blended into one another in a subtle f

ashion. He was reminded of the glory of the Herald's tabard.

The Herald-holding the bird Nick no longer saw it. He was rather remember
ing that long moment in the farmhouse when he was sure the Herald had kno

wn he stood behind the window. And his thoughts moved to his own- well, y

ou could not call it aplan-idea of somehow getting the Herald to use as

akey to the city.

But the trouble was he would have to know so much more about the Herald hi
mself. And Nick was well aware that such discussion was taboo as far as th

e English were concerned. Only Hadlett had given him bits and pieces, neve
r as much as he needed to know, always changing the subject when he tried

to find out more about the enigmatic master of the city. Was he master the
re, or aservant messenger? The status of the Herald could have a distinct
bearing on what Nick wanted to do. If he only knew-

Hadlett had warned him that he and Linda would be the target for an offer.
But so far that had not happened. And holed up here as they were now, how c

ould it? If Nick could meet the Herald, perhaps he could learn for himself-
But if asaucer attack could not trouble that alien, what could he do?

The need for action continued to gnaw at him. He did not believe they could i
ndefinitely hide out here in the present state of the country. And what if wh

atever was driving the drifters south did arrive? The very flimsy hope of esc

aping viathe raft was no hope at all, he was sure, rather a delusion that mi
ght prove fatal. No, the city was safe-

Nick was so certain of that that his very surety was a surprise. He had playe
d with the idea ever since he had seen those glittering towers, but this was
absolute conviction.

A soft rub against his hand. Jeremiah must want his trophy. But when Nick |
ooked down at the cat, the animal had not reached for the bird at all. Rath
er he rubbed his head back and forth against Nick's hand and arm, and he wa
S purring.

"Good boy!" Nick scratched behind the gray ears, rubbed along the furred |
aw line. "Y ou agree with me, don't you?"



The question had been asked in jest, but at that moment he knew he spoke th
e truth. Once more Jeremiah had reached into his thoughts, and the cat was
agreeing in the way he could best express himself.

Nick's hand slipped gently under the jaw, urged Jeremiah’s head up, so he
could meet those wide eyes straightly. "How much do you know-understand-
Jeremiah?"

The cat's reaction was swift and sharp. A paw flashed up, claws raked acro

ss Nick'swrist. He jerked back. Plainly he had taken an unallowable liber

ty. There was awarning growl and Jeremiah once more mouthed the bird, pus
hed around Nick, and vanished into the cave. Again Nick was left unable to
judge what was the truth, what imagination. He must ask Linda about Lung-
did the Peke aso give Her the impression that here he was able to communi
cate if he wished?

He was still staring after Jeremiah when Lady Diana scrambled up.
"Anything to report?' she asked directly.

"Nothing except Jeremiah coming back with abig bird."

"That cat! Maude isright under his paw, which is where every cat wants you

. Though I will admit he seems able to sniff out any of the People-"

"The Herad, too?' Nick asked.

She studied him. "What about the Herald?' There was a hostile notein her v
oice.

"Does Jeremiah know when he is around?"

"Now that"-his question appeared to be a surprise-"| don't know. He can poi
nt out one of the People whether we see them at first or not. But the Heral
d-Why are you so interested?"

"It would seem he's such good security, | just wondered."

"Ask Maude, she knows everything knowable about that animal. Y our food isw
aiting, you had better get to it before it's cold."

"Yes, m'lady!" Nick sketched a half-salute, giving her the address Stroud
used, and scrambled down into the cave entrance so well masked by the jumb
le of rocks.

He found Linda on K.P. duty. Mrs. Clapp was some distance away, Jeremiah’s

trophy laid across one knee, stroking the cat's head and telling him what a
brave, smart boy he was. Jeremiah accepted this praise complacently, with

afeline's estimate of his own worth.

Nick picked up abowl and went to where Linda was stirring a pot sitting on a
pier of stones over the fire. Lung was beside her, his head cocked alittle

to one side, apparently intent on watching the flames.

"Linda, have you noticed anything different about Lung?"

"Lung?' She had taken Nick's bowl to fill it from the pot. But she turned h

er head quickly to look down at the small dog. "What's the matter? Lung?"

At his name he sat up on his haunches, waving both small forepaws in the air



, and gave a soft bark.

"Has-" Now that Nick was prepared to ask his question it sounded improbab
le. He could have imagined Jeremiah's response. No, he had not! Gathering
courage from that, he continued. "Has Lung given you the impression that
he understands-well, what you are thinking?'

"What | am thinking?' she echoed. Now she turned her attention from the Pek
eto Nick. "No," she said asif to herself. "Y ou really mean that, don't yo

u? | told you- Pekes have avery high intelligence. He could always make me
understand things-"

"That's not what | meant-" began Nick when she interrupted.

"I know. Y ou mean-like telepathy, don't you? Why do you ask? Has Lung bee
n reading your mind?' She might have asked that derisively, but he though

t her tone was rather one of deep interest.

"No. But | think that Jeremiah has."

"Jeremiah!" Linda gazed beyond the fire at the cat curled up now at Mrs. Cl
app's feet, and her expression was not altogether approving. "They keep tel
ling me, Jean and Mrs. Clapp, about how wonderful that cat is, how he can |
et them know when there's any of the People around, or a bad influence, or
something like that. Y ou'd think he was amarvel. Now you come and tell me
that he can read minds! | think you're all crazy!"

"But," Nick persisted, "have you tried finding out if there is any changein
Lung?"’

"Y ou mean there might be something in this place that does produce mind rea
ding and all that? But why not us, then, instead of the animals?"

"I don't know." He had to answer with the truth.

"Lung." Linda shoved the filled bowl into Nick's hands. Her attention was o
n the Peke. "Lung-"

The dog gave another soft bark, put his front paws on her knee as she sat
down cross-legged and held out her hands to him. Gathering him up, she hel
d him as Nick had seen her do before, with those bulbous dark eyeson ale

vel with her own. "Lung, can you read my mind?"

Nick watched them. Was she serious with that question, or wasit ajeer am
ed at him?

Linda was silent, staring intently into the Peke's eyes. The dog made a dart

with his head, his tongue went out to lick her chin. The girl gave a muffled
exclamation, pulled him tightly against her until he woofed in protest.

"Y ou-you are right. Lung knows."

"How can you tell?* Nick demanded. Now all his own objections to such a bel
ief cameto life again. He did not want confirmation, he realized, he wante

d denial.

"I know." She did not enlarge on that. "Nick-we have to get away-back hom
el



She sounded so afraid Nick was once more startled. It was asif during tha

t long moment of confrontation with Lung she had learned something that ma
de her whole world unsafe.

"We can't very well leave now," he pointed out. "Y ou know aswell as| dow
hat we'd run into out there."

"They-" Linda's voice became awhisper. "Their plan for hiding out here-Nick
-that can't go on much longer. The food is very low. And as for going down r
iver on araft-" The note in her voice underlined her honest opinion of that

. "Nick, whatever, whoever is chasing all the drifters we've seen, it's got

to be something everyone has good reason to fear. If we just stay on here-Ni
ck, we can't!"

Those were his own thoughts put into words. But would she accept his only
other suggestion-the city?

"Nick, if we went back-right back to where we were when it all began, do

you think we could get back to our own world?"

He shook his head. "There was a history of disappearancesin our world for a

long time-and no returns. It could not be for want of trying, I'm sure of tha

t."
She leaned forward so her cheek was against the Peke's soft fur. Her hair was

tied back with the red yarn still, but a piece of it was loose enough to fall

over her eyeslike ahalf veil.

"Nick, I'm scared! I'm scared the worst I've ever beenin my life."

"I think we all are. | know | am." He matched her frankness. "But we've got to
hold on. | think here, if you lose your grip, you're really lost."

"Y es, that's what I'm the most afraid of now, Nick. They-Jean-Mrs. Clapp, Lady
Diana-they all seem to be just ableto take it and it doesn't matter. Mrs. Cl

app- she'sold and thinks that thisis like atest of her belief that being go

od will help a person. She's talked to me about it. And Lady Diana, all her li

fe she's been fighting for things-Mrs. Clapp told me about her, too. She's don
ealot for the village where she lived. She sort of bullies people into doing
what they should. | can't imagine her being afraid. And Jean-you know, Nick,
she'sin love with Barry. Aslong as she's near him and all'sright asfar as

he is concerned, then she doesn't care about anything else. All that hurts her
isthat he still wants Rita-

"But not one of them is afraid the way | am. And, Nick, I'm so afraid | am
going to break wide open, and then all of them will despise me." Her head s
ank lower and the lock of hair now hid most of her features.

"Not one of them will!" Nick tried to find the right words. "Y ou're wrong, L.
nda. If you could read minds, I'd swear to it you'd find every one of them ha
salimit of control. Maybe they haven't reached it yet-but it's there. You'r

e hinting we ought to go by ourselves? But we have a better chance of stickin

g it out here, at least for now."



"| suppose so," she agreed dully. "But | wish- No, | can't let myself wish, ¢
an 1?1 have to accept what's here and now and go on from there. But, Nick, w
e can't possibly stay here and starve. What can we do?' Before he coul
d control his tongue he answered: "There'sthe city-"
"The city? What do you mean?"
"That's really safe-at |least from the saucers. We saw that proven." Now he wa
sdriven to get her reaction to his half-plan. " Suppose we could get into the
city-"
"We can, easily enough. Accept the Herald's bargain, as Ritadid. But, Nick
, the way they talk about that-there must be something terrible happens whe
nyou do."
"Not the bargain, Linda. But suppose we were able to follow the Herald in s
omehow. Or, get out of him how to doit." Nick's plan was still only a sugg
estion to which his thoughts continued to turn.
"I don't believe you could." Lindareplied so flatly he was momentarily deflat
ed. Then he reacted to the deflation as swiftly, with the determination that h
ewould at least try. But he would not give her the satisfaction of a protest.
Instead he started eating.
"Are you going to try something like that?' His silence appeared to irritate h
er.
Nick shrugged. "How can 1? At the present time | don't see any chance.”
"Of course not! And there never was!" With that parting shot she arose and
walked over to join Mrs. Clapp who was plucking the feathers from Jeremiah'
saddition to their larder.
Nick finished the stew, washed his bowl in the dribble of water that came ou
t of the wall in one of the small alcoves cut in the cave, adribble that fo
und its way out again along atrough chiseled in the floor. But he set the b
owl down there and did not return to the center portion of the cave. Instead
he edged along through a narrow glit Crocker had earlier pointed out, one
ndeed too narrow for Stroud to negotiate, which led to another cave and a pa
ssage, and finally avery narrow opening on the world.
Just now Nick wanted no company, rather a chance to think without interrupt
ion. He had a puzzle. Perhaps it could not be solved, perhaps it could. But
it must be faced and struggled with.
Nick worked his way up to that slit opening on the world. But, as he placed
his hand on the side of the opening to steady himself, earth and a stone g
ave way under his weight. He snapped on the flash from his belt and under i
ts bright light he could see where other stones had been rammed in to close
an opening once much larger. Those stones were no longer so well bedded, t
hey could be worked out with alittle effort.
He began to pick and pull, laying the flashlight on a projection of the wall
to give him light. The barrier needed only alittle loosening. He would crawl



out to prove that and then wall it up more securely.
Nick thrust with his shoulders, kicked and wriggled. Then he was out. It
was only in that moment when he had achieved his purpose that he became a
ware of more than the action that had absorbed him. Crouched, his hands o
n the ground, his back hunched, he looked down the slope.
A cloud shielded the brilliance of the sun. But it could not dim the splash o
f color there. As he slowly rose to hisfeet, Nick saw he had his perhaps dan
gerous wish. It was the Herald.

10

Nick's first impulse was to dodge back into the cave. But it was already too
late for that. He knew the Herald had sighted him. And he did not want to r
eveal even more this back door to the cave. Nick moved farther into the open
to face the dlien.

To his eyes this was the same Herald he had seen riding over the ridge to th
e city. The man (if man he really was) matched him in height, though his bod

y was more slender than Nick's. His green breeches and undercoat were dulled
by the brilliance of the stiff tabard with its wealth of color and glitteri

ng embroidery.

The tabard was divided into four quarters, each of which bore a different in

tricate device. Over each shoulder was a small half-cape with the same desig
ns repeated in miniature. His four-pointed cap, beneath which his hair was s

0 sleeked against his head as to appear painted on his skull, was stiffened

by aband of gold like asmall crown circlet.

His face was expressionless, impassive, and his skin very white so that the
bracketing of moustaches about his mouth might have been drawn inink. He

did not move at once, but before Nick was more than three or four strides f
rom the hole he was on hisway to meet him, hiswalk an effortless glide.

Thus they came face to face with only an arm's length between them. Andin a
|| that time the Herald kept silent, nor did his set, smooth expression chan

ge. When he did speak it was startling, as if a painted puppet had been give
navoice.

"| am Avalon."

There was a pause that he did not break. Nick gathered it was histurn for sel

f-introduction.

"I am Nicholas Shaw." He stated his name formally, sensing the occasion d

emanded that.

The Herald made a dlight inclination with his head.

‘To that which is of Avalon, and of Tara, of Broceliande, of Carnac, may yo

u be welcome, Nicholas Shaw, if it be of your own will and choice that this
be so."

So, thiswasiit, the stating of the bargain. Nick thought furiously-he must s



tall, try to learn al he could without giving a quick denial. But to play suc

h a game with this stranger would, he was sure, be very difficult.

"Thisis not aland to make one welcome." He sought for words that might in
return bring some of the answers he wanted. "I have seen things here that
are dangers past my own world's knowing." Even as he spoke he felt afaint
surprise at his choice of words. It was asif he tried to speak aforeign |
anguage, yet they were of his own tongue, merely ones he would not naturall

y have selected.

"Thisisaland of strangers. Those who accept the land will find that it acce
pts them, and there are, then, not the perils you have seen."

"And the manner of this acceptance?"

Avalon dlipped his hand beneath the stiff front of his tabard. He withdrew it

, holding a small box, which he snapped open. The box was round, and nested i
nit wasasingle fruit, agolden apple, gold that is for the most part, but

with a beginning blush of red on one side. From it, or the box that cradled |

t, came an aromato entice the sense of smell, asit also enticed the eyes.

"Of thisyou edt, for it is of Avalon. Thus Avalon entersinto you and you are
apart of it, even asit isapart of you. Having so taken Avaon, you are afr
eeman of all it has to offer."

"| have been told"-Nick was cautious but hopeful of perhaps gaining a shred
of answer-that if one does this thing, becomes of Avalon, one is then apar

t from one€'s past, no longer the person one was before-"

Still the Herald's expression did not alter. "One makes choices, and each ch

oice changes one alittle. Thisisthe way of life, one cannot avoid it. If

you fear what Avalon has to offer, then you make one choice, and by that you
must abide. There are those who will not become a part of the land, thereby
the land regjects them, and they shall have no good of it, nor any peace."
"Thereis peace then in Avalon?' Nick tried to get disbelief into histone.
"What | have seen here suggests that is not so. | have watched men entrapp

ed by others, | have seen wanderers who cannot claim any portion of thiswo
rld for home."

"It was their choice to rgect Avalon, therefore Avalon rejects them. They rem

ain rootless, shelterless. And the day approaches when they shall find that, w
ithout roots, shelter, they are utterly lost."

"Those truly of Avalon will turn against them?' Nick demanded. Was what he
had just heard athreat or a warning?

"Thereisno need. Avalon is, no man's enemy. It is a place of peace and saf

ety. But if one remains without, then comes darkness and ill. This has happe
ned before, the evil lapping at the land. Where it meets Avalon and Tara, Br

oceliande and Carnac, then it laps against walls it cannot overflow. But for
those without those walls there is peril beyond reckoning. Alternately that
evil flows and ebbs. Thisisatime of the beginning of the flow."



"Isit this evil that brings such as meinto Avalon in the first place?"

"Such questions are not for my answering, stranger. Accept of Avalon and y
ou will understand."

"| cannot decide right now-" Nick fenced.

Again the Herald inclined his head. "That is understood, for your race are no
t of controlled thought. Clear decisions come hard for you. | shall seeyou a
gan."

He closed the box, put it once more under histabard, and turned from Nick,
gliding away at such a pace Nick could not have matched unless he brokein
to ajog. But he was determined to follow, at least alittle way. The Herd

d was not mounted, surely Nick could trail him-

With only that ideain mind Nick pushed through bushes, trying to keep in s
ight the blaze of that tabard. Meanwhile he thought about what Avalon had s
aid. Apparently he called himself by the name of the land asif he were its
official spokesman, identifying himself wholly with it. And had he threate
ned, or merely stated, that some great danger lay ahead for all those who w
ere not protected by the People?

The mass migration of the drifters gave part proof. And what Nick had witnes
sed of the attacks from the saucers underlined the safety of the Herald and
his city. On the other hand there was the manifest horror of his offer that

the English displayed, though their reasons still seemed vague to Nick.

It was all-

Nick halted. The blaze of color had also stopped. Nick ducked into a bush.
There was someone rising out of similar cover to confront the Herald, holdi
ng on high a pole topped with a cross of dull metal.

"Demon!" The figure used the cross-pole as a club, seeking to bring it down
on the Herald's head. But Avalon was not there to take the force of that blo
w. Instead his body was well to one side. Again that wild figure, wearing a
tattered and mud-bespattered brown robe, with gray hair matted about his hea
d and a beard of the same on hisjaw, tried to do battle. Thistime the Hera
|d vanished from sight.

"Stay!"

From behind Nick came agust of foul odor, with a sharp prick in hismid-b
ack to reinforce the order. A moment later the same voice called, in athi

ck gabble he could not understand, some summons.

The Herald's woul d-be assailant was still moving about where Avalon had las
t disappeared, ramming the cross-pole into bushes, crying out in a high voi
ce words Nick could not trandlate. His attitude was one of rage fed by baff
lement

At asecond hail from behind Nick, he finally stopped beating the bushes an
d came toward the American in alopsided gait that still et him cover the
ground with speed.



His dress, Nick saw, as he came to a stop, leaning on the pole of his cross,
was that of amonk. And the eyesin his grimy face were the burning ones of a
fanatic.

"Up!" Painin Nick's back. The American got to his feet, raging both at the
man behind him and at himself for being so blind as to be so easily captured

The monk thrust his face close to Nick's. His breath was foul and the rank
odor of his body and ancient clothing was enough to sicken the captive. The
fierce eyes swept up and down Nick.

"Demon!" He raised the cross and Nick thought it was about to thud home on
his skull. He ducked and was rewarded by a cuff on the side of his head tha

t sent him sprawling to his knees, his head ringing, half-dazed.

They gabbled over him, his captor and the monk. Hands caught and held him, o
ne twisted in his hair so that he could not move his head. Again the cross|
oomed over him. And thistime it was lowered so that itstip bit painfully |
nto the skin on his forehead. The monk held it so for along moment and then
snatched it away, bending close to Nick to survey the result of that contac

t.

He grunted as if displeased, then gave some order to the other. Nick was pul
led to his feet, his hands twisted behind him and secured there by a cord, w
hich cut into his flesh. Then his hitherto-unseen captor came around to face
the monk.

Though in build he was much like Stroud, he was far removed otherwise from
the Warden in appearance. His face was largely covered with a greasy mat of
beard, which climbed so high on his cheekbones that it was nearly entangle
d with brows as full and shaggy. On his head was a metal helmet, dented, ru

st streaked, which sprouted a piece to hide his nose. The rest of his cloth
ingwasin keeplng, rusty mail over leather so old and filthy that it wasn
ear black. His glightly bowed legs were covered with tight-fitting, but hol
e-filled hose, and boots that were close to complete disintegration.
But he was armed. A sword was belted on, and a dagger nearly aslong as Nic
k's forearm balanced that. Over his shoulder arose the curve of a crossbow.
He had drawn the dagger and leered at Nick as he set it with the point aim
ed at the American's throat.
The monk shook his head with the jerky violence that characterized all his
movements and spat some order. The other grinned, his mouth a broken-toot
hed gap in that noisome brush of beard. Seizing Nick by his shoulder, heg
ave him a shove after the monk who hobbled on, his cross-pole upheld as if
it were both a banner and athreat.
That he had fallen into the hands of a drifter band was plain. Nick, shaken
by hisown folly in allowing himself to be caught, could not yet think str
aight. He doubted more strongly every minute that these people could in any



way be appealed to as fellow refugees. The soldier, if soldier were hisoc
cupation, who kept him going with bruising slaps and punches, exuded such b
rutality as Nick had never before encountered. And the monk's attitude was,
to his mind, no better.
They came into an open space by a small stream to meet the rest of this comp
any. There were three more of the soldiers, aslike hisoriginal captor asi
f they were al brothers. But the authority was not theirs. Rather it seemed
divided between the monk and another who sat with her back against a rock.
She was tearing at a piece of half-cooked meat from a supply speared on stic
ks and set to roast at the edge of afire.
Grease glistened on her chin, dripped to the front of the laced bodice of h
er gown where it joined and reinforced the stiffened evidence of many other
such meals. Her skin was gray with ancient grime, her hair braids lusterle
ss with neglect. But her features were those which, had she been clean and
well-cared for, might have made her a beauty even in Nick's world. And her
foully used dress was patterned with what once had been fine embroidery, ju
st as her girdle and the rings she wore on each finger and thumb were bejew
eled. There was agold circlet on her head with a setting of adull blue ge
m above her forehead. She was like some princess out of afairy-book illust
ration completely degraded.
At the sight of Nick she threw away the bone she gnawed. Sitting up straig
hter, she pointed to him imperiously and uttered some command he could not
understand. Y et there were word sounds in it that were familiar. When he
did not answer, his captor cuffed him again.
But the monk waved the soldier away, voiced afurious objection. The viciou
s amusement that had come into the woman's face at her underling's correcti
on of their prisoner dulled with disappointment. She shrugged and gestured.
One of the other men hastened to uproot another spit of meat and take it t
o her.
However, the monk planted himself directly before Nick and spoke slowly,
spacing a breath between each word. It was al incomprehensible and Nick
shook his head. Now his captor advanced again. He addressed the monk with
grudging respect, then he turned to Nick.
"Who-you?' The accent was very guttural but the question made sense.
"Nicholas Shaw-and you are?"
The soldier grinned evilly. "Not matter. Y ou demon spawn." He spat. "We
keep-demons see-They give us sword-we give you sword!"
Now the monk broke into speech again, plainly demanding some response from
the soldier. The woman, licking her fingers, interrupted. At her words th
e four soldiers laughed heartily. But the monk whirled to face her, waving
his pole. She continued to smile but remained silent under his spate of s
peech. However, the soldiers stopped laughing.



Nick was jerked over to a convenient tree, his back planted against its trun

k and alength of twisted hide rope used to anchor him securely. The monk su
rveyed the operation with approval and satisfaction. Then Nick wasleft to h
is own devices and his thoughts, while the rest tramped back to squat by the
fire and eat.

The smell of the meat made him hungry. The stew Linda had given him now se

emed very far in the past. But he was even more thirsty than hungry, and t

0 seetheripple of water beyond was an aggravation that increased as the
afternoon passed.

It would seem that this party was in no haste to travel on. One of the soldi

ers (or, Nick decided, they might better be termed "men-at-arms' since their
shabby trappings were certainly more akin to that time labeled "Middle Ages
" than his own) went behind a screen of bushes to return leading a heavy-foo

ted, uncurried horse, its ribs too plain beneath its hide, and amule with o

ne lop ear. These he guided down to the water and let drink, before herding

them back into the bushes again.

The monk stretched out on the ground well away from the fire as the heat of
the afternoon increased. His hands were crossed on his breast, under them

the pole of his strange weapon. The men-at-arms, drawing away from their be

tters, did the same, though they took turns on guard, prowling in and out o

f the bushes.

Having finished her meal, the woman wiped her hands on a tuft of grass, the
first gesture toward cleanliness Nick had seen her make. She went to the b
rook, drank from her cupped hands, wiped them this time on her skirt. She s
tood, eyeing the sleeping monk and the soldiers. Then she gave a quick glan
ce at Nick before returning to her rock-backed seat.

But she did not settle to rest. Instead she lounged at ease, playing with o

ne of her long braids, humming. Now and again she glanced at Nick meaningly
, ashewas fully aware.

As he had felt the brutality of the men-at-arms, the raw fanaticism of them
onk, so the evil that wasin her was like a scent, rank and horrible. Nick's
reaction to this party he could not understand. Never before had he had suc

h an aversion to any person or persons, the sensation that he knew their fee
lings. It was like his comprehension that Jeremiah could understand him, ah
eightened power of which he had never before been aware. And this added to h
isfear.

That he was in avery bad situation there was no denying. They would dit h
Is throat with ease and needed no urging to it. In fact he would swear the
woman would relish it. He could gather only one idea-that he was to be kept
as a bargaining point with those they called "demons." And since the monk
had screamed that at the Herald, it was the People with whom they intended
to bargain, to so threaten by their usage of Nick. The thought was freezing



. For what would the People care if he were murdered here? He had refused t
he Herald's offer-or at least delayed answer to it-so he was no concern of

Avaon's. The terms had been made plain to him: Avalon defended its own, th

e rest could meet the fate they had chosen.

Now Nick wished he had answered differently. It seemed to him that the Vic

ar'stalk of changing, of the wrongness of that choice, was as nothing com
pared to being in these hands. Y et-there was in him a stubbornness of whic

h he was aware-he would not be forced to a choice he did not freely give.

This whole venture had begun because he had wanted to get away, to be hims

elf without outside pressures, without interference. Y et he had met with n

othing but that. He had been swung by duty into guiding Linda. After their
meeting with the English party they had to conform to their type of exist

ence, simply because he was not informed enough to take risks-

The monk was snoring, but his small snorts were nearly drowned out by the
deeper chorus from the men-at-arms. Their comrade on guard duty came int

o view and the woman beckoned to him, gave an order. He touched his rusty
helmet with a forefinger and went off in the direction of the animals. S

he watched him go, then arose and went to the stream.

Cupping her hands she dipped up as much of the Water as she could, and cam

e, swift-footed, with dripping fingers, to Nick.

"Aqua" she held it out just alittle beyond his reach.

Latin! She had spoken Latin!

Her hands moved closer. His thirst was torment now that the water was here.
But he did not trust her in the least. He did not believe that she had as

ense of compassion. This was a game she wanted to play.

The moisture dripped on his shirt, he could dip his head and drink. But some

thing in him said "no," and he heeded it.

Her smile pinched into nothingness. She flung what remained into hisface. Th
en she went back to her rock, to return as swiftly with a small whip, its sto

ck tarnished but set with rough-cut stones. Raising it she struck him across

the face, the lash as sharp as a knife stab, leaving a hot line of pain behin

d.

Now she laughed, for in spite of his control Nick had gasped, and stood flic
king the lash back and forth, Watching him to see if he understood the threa

t of that. But if she planned other mischief she was again defeated by the m
onk.

He had sat up, now he gave voice to what could only be aroar of rage. One
so vehemently expressed that it brought the men-at-arms awake and their han
dsto their weapons, pulled their fellow back through the bushes at arun t

o join them.

The woman stood her ground, waiting for alull in the monk's shouts. Then
she replied with a matching sharpness. But she left Nick. Apparently the m



onk'swishes still ruled. Nick only wished fervently he knew what those we
re.

As the shadows of evening drew in he thought of the cave. They must have
missed him by now, but even if they found his exit they would have no ide

a of where he had gone. And for their own sakes they would not venturein

to the open without a guide. He knew he could not hope for any chance of
rescue.

He had been trying at intervals to loosen the ties about hiswrists. But th

ey were past dealing with. His hands were numb, and the lack of feeling was
spreading up his arms. The support of the tree trunk against which he had
been lashed kept him upright, but his feet were a'so numb. And he was not s
ure he could move with any speed even if he were now, by some miracle, set

free.

With the coming of twilight the men-at-arms were busied. They had had one
fire during the day. Now they were bringing wood, making a second somed
istance away. The monk labored with some Iengths of dried branches he had
chosen with care. He chipped away with his belt knife, used twists of gr

assin away to suggest that he had done this many times before, and fash
ioned some more crosses of wood.

These in hand, he approached the tree and Nick and proceeded to set them |
n the ground, as if by doing so he erected a barrier about the captive. As
he worked he muttered, and Nick thought that he recognized now and then a
L atin word. Having set up the crosses the monk methodically paced along t

hat line, touching each with the metal of the one on the pole, chanting al

oud as he went. Behind him the others drew together and their voices were

raised now and then in response to the ceremony he was performing.

They then lit the second fire, which gave a light that grew as the darkness
increased. The horse and the mule were brought out, once more watered, and
then tethered between the fires, while their guardian hung about their bon

y necks cords with bits of broken metal fastened to them. Into the light be

tween the fires moved the whole company. The men-at-arms drew their daggers

, kept them in their hands as if they settled in to await asiege. But the

monk thrust the pole of his crossinto the ground and stood not too far fro

m Nick.

Their whole attitude was one of expectancy, and Nick found himself listenin

g, though for what he could not imagine. From time to tune the monk muttere

d, those between the fires shifted, or showed other signs of fatigue, but t

hey lost none of their vigilance.

Nick became aware slowly of afoulness like the odor that wafted to him fro

m the members of this camp. Only this was not afoulness born of the body,

but rather of the spirit. That was another sensation he had never known, ye

t was able to recognize it for what it was. Just as the farmhouse wherein t



hey had sheltered had been a haven of good, so did that which was closing
n now advertise its threatening evil.

And the others must have expected its coming. It was not of Avalon, Nick was
as sure of that asif the fact had been shouted aloud.

Dank, heavy, acloud of corruption-Then Nick heard the rasp of something
ponderously heavy moving through the brush-a panting breath.

Thosein the firelight raised their hands-the iron they held there visible. W
hile the monk freed his cross-pole from the ground and made ready to useit,
as he had tried to club the Herald.

Closer-Nick saw abush quiver to hisleft. He turned his head to face what m
ight issue from there. In the midst of the branches was a head. He made hims
elf eyeit, though fear battled his control and he shivered.

Gray white, bestial, twisted-it was obscene, the epitome of every night terr
or. It leered, showed fangs, was gone. A serpent, or something with a serpen

t's body, writhed out from another direction. It had a serpent's body, but t

he head was that of awoman. And, as the thing came, it called in ahissing

voice words that those in the firelight must have understood, for with acry
of horror and hate one of the men-at-arms plunged forward, aiming at the cr
eature with hisknife. It dliced into the body behind the smiling head.

But there was no wound and the man cowered back, with a crowing sound, his
knife forgotten, his hands before his eyes, huddling in upon himself, whi

le the serpent woman coiled and reared-until the monk lashed out with his
pole and she vanished utterly.

That was only the beginning of the siege.
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There were monsters pacing on all fours, others humanoid in shape. They leer

ed, hissed, spat, called, menaced, only to slip back into the shadows and le

t others come. So far none of this hideous crew attacked the firelit party.

But their very appearance rasped the nerves, kept one tense. And it was plai

n that the nerves of the party were already badly worn, perhaps by earlier m
eetings with the same threat.

When something with a goat's head but very human body, save for atail an

d hoofed feet, gamboled into the light, prancing and beckoning to the men
-at-arms, one of them threw up his head and howled like a dog. The one wh

o had captured Nick rounded on hisfellow and knocked him flat. The man |
ay whimpering on the ground. Goathead snickered, leaping in the air and ¢
lapping his hoofs together.

The monk thrust out with the cross-pole and Goathead uttered a thin scream,
staggered back asif in that lay dire threat. But there shot up in his place
another with a human body that glowed with golden radiance, having white wi
ngs stirring from the shoulder blades. Mounted on the broad shoulders was th



e head of an owl. Itsleft hand lay loosely on the back of awolf aslarge a
sahorse.

"Andras!" The monk appeared to recognize this apparition. "Demon!" Again
he struck out with his weapon.

But this time his attack was not so efficient, for the owl beak in the feathe
red visage uttered a sound. The noise swelled higher and deeper, filling the
night, one's head- Nick flinched from the pain as that cry went on and on.
The agony grew worse, until he was aware of nothing save that. And he must
have been close to losing consciousness when, he saw, dimly, that those bet

ween the fires had dropped their weapons, even the monk his cross-pole. The

y were holding their hands to their ears, their faces betraying their torme

nt, and they tottered to their feet and staggered forward.

Not to meet the owl-headed one, for he was gone. No, they wavered and stumb
led into the bushes, drawn by some force they could not withstand. Men-at-a
rms; the woman, stumbling in her long, dragging skirt; last of al, the mon

k, hisface atormented mask wavering out into the haunted dark. Nick felt
the force, too, and struggled against his bonds, the cords cutting deep int

o0 hisflesh as he sought to obey the command of that screech.

He fought desperately. There was no respite from the pain unless he obeyed
that summons-he must go! Y et he could not. And at last he slumped, exhaus
ted, only the punishing cords keeping him on his feet.

His captors had disappeared. The bony horse and the de ected mule remained
. And both animals were attempting to graze as if nothing had happened. Hi
sown head was free of the pain, though he could hear, fading away that to
rturing sound.

What would be the fate of those answering it? Nick did not know. But that an

y would return to free him, or kill him, he did not believe. He was dazed fr
om the assault upon his ears, but he began to realize he was still trapped.
Bright in the firelight lay the daggers they had drawn for their protection. B
ut they were as far from his use as if they had been in his own world.

It was then that he became aware of a sound overhead, and pushed his head b
ack against the rough bark, striving to find an angle from which he could s
ee what passed there. Was it a flying monster?

He caught only a fleeting glimpse. But he was sure he had not been mistaken.
One of the saucers was swinging in the direction of the fugitives.

Was that sound intended to drive or pull those sheltered here into the op

en where they could be taken? Those monsters-the people seemed ableto id
entify them, he remembered the monk had named the owl head-what had they

to do with this? But such could be used to disarm and break down the nerv
es of selected victims.

But if the saucer people made their capture they would learn about him! Pe
rhaps they already knew and believed him safely immobilized. He had to get



loose!
At that moment Nick feared the saucer people more than any monster he had s
een lurking here tonight. For the monsters could be illusions, but the sauc
erswerereal.
Get free, but how? The daggers- He had no possible chance of reaching tho
se any more than he had of summoning Stroud, Crocker or the Vicar. Or of
seeing the Herald-The Heral d!
Nick's memory fastened on the picture of the Herald as he had seen him from
the cave entrance. The brilliant tabard seemed to flicker before his eyes.
Slowly his fear ebbed. The stench of evil that had come with the dark was
gone. What Nick now felt against his sweating face was the clean breeze of
the woods, with it a pleasant scent.
But the saucer! Freedom before its crew could come here! He was too spent
now to struggle against the cords that only drew tighter as he fought. His
hands and feet were alarmingly numb.
The Herald-1n spite of his need to think of away of escape Nick kept rem
embering-seeing Avalon. "Avalon!"
What had moved him to call that name? The horse nickered. It flung up its
head, called, was answered by a bray from the mule. Both animals ceased
to graze. They stood looking toward the tree where Nick was bound.
Then-HE was there!
Another illusion? If so it was very solid-seeming. "Avalon?' Nick made of t
hat a question. Would the Herald release him? Or, since Nick had not accept
ed the bargain, would he be left to whatever fate the saucer people had in
mind?
"I am Avalon." Nick could hear that. "Can you-will you free me?' Nick came d
irectly to the point. Let the Herald say "yes' or "no" and get it over with.

"Each man must free himself. Freedom is offered, the choice is yours alone.

"But-1 can't move-even to take that precious apple of yours, if | want to!"
As before the Herald's features were untouched by expression. There was a
glow about him that did not come from the fires.

"There are three freedoms." Avalon did not produce the apple. "There isthe
freedom of body, there is the freedom of mind, there is the freedom of spi
rit. A man must have all three if he would be truly released from bondage."
Nick's anger rose. With time his enemy, he had no desire to waste it on phil
osophical discussion. "That does not get me free."

"Freedom liesin yourself," Avalon returned. "Even asit iswithin all living
things-"

He turned a fraction then, hislevel gaze moving from Nick to the horse and
mule. For a space as long as several deep breaths he regarded the two anim



as. Then both of them moved their heads vigorously, certainly with more a
ertness than the half-starved beasts had displayed before.

They walked to the bushes and thrust their heads and necks into the foliage

, turning, twisting with obviously intelligent purpose. Their motions snagg
ed on branches the thongs about their necks that were hung with metal bits.
Now each lowered its head and jerked back, so those cords were drawn off,
left to swing there.

Freed they came directly to the Herald, lowering their heads before him. He
reached out a hand but did not quite touch their halters. Those in turn fe

|l away, giving them freedom from all man had laid upon them.

Y et they still stood and gazed at the Herald and he back at them, asif they
communicated. At last the horse whinnied, the mule brayed. Together they tu
rned and trotted off into the night.

"If you can free them," Nick said hotly, "you can do that for me."

"Freedom is yours, only you can provideit."

That there was some purpose in what he said more than just the desire to fr
ustrate the captive, Nick now believed. The horse and the mule had had to r
id themselves of "cold iron" that men had laid upon them. But all his strug

gles had only exhausted him. He could not free himself- that was impossible.
"How?' he asked.

There was no answer.

"Y ou told the animals!" Nick accused.

Still the Herald was silent.

Freedom that only he himself could provide? Perhaps because he had not acc

epted Avaon's offer the Herald could or would not aid him more than in su

ch oblique statements. Nick leaned his weight against the tree and tried t

o think. Undoubtedly there was away. He did not believe that Avalon wast

ormenting him for some obscure reason. And if there was away he must have
the will, patience and intelligence to find it.

Futile struggles did not aid. He could not reach the daggers so tantalizing|

y within sight but not within reach. So-what remained?

Freedom of body he did not have. Freedom of mind, freedom of spirit-could
he use either? Telepathy-precognition-there were powers of the mind-para
normal powers. But those were talents few possessed and he was not one of
them.

The daggers-within his sight-freedom of mind-

Avalon waited. There was nothing to be gained from him, Nick was sure. Wha

t he had to do was wholly by hisown will and strength.  The daggers-a
use for them-

Nick stared with all the concentration he could summon at the nearest blad

e, the dender one the woman had dropped. Knife-cord-one meeting the other
with freedom to follow.



Knife-cord- He must shut out of hismind all else but that slender, shining b
lade, red with the light of the now dying fire, the thought of the cord about
him. Knife- cord-

Sweat trickled down Nick's face. He felt strange, asif part of him struggle

d to be free from his body. A part of him-like a hand-reaching for freedom.
If he could not move the knife with his desire-what of his hand?

Nick changed tactics. A hand-an arm-free-reaching into the firelight. Hisb

ody obeyed his mind in some things, would it now? Something was forming, th
in, misty-touching the knife. So iron did not prevent this! Nick concentrat

ed. A hand, five fingers-fingers and thumb to close about the haft. That gr

ayish thing was there-clasped about the hilt

There was the hand, but a hand must be joined to an arm or it was useless. A
n arm-he set himself to visualize awrist, an arm. Once more there was the g
athering of foggy material. It joined the hand, yet it also reached back to
him.

Now!

He had never in hislife centered on any act the intense will he now summo
ned. Thelong, long "arm" of mist began to draw back toward him. He must h
old it-he must!

Nick's breath came in gasps. Back, draw back-he must bring the knife!

The blade was out of the firelight now, trailing across the ground in little
jumps asif his energy ebbed and flowed. But it was coming! Nick knew no tr
iumph, only the need to hold and draw.

Now the knife lay at hisfeet, misty hand, elongated arm collapsed, faintly |
uminous, coiled like a slackened rope. Nick was so tired-fatigue of akind he
had never before experienced hung upon him like a black cloak. If helet it
get to him he was lost.

The knife must come up! The coiled substance thickened, loops melted into a
stouter, more visible column with the hand at the top, the knifeinit. Up!
Nick's whole force of being centered to his desire.

By jerks the blade arose. Its point pricked his knee. He brought it higher to t
he first twist of cord. Cut! He gave the order-cut!

It moved slowly, too slowly. He almost panicked, and then firmed his contro
|. Slow it was, but it moved-

Cut!

Feebly the blade sawed back and forth across the tough hide. If only the edg
e was sharp enough! Do not think of that-think of nothing but the action-cut
-cut-cut!

A loop of hidefell at hisfeet. The column of mist collapsed, the dagger fall
ing with it to the ground. Nick writhed furiously with all the strength he had
left. His bonds fell away and he toppled over, to fall headlong, spent and br
eathless.



He turned his head to look for Avaon. But the Herald was gone. Nick lay ao
ne between the dying fires, one of the wooden crosses standing in crooked si
|houette between him and the limited light. He was free of the tree, but his
hands were still tied and his feet numb, his body exhausted.

His hands-he must free his hands. There was the knife. Nick lay watching i

t. Once more hetried to create the hand. But the power, whatever power ha
d worked in him to produce that, was gone. If he would help himself now he
must do it by physical means.

Weakly he rolled over, hunched along until he could feel the blade. Wedge
it somehow-but his hands were numb. Wedge it! Scrabbling in the leaf mold
he dug the haft with the weight of his body into the ground. Therewasas

tone, move that- Patiently he worked until he thought the blade secure. Up
and down, Nick moved his wrists, not even sure the blade bit the cords.

He was not certain until hisarmsfell to his sides and the torture of return

ing circulation began. Then he pulled himself up onto his feet. He leaned aga
inst the tree that had been his place of bondage. The knife on the ground-iro
n. Stiffly, steadying himself with one swollen hand against the tree, Nick st
ooped to pick it up. Though the effort of putting his fingers around the hilt
was almost too much, he managed to thrust the dagger into his belt.

Once more the danger of attack gripped him. He used the tree as a support, sl
ipping around it, away from the fire. But his feet stumbled, he felt asif he
could not walk. The bushes-if he could roll into, or under those-

Nick tottered forward. Ahead, only half to be seen in the gloom, was a thick
er growth. He went to his knees, then lower, pushing, edging under that hope
of shelter until he could fight no longer, hislast atom of energy expended

It was not real sleep that overcame him then, rather an exhaustion of body s
o great he could not lift his hand an inch from where it lay beside him. He

was held in avise of extreme fatigue but his mind was clear.

He could not yet understand what he had done. The mechanics of it, yes. He
had brought the knife and freed himself. But how had he been able to acco
mplish that?

There were natural laws. He had been taught in his own world to believe w
hat he had just done was impossible. But here those laws did not seem to
hold. The Herald had spoken of three freedoms. This night Nick had used o
ne to achieve a second in away he would have sworn could not be done.
Nick closed his eyes. Do not think now-stop wondering, speculating. Close o

ff memory. He needed release, not to think, concentrate, act-

A lulling, aslow healing- The evil that had been so thick was gone. The ea
rth under him hollowed alittle to receive his aching body, cradled him. Tw
igs and leaves brushed his upturned face, their clean scent in his nostrils

. He was one with the ground, the bush-He was safe-secure-held- The slegp t



hat came to him was dreamless.

He did not waken all at once as when one is shaken out of umber by alarm. R
ecognition of reality was slow, gentle, sleep leaving him bit by bit. He coul

d hear faint twitterings, rustlings-

Nick opened his eyes. There were leaves about him, very close above him,
the tips of some brushed his face gently. He began to remember the how an

d why of his coming here. There was daylight around.

His body ached, he was stiff and sore, and there were rings of fire about his
wrists, yet he felt wonderful, renewed, asif his body's hurts did not matter.
And he was content not to stir as yet.

Thiswas not the feeling of peace and security that had existed in the deserte

d farmhouse. It was alien, but it was friendly, as if he had been alowed a st
ep inside a door that gave upon anew and different life.

Hunger and thirst awoke, flogging him into movement. Nick crawled laborious
ly out from his refuge. His hands were still puffed and the weals about his
wrists raw. The stream must lie in that direction.

On hisfeet he lurched forward; There were the burned out fires, two of the
daggers, the cross-pole, now sunbathed in the open. Nick passed the rock whe
re the woman had sat, fell on his knees beside the water. Then he lay prone,
to duck hisface, lap at the moisture, dangle his hands and wristsin the c

hill water that stung his hurts. This roused him from his drowsy contentment

By the strength of the sun he thought it must be close to midday. Could he
find hisway back to the cave? And had they come hunting him? Were the sa
ucers out?

Gazing around Nick could see no evidence that the campsite had been visited
after its people had been drawn away. He gathered up the other daggers, bu

t left the cross-pole where it lay. Then he turned slowly, trying to guess

the direction from which he had come, only to be baffled.

Trees would provide shelter from any hunting saucer, but woods also had st
range inhabitants. He could follow the stream as a guide-but a guide to wh
ere? Asfar as he knew there was no such body of water running near the ca
ve. And he was hungry-

The thought of possible fish in the stream was the factor in making his deci
sion to travel aong it. Though how he was going to catch any water dweller
he had no idea. However, a short distance farther up he found berry bushesw
ell loaded with fruit.

Birds whirred away at his coming, but settled again to their own harvesting

. Nick pulled greedy handfuls of the well-ripened globes and stuffed his mo
uth, the dark juice staining his hands. Blackberries, he decided, and agro
wth of them that was very heavy. He rounded a bush, picking and eating avid
ly, and heard a snuffle. Farther along in this wealth of good eating alarg



e brown furred shape was busy. Nick ducked back and away. The bear, if bear
it had been, was fully occupied. Nick would keep to this side and let the

woods dweller have that.

But in his sudden evasion he was startled by a sharp cry and jumped back.
Fronting him, anger and alarm made plain was-

Nick blinked as the creature flashed away, was gone behind atall clump of
grass. He made no move to follow, he was not even sure he wanted to see m

ore of what had been there.

Only, to prove that he had seen it, there still lay before him a basket. Nick
reached down to pick it up. He could just get two ringers through its handle
and it was very beautifully woven of two kinds of dried grass.

The berries that had fallen out of it Nick carefully returned. In addition he

added enough more to fill it. And he looked toward the grass tuft as he set th

e basket back on the ground-in full sight, he hoped, of itsindignant owner.

"I am very sorry." He kept his voice hardly above awhisper, remembering t

he bear.

Then, resolutely not looking back to see whether the harvester ventured out
of hiding, Nick went on. His amazement had faded. The Vicar had spoken of

legends come true here. And there had always been stories of the true "litt

le people"-elves, gnomes, dwarfs-but the latter were supposed to live under

ground and mine for treasures, were they not?

Nick no longer doubted that he had seen avery small man, or a creature of
humanoid appearance, dressed in a mottled green brown that would be camou

flage in the forest. And surely that manikin was no stranger than anything

el se he had sighted here.

Dwarfs, elves-Nick wished he knew more. One should have a good founding in
the old fairy lore before venturing into this world. Was Hadlett right in
his contention that the People had somehow been able to go through the ot

her way in the past, perhaps even been exiled in Nick's world, thus provid

ing the seed from which the fairy tales had grown? Some of the legendary o

nes had been friendly, Nick remembered that. But there had been others-the
black witches, giants, ogres, dragons-

The berries no longer tasted so sweet. He left the patch behind and forged
ahead along the stream. But now he kept a sharp watch on the ground befor
e him, aswell as on the bushes. What was spying on him? Nick meant no har

m, but would they understand that? And there might be drifters wandering h

ere, such avicious company as he had just escaped. Those would be enemies
to the People he was certain, and could the People in turn tell the diffe

rence between a drifter of good will and one to be feared?

He hoped that they all had protection like the Herald's. His sympathy for
the manikin and his kind was strong. The Herald-Where had Avalon gone la

st night? And why had he left Nick? Though he had given the American the



advice that meant freedom, he had left. Did Nick now have knowledge his o
wn companions could use in their defense?

Nick turned slowly, trying to sight something that he could use as a guide.
He wanted to get back to the cave, to tell his story. And they must believe
him! Surely, having faced all the improbabilities current here, what he had

to say would not seem a complete impossibility.

He thought hisway led left. And the woods seemed less dense in that direct
ion. If he struck through there-resolutely he moved forward.

There were some more straggling berry bushes and he ate as he went, snatchi
ng at the fruit. But under the trees the bushes vanished and he hurried, tr
ying to rid himself of the belief that he was watched, almost expecting to
have some forester with an escort of outlandish animals confront him. But i

f Nick were paced by unseen company, they were content to let him go. And h
e chanced upon a path, marked here and there with deer prints, which ranin
the direction he wished. So, turning into that, he made better time.

Nick came out on the edge of open country in midafternoon. He hesitated ther
e, searching the sky for any sign of a saucer. Birds flew, awhole brilliant
-colored flock of them, crying out as they went. They were large and their w
heeling, dipping flight formed aloose circle out over the plain.

It was asif they were flying around and around some object. Prudently Nic

k took cover and continued to watch. The sun was bright but he could seen
othing-

Or could he? Was something there, rising skyward like the towers of the won
drous city? But it was of such transparency that it was virtually invisible

- The longer Nick watched the birds the more convinced he was that this was
SO.

Then the flock, which had been circling, formed a line and descended earth
ward, disappearing one by one as if winked out of existence when it reache

d the point where Nick was sure something did stand.

He rubbed his hand across his eyes. It was-it was becoming more and more v
isible. Towers-like the city-but smaller, fewer of them. Before his eyest

hey took on an opague quality, gained substance. What he now saw was a tow
ered, walled structure resembling a medieval castle.
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To al appearances the castle was now completely solid, but lacking in the co
loring of the city. No rainbow lights played along its walls, climbed the tow
ers, glowed into the sky. It was gray white asif erected from native stone.
Though the birds did not reappear there was movement. A portion of the wall
facing his hiding place descended slowly to form adrawbridge, asif the c
astle were surrounded by a moat. Over that rode a brightly clad party.

There was plainly aHerald as leader. Nick could recognize the tabard at a



glance. Behind him were four others, riding the sky-mounting steeds, two by
two. These wore tabards of the same cut as their leader but of forest gree

n. And only a single emblem, which Nick could not distinguish at this dista
nce, was on the breast of each.

They rode easily at what seemed a slow amble but which covered the ground w
ith a deceptive speed so that they swiftly drew closeto Nick. He did not n

ow try to conceal his presence, sure he wasin no danger. And he wanted to
learn all he could of this company and their visible-invisible castle.

But the Herald and his party had no interest in Nick. They rode with their
eyes forward, nor did they speak among themselves. There was no expression
on their faces. But as they approached, Nick saw two had hair that brushed
their shoulders and one of them was Rita. Their riding partners were not qu
ite like the Herald but might have once been as human as the English girl.
Now that they were closer Nick could make out the designs embroidered in go
|d and silver glitter on their tabards. Each was the branch of atree. The

first male had what was unmistakably oak-leaves and golden acorns carefully
depicted. With him was Rita with her apple branch. The next couple sported
patterns Nick did not know, both depicted in flowers of silver white.

Thelir passage was noiseless since the paws of their steeds made no sound.

And they might have been caught in adream with their sight fixed ahead.
Nick first thought to force a meeting. But their aloofness was such as to awe
him to remaining still and silent to watch them go.

Just before they reached the woods their long-legged beasts began to mount i
nto the air. Asif that provided asignal there came wheeling from aloft ap

air of birds, white winged, huge. Twice these circled the riders, then forge

d ahead of them.

Nick watched them out of sight. Then he turned to look at the castle. He had
half-expected it to fade from sight. But it was more solid-seeming in the t

wilight than before. Only the gap of the drawbridge had disappeared.
Curiosity worked in him. Enough to draw him to that structure? Nick hunkered
down, hisfull attention on it. Wasit real, or wasn't it? After his own ex
perience he could not accept anything here without proof. Should he put it t

o the proof?

"Nicholas!"

The sharp whisper broke the spell. His hand was on the hilt of the dagger in
his belt as his head jerked to the bush from which the sound had come.
"Whoisit?' Nick had the blade out, ready, though never in hislife had he
used a weapon against another.

Cautioudly a branch swung up and he saw the Vicar's face screened inthe g
reenery. Nick pushed the weapon back with relief. He slid around hisown ¢
over and in a minute was confronting both Hadlett and Crocker.

"How did you find me?"



"Where have you been?"

The questions mingled together, Crocker's the sharper, with anger in it.

But the Vicar's hand closed about Nick's upper arm in a reassuring squeeze.
"How fortunate, my boy. You are safe!”

"Now," Nick returned. "If anyone can be safe here." It was growing darker w
ith a speed he had not expected. A glance upward showed a massing of clouds
. And in the distance was the lash of lightning fire, a distant rumble of t
hunder.

"What happened?' Crocker repeated his demand aggressively.

"| was caught-by some drifters-" Nick edited his adventures. With the Vicar
he would be more explicit, but his past contacts with the pilot had not be

en such as to provoke confidences. He had not accepted the Herald's bargain
, but he was just as sure that he was not the same person he had been in hi

sown world. And if the English looked upon change as athreat and areason
to outlaw one of their own, there was no need to hand Crocker a good excus

eto get rid of him.

There was a second deep growl! of thunder, this time closer.

"It would be better to seek shelter," Hadlett said. "The Storm is near."

"Over there?' Crocker pointed to the castle. Though it did not reflect light
from its walls, there were sparks here and there along the towers as if lam
ps hung behind windows.

Nick wondered if the others had seen the castle materializing from thin air.
Much as his curiosity was aroused, he was not drawn to this as he had been to
the city.

"We can, | believe, reach a hollow | know before the rain comes." Hadlett |
gnored Crocker's question. "Providing we start now."

It was he, not the pilot, who led the way through the brush, edging west alon
g theline of the forest. But the first of the rain hit with great drumming d
rops before they came to his hollow.

One of the giant trees had fallen long since and its upturned root mass had

in turn been overgrown with vegetation. The curtain of this could be pulled
aside to give on a sheltered place into which the three could crowd, though

they must rub shouldersto do so.

A certain amount of seepage from the storm still reached them, but they we
re under cover. And they had no more than settled in before Crocker was ba
ck with his question.

"So you were caught-by whom?"

Nick obliged with a description of the band. Once or twice the Vicar interr
upted him with a desire that he expand some portion of his story, namely wh
en he spoke of the monk. But when Nick described the monsters that had held
the camp in siege, he felt Crocker stir.

" Snake with awoman's head? Thing with an owl head? Do you expect us to-



"Lamia-and Andras," the Vicar said. "A what and who?"' Crocker sounded b

elligerent "A lamia-a snake demon-well known in ancient church mytholog

y. And Andras-"

It was Nick's turn to interrupt. "That was what the monk called him-or at leas

t it sounded like that!"

"Andras, Grand Marquis of Hell. He teaches those he favorsto kill their ene
mies, masters and servant. In the army of the damned he commands thirty legi

ons." It was asif the Vicar read an official report.

"But you don't believe in-" Again Crocker began a protest

"l do not, nor you, Barry. But if one did believe in alamia come to crush on

e's soul with its snake body, or in Andras, Marquis of Hell, then what better
place for such to appear in threat?’

Nick caught the suggestion. "Y ou mean-the nightmares one believesin, thos

e have existence here?"

"| have cometo think so. And if that is true, the opposite ought to exist-th

at the powers of good one holds to will also make themselves manifest. But it
iseasier for aman to accept evil asreal thanitisfor himto believein

pure good. That is the curse we carry with us to our undoing. To those poor w
retchesthisis Hell but they have made it for themselves."

"They were evil." Nick used an expression that would not have come easily

to him in his own world. "Y ou didn't see them. That woman-she was-well, yo
u might call her a she-devil. And the monk was a fanatic, he could burn he
reticsin holy satisfaction. The others-in our time they would be muggers-
have their fun beating up people.”

"Padre." Crocker might have been only half listening, more interested in hi

sown thoughts. "If they thought they could see monsters and devils and did

, do you mean we could think up such things, too?"

"It isvery possible. But we come from a different age. Our devilsare not b

orn of the same superstition-they are not, as you might say, personal. Our e

vil isimpersonal, though it is not the less for that. We no longer decry Sa

tan and his works and emissaries. Rather we have the sins of nations, of war

s, of industry, of fanatical causes. Impersonal devils, if you wish. We spea

k of 'they' who are responsible for this wrong and that. But 'they' seldom h

ave aname, abody. Y our monk was certain his devils had personalities, name

S, status, so they appeared to him in that fashion.

"We cannot summon our devilsto plague us here because they lack such identi

ty. Thereis and always has been great evil in our world, but its face and f

orm changes with the centuriesand it is no longer personified for us."

"What about Hitler?' Crocker challenged.

"Y es, in him our generation does have adevil. What of yours, Nicholas?"'
"No one man, no one cause. It follows the pattern you spoke of, sir."



"Thisisall very interesting,” Crocker cut in. "But how did you get away fr

om that crowd? Did one of the devils cut you loose and then disappear inap
uff of smoke?"

Nick was uneasy. Thiswas getting close to what he hesitated to tell. One h

ad to accept many improbabilities in this world, but would these two accept
what had happened?

"Well?' Crocker's voice sharpened. "What did happen next?"

He was boxed into telling the truth, which meant bringing Avalon into it. A
nd he had neglected to speak of his earlier confrontation with the Herald.

That omission might make him suspect.

"Y ou are troubled, Nicholas." The Vicar's tone was as soothing as Crocker's

was a source of irritation. " Something has happened that you find difficult

to explain."

Hadlett said that as if he knew it. And Nick believed that the Vicar would be
aware of any evasion or slighting of the truth. He braced himself.

"It began earlier-" In arush he told of his meeting with Avalon, afraid if he
hesitated longer his courage would ebb.

"Repeat those names!" Hadlett's command brought him up short at a point wh
ich seemed to him to have little significance. But he obeyed.

"He said, 'Avalon, Tara, Broceliande, Carnac."

"The great holy places of the Celtic world," Hadlett commented. "Places tha

t are rumored even today to be psychic centers of power. Though Avalon, of

the four, has never been completely identified. Inlegend it lay to the wes

t. Heralds bearing those names-yes, the proper pattern-"

"What pattern?' Crocker wanted to know.

"That of ancient heraldry. The heralds of Britain take their titles from th

e royal dukedoms-such as Y ork, Lancaster, Richmond. The pursuivants derive

theirs from the old royal badges. And the Kings-of-Arms, who command all, a
re from the provinces-Clarenceaux, Norroy, Ulster and the like. If Nicholas
has the correct information, there must be four heralds here, each bearing
the name of an ancient place of great power in our own world-perhaps once
an entranceway to this. Taraliesin Ireland, Carnac and Broceliande in Bri

ttany-but all were of Celtic heritage. And it is from the Celtic beliefs th

at much of our legendary material about the People of the Hills and their w
ays have come. | wonder who is King-of-Arms here?"

"| don't see what that's got to do with us!" Crocker protested. "We all kno

w what the Herald is and what he can do to anyone foolish enough to listen

to him. Y ou seem to have listened for quite awhile, Shaw. What did he offe
r you-enough to make it interesting?"

Nick curbed histemper. He had expected the suspicion Crocker voiced.

"He offered me," he said deliberately, "a golden apple and the safety of thi
sworld. He foretold the coming of great danger; this has overrun the land p



eriodically before, and is beginning such an attack again. According to him
only those who accept Avalon will have any protection then."

"A golden apple," Hadlett mused. "Y es, once more symbolic."

"And deadly! Remember that, Padre-deadly!"

"Yes." But there was an odd note in the Vicar's voice.

"So0 you met this Avalon-then what happened? Did your men-at-arms grab hi
m also?' Crocker brought Nick back to his story.

"They tried to, or to kill him-the monk did." He told of the fruitless assault
with the cross-pole and the Herald's disappearance.

"So that was when they grabbed you. Now suppose you explain how you go
t away."

Nick went on to the sound that had been a torment and the disappearance of th
e drifters, the fact that he was left behind. He did not enlarge on his own f
ears, but continued with the return of the Herald, the scene with the horse a
nd mule. Then, trying to pick those words that would carry the most emphasis,
he told the rest of it.

They did not interrupt again but heard him out through his account of the re
st of hiswanderings until he had seen the castle materialize from the air a

nd the emergence of the Herald and his four attendants.

It was then that the Vicar did question him, not as he had expected, conce
rning the actions he had been engaged in, or had witnessed, but about the
designs embroidered on the green tabards of those who had accompanied Aval
on.

"Oak and apple, and two with white or silver flowers," Hadlett repeated. "O
ak and apple-those are very ancient symbols, ones of power. The other two-|
wonder- But | would have to see them. Thorn? Elder? It is amazing-the old,
old beliefs-"

"I find it amazing," Crocker said deliberately, "that you are still here, Shaw

. Y ou took the apple, didn't you?"

Nick had expected this accusation. But how could he prove it false?

"Do | show signs of the changes you mentioned, sir?' he asked the Vicar, n
ot answering Crocker.

"Changes-what changes?' Hadlett asked absently.

"The changes supposed to occur in those who take the Herald's offer. | did
n't. Do you want me to swear to that? Or have you some way of getting your
proof? Y ou have had more experience with this than | have. What happened

to me back there-when | escaped-1 cannot explain. The Herald told me about
freedom, | just tried to use what | thought he meant. It worked, but | ca

n't tell you how or why. But-I-did-not-take-the-apple-" He spaced the word

s of that last sentence well apart, repeated them with all the emphasis he
could summon. Perhaps Crocker might not accept that, but he hoped Hadlett
would.



"The changes," the Vicar repeated again. "Ah, yes, you refer to our former ¢

onversation."

To Nick he sounded irritatingly detached, asif this was not a problem that
troubled him. But Nick believed he must have Hadlett on his side before he
returned to the rest. Crocker's suspicions would, he was sure, be echoed b

y others there. Jean would support the pilot in any alegation he made. And
Nick had no faith that Stroud would greet him warmly once Crocker had a ch

ance to speak. But that the Vicar carried weight with al he was well aware

. Get Hadlett to stand by him and he would have support to depend upon.

What he could do then, Nick had no idea. He did believe that the Herald spo

ke the truth when warning of danger ahead. His own experience with the drif

ters and their monsters, real or illusionary, as well as the threat of the

saucer people, argued in favor of investigating more closely Avalon and its
advantages. Safety, it seemed to Nick, was what they must seek. He had no

faith at al in their plan to head down river. They did not even have weapo

ns to match those of the medieval group that had captured him. Slingshots a

gainst swords!

"I believe you, Nicholas."

He amost started. That pause before Hadlett's answer had been so prolonge

d Nick had come to expect the worst.

"Also | believe that what you have learned during your various encounters may
be of future serviceto usal," the Vicar continued. "I think we shall have
to make the best of this shelter until morning, but the sooner we return to

the cave and discuss your findings, the better."

Crocker muttered something in too low a whisper for Nick to catch, even clo

se wedged as they were. But he was sure that the pilot was not in the least
convinced. Nick was, however, cheered. If he could depend upon the Vicar's
support he was assured of a hearing.

Outside, the storm was impressive, with an armament of lightning, deafening
rolls of thunder, and a curtain of rain. They were damp, but the main pelt

ing of the downpour did not reach them.

Nick wondered about the Herald and his followers, were they now riding the

sky through this natural fury? And the saucer people, how did storms affect
their flyers? The cave would be dry, and certainly the city a good shelter

. The city-

His old half-plan of using the Herald to win away into the city and learn it

s secrets without surrendering to the terms of Avalon- Could it be done? He w

as far from sure, but he longed to try.

And the terms of Avalon- The Herald had saved him in the forest, not by any

direct aid, but by stimulating him to save himself. Nick thought about that

feat of concentration, and his hand went once more to his belt to finger the
hilt of the dagger he had drawn to hisaid in such incredible fashion. If o



ne could accomplish that by concentrating-what else might one do?
Hadlett said that his late captors had produced their own hellish monsterst
0 harass them because they expected to see such. Therefore your thoughts had
reality beyond your own mind. Those had expected Hell and its inhabitants,
so that was what they had to endure and fear. In mankind was the belief in e
vil stronger than the belief in good, asthe Vicar had also said?
If one concentrated just as strongly on believing in paradise here, would t
hat be true? And would it hold? Nick remembered the intense weariness that
had closed in on him after he had fought for his freedom. The mind could de
mand too much from the body. To sustain any illusion for alength of timem
ight exhaust one utterly.
The monsters, Nick decided now, must have been unconscious projection on the
part of the drifters. Perhaps, if you continued to expect to see the samet
hing, you added reality to it, more substance every time it materialized. Wo
uld it then sometime become wholly real? That was both a startling and an un
pleasant thought. What he had seen in that night of horror must not obtain r
eal life! Real, unreal, good, evil- The little man he had encountered in t
he berry patch, the visible-invisible castle, Avalon himself-real, unreal? H
ow did one ever know?
Nick longed to throw some of these questions at the Vicar. But not with C
rocker listening. He would only provide the pilot with more evidence that
he was a dangerously unstable person-someone who, whether he had had tre
asonous dealings with Avalon or not, was better exiled from their company.
Though the great fury of the storm ebbed, the rain continued to fall. Nick a
nd his companions, in spite of their cramped position, dozed away the night
until awatery, gray daylight drew them forth. Crocker took the lead, saying
little, guiding them on a roundabout way, keeping out of the full embrace o
f the woods.
Nick wondered if the castle was still visible, but he had no excuse to linge
r to see. He must remain prudently quiet on such matters pertaining to the P
eople until he was sure he was no longer suspect. If Hadlett had time to thi
nk things over he might be brought to consider invasion of the city-
Nick was not prepared to bring the women into any council, though he knew
that all three of the English party would have avoice in any decision. To
Nick, Margo's influence on his father had been a brutal shock. She had se
t up barriers one by one so skillfully that it had been months before Nick
was able to realize what had happened. When he knew, it was too late to d
0 anything. Dad was gone, there was a stranger, friendly enough, but still
a stranger who spoke with his voice, wore his body- Just as if Margo had
manufactured an illusion to serve her purpose. That stranger made an effor
t now and then. Nick could ook back at this moment and understand those a
dvances, tentative and awkward as they had been. But they had meant nothin



g, because Margo's illusion made them.

And losing Dad, Nick had sealed off those emotions that had once been apa
rt of him. Sure, he had gone out with girls, but none of them had meant an
ything. There was always the memory of Margo, of her maneuvering, her skil
| with Dad, to hold as a shield. Lindawas a part of the world in which Ma
rgo existed. She, too, was able perhaps to twist someone into what she wan
ted instead of freely accepting him for what he was.

So Nick wanted now to argue out any decision, not with the women, but wi
th the men whom he believed he could understand. And perhaps in the end
he would find more acceptance, he thought wryly, from Jeremiah and Lung.
Were animals more straightforward, |ess devious than men?

They reached the cave as clouds were once more massing, threatening as
econd downpour. Lady Diana manned the lookoui.

"| see you found him. Y ou don't look too damaged to me, young man." Her
voice was far from welcoming.

"Did you expect | might be?' Nick could not resist countering. He had respect
for her sturdy abilities, but he could not honestly like her.

"The thought occurred to us, yes. Adrian, you are soaked. Y ou must have ah
ot drink, shed those shoes of yours at once. Luckily Maude has just finishe

d stitching up anew pair. Linda," she called down into the cave. "Come her
e, girl. They're back safe, and they have your boy!"

Nick stiffened. He was not Linda's boy! What claim had she made on himtot
hese others? But when she did appear in Lady Diana's place, Lady Diana hers
elf laying hands on the Vicar to urge him on into shelter, Lindadid not |o

ok directly at Nick, nor did she speak to him.

He let Crocker pass him, wanting to say something in denial of any claim sh
e had advanced. That this was perhaps not the time or place for that, Nick
was uneasily aware, yet he was pressed to do it

"Y ou're not hurt?' Her voice was cool, he might have been an acquaintance
about whom she was inquiring for politeness' sake.

"No." Hiswrists were still ridged and sore but one could not claim those asr
eal hurts.

"Y ou were lucky," she observed, still remote.

"| suppose so." He might not be hurt, but he had certainly brought back pr
oblems that might cause more trouble than physical wounds.

"Y ou know what they think." A light nod of her head clarified who "they"
might be. "They believe that you may have made a deal with thisHerald. Y
ou sneaked out- without telling anyone-after you were warned. And you see
m to know things-"

"Know things?'

"What you said about Jeremiah and Lung."

"Y ou told them that?' He had been right in not trusting her.



"Naturally. When they started to wonder what had become of you. Believe it
or not, they were concerned. They are good people.”

"Y ou are trying to warn me, aren't you?' he asked.

"Tolet them alone! If you've made some deal, live with it. Don't involve th
"Thanks for the advice and the vote of confidence!" Nick exploded and swun
g down into the entrance of the cave. But why had he expected any other re
sponse? This was atypical Margo trick, one he had met many timesin the p
ast. He had been put in the wrong before his case had even been heard.
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But they did not cross-question him at once. Hadlett was the center of atten
tion, concern for him blotting out all else, though Jean brought Nick a bowl
of hot soup, which he ate greedily. She, of course, made more of afuss ove

r Crocker, though Nick believed she tried to make those attentions not too o
bvious.

Nick was back safely, something he would have given much to achievelast n
ight, or earlier yesterday. Now-he did not know. Though the others were wi
thin touching distance if he wished, he felt curiously detached.

But he had made no bargain. Unless-unless in following the Herald's hint h

e had somehow crossed a line between the old life and a new. Nick put down
the empty bowl, studied his hands as they rested on his knees.

They were scratched, dirty, stained with berry juice. The rest of him was pr
obably in keeping. But he was human still and not a creature of the People.
He was still hungry. But knowing the state of their supplies, Nick did not

ask for more. As he leaned over to pick up the bowl again, he saw Jeremiah.
The cat had appeared out of nowhere after the fashion of felines, and sat
watching Nick with probing intentness that could disconcert a human at times.
Nick stared back. There was some reason for the cat's singling him out, he g
uessed. What did Jeremiah want of him? If the cat could communicate, he was
not trying now. Nick disliked that cool stare, but he refused to let it ruff

le him.

"How much, Jeremiah," he asked in a whisper, "do you really know?"'

On Nick's knee, beside his hand, there was a shimmer asif the air took on s
ubstance in a small whirlpool of energy. It thickened, held so for a moment,
then vanished.

But it had been there, and Nick knew he had in that moment seen a mouse.
Jeremiah! The cat could somehow use the same energy that Nick had tapped
to free himself in the woods to materialize a representation of his most
common prey. He was astounded. That an animal could-

Answering his astonishment came a cold thrust of near anger. Jeremiah's ears
were flattened to his head, his eyes dlitted.



"Animal? Who is an animal ?'

The words did not form as such in Nick's mind, but some impulse brought th
em to the surface there. Indeed-who was an animal? In this place where all
the old certainties had been swept away, could anyone make clams that co
uld not be overturned?

Another idea came to him. Could-could Jeremiah's species (Nick tried to a

void "animal" and after all humans were animals, too) accept the Herald's
terms? Was Jeremiah now a part of Avalon even though he stayed with Mrs.
Clapp and the others?

Once more that swirl of air that was not air, the swift formation and disap
pearance of an object Nick had only an instant to sight-an apple! Then Jere
miah was- What? A spy?

Nick dismissed that at once. A guard? Against them? For them?

Jeremiah yawned, arose, and, with aflirt of histail tip, which was firm dism
issal of the whole subject, he stalked off.

"Now then." Mrs. Clapp came away from where she had settled Hadlett by the
fire, hisfeet rubbed dry and newly fashioned moccasins on them. She stood
over Nick, one of the handleless clay cupsin her hand. An aromatic steam a
rose fromit. "You drink this up! It'll roast the chill out. We want no lun

g fever hittin'."

She stood over him, in fact between him and the rest who were gathered ab
out the Vicar, while he drank. And he found her gaze as searching as Jere
miah's had been. Did she know what her cat now was?

"You're alucky lad, that indeed you are. With himself an' Barry out to hunt
you."

Her voice was sharper than Nick had heard it before. He understood that, in
her eyes, his late adventure was a disgrace, mainly because it had involved
trouble for the Vicar.

"I know." Nick tried to be meek.

"Knowin' afterward is not doin't beforehand. I'm takin' it on meto say this
-we've stayed together now for long an' we've managed. Because we think abou
t how what we do isfor al of us, not just for one. In this place you can s

et afoot wrong an' stir up trouble fast." The longer she spoke the softer h

er voice became. "There now, I've had my say. You'll hear it from the others
without doubt, but they have aright to such sayin'-they knowin' all that's
around us here. You- What in the wide world were you doin' to get that now?"
Her hand caught his, dragging it forward to bring hisridged, raw wrist into th
e full light.

"Oh, that happened when they tied me up." Nick tried to free himself from he
r hold, but she kept the grip with surprising strength.

"Raw that is-an' you could get a nasty infection. The other oneis as bad, too

. You stay right here'til I get some o' my heal powder."



Nick knew it was futile to protest. He waited and she was quickly back with
two large leaves on which was spread a greasy salve.

"Should have us some bandages, but we ain't got 'em. These |leaves work go
od though. Now hold up your hand, lad-that's the way."

She was quick and deft, and Nick soon had two green cuffs about his maltrea
ted wrists. It was not until she had finished he remembered his own first-a
id kit in the saddlebags. But already the stuff she had smeared over his ab
raded skin was drawing out the sting, and he was content with her treatment.
"Now." Mrs. Clapp tied strings of tough grass tightly enough to keep the wri
stletsin place. "Y ou keep those on today an' tonight. Then I'll have anothe

r look at 'em. Should be as good as healed. Those there herbs worked into fa
t, they've got alot of good in 'em.”

She did not go away, but stood there, her suppliesin her hands. There was
no sternness in her expression now, rather a concern that made Nick more
uncomfortable than her scolding had done.

"Y ou've had a bad time-"

He summoned a smile. "Y ou might say | deserved it."

"Nobody deserves bad, less they giveit. To my mind you're not one of those

who do. But you're young, you don't want to believe what you hear 'til you t
ry it out for yourself-"

"And," heinterrupted, "in that trying | might hurt more than myself next tim
e?'

"That | said an' meant it." Mrs. Clapp nodded. "But I'm thinkin' you're not
astupid lad. Y ou don't need no second lesson once the first has been swallo

wed down."

"I hope, Mrs. Clapp, that | shall deserve that confidence."

"Maude!" Lady Diana called, and his nurse hurried back to the group about t
he Vicar.

Nick sat down once more, his leaf-enfolded wrists before him. They thought t
hat they were safe here, perhaps they were. But with their supplies dwindlin
g they might be forced out. And he had no faith at all in the river plan. He
had not seen Stroud since their return and wondered if the Warden still sku
|ked about the site of their raft.

Stroud did not return until evening. And it was with newsto dash their fa
int hope of making use of theriver. The land was alive with bands of drif

ters and the sky with saucers whose crews preyed upon those in the open. T
he Warden had witnessed the sweeping up of two such parties, one being as

guad of men wearing British uniforms of. World War | vintage.

"Couldn't see their badges," he reported between mouthfuls of the nut-flour
cakes Mrs. Clapp had ready for him. "But | remember m' Dad had him an outf
it like that. Just a nipper | was when he had embark-leave the last time. O

ff to Turkey for the fightin', he was, an' reported missin' in action. Wen



ever had no more news of him, though Mum, she up an' tried to get some word
hard enough. They kept tellin' her after the war was over the Turks 'd hav

eto let their prisonersloose. Only after the war was over an' they did-m'’

Dad weren't one as they had any record of. Lot o' poor chaps never did get
found.

"But | remember how m' Dad looked-an' these chaps those saucer tykes netted
, they were wearin' the same sort o' gear, that I'll swear to! Could | have
gotten close to 'em maybe we might've had a chance to get together." He sh
ook his head.

"This migration and hunting has taken on unusual proportions,” the Vicar o
bserved. "Are the saucer people trying to make a clean sweep of the whole
country?"

"Well," Stroud had finished eating, "there'sthat, of course. But | don't alto
gether think that's the right of it, Vicar. We've had hunts before, but not li
kethis. | seemsto meit's more like somethin' else started all these drifter

s on the move, something up north. They're comin' down from that direction an’
they're not movin' slow at all, but pretty steady-like something was pressin’
on their tails.

"Anyway, we'd best stay in cover, do we want to stay free. The saucers are tak
in' good advantage of all this movin'. To get out on the river in plain sight

is as good as askin' to be caught.”

"Nicholas." The Vicar summoned the American. "What did Avalon say when
he warned you? Remember his exact words if you can."

Nick closed his eyes for a moment, summoning memory to provide him with t
he words Hadlett wanted to hear. He could see Avalon vividly. Now it was

asif he could hear the Herald's emotionless voice so that he need only r

epeat word for word what the other had said.

"Avaonisno man's enemy. It is aplace of peace and safety. But if one rem

ains without, then comes darkness and ill. This has happened before, the evi

| lapping at the land. Where it meets Avalon and Tara, Broceliande and Carna

c, then it laps against walls it cannot overflow. But for those without the

wallsthereis peril beyond reckoning. Alternately the evil flows and ebbs.

Thisisatime of the beginning of the flow." "Avaon?' Stroud repeated.

"The Herald." Crocker spoke up and there was silence. Nick knew they looke

d at him now, but he met no eyes save Hadlett's.

If the others accused him, and he thought that they did, that was not to be re

ad inthe Vicar's expression.

Stroud got to his feet and moved in until his weather-tanned face was not fa

r from Nick's.

"Y ou had words with the Herald now, did you?' To the Warden that fact must
be of mgor importance. "Yes," Nick replied shortly, adding no explanation.
"You was paly enough to have him give you awarnin'?' St



roud continued. All Crocker's disbelief was intensified in that red-brown f
ace. The vast moustache bristled with antagonism.

"If you mean, did | accept his offer of safety,” Nick returned, "I did not. Ho
wever, he saved my life."

"That's not the way you told it before," Crocker cut in. "Y ou got away by yo
urself-in away that took some doing, too."

"He pointed the way." Nick kept the lid on his temper, but the irritation Croc
ker could ignite in him threatened his control. "If he had not-"

"Itisall avery likely tale," Crocker snapped. "Let them listen to it-all of i
t-now. And see what they think of it!"

Hadlett nodded. "Tell them, Nicholas, from the beginning."
With the Vicar and Crocker listening, Nick could not alter his story, eveni
f he wanted to. Which now he did not, that stubborn streak in him making sur
e that they must hear it as it happened and then believe or rgject him.

Once more hetold his adventure in detail from hisfirst sight of Avalontot
he meeting with Crocker and the Vicar. He had no more interruptions, but thei
r full attention. As he finished, he waited for the voicing of disbelief, sus
picion, complete rejection.

"Y ou-you just thought-and you got that knife?' Stroud opened the examinati
on.

Nick pulled the blade in question from his belt. He had already passed ove

r to Hadlett and Crocker the other weapons dropped when the medieval band
went to their unknown fate.

"I have this."

Stroud snatched it from him, studied it carefully, and then threw it to clatte

r on the rock floor some distance away.

"There's your miracle knife," he said. "Now let's see you get it back by think
in'"
A fair enough test, Nick gave him that. He turned to face the blade. Now he
tried to set out of his mind everything but his need for the knife. He must
have it- How had he done it before? A hand-a hand to take it up- and then an
arm-

Nick concentrated on the need for the hand. But, though his mind ached under
the lash of hiswill, nothing formed in the air. No mist thickened to put for

th fingers closing about the hilt. He fought to produce that hand, but it did

not come. There was something here that had not been in the clearing, a barr
ier against which hiswill fruitlessly beat.

"I can't do it" How long he had struggled he did not know. But something here
short-circuited al his efforts. "It won't work this time."

"Because"-there was triumph in Crocker's voice-"it never did! That story was
aliefrom the start, | knew it!"
A hand grabbed Nick's shoulder with force enough to hurt and swing him arou



nd before he could fight back. Then Stroud's face thrust very closeto his.

"Y ou sold out to the Herald! Then you came back to get us. Not openly the
way Ritadid-you crawlin' worm!"

Nick tried to dodge the blow. His effort was enough so that Stroud did not

knock him out, but sent him reeling, half-dazed-to bring up against the wal

|. He was dizzy from the force of the punch, only half-aware that Hadlett h

ad stepped between them.

"Sam!" the Vicar's tone was a command, which the Warden answered with agr

owl. But he did not try to push past to be at his victim again.

"He sold out, came back to get us," Stroud said thickly. "Y ou know that, Vic

a

"Y ou are prgjudging, Sam. All of you." Hadlett spoke not only to the Warden
, but to the others who had moved in as if they were ready to join Stroud i

n whatever vengeance he proposed to take, their faces-ugly. Fear cameto li

fein Nick. He had heard of the hysteriathat gripped mobs. Was this the sa

me horror?

"Listen to me carefully, all of you," Hadlett continued. "Thisis of the upm

ost importance-not just to Nicholas and to you because you propose to mete o
ut what you conceive to be justice, but because it may also determine our fu

ture.”

He was answered by a sound, not quite words of protest, but certainly expre

ssing that. But they no longer moved forward, and Stroud dropped his ready

fist to hisside. Now the Vicar half-turned to address Nick.

"When you brought the knife to your aid you were alone?"

"As-asfar as| know." Nick tried to control his voice to steadiness.

"There was no counter power of disbelief there," Hadlett commented. "But

when you tried just now-what did you experience?"

"It was asif there were a barrier.”

"Just so. A barrier raised by disbelief. Or so | think. Do you understand that

?' He asked his question not of Nick but of the others.

Nick saw Lady Diana nod her head, reluctantly, he was sure. And Mrs. Clapp
'slipsformed a"yes." The others stood stolidly. But someone spoke from
Nick'sright.

"If we believe in him, then he can do it?"

Linda moved out. On one side of her paced Jeremiah, on the other Lung boun

ced along, his silky ears flapping.

"Nick." She did not wait for Hadlett to answer. "Nick, take my hand!"

That was no request but an order, and, without meaning to, he obeyed. Shed
rew him away from the wall, and the othersfell back to let them past. Once
more they approached the knife. But Linda did not relax her hold. Instead
she said:



"Try it again-now!"

Nick wanted to resist, but that seemed petty. Somehow, a new confidence w
as flowing into him. The knife-to move the knife-

Concentrate-see only that sliver of steel-a hand-fingersto grasp the hilt-pick
it up-

There was still the barrier, but also-a new strength flowing into him. That
came from the clasp of hands, from others-Linda-the two furred bodies at his
feet Nick had a moment of wonder and then shut that out. All he must think
of was the knife.

Once more he saw that thickening in the air. From it devel oped the ghostly
hand, building up finger by finger, not misty now-seemingly solid. From the
hand his thoughts went to an arm. That, too, appeared inch by inch, a chai

n reaching from him to the hand.

"Come!" He thought that order.

The arm shortened, drew in toward him, and with it came the hand, fingers la
ced about the knife hilt. It drew back to his feet and then was gone. The kn
ife clattered on the rock.

Linda's hand dropped from his. But it was she who rounded on the others.

"Y ou saw that!" she challenged. "And | have been under your eyes all thet
ime, | have had no dealings with Heralds! But | loaned Nick my energy to c
ombat the wall of your disbelief, and so did these two." She stooped to sc
oop up Lung, laid her hand for a moment between Jeremiah's ears.

"Do you now judge all of usliars?' she added.

"Jeremiah!" Mrs. Clapp moved forward. The cat had turned his head at her cal
|. Shelifted him as if she feared him injured in some fashion and he moved
his head to touch her cheek with his nose. Then he stiffened hisforelegs, p
ushing himself out of her hold. But he stayed beside her, rubbing against he

r skirts.

"The two of you-" Hadlett began, but Linda corrected him instantly.

"The four of usl And | believe you can al do this-but you haven't tried. Nic
k had to, to save hislife, and now you want to punish him for it!"

"Hedidit al right." The Warden picked up the knife, weighed it in hishand a
sif to assure himself that it was just what it appeared to be. "l saw it."

"Yes, hedidit," the Vicar agreed. "My dear," he spoke to Linda, "you may
be very right. We have never been put to such atest ourselves, so how coul

d we know. Are you really sure about the animals?"

Nick had regained some of the, strength the concentration had drawn out of
him. He was not as worn by it as he had been the previous tune, perhaps b
ecause the others had backed him up.

"The animals-they know-" He was puzzled-what could he say for sure that Lu
ng and Jeremiah knew? His only contact had been with the cat. Would they b
elieve Jeremiah had materialized a mouse? Asfor Lung's abilities, he had



only Linda's assurances as to those.

"They know," he began again, "alot-how much | can't say. Jeremiah can mater
ialize things." Nick again braved disbelief and told of the mouse. But he sa

id nothing about the apple, having no intention of turning against the cat t

he fury he had earlier faced himself.

"Jeremiah did that!" Mrs. Clapp gazed down. "But how-how could he, sir?' she
asked the Vicar. "He-he's acat. I've had him ever since he was born. He's ol

d Flosss last kitten. She had a bad time an' she died. | couldn't let him, t
0o-the poor mite! | got me alittle doll bottle an' fed him milk an' egg an'-
an'-Jeremiah'sacat!" She ended explosively, asif to think any differently

would mean an end to all security.

"Indeed heis, Maude." Lady Diana put her arm around the bent shoulders o

f the older woman. "But it could be that this world changes animals someh
ow. See, he'sworried about you now."

The big cat was sitting up oh his hind legs, his forepaws reaching above Mr

s. Clapp's knee, as he hooked claws in her skirt to balance himself. He ope
ned his mouth in a soft sound that was not quite a mew.

"Jeremiah!" She hunkered stiffly down on the floor to gather him into her ar
ms. Thistime he did not push against her to gain hisliberty, but butted hi

s head against her chin and sounded a rumble of purr.

"I don't care if he can do strange things," she declared a moment later. "He

wouldn't do no harm, not Jeremiah. He did good-lettin' us know that the lad w
astellin' the truth. Jeremiah's agood cat."

Hadlett and Lady Diana between them drew her to her feet, still holding Jer
emiah.

"Of course heis, Maude. And like all cats," the Vicar continued, "he doub
tless sees things in a more sensible way than do a great many humans. Don'’

t you worry about Jeremiah."

Stroud brought attention back to Nick. "Look here, mate." He held out the han
d which, fist hard, had left the darkening bruise on Nick's face. "If you wan

t to dot me one for what | gave you, you're welcometo do it. | shot off then
before | aimed. I'm willin' to say it."

Nick met the hand with hisown. "No hard feelings," he gave ready answer. "
thought no one might believe me, | hardly believed it myself. And | don't w
ant acrack at your jaw in return." He laughed alittle too loudly in relief
."What | would likeisfor you, all of you, to listen to something | have b

een thinking about-"

Whether this was the time to be frank he did not know. But they were predispo
sed in hisfavor now just because they had been so quick to misudge him. Sus
picion might rise again and he had better make his plea while they still felt
alittle guilty and ill at ease.

"And what's that?' Crocker's voice was neutral. He, Nick guessed, was not fe



eling guilt

"Just this-you heard me repeat what the Herald told me. Stroud has reported
what he saw. Y ou all know the drifters are on the move and that trouble se
ems to be coming from the north. There is only one place of real safety tha

t we know of-the city."

Nick waited for their anger to rise again. What he was suggesting was oppose
d to al their ways.

"Y ou mean-take the Herald's bargain?' Crocker asked fiercely. "l think not!
Y ou see what he's doing?' the pilot demanded of the others. "Just because he
pulled that knife across the floor doesn't mean he didn't sell out! | say h

e did-let him prove otherwise!"

They had drawn away again. Nick had made the wrong choice after al. Would
Stroud be as ready with his fists? And the Warden had a knife in hand- "How
can | proveit?' Nick countered. Stroud was not looking at him but to the

Vicar. "Best have him do that, if he wantsto, sir. It'll stop al the trou

ble-"

"Yes." Hadlett sounded tired. "If you will come with us then, Nicholas-"

He did not know what they wanted of him, but as Stroud had suggested, he w
anted the matter settled. Either they accepted him now or he would have to
clear out. And he found himsalf disliking the thought of exile very much.
Stroud and Crocker fell in behind asthe Vicar led the way into the small ca

ve they used for storage, though the supplies there now were pitifully few.
Inside Crocker spoke.

"All right. You said you'd give us proof. Strip!" "What?' Nick was confoun
ded.

"There are certain physical changes. | believe | spoke of them to you, Nicho
las," the Vicar explained. "They appear very shortly after the bargain is co
ncluded. It has been well over two days since you admittedly saw the Herald.
If you have accepted his offer, you will reveal these."

"I see." Nick began to pull off hisshirt. If they wanted proof they would get
it now.

14
There was afresh wind blowing and the morning was clear. Nick longed for b
inoculars. He had won his way this much-with Stroud he was back on one of t
he ridges above the city. They had traveled by night to reach this point, i
n spite of the Warden's reluctance.

But conditions around the cave had worsened. They were virtual prisoners th
ere as saucers clustered to prey upon the drifters. And the still hazy plan

Nick advanced, of trying to discover the secret of safety in the rainbow t
owers, had won some support. Now he was trying to line up enough cover on t
he plain ahead to give him a chance to scout closer.



Grass grew there but he judged, and Stroud agreed, that tall asthat was, it
provided no safe cover. And whether his own plan had any chance at all Nick
could not know. Only he could not stall here much longer. Let a saucer home
in tin the city as Stroud said they did at intervals and they might be pinn

ed down here for hours.

"All right, shall I try it?* Nick got to his feet. So much depended upon him
now, upon his ability to use that wild talent. He had practiced with it, but
hardly enough-

"Y ou do, or we go back," Stroud returned. "We cameto doit."

Did he believe that faced by afinal choice Nick would back down? Did he hope
for that? If he did, hisdisbelief had just the opposite effect: Nick was fo
rced into action.

The Herald.

In his mind the American built up a picture of the Herald. Then that was not
inhismind at all. He had done it! He had actually done it! Not captured the
Herald physically as he had first thought to do, but projected him-

"I got him!" Nick was exultant.

"So it looks," Stroud agreed. "But can you keep him?"

"I'll have to. Here goes-"

Nick swung down the slope. The Herald was gone, winked out when Nick no |

onger willed him. But when it counted he could produce Avalon again-he ha

d to. Stroud would remain behind, watch him into the city. They had not b

een sure whether thisillusion of the accepted guide would hold for two,

and since Nick's was the talent he went alone.

Now as he slipped and slid to more level ground he was excited, tense as on

eisbefore any testing. In away his self-confidence had grown from that m

oment in the cave when he had been able to prove that he was not atraitor

to hiskind and his power had not been fostered by surrender to the People.
Two days more he had tested it, and the others with him.

The Vicar had some ability to project, oddly enough Mrs. Clapp even more-t
hough she tired easily. Crocker firmly refused to try. His antagonismto N
ick had increased, Nick was sure, instead of diminished. The talent flared
higher in the women-Linda, Jean (though she showed the same reluctance as
Crocker), Lady Diana, could all produce some phenomena. Linda had formed

alinkage with the animals again and produced stronger and longer-abiding
illusions.

But al of them found it impossible to hold such for long. And the more one
struggled to do so, the more one's energy was exhausted. Nick was not sure
now how long he could hold the Herald, even if he could use that illusion

for akey.

He did not believe that the People were active enemies of any of the drift

ers. From Avalon's words it would seem that when refugees from Nick's worl



d refused alliance they were simply ignored.
However, if he were able to break through the invisible defense, enter the c
ity, and be discovered there as an alien, would that indifference hold? Duri
ng the past two days Nick had prevalled on the English to pool all their obs
ervations concerning the People and the city, even though they had shied awa
y from that before.
It was from the city, or cities (they had seen others), that the Herald, or He
ralds, issued. There were others of the People, such as the Green Man of the f
orest-some of these lived in water, others on the land-and these did not appea
r bound to the cities at all. Yet all were native, Hadlett thought, to thiswo
rid.
The Vicar drew, as he readily admitted, on the half-forgotten lore of his own
native country for hisidentification and evaluation of those he had seen he
re. Perhaps his guesses were of little value, but they were all he had to jud
ge by.
In addition to those of the People who seemed neutral, there were others who
were definitely a dangerous threat. But these in turn were bound to certain
baneful portions of the land. And if one avoided those sections, refused to
be drawn by such lures as the singing Nick had heard in the rain, they were
no great menace.
Nick reached the level ground. He wished he could work hisway closer to t
he city before he produced the illusion. But he had ho way of telling whet
her or not he was already under observation. He concentrated with all the
power he could summon.
Once more the Herald appeared. Nick did not try to make every detail of thei
[lusion sharply clear. It was enough that the general appearance of his"guid
e" talied with the real one. With the thing born of hiswill ahead, he start
ed at a swift pace to the towers.
Stroud had pointed out where he might expect to meet the unseen barrier, an
d he was doubly eager to reach that, to make his entrance. Y et most of his
attention must be on the phantom.
They were past the barrier point-though he could not be entirely sure, beca
use Stroud might have been mistaken. Nick refused any triumph yet. The stra
in of keeping the Herald was beginning to tell. What if he could not hold?
Would he be a prisoner on the inside of the barrier? Doggedly he fought his
own weakness, holding the necessary concentration. Then- The city-hewasi
n the city!
The transition was quick, asif the buildings had risen about him. Buildings-N
ick forgot the Herald, his need for theillusion.
There were buildings, yes, towering up and up, doors, windows, streets. Bu
t where were the people? The streets were deserted, no one walked the whit
e-and-green blocked pavement, no vehicle moved there. The doors were close



d; the windows, if they were open, still had the appearance of being shutt
ered. The walls about him had glassy surfaces as if they were indeed cryst

al, backed by some opaque material. And up and down them ran those opaline
changes of color, green, blue, yellow, red and all possible shadings betw
een.

Nick hesitated. There was no sound in the city. He could be in aruin desert
ed centuries ago. Y et this was no ruin, there was no sign of erosion, nor br
eakage, cracking-

Slowly he approached the nearest wall. He held out a hand hesitatingly so tha
t just the tips of his fingers touched its surface. Then he snatched it back
again. For what he had fingered was not cold stone or crystal, rather a subst
ance delicately warm, alive with vibration.

Energy, some form of energy was encased in the walls. That would account f
or the radiance. The whole city might be a generator or storehouse of ener
gy.

The avenue on which he stood ran straight. If Nick did not turninto any s
ideway how could he be lost? Summoning his resolution anew, Nick began to
walk forward. But it was all he could do to hold contral.

For he knew, was as certain as he was of every breath he drew, that the city

, or those who dwelt here, knew him for what he was-an interloper. Twice he
came to a stop, turned to glance behind. But no new wall had suddenly arisen
, N0 guards were in view to cut off hisretreat. The street was as silent an

d deserted as ever.

Where were the people? Had the popul ation shrunk so that only a handful liv
ed here a its heart? Or was the city really a city? Perhaps those terms fr

om his own world did not apply here. This vast site might have some entirel
y different purpose. But the Herald came from here, he had returned with th
ose who accepted Avalon. Nick had seen that happen.

He sighted ahead an open space with something standing within, flashing a bri
ghter light, so bright that it hurt Nick's eyes and he wished he had Linda's
dark glasses. To escape that he moved closer to awall, tried to look up. But
the tower rose so high it made him dizzy to attempt to seeitstip against t

he morning sky.

Now, alittle daring, Nick set hand to the door in the wall. This had a diffe
rent texture than the wall. It seemed a single slab of silvery metal. And at
close inspection Nick could see it was engraved with a pattern of many lines
in intricate design. When again he tried to touch it, there was no vibration,
but as his fingers moved along those lines he perceived a meaning sight alon
e could not give them, and they were more visible than they had been before.
There were queer beasts, some like the ones he had seen in the woods, au
nicorn among them, and creatures that were humanoid. Around them, encircl
ing them, were ribbon bands that bore marks unlike any lettering Nick kne



W.
As his fingers passed he could see them plainly for amoment or two. Then th
ey faded so they were discernible only as faint scratches.
Having tried one door he passed to the next and once more put it to the test
of touch. Again he saw pictures, though these were different in both form a
nd arrangement.
What lay behind these doors? Nick gently applied pressure. There were no vis
ible latches, locks, knobs, or any aid for their opening. And they remained
fixed, immobile, under all his strength.
L ocked doors, deserted city. Nick returned to the middle of the street and f
orged ahead. Though the belief that someone-something-was watching him held,
Nick had regained alittle confidence. He sensed no threat in this place. |
f he had violated some sanctuary then as yet those who guarded it had not ma
de up their minds whether he was a threat to their purposes or not. And the
longer they held off the more confident he felt. That in itself might bead
anger, he began to redlize.
Nick advanced resolutely toward the flashing point ahead, shading his eyest
o itsglare. So he came out into what might be the heart of the city, though
he had no way of knowing if that were so. This was an open space into which
fed five avenues, like the one he followed. The shape he could see was that
of afive-point star, one street entering at each point.
Now that he was close to that which flashed, it did not glare as much as earl
ier and he recognized its shape. For this he had seen in his own world, and t
hat it had a very ancient significance he knew.
Set up straight in the middle of the star was a giant representation of the
Egyptian ankh-the looped cross. It appeared to be fashioned, not of the cr
ystal of the towers, but of aruddy metal. And in the mid-center of the two
arms, on the arms themselves, and around the loop were shining gems. But ¢
ould those be gems? Whoever heard of precious stones of such size they coul
d not be spanned by two hands together?
It was from these that the light flashed, green, blue, white-but no red nor ye
[low. Asthose rays shot well over the level of his head, Nick judged that the
height of the ankh was equal to that of afour-or five-story building.
From it came such aforce of radiant energy that he felt dizzy, weak. He st
aggered back. Was this the source of the safety devices of the People? But
what powered it? He saw no evidence of machines. Or was it some receiver or
booster broadcaster?
Nick wavered. For the first time, stark fear broke through hiswonder. This
-this was overpowering. His skin tingled, his dizziness grew. He must get a
way.
But could he? The avenue- Somehow he managed to turn, though the gem lig
hts nearly blinded him. There- get-out-



Nick broke into a stumbling run, heading for the opening to the avenue. But
it was asif he were trying to wade through deep mud. Something sucked avi

dly at his strength, hisvery life-force. He must get away!

He stumbled, fell, but somehow pulled himself to his hands and knees and ke
pt on at a crawl. The buildings rose on either hand, he was within the aven
ue. But not far enough. And he was not going to make it-

Nick gasped, fought for breath. Now it felt asif the air about him was bein

g sucked away, that he could not get enough into his lungs-he was choking.
He lay flat, his arms outstretched above his head, his fingers still moving

feebly, trying to find some crevice between the blocks of the pavement into

which they mignt fit and draw him forward, even if only for an inch or two.
"Comel"

Had he heard that? Nick still fought to move. There were hands on his sho
ulders, he was being dragged away from the star, down the avenue, out of

the baleful influence of the ankh. He could not summon strength enough to
look up and see who-or what-had come to hisaid. Not the Herald-the Hera
|d had been his own illusion. Stroud? His thoughts were weak, slipping fr
om him. He no longer really cared who saved him.

Thetingling in his flesh faded. But he was not regaining his strength. Howev
er, the hold on him relaxed and he made a great effort to roll over so he cou
|d see his rescuer.

She did not have that misty outline of light about her this time but looked t
horoughly solid and substantial. Nor were there tears on her cheeks,

"Rita."

He must have said her name aoud. Or else, like Jeremiah, she could read his
thoughts.

"| am Rita, yes." There wasin her speech that same toneless quality that mar
ked the Herald's.

But her face was not as expressionless as Avalon's. There was concern there,
and something else. She studied him, Nick thought, as one might study atoo
| before one put it to service.

"Y ou might have died-back there. Y ou are not of the Kin." She made stateme
nts, she asked no questions.

"Are you aone here?' he asked.

"Alone?' Plainly that had startled her. She glanced from left to right and
back again, asif she saw what he could not and was astounded by his spee
ch. "Alone- why-" Then she paused. "Y ou are not of the Kin," she repeated.
"The sight is not yours. No, though you do not see, | am not alone. Why d
id you come if you would not be one with Avalon?’

"To find out what keeps the city free from attack. Y our people-they areind
anger. They need protection.”

"Thereis no danger for the Kin. Safety those others can have for the asking.



It is so. | have gone to them and they drove me out. They are blind and will
not accept sight, they are deaf and they will not hear. They-" For the first
time her voice trembled. "They will be lost because they choose it s0."
"They say that you changed."
"Y es. | have become one with the Kin. See." She went to her knees beside hi
m and laid her arm next to his, not quite touching.
Her skin was white, a dazzling white, and very smooth, without any fluff of
hair along its surface. Against it his arm was coarse, rough, browned. Shet
ook his hand in hers and the sensation of flesh meeting flesh was not as he
had known it before, but rather asif ringers and palm of sleek marble had g
rasped him.
"Thusit iswith the bodies of the Kin," Ritatold him. "That is how we go p
rotected against the weapons of the flyers, and against other dangers here.
There are evilsthat can destroy us, but those are evils native to this worl
d, and they reach usin other ways than by wounds of the body. If your peopl
e accept Avalon, then they shall become of Avalon, as| now am."
"Y ou are-hard-" Nick could not find another word for the feel of her flesh
. "Y et-when you were in the woods-I saw Linda's hand pass through your arm

Ritadid not answer him. Instead she said with the authority of one who di

d not imagine she would be disobeyed:

"Y ou have come where you cannot stay. If you accept not Avalon, then that wh
ichisof Avalon can kill. Y ou have felt the beginning of that death. Get yo

u out-this place is not for you."

She touched his forehead in much the same place as the fanatical monk had pr
essed the cross so painfully into his skin. There was a chill to her fingers

. But from them flowed into him arenewal of strength so he could stand agai
n.

"Y ou saved my life. Isthere anything | can do for you?' Always, Nick thou
ght, he would remember those tears and what lay in the eyes where that moi
sture gathered.

"What words can you use with them that | have not already spoken?' Rita aske
d. "Their fear lies so deep in them that they would kill before they will ac
cept what | offer."

He expected her to stay, but, when unable to find words to deny the truth of
what she said, Nick started away, Rita matched step with him.

"I will go out of the city. You need not trouble-"

There was atrace of asmile on her face. "To see you to the door?' she end

ed for him. "But thereis aneed. | do not know how you entered, but you, b
eing what you are, cannot win free again save that the door be opened for y
ou."

Not all the strength drained from him had returned. Nick moved slowly along



the silent, empty street. But to his companion was it either silent or empty

? He believed not. That he could see her might be because she was originally
of hiskind. Or maybe she willed it so because she still felt afaint linka

ge with those outside. She did not explain, in fact Rita did not speak again
until they reached the abrupt ending of the avenue, the beginning of the gr
assy plain.

Then again came her question delivered with authority.

"How did you enter through the barrier?"

Nick wanted to dissemble and found he could not. With her eyes upon him h
e must speak the truth.

"| followed aHerald."

"That is-impossible. Yet, | seethat it isalso the truth. But how can it be the
truth?"

"The Herald was of my imagining. | pictured him into life."

He heard a hiss of breath that was a gasp. "But you are not of the Kin! How
could you do such athing?"'

"| learned how to save my life. And it was Avalon himself who gave methe c
lue as to how it could be done. The others are trying it too-"

"No!" That was a cry which carried anote of fear. "They cannot! It meanst
heir destruction if they have not the power of the Kin. They are children p
laying with araw fury they do not understand! They must be stopped!"
"Come and tell them so," Nick returned.

"They will not listen-"

"Can you be sure? Having used this power | think that they understand moret
han they did before. The Vicar, | am sure he will listen."

"Y es, he has a degpness of heart and awidth of mind. Perhaps this can be don
e. | cannot but try again. But they must not attempt to weave the great spell

. It can kill-or summon up that which it is better not to see. Avalon has som
elifeinit that can answer one's dreamsin away to freeze the very spirit"
Nick remembered the devilish things that had besieged the party in the wood
S.

"So | have seen.”

Rita gave him along measuring look and then held out her hand.

"Let usgo.”

As her cold, smooth fingers closed about his, Rita drew him along. So linke

d they went out into the open, heading for the ridge where he had left Stro

ud on watch. Would the Warden accept Rita? Had the prejudice of the party b

een so shaken by Nick's discovery that they would listen to the one they ha

d cast out? Nick hoped so.

But he was not so sure when they did climb the ridge and Stroud was not wai

ting. Nick found the flattened grass where the Warden must havelainin hid
ing to watch him enter the city. But no one was there.



"Stroud!" Nick called, but he dared not shout as he wished.
An answer came in a croaking caw, as a bird burst up from the grass, beating
black wingsto carry it skyward. Once aoft, it circled them, still calling h
oarsely.

"He has-heisin danger!" Ritawatched the bird. "The balance has been upse
t, the force thoughts have released evil. Y ou see-" she turned fiercely on
Nick, her composure broken. "Y ou see what such meddling can do? The Dark On
es hunt, run he ever so far or fast. And he, not understanding, will lead t

hem to the rest!"

"Lead who?'

"All those of the Dark who are not bound to any place of evil. And all th

ose they can command among the sons of men! Y ou played with the power, er
ecting no safeguards. And they who do so open all doors, many of which gi
ve upon the Outer Dark. We must hurry-!"

Rita gripped hiswrist again, her grasp biting into the still tender flesh so

that Nick winced. But she did not note that as she strode forward, dragging hi
m on.

Instead of skulking under cover Rita made her way confidently along the shor
test route, heading for the cave. It would seem she had no fears of thislan

d. But Nick did not share her confidence. However, when hetried to free him
self from her hold, he found that asimpossible asif her fingers were a met

a handcuff.

He came to a stop, jerking her to a halt.

"Tell me exactly what we may be facing, what Stroud may have done, or wh
at might have happened to him."

"Do not delay us!" Deep in the eyes Rita turned upon him was an alien glow.
"He has fled-but you saw the Cor-raven where he had been. That is the creatu
re of the Dark. It was left to warn us. It so declared this was not a matter

for the Kin."

"Y et you are making it your matter," Nick pointed out.

"Yes, but that | cannot help. | am tied, heart-tied, and | have not been long
enough among the Kin that those ties are loosed. Still do | care for those o

f my old heritage. | am freein Avalon, free of choice. If | choose to go up
against the Dark, then none will step before meto say 'no.' For | choose, kn
owing what may be the price. But we waste time. Come!"

That she planned to be an ally in whatever lay ahead, Nick had no doubt no
w. And her urgency aroused his fear. He hoped that he had recovered enough
from his ordeal in the city to keep going, as she began to run and he pou
nded with her, heading for the cave and what might await them there.

15
The sky that had been so bright was now overcast. Though it was summer a chi



|| breeze blew, bringing with it afaint, sickening scent asif it passed ov

er some source of stale corruption. Ritaran easily wherever the ground was
clear enough to allow it. But Nick felt the effects of what he had faced in

the city and would have lagged behind, in spite of his efforts, had not her
hold on him lent that energy of hers.

He could see ahead the rolling hills among which was the cave. And there da
rkness gathered, clouds massed. While the air was alive, not with saucers,

but rather things that flew with flapping wings, some feathered, some of st
retched skin. There was movement on the ground, also, though Nick could not
be sure of what or who caused that for it did not show clearly.

Y et Ritatook no care in her going, asif no hint of ambush concerned her.
She was as imperviousin her attitude as the Herald had been when under att
ack from the saucer.

Before they reached the approach to the cave entrance she slowed to a halt.

About them now, though Nick could see very little, he was aware of that same
miasma of evil he had felt on the night he had been captive. A black-winged
bird, with eyes of glowing red, blazing points of fire set in afeathered s
kull, planed down straight for them, uttering a piercing cry. Nick's free ha

nd went to his belt, drew the dagger.

The bird, with a second scream, sheered away. And there was a small sound
from Rita

"Iron!" She pulled alittle away though she did not drop his hand. "Keep that
from me-you must! It will serve you, but to the Kin it is deadly."

In this dusk, which was increasing abnormally fast, her body showed the rad
iance he had seen before, her eyes were bright. There was an excitement abo
ut her asif just ahead lay an ordeal.

But he could also see that the ground, the bushes, around them were astir.

Things peered at them in menace, yet did not make the attack Nick braced hi
mself to meet. Rita still moved forward, now at a walking pace. There was a
breathless quiet about them that those skulking around did not break. Were
they real, or illusions? And if illusions, fostered by what enemy?

Ringing them around, moving with them as they advanced, were dwarfs. They

were squat of body, furred with gray hair. They turned faces grotesquely h
uman, yet so malignant of aspect as to be weapons in themselves, toward th
ose they escorted, showing teeth that were those of carnivorous beastsin

frog-wide mouths, which they opened and shut asif they spoke, or shouted,
yet there was no sound.

Behind these stalked others man-tall, specter thin, their limbs mere bones co

vered with dry and dusty skin, their hairless heads skulls. Moldy tatters clu
ng to them; they moved stiffly yet at surprising speed.

There were other things-some that might have been wolves yet had an obscen
e humanity about them, reptile forms, giant spiders-all things that might



have haunted the nightmares of generations were here given form. But these
were only the fringes of the company. And suddenly the air was split with
shouts, arrows sang.

"Hurry now!" Ritacried, "l cannot hold double protection long."

Then Nick saw that the radiance from her body had spread to enclose him. A

gainst that the arrows dashed, to fall. He heard more confused shouting. O

ther forms rushed at them, shrank from the bright mist.

There followed what could only be the crack of arifle. Nick involuntarily
ducked, but did not reach the ground as Rita's hold on him dragged him up
and on. The mist was thickening but he was sure he could see through it m

en in black uniforms. They must be passing through a small army.

Evil it was, the loathsome scent the breeze had earlier hinted at was sicken
ingly strong. It formed a choking reek. But Nick could see dimly the rocks t
hat were the outer guard of the cave.

There came the sudden chatter of a machine gun. On either side, as the bes

egers reluctantly parted to let them pass, men fell. A machine gun! Where h

ad the English obtained that?

"On!" Rita sounded breathless.

They scrambled among the rocks, up to the higher entrance. The rattle of gu
nfire was now constant, deafening- Perhaps it was turned on them. Nick did
not know. But at least nothing penetrated the barrier Rita held. Though he

could see that it was thinning.

With alast effort they tumbled into the hollow of the sentry post. The ra

diance dimmed. A man arose before Nick, aimed at him point-blank with a ha
ndgun.

"Illusion!" Ritacried. "Itisanillusion!"

Real! The death before him was real!

"No!"

Nick thought to feel the impact of the bullet, but that did not follow. The
man swung away from Mm asif he no longer existed. He was a stranger in ba

ttle dress. There were three defenders with a machine gun, aiming and firin

g a the Dark Ones. Nick stumbled after Rita, down into the cave.

"You!"

They were dl there, even Stroud, though the Warden lay upon the floor, his

coverall marked with dark stains. The rest stood as might those determined t

o fight to the end, meeting death but not capture.

It was Crocker who had cried out, his voice echoing through the cave. For t
he clatter of gunfire was now gone. Jean caught at the pilot's arm as he fa

ced Rita, his eyes wide, his hand holding one of the daggers. He might have
been warding off attack, though Rita had not moved. The glow about her was
only alingering glimmer.

"No!" That was Jean. "The gun-we have to keep the gun-"



Out of the shadows pranced Lung, heading straight to Rita. He leaped and bar
ked before her, trying with all his might to gain her attention. If the othe

rs had no welcome, it was plain the Peke did not agree. Hisjoy at her comin
g was manifest.

"Get out of herel" Crocker shook off Jean, moved toward Rita, the knife out

"Stop, Barry." The Vicar stepped between. He looked to Rita, not the pilo

t. "Why do you come?"

"Do you not remember that | was once one of you? Should | not try to aid
you now? Y ou have done that which has brought the Dark Ones; you haved
abbled in things you do not understand, to your own undoing."

"She's one of them! She wantsto get at us!" Crocker pushed against Hadlett, b
ut asif he did not quite dare to set the Vicar aside.

"I am of Avalon," shereplied. Once more her features were composed, she
looked as emotionless as the Herald. "But you have opened gates, which ar

e of the Dark Side, and you have not that in you which can close them aga

in. Y ou have used powers and you have no defense-"

"And while we talk here," that was Lady Diana, "those out there will attack

. We have to hold-"

"Your illusion?' Ritainterrupted. "But that, which you strive againgt, is

no illusion. Do you not understand? We of the Kin have our enemies. Y ou hav
e raised those. But you have not our weapons to defeat them. Look upon you-
do you not already weary? It drains the energy to build an illusion. Grante

d that you now unite to do this and with some success-but how long can you
continue? For those without are not bound by time, nor the frailties of bod
ies such as yours. They can wait and wait until you are brought down by you
r own lack of strength. And | say to you-better that you be dead than alive

at the moment they overrun you.

"Thisis the beginning of the time of the Running Dark. From all the places o
f evil will come forth that which has been lurking there. Those it enspells b
ecome wholly its creatures. Others seek to run before it-those you have seen.
And in the end it will be little better for them, for the sky hunters will t

ake them.

"But to you have come the Dark Ones ahead of time. Avalon will not protect
you, for you have refused its freedom. Put your iron to your throats, but e
ven so there are those who can pour into your bodies, inhabit them, use the

m as clothing-"

"Asyou use Rita's?' Crocker's eyes were fires of fury.

"| am Rita. | am more Ritathan | ever was before | accepted the freedom. Th
en | was as one asleep and dreaming, now | am awake-alive! Yes, | am Rita, t
hough you will not believeit. | think that you cannot, for thereisthat in

you which wants me to be the lesser. Is that not so?



"Thisday | have said to him who came with me that | was still heart-tied t

0 you. Perhaps that was true-once. When | came to you before, my once dear

friends, after my change, it was as a beggar, asking for your ams. But in

that | erred. For what have you to give me now?"

"Perhaps nothing." Hadlett, not the pilot, answered her.

She laughed. "How well you sum it up. Still-there are those here-" Rita gla
nced from one to the next. "Y ou have such courage, even if it iswrongly ro
oted. | know you all well, even these two new ones come into your company.

And, though you may not believeit, | wish you well. What | can do for you,
that | will. But | warn you-it can be but little. Y ou have not the freedom

. And what you have provoked is very strong."

"It was Avalon who gave me the first hint of using the mind power." Nick spo
ke for the first time. "If this was such awrong thing, then why did hedo i

t?'

He thought Ritalooked alittle shaken. "I do not know. The Heralds have th
eir purposes under the King. Thisis a change time-"

"So," the Vicar said, "atime of alteration may bring things out of custom t

0 pass? Logos once more faces Chaos. And you say that our strength will not
hold to protect us?"

Rita shook her head. "It cannot. We with the freedom draw from Avalon itself.
L ook-it can be thus with us." She stooped to set her hand to the floor. Unde
r her touch the rock crumbled, leaving the imprint of her fingers. "That isn
oillusion, set your hand within if you do not believe me. But itslike you ¢
annot do, for your giftissmall. Uniteif you will, as you have, and therei
sdtill alimit, for the land will not nourish you."

L ung who had been crouched at her feet, leaped up again, and she smiled at
his exuberance, laid her hand on his head, while from the shadows sped Jere
miah, wreathing about her ankles, purring so loudly they could hear. And fo
r the cat, also, Rita had atouch. When she raised her head there was afai

nt trouble on her face.

"Some can accept freedom, others choose their chains. Why isit so?"
"Because," Crocker burst out, "we are ourselves! We don't want to be change
d into-into-"

"Into what | am? But what then am |, Barry?"

"I don't know. Except that you are not Rita. And that | hate you for what yo
u have doneto her!"

"But | am Rita, the whole Rita. Fear walks with hate. Y ou hate because you
fear."

Nick saw Crocker's face go tight. A man might look so when he killed.

"Y ou see?' Rita spoke to Hadlett. "His mind is closed because he willsit s

0. We build our own walls about us. What is your wall, Vicar?"'

"My faith, Rita. | have lived with it as part of me all my life. | amapriest o



f my faith. Assuch | cannot betray it."

She bowed her head. "Y ou are blind, but your choice by your own standard
isjust. And you, Lady Diana?’

"Perhaps | can also say it isfaith-faith in the past, in what made up my life

-" She spoke slowly as if seeking the right words.

"So beit. And you, Jean? Yes, | can understand what ties you to danger and
darkness."

The other girl flushed, her mouth twisted angrily. But she did not speak, on
ly moved afraction closer to Crocker.

"Mrs. Clapp, then?' Rita continued. It was asif she must force afinal denia

| from each and every one of them in turn.

"Well-perhaps it's because I've been a churchgoin' body all m'life. If the Vic
ar thinks thisis wrong-then I'll abide by what he says."

"And you, Warden?"

"It's like Lady Diana said-you make your choice 'bout who you stand with.
That's good enough for me."

"And you?' Ritaturned now to Linda

"If one chooses Avalon, isthere any chance of returning to one's own time
and world?' the American girl asked.

"That | do not know. But | believe that the will to remain will be stronger t
han the will to return. For one becomes a part of Avaon."

"Then | guessit will be 'no'! But has Lung chosen?' Linda's eyes were now o
n the dog crouched at Rita's feet.

"ASK."

"Lung-Lung-" Linda called softly. The Peke looked at her and came, moving
slowly, but he came.

"They have their, loyalty also," Ritasaid. "He will stay with you because

he is heart-tied. Even as Jeremiah will share what comes to you, Maude Clap
p."

She was going to ask him now. Nick braced himself, because he knew what he
would answer and what would come of it. Why must he take on this burden?
He had no heart-ties, as Rita called them, yet he must go against all his
inclinations, and for no reason he could put into words.

"| stay," he said before she could ask. Ritawas frowning. "For you it is no

t the same. Y ou say the words but something more may come of this. We shall
see. However, in this much shall | aid you all now. That which waits without
is but the first wave of what comes. Use your will with mineand | shall se

t abarrier-to hold for alittle."

"We want nothing from you!" Crocker flared. "Barry, thisisfor all to decide
," the Vicar said. "I think, Rita, you mean this for our good. What say the r
est?'

Crocker and Jean shook their heads, but the others nodded in agreement. So h



aving decided, they linked their power, standing within the cave, not knowi

ng what it wrought outside, but feeling, too, the fierce surge of energy fro

m Rita.

"Thiswill not hold. It will only afford you a brief respite."

"For as much as you have given us, we thank you," Hadlett answered. "And,
my child, we wish you well."

Ritaraised her hand and traced adesign in the air that remained there for an
instant, written in pale blue fire- the ankh.

"I wish you-peace. And that none may trouble you thereafter."

Once more she wept, tears on her white cheeks. Then she turned and went fr

om them, the shining envelope of radiance closing about her so they could
not see how she disappeared.

" She wished us death!" Jean exploded. "Y ou know that," don't you-she meant
that by her 'peace'-death!”

" She wished us the best she could foresee for us." Hadlett's voice was very ti
red. "I believe she spoke the truth."

"Yes" Lady Diana agreed heavily. She did not add to that but went to stand by
the fire, staring into it.

But Linda came to Nick. "There can be away back-" she told him, an eager n

otein her voice,

"Back where?' He was hardly aware of her.

"Back to our own world."

"How do you mean?' She had his attention now.

"If we can only get out of here-back to where we came in. Once there, why c

an't we make a door and go through? If we could make soldiers and a machine
gun, as we did"-she waved to the cave entrance-"then we ought to be able t

o get back by willing hard enough- al of ustogether. Don't you see? It co
uld work-it hasto!" She ended as vehemently asif at that moment she could
see such adoor, the safe past behind it.

"Even if it would work," Nick countered, "how are we going to get back to th

eforest to try? If we leave here- do you realize what is waiting out there?
We couldn't fight our way across country-not with those things waiting for
us!”

"We can"-she was stubborn-"use illusions. Don't you see-it is all we can do.
"What is the only thing we can do?' Jean's voice, hostilein tone, cut in.

"We haveto try to get back to our own world. | was telling Nick-we can do
it! If we go back to where we first came through-to where the jeep is-then
make a door-we can go through! It's away we'll haveto try. Don't you see,
we have to!"

Her excitement grew as she talked. That she was wrong, Nick was convinced.
But to his surprise he saw an answering spark arise in Jean.



"If it would work-" The English girl drew along breath. "Yes, if that worke
d and he-we-could be free of everything here! It would be wonderful! That fo
rest isalong way from here and with all that out there-"

"We've just got to try," Linda urged. " She-Rita-you heard what she said abo
ut worse coming. If we stay here we're caught. But if we can make it back-"

"Can't doit." Crocker had been drawn to their group. "If the country was fr
ee, yes, it would be worth atry. But we can't fight our way through now."
"So we just stay here"-Lindarounded on him-"and wait to be caught by tho
se horrors? | s that what you want? There ought to be some way we can get
through.”

She looked eagerly from one to another. Perhaps in Jean she still had an al

ly, but Nick knew how impossible such atrek would be. He had come cross-co
untry under Rita's protection and he had a very good idea that had it not b
een for that he would not have lasted long no matter how stiff afight he h

ad put up. With Mrs. Clapp, the Vicar, the wounded Stroud, to slow them, th
ey would not have a chance.

"We haveto get back," Linda repeated. "I-I don't want to die. And you were
right, Jean. Ritawished us to die there at the last. She-the People won't

do any moreto help us. Well have to help ourselves and the only way ist

0 get back to our own world. Maybe-maybe you don't have to go to the place
you came through after al. Maybe we could make a gate right here!" Her wor
ds came faster and faster.

Nick walked away. He was tired with aweariness that weighed on him like a
heavy burden. He did not believe that Linda's suggestion had any hope of
realization. And he was too worn out to argue about it. He sat down on the
floor and was only aware of Mrs. Clapp when she handed him one of the woo
den bowls that held some liquid with a sharp scent.

"Get that down you, lad. It'll perk you up. An' | want you to tell me somet
hin' true-no fancying it up because I'm an old woman as should be told only
good things. I'm old enough to know that there are some things that have n

o good in'em at all. Those are made for our bearin' when the tune comes. D
0 you think there is anything we can do-you have been out an' seen it all-t

o help ourselves?"

Nick sipped the drink. It was dlightly bitter, which was in keeping with the
situation at hand. But as it dlid down his throat it brought warmth-though it
did nothing to banish the inner cold rooted in his mind and body.

"I don't think there is any more we can do than has been done. She said tha
t the Dark Powers can draw men to help them. And | saw some out there that
might be such. | don't know how long the barrier will last."

She nodded. "It is not what you've said, but all you've not. Well, there were
the good years. But you young ones-it would be fairer to you if you had had



longer. | wish Jeremiah had gone with her, an' the little dog, too. It's not

right that good beasts have to be with us." She sighed and took the empty bow
| he handed to her.

Nick longed to go and stretch himself out on his scanty bed. But who knew

when the protection Rita had raised would fail? It might be well to check

on what was happening out there.

He dragged himself to his feet and went to the entrance, pulling up to the

sentry station. No phantom, machine gun was there now. But before him, abou

t five feet away, a shimmering cloud, very visible in the gloom, made a cur

tain. If anything moved beyond he could not see.

Not that he doubted they were still there. And there they would wait until th

e curtain failed. When that happened-illusions that could not be held and-
Nick put hisarm across arock, laid his head on it, and closed his eyes. But
he could not close out his thoughts. Rita and the Herald were right; these s

tubborn English, he, Linda, were throwing away life for nothing. He did not b
elieve that Avalon was evil.

The power radiating from the ankh in the city had nearly killed him. But ther
e was nothing of evil init. It was only that he, as he now was, wastoo frai

|, too flawed a thing to hold such energy.

Now the Dark Tide swept the land. Only in the city, in those places with the
freedom of Avalon, would there be light. And those who did not accept the |
ight opened a door to the Dark. They had tried to use the gift of the light

to their own purpose, and, in that, Rita said they brought worse upon themse
lves.

But why had Avalon, the Herald, given Nick the hint that had led him to the
discovery of the power? Certainly there was a purpose in that, a test, perha
ps-wherein he had failed by the way he had made use of his discovery. It cou
|d well be.

In any event he would now have to face what lay before him and make the best
of it. Perhaps Rita was also right in wishing them a swift death as the bes

t she could offer.

Nick thought about death. Was it an end or a beginning? No one knew, only ho
ped for the best with the part of him that feared absolute extinction above

al else. Death could be peace, in such aland asthis.

"Nicholas-"

He raised his head. By the glow of the wall he could see Hadlett, though he
could not read the Vicar's expression.

"Yes, Sr?'

"Y ou were in the city, Samtold us. What isit like there?"

Wearily Nick spoke of the walls and streets, of those doors with their pictur
esthat came alive at the touch, and, finally, of the great ankh and the ener

gy that could slay when one was unprepared to face its force.



"The looped cross,” said the Vicar. "Yes, the key to eternity, as the Egyptia
ns called it when they put it into the hands of their gods. A source of energ

y that only those who have surrendered to it can absorb."

"They are not evil," Nick returned. "l have seen evil and it does not liein the
city."

"No. Itisnot evil, yet it demands the surrender of one'swill, of what oneis.
"Asis aso demanded by our own way of worship." Nick did not know from
where he had those words.

"But that is an older way, from which we turned long ago. To surrender again
to its power, Nicholas, isto betray all our own beliefs."

"Or to discover that there is only one source after al, but from it many riv
ers" Again Nick was not aware of hiswords until he uttered them.

"What did you say?' Hadlett's tone was sharp, fiercely demanding.
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Nick was not given time to answer. For, from beyond the shimmering barrie

r now came a sound he had heard before-the compelling, head-hurting summo
ns that had drawn his former captors. He clapped his handsto hisears, b

ut the sound was in his head.

Only thistime it was not so severe. Nick gritted histeeth, braced himself a
gainst obeying the summons. In the faint light he could see Hadlett doubled u
p against the rocks, his hands aso to his ears, his white head bowed.

Fight it! Nick marshalled hiswill to do that. He did not know in whose han

d was that weapon, but it was evil. Then he was aware of someone pushing pa
st him. He threw out his arm, tried to deter that other, reeled back from a
blow.

He watched Crocker head to the barrier. Behind him scrambled the others; Jea
nvery closeto the pilot; Lady Diana, her face twisted, her hands to her to
rtured ears; finally Stroud lurching along, his gait that of a drunken man,

or one so weak only intense purpose kept him going.

The four came to the barrier before Nick could move from where Crocker ha
d shoved him, passed through, to be hidden from sight. Hadlett wavered fo
rward, but this time Nick was prepared. He sprang to tackle the Vicar, be
aring the old man with him down toward the cave entrance.

Linda, Mrs. Clapp-he must stop them if he could. He pushed and pulled Hadle

tt into the cave. The torment in his head continued but he could master tha

t-he had to. Thistime he was not tied to keep him safe.

By the light within Nick saw a scene of confusion. Mrs. Clapp lay on thefl
oor, struggling to rise. Linda knelt beside her, not striving to aid her bu

t with both hands on the woman's shoulders, holding her down, while Mrs. Cl
app writhed and flung her arms abouit.



Before them crouched the two animals. Lung snarled in anger, the cat growl
ed and lashed histail. Both of them faced the women asif at any moment t
hey would join the struggle.

Linda's face was twisted with pain, her mouth ugly as she moaned and cried
out. Mrs. Clapp uttered meaningless sounds.

"Help!" Linda gasped as Nick came, pushing the staggering Vicar.

He gave Hadlett alast vigorous shove, this time taking no care, only headin
g the older man toward the interior of the cave. Then heran to Linda.

" She-mustn't-go-"

"No!" he agreed. But his help was not needed, for Mrs. Clapp with alast cry,
went limp and still.

"No!" Now the protest came from Linda. She lifted the woman's head, held it
against her, cradled in her arm, touched her face gently. "Nick she can't

be dead!"

"| don't think so. Watch her." He returned to Hadlett.

The Vicar had slumped to the floor, sat there with his legs outstretched, his
head sunk on his chest, his arms hanglng limp so his hands lay palm up on &i

ther side of his body. He was breathing in heavy gasps, but that was the only
sign of life:

The clamor without was retreating. Nick could think more clearly, relax alitt
le. The cat and the Peke were still aert, but had ceased their active objecti
on. It was asif they were to be given a breathing space.

"She's-she's alive, Nick!" Linda glanced up from her charge. "But the other
s-they went out-where?"

"I don't know."

"That was-was more of the Dark Ones' attack?"

Nick had no answer to that either. "I don't know. It was what took the drif
ters who captured me. But | never saw what caused it-only them going."
"Asthey did here." Linda settled Mrs. Clapp's head more easily against he
rarm. "l wanted to go, Nick. But Lung tripped me, jumped at me. And Jerem
iah pulled at Mrs. Clapp's skirt, tangled her up so she fell. They-both of
them-helped me think straight, know that I mustn't go-she must not. But h
ow did you and Mr. Hadlett get away, Nick?"

For the third time Nick had to admit ignorance. He only knew that, painfu

| and compelling as that sound had been, he had been able to withstand it

, not only that but somehow prevent Hadlett from being drawn also. Hefli
nched away from imagining what might have happened to the others. For thi
s moment it was enough to know that in so much they had beaten the enemy.
"Maybe because | heard it before and could not answer," he speculated. "

t may lose impact the second time around. And Hadlett was with me. He did
not move out at once, which gave me a chance to-"

"To save me, Nicholas." The Vicar slowly raised his head. His gaunt face wa



s so haggard that he might have been mortally ill. As he spoke atwitch sta
rted beneath his left eye, aflutter of skin and muscle that drew his face

into an unsightly grimace for a second. "To save me from the Devil's own wo
rk, Nicholas." He straightened and winced as if his body protested. "We mus
t not allow the others to be taken by that-that thing! They are possessed-"
"Jeremiah!" Mrs. Clapp opened her eyes, looked up into Linda's face, her
expression dazed. "Jeremiah-he jumped at me! My own old boy-he's gone m
ad!"

"No." Linda soothed her. "He wanted to save you, and he did."

The cat padded closer. Now he set both forepaws on Mrs. Clapp's breast, lea
ned down to touch her nose with the tip of his own. His tongue came out and
he gave her face a small, fastidious lick.

"Jeremiah." Mrs. Clapp lifted one hand, laid it on the cat's head. "Why-"

"To saveyou," Lindarepeated. "Just as Lung saved me, and Nick did Mr. Ha
dlett.”

"But-" Mrs. Clapp struggled to sit up and Linda aided her. The old woman
looked about. "Where're the others? Lady Diana-she was right here-and Jea
n-and Barry-"

"They have gone." It was Hadlett who answered. "And we have to do what we
can to aid them, as soon as possible."

He struggled to hisfeet asif he would go running with the same unheeding
recklessness as had taken the others. Nick moved between him and the entr
ance to the cave.

"We can't, not until we know what we're facing. It might be throwing away a
ny chance we do have to just go blindly out in the dark."

For a moment, he thought the Vicar would give him a hot argument, even tr

y to push past him. Then Hadlett's shoulders slumped and he answered dull

y

ou are right, of course, Nicholas. But we must do something."
"I intend to." That was wrenched out of Nick. Again he was being forced to
adecision he did not want to make, take a course he knew was dangerous. Th
e sound had died away, his head was free of the pain. Did that mean that th
e menace had withdrawn with the prey it had so easily snared, or only that
it had subsided to prepare for another and perhaps stronger assault? There
was no use looking for trouble in the future, he had enough facing him now.

"Not alone." The force and vigor that had always been in Hadlett's tone was
returning. "We must go together-"

"All of us," Lindabrokein, "all together."

Nick was about to protest, and then he understood that perhaps she was wis

er than he. To leave two women here alone, for he knew he could not argue

the Vicar into staying, would be utter folly. When the barrier failed the



Dark forces would overrun the cave. Linda and Mrs. Clapp would have no cha

nce at al. And what he had seen of the besiegers made Nick certain that t

hey must not face what had walked, loped, slithered out there.

Of course it was the height of stupidity to go out at al. But if he did not,

he was sure Hadlett would set off by himself, or with the women. Nick must be

as practical asthis unpractical situation allowed.

S0 he suggested that they make up packs, the heaviest to be for him and Lin

da, though both Mrs. Clapp and the Vicar insisted they shoulder their share

. And the Vicar did offer experienced advice.

"|s there any other way out-besides the one | found earlier?' Nick asked.

"Along the stream, sir-" Mrs. Clapp looked to the Vicar.

Hadlett seemed doubtful. "That is arough passage, Maude."

"Rough it may be," she answered stoutly, "but if it takes us out where those t
hings ain't watchin', won't that be for the best?"

"| suppose-" But he did not sound convinced.

"Along what stream, sir?* Nick pursued the matter.

"An underground one. We never explored it far. But thereis aplace, Sam as

sured me, where one can scramble out. | believe some distance from this-" H

e gestured at the entrance.

"All the better." Nick was alittle heartened. He would have suggested the
back entrance he had found but he was sure that neither the Vicar nor Mrs.
Clapp could make it.

If they only had in truth the machine gun of theillusion, or weapons from

their own world. He had the knife, and now he found in his saddlebags the ¢

amp knife he had ailmost forgotten. Since Hadlett had one of the daggers, he
gavethisto Linda. Iron-little enough for defense. They might as well, th

ought Nick savagely, go barehanded.

Mrs. Clapp looked about her. She had quietly stacked the wooden bowls, fo
|ded up some crudely woven mats. It was plain she believed it would be lo

ng before anyone returned here.

"A rough wild placeit is, but it's been good to us."

"Yes, Maude," Hadlett answered gently.

" Sometimes-sometimes | dream about walkin' up the walk-seein' the roses an' th

oselilies Mrs. Lansdowne at the lodge gave me the settin' of. There'sm' own

old door an' Jeremiah's sittin' on the step watchin' for me. | dream like that

, Sir. It'sasreal asreal for awhile-"

"I know, Maude. | wonder if that bomb did hit St. Michael's. Five hundred and
near fifty years-along time for a church to stand. It still stands for me."

"We got it all to remember, sir. That nobody can take away. An' you can close
your eyes sometimes, when you're restin' like, an' seeit as plain as plain.
Maybe if we went back-Sometimes | think to m'self, sir, that | seeit better
'nit really was. You can do that, you know. Like lookin' back down the years



to when one was a little maid-everything was brighter an' better then. They
ears were longer like, not all squeezed together like they seem to be now. An
' there was alot packed into every one o' 'em. Well, a clackin' tongue ain't
goin' to get me, nor anyone else, goin'. But for all its roughness, this has
been a good place. Come on, Jeremiah!"

Her speech ended on a brisk note. Linda moved closer to Nick.

"She makes me want to cry. Oh, Nick, | don't want to remember, not now. It d
oes something to me, | get to feeling wild, asif | could just run about scr
eaming, 'Let me out!" Don't you ever feel like that?"

"It depends,” he answered as he shouldered his pack, "on what you have to
go back to. Anyway there's no use looking too far ahead now. We had better
concentrate on getting out of here."

"Nick," sheinterrupted him, "what can we do-to help them? Can we even fi
nd them?"

"I doubt it. But those two"-he nodded to the Vicar helping Mrs. Clapp over t
he rough footing in a side alcove of the cave-"won't give up trying. And we
can't leavethemto do it alone."

Linda caught her lip between her teeth, frowned. "No, | can see that. Will t
hey ever admit it's hopeless? What do you think happened to the others, Nick
7!

"Y our guessis as good as mine," was the best answer he could give her. He
was trying to control imagination which was only too ready to present him w
ith horrors.

The way Hadlett guided them into was rough, and soon they had to go single
file. Lung and Jeremiah had the best of it as they padded along with far
greater ease than the two-footed humans and soon outpaced them. Linda call
ed anxiously now and then, and was always answered by asingle bark from t
he Peke.

After avery short time they hit adownward incline, dropping them well belo
w the surface of the larger cave. Twice they had to stoop, proceeding at ab
ack-aching angle. Nick's flashlight in Hadlett's hand lit up the worst of th

e obstructions.

Now they could hear the gurgle of water. And alast scramble brought them i
nto awider tunnel, one that water over the centuries must have carved for
itsalf, though the present stream running along it was much smaller than th

e space through which it passed.

"Thisway." Hadlett turned left. Nick was pleased at that. Unless he was com
pletely misled, any opening in this direction to the surface would be well a

way from the upper entrance. He wondered if the barrier there still held.

With that gone, would the enemy make afrontal attack? With no resistance t
hey could enter the cave. At that thought, Nick turned uneasily to glance o

ver his shoulder, tried to listen. But the sounds of the stream and their o



wn journey effectively cloaked what might be behind. He wished that the Pek
e and Jeremiah had remained in closer contact. The animals had a far better
range of hearing and could sound the alarm if it was needed.

Nick wanted to hurry, but he knew with Mrs. Clapp's stiff and painful legs a
nd the Vicar's age, they could push on at no better speed than this. He drew
his knife, always straining to hear any sound except that of the water and
their going.

"Here-" Hadlett flashed the light to the left. There was a break in the wal

| of the tunnel. Then the light showed the surface of the water. They must
splash through that to reach the cleft. Nick wondered how deep it was. He s
aw Jeremiah sitting on the other side. But Lung whimpered and ran to Linda,
begging to be taken up. So the Peke thought the flood too deep or had some
objection to splashing on. The cat must have jumped it Nick took warning f
rom Lung.

"Don't try to wade!" He crowded up beside the Vicar. "Give me the flashligh

t."
"Y ou noticed Lung, yes." Hadlett passed over the light.

Nick squatted on his heels. The rest had flattened against the wall of the t
unnel. He turned the light directly on the water. There were no signs of as
wift current, and it looked shallow, but he was not a trained woodsman to kn
ow. The stream might be a trap the animals knew by instinct. Yet it was too
wide for their jumping-they did not have Jeremiah's talents. It would be wad
e_

"Nick!" Linda dropped beside him. Now she swung her arm across his chest
to point upstream.

The troubling of the current was plainly visible. And that was not caused b

y some rock nearly breaking the surface, for it moved toward them. Nick han
ded her the light.

"Hold that!" He was ready with his knife. For the sight made him believe he
faced the alien.

The disturbance in the water ceased, but Nick breathed faster. That thing, w
hatever it might be, was not gone. Rather it had taken to what cover the wat
er afforded.

"Nick!" Linda's cry scaled up to near a scream, but her quick reflexes save

d them. The hand and arm flashing from beneath the water did not achieve it
s purpose. Webbed fingers grasped in vain. Linda now had the flashlight wel
| out of reach.

The American stabbed down into the water with the knife. There was aflurry

there. Then the head and shoulders of the being that had tried to rob them o

f light arose. Thiswas no human. In the first place the creature could not

be much larger than Jeremiah. Secondly it was covered with fur as might be a
n otter or seal.



It had great round eyes, a whiskered muzzle, awild tangle of coarser hair

like a mane reaching to its shoulders. The mouth opened, showing yellow fan

g-teeth. Then it snapped shut while it hissed much as might Jeremiahinar

age.

Nick advanced the blade he held. The water thing sputtered, made mewling sou

nds, but it retreated. This was one of the natives of Avalon he was sure. Bu

t it did not seem as one with the Dark forces. That it was hostile to his ki

nd was plain, but it was not strongly evil.

"Wait, lad." Mrs. Clapp came forward. "lron will keep that off, but thereis

another way also."

Nick glanced up in surprise as she fumbled in her bag and drew out a small |

ength of branch. Solemnly, asif performing someritual in the Vicar's vanis
hed St. Michael's, she recited:

"Nixie, pixie-

The water is draining,

Y our fine home awastin'.

Conies now th' cattle a-stampin’, a-trampin'.

Naught will remain.

By th' elder, by th' ash,

Begone-thrice!"

She struck the surface of the water three times with her branch.

The thing stopped in mid-hiss, watching her warily. But as she said "thrice

" it gave an eerie cry and submerged. They could see it moving at lightnin
speed upstream. Lung ran along at the edge of the water barking furiously

. while Linda called him.

Mrs. Clapp laughed. "There now, | never thought to say that in alifetime. M
' old Aunt Meg, she was a proper one-more'n my auntie she was really, 'cause
she was sister to m' great-granny. But she lived along time. A hundred 'n'
more she was before she took to her bed the last time. She had the healin’
an' the Second Sight. Folks used to go to her for wart charmin' an' the like

, 'fore it got so the young folks laughed at such.

"Aunt Meg, she could see the Gentry-that was what we called 'em in our bit o
' country in those days - though she never talked much of that. Offered me a
bite of yellow cake stuff once when | waslittle. Said it was Gentry-baked.
My Mum struck it out o' m'" hand an' beat it right into the dust when | fetc
hed it home. She said it was silly, but she knew right enough about dealin’

with the Gentry.

"That there was anixie. Auntie, she said they were mischief makers. Livein
bogs, some of them do, an' lead people astray. She learned me that spell an
' told me about usin' elder. There's nothin' like elder an' ash to stand up

to them of the Gentry asisfor mischief. Y es, she learned me that when | wa
sgoin' for the milk up to Barstows farm an' had to pass over a bit of bog



thereif | took the quick way home. | was old enough to keep m ‘tongue insid
em' teeth, an' Mum never knew. Never saw a nixie, though, not there. But |
aways kept careful watch like Auntie said to."

"Will it be back?' Linda had caught Lung and was holding him.

"Not if wedo it right." Mrs. Clapp appeared to have complete confidence in
her method of routing the water thing. "First we see just how deep thisish
ere." She used the elder branch for ameasure. " 'Bout knee-high, | would sa
"Now," she continued with authority, "we'd best take off our shoes, an' pull u
p m' skirt an' your pants. We can take a wettin' better than our clothes can,
dry off sooner, too."

"A very wise precaution.” Hadlett was already pulling off his moccasins, roll
ing up histrousers.

"An' this'-Mrs. Clapp held out the branch-"1'm goin' to stick in so." She push

ed it down into the water and it stood there upright. "That there elder is goi

Nn' to be a cover for us."

Splash across they did, though Nick kept watch for any telltale linein the w

ater that would mark the return of the nixie. He was the last across and Mrs.
Clapp yelled to him:

"Bring the wand with you, lad. Don't know when I'll get m'" hand on another

good bit of elder. Don't seem to grow too plentiful hereabouts."

He pulled the branch free, dragging it behind him through the water as an add

ed precaution against an attack, to hand it back to its owner. Mrs. Clapp fli

pped it to shake off the droplets along it and stowed it briskly away asif h

er past performance was as ordinary as eating or sleeping.

Now they climbed at a sharper angle than they had descended. It was diffic
ult for Mrs. Clapp. At times all three of them boosted or pulled. She brea

thed heavily but she never complained. Sometimes she even made some cheery
remark on their aid or her own clumsiness.

"Just ahead now. | had better turn this off." Hadlett pushed off the flash b
utton. There was instant and smothering darkness, and Nick began a protest,
but the Vicar was continuing:

"Wait until our eyes adjust. It is night out there but there should be some i

ght-moon-"

"Let melead now." Nick did not want to do that, but he certainly was not
going to stand behind two women and an older man. Something brushed past
him and he nearly cried out. Then he knew it was Jeremiah.

Nick bumped into a solid surface with considerable force and realized there

was aturn in the passage. Feeling his way with one hand, the knifeinthe o

ther, he made the turn and indeed did see apale spot ahead. "Wait," he whis
pered, "until | make sure." "Well enough,” Hadlett agreed.

Nick took it very slowly. There was too much chance of tripping, or making



some noise. If those who had besieged the other entrance to the cave had an
outpost here they could be waiting.

That short advance was one of the hardest things Nick had ever forced himse
If to do. But at last he felt the cool night air, saw moonlight. He crouche

d and listened, wishing with all his might he knew what were the natural so
unds one should expect to hear-and those that would mean trouble.

Then Nick sighted Jeremiah. The cat was in the open, his gray fur hardly
distinguishable. And from him Nick gained one of those thought messages.
There was no one threatening nearby-they had gotten free of the Dark Ones
-for now.

Nick crept back to the turn and whispered the good news. The waiting three f
ollowed him. A moment or so and they were out of the dlit into the night, st
anding under the stars, seeing the silver of the moon.

"Which way do we go now?' Linda wanted to know. She carried Lung, and Nic
k thought she did not trust the Peke not to run into some waiting danger.

"Ahead | would say." Hadlett held Nick's compass. "We should go east for a
space before we turn south. Thus perhaps we can outflank those by the cav
e

"If they are still there," Nick commented.

Having three prisoners, would they be waiting for the rest? He thought it mor
e in keeping that they would only leave a token force and be on their way wit
h their captives. If they were captives still and not-

He refused to accept what his imagination supplied. Not yet, not until they
had proof, would he believe the others dead. They might lose time by followi
ng the Vicar's suggestion, but it was a sensible one. And the more they coul

d avoid the ghastly crew he had seen the better.

Rita-had she returned to the safety of the city? She had made it clear shew
ould not come to their aid again. But that was only just. They had refused w
hat she had to offer. And what had they gained in return-the loss of half th
eir company.

"Nicholas." He turned toward that half-seen form that was Hadlett, now han
d-linked to Mrs. Clapp, who had admitted her night sight was poor. "What i
Sit?

"We are no longer alone." That was the chilling information Nick had feare
d ever since they had emerged from the cave's back door.
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Nick sensed it also-the presence, or presences-but not the evil that had b

een such afoul emanation from the Dark Ones. He heard a mewling cry from
Jeremiah.

Then once more he saw the cat. With him was Lung who must have escaped fro



m Linda. The animals stood together and before them was one of the weird f
orest beasts, larger than either, but bending its head to touch noses with
first the cat and then the Peke.

It was the one-or like it-that Nick had seen with the Green Man-the creature
Hadlett had named "enfield." In color this had a golden sheen, misted as th
e Herald and the Peopl e appeared. And that radiance made clear its fox head,
greyhound body, the taloned, eagle-like forefeet, the canine hindquarters a

nd wolf tail.

What manner of exchange passed between the animals they had no way of know
ing. However, the enfield raised its sharp-eared head and gave a cry that

was neither bay nor bark, closer to song. It was answered from the darknes

s about in various notes and tones, as if the human party was now ringed b

y strange and alien creatures.

The enfield turned its head to eye them. In its skull its eyes were small ye
llow flames. For a second out of time it studied them. Then once moreit voi
ced the call. When it was answered, it was gone, winked out as might be the
flame of a candle caught by a puff of breeze.

"What-?" Linda began shakily

But Nick knew, without words he knew.

"We have nothing to fear-from them," he said.

"The freedom of the woodlands," Hadlett added. " Perhaps we have not been gi
ven full seizing, that ancient right to estate under formal rule. But this
much-"

"I don't know what you are talking about!" Linda burst out. "What was that-t
hat thing? And, Nick, from the sound, they're al around us. What if-"

"We have nothing to fear," he repeated. "Not from them."

Could they dare to hope they had acquired an escort? Or would the unseen co
mpany of beasts merely remain neutral? He knew they were still there, thoug
h he did not sight them. And with the vanishing of the light radiating from
the enfield he could no longer see either Jeremiah or Lung.

"We'd better get on," Nick added. What he did not say was that he wanted

to see if the other company would move with them.

"Yes!" Lindawas eager to push ahead. Undoubtedly she wanted to leave the
unseen behind. "Lung," she called softly. "Here, Lung!"

The Peke came to her readily and she scooped him up, holding him asif she
feared he might be snatched from her at any moment. Then Nick felt the pu
sh of afurred body against hislegs, stooped and gathered up Jeremiah. Th

e cat wriggled up, draped his body about Nick's shoulders stole-fashion. T
he American was alittle uncomfortable under the weight, but knew that he
must be content with Jeremiah’s choice.

Guided by the compass, they went east, skirting the open where there was ne
ed. But their pace slowed. Nick knew without seeing or being told that Mrs.



Clapp was lagging, and he suspected it was little better with the Vicar. T

hey would have to rest.

When he suggested a halt there was no objection, and, using a bush growth f

or cover, they dropped to the ground. Jeremiah leaped from Nick's shoulders
to disappear. There was no measuring how far they had come, but Nick wonde
red if they should not now turn south, strive to cut across the trail of th

e missing.

Morning light would be better for a tracking attempt and he pointed this out

. To hissurprise, the Vicar agreed. They planned to keep watch, the three o

f them, alowing Mrs. Clapp full rest, turn about.

Nick volunteered for the first sentry go. The moonlight somehow appeared di
mmer and he had to depend more on his ears than his sight. He stuck the kni

fe point down between his knees, resting one hand on its hilt, and tried to
think.

There was, he believed, very little chance of them being able to rescue the
others. But that fact they would have to prove to themselves. Afterward-what
could they do? Would it be possible to slowly work their way back through a
now totally hostile world to the place they had |eft the jeep and there try
Linda's suggestion of opening areturn door? Nick thought they might try, b
ut the chances for success were close to nonexistent. What would remain then
? A harried, ever-endangered existence as the prey of either the Dark Oneso
r the saucers. Perhaps they could get as far as that farmhouse again. But th
ere was the matter of food- And lifein a continual state of apprehension wa
snolifeat all.

The English had known that at home with the air raids, the constant threat o

f invasion. Nick had read about it, but that was all very far away and long
ago. Y ou could not understand such fear until you, yourself, were forced to
live with it. And he and Linda, though the world they knew also had its viol
ence, had not had to deal directly with it before.

The best answer was still the city. But if the Vicar and Mrs. Clapp continue

d to refuse-what then?

Nick tensed, jerking the knife free. He had heard nothing, he saw nothing-b
ut there was something out there now. One of the alien animals? They had ha
d an escort from that meeting, of that Nick was fully convinced.

Now he heard a small whine. Lung came from where Linda lay. His small body
, when Nick laid hand on it, quivered asif he wished to run forth in gree

ting. Nick could sense no fear, only excitement.

There was afaint penciling of light in the air, outlining afigure. Nick aro

se to face who-or what-stood there. The light grew stronger, that figure more
solid. Nick expected Avalon. But thiswas Rital "Y ou! But-"

Then anger rosein him. "Y ou gave us avery dramatic good-bye. Why retur

n now?’



Her porcelain face was without expression. "For your purpose it will be eno
ugh that I have come at al. Those you seek have been taken by the flyers,
not the Dark Ones. If you would have them forth, seek the sky hunters."”

"Why are you telling me this?' Nick demanded. "By your own words you are

apart from us, and Avaon cares nothing for us."

"True." Now there was afaint troubling of her expression. "But if you seek
among the Dark Ones-then you shall be totally lost. | would have you save

yourselves."

"And the others?

Rita shook her head. "How can you save them? For those who have taken the
m are mightier than you can hope to be. They have weapons that are as far
beyond those you have known as yours are beyond bow, sword, and spear. T
hose they take are gone, accept that."

Nick's anger, aroused by what he could not analyze, remained steady. At this
point had Rita said the sun was bright, he would have denied it. At first h

e thought her information might be atrick. Then he was sure it was true.
"Was that sound one of their weapons?"

"Yes. It compels-draws-"

"Then why did it not take us all ?"*

"| told you-you are different. The Great Power touched you. Also he-and Ma
ude-and the girl-they, too, believe, though they deny it. Maude and Adrian
Hadlett have the old belief in their blood, their past. The girl-her dog

has given her the open door. Y ou each had a small defense against that wea
pon, and Lung and Jeremiah were fully armed. They are of Avaonin their o

wn way."

He saw now by the glow of light about her that the cat and the Peke were seat
ed at her feet, gazing up at her as if entranced. She stooped to touch finger
tip to each furred head.

"Wisein their time are these," she said.

"Wiser than we?"

"Ask that of yourself, not me."

Her glow was fading, drawing about her. Nick moved.

"Wait!"

But she made no answer. Rita was gone.

"That's agood act." Lindawas beside him. "Do you believe aword she says
o

"Yes."

"Thetroubleis, though | don't like her-in fact, if you want the absolute, d
own-to-earth truth, | think | hate her-1 believe her, too. Which means what,
Nick? Can we possibly help the othersif the saucer people have them? | don't
see any chance of doing that."

"Right now | don't either," he confessed. "They could have taken them anyw



here."

"It isnot as hopeless as it would seem.” They were both startled by the Vic

ar'svoice out of the dark. "Yes, | have been awake, saw and heard our visit

or. And | aso believe her. But, remember, we were brought to this continent
as prisoners of the saucer people. They had then a headquarters here, not t

oo far from where we were wrecked and freed. Surely any prisoners they take

will be found there."

"But we haven't a chance of getting in," Nick protested. "Ritawas right,

you know. They do have weapons beyond anything we know. They stunned those
men we saw netted. And that sound-the rays they turned on the Herald. We
have no protection against such. It's crazy to think we can get them away.

" But even as he protested, Nick knew that Hadlett would remain unconvince
d, determined to rescue the others, be that possible or impossible.

"We seem to have a partial defense against the sound." It was asif the Vi

car had heard nothing Nick said. "What was it that Ritatold you-Maude and
I, through our blood and the past-now what did she mean?* Nick thought he
asked that question of himself rather than hislisteners. "Maudeis of Su
ssex, very old Sussex. She was a Boorde before her marriage. And you heard
her speak of her great-great-aunt who had the Sight and the powers of hea
ling. Asfor me-we have been ten generations in Minton Parva, squiresor ¢
hurchmen, and | know the old ways-

"The old ways," he repeated. "Y es, Avalon, and the People, | have long hear
d of them. Iron and the Church drove them out, but they lingered for a spac
e. Perhapsin England they were in exile, perhaps they were colonists. 'The
Gentry' some called them-because they were indeed 'gentle folk' in the old
meaning of the word, fair to look on, courteous, sometimes helpful to man."
"They had their faults, too, sir." Mrs. Clapp had been roused. "They dislike
d those who spied on ‘em, an' there were them as made trouble. But they was
known, leastways to the old folks. These here flyin' people, they're differe

nt, not like us at al. If they've got 'em-Lady Diana, Barry, Sam, Miss Jean
-then how are we goin' to get them back, sir?"

It was asif her brisk question roused the Vicar from his thoughts.

"That will take some consideration, Maude."

"It will take more than consideration." Hadlett was not a man with whom to
be brusque, Nick had known that from his first meeting with the Vicar. Bu

t he would not accept some unworkable scheme now. He worried too much abou
t the powers of the saucers. Perhaps, in away, he could understand those
better so he really dreaded them more than the monsters he thought might b
eillusions, horrible as those were.

"You areright, Nicholas," the Vicar agreed. "But," he continued, "we now
know where we must search-to the north, not the south."

That he was going to be able to argue the English out of abandoning the sea



rch Nick already guessed was impossible. And to leave them-that he could no

t. It would be up to him to try to think up some telling argument, but at p
resent his mind was a blank.

What he did do was question Hadlett methodically to learn all he could of w
hat the Vicar had observed during their captivity in the saucer. That the f
lyers could stun their prey was the truth. Rendered completely helpless suc

h prisoners were loaded into the saucers and it was some time before that e
ffect wore off. When it did, they were locked into compartments meant to be
prisons.

The escape of the English party had been a fluke which might happen perhaps
once in athousand times. Some motive power of the saucer had failed and i
t crash-landed. The door to their cell had been sprung and the English had
found at |east two of their captors dead.

"Their helmets were shattered," Hadlett explained. "It is evident that they ca
nnot breathe this air without the protection of the snout-masks that are part
of their headgear. That is one advantage for us-"

A very small one, was Nick's conclusion. How were they going to break hel
mets in any battle when the enemy could stand off and ray them down? The
more he thought about it, the more he was convinced this was a suicide mi
ssion.

"Were they all killed?' Nick asked.

"Y es. Barry and Sam went back to the ship-Barry had some hope of learning
their method of flight. But al he could discover was that the ship was o
cked onto some homing device. What had caused it to crash he could not dis
cover. But the crew were all dead. They were very small-dwarfish-and their
skins blue. Barry and Sam did not have time to learn much, for they found
another machine broadcasting what Barry thought was a distress signal. We
hurried away, which was prudent, for we saw in the distance later another
saucer-perhaps hunting the wreck."

"Locked into ahoming device," Nick repeated. Then if one had accessto as
aucer it would take one to their headquarters-perhaps.

"That has some meaning for you?' the Vicar began and then added excitedly,
"But, of course, it would be the perfect way, would it not, to enter the en
emy stronghold undetected."

"The perfect way," Nick reminded him, "to walk straight into a prison and w
hatever the saucer people have ready for those they capture.”

"Perhaps, perhaps not. It isapoint to consider, Nicholas. Y es, an excellent
point to consider. Think of it thisway, my boy-if we were not altogether af
fected by their sound weapon, then it could just be we could allow ourselves
to be apparently captured, to turn the tables-as the old saying goes-on our ¢

aptors.”
Fantastic! Did hereadlly think that? It was the wildest suggestion yet. Nick's



penetration into the city was as nothing beside this.

"Could we do it?

Nick nearly rounded on Linda hotly. Somehow he had unconsciously expected he
r to support himin any trial of willsin their small party, but listento h

er now. "Could we useillusions for bait?' she continued.

Nick's annoyance faded. Though her face was only a blur in the dark he sta
red at her. Anillusion for bait? Then perhaps an ambush of the saucer? No

, It would not work-they had no weapons except their knives-

"Now that, m' dear, isright smart thinkin'. | do believe, sir, that Miss Linda
has an idea that might just work-"

"And how do we jump them when they come down with the net?' Nick raised h
Isvoicein protest. Pressure- a sharp pricking against hisleg. He excla

imed. Jeremiah had hooked his claws well into Nick, demanding attention.
"Jeremiah." Nick went to one knee, stroking the cat. "What isit?"

Foggy-like trying to see a picture through a dense mist-outlines that waver

ed back and forth, on which Nick tried to focus. Even when he concentrated,
the pictures were odd, as if he saw through eyes that were not normal, hav
ing other qualities than his own. Lung-certainly that bouncing creature was
Lung at his most exuberant. And there was the enfield, and. behind it othe

r weird, mixed things. The beasts of Avalon. Was Jeremiah promising now the
ir help?

Y es! Thought answered his unasked question.

It would be a plan of many pieces, and much would depend on luck, on attract
ing a saucer, on timing thereafter. But maybe, just maybe, they could do it.
And it was better than just blindly walking into trouble-which is what the

Vicar might well do if Nick did not produce an alternate plan.

"Sir," Nick tried to bring all his powers of persuasion to bear. "Do you t

hink a plan such as this might work?' As he continued, he thought of new d
etails, added improvements (he hoped they were improvements).

Thus it came about that hours later found them in the hot sun on the edge of
the open. Having set their plan they had rested and then, with the beasts o

f Avalon guiding, they had reached this point.

Now they were linked, men, women, dog and cat together, with an ingathering
of power. Perhaps they were again misusing that as Rita had warned. But it
was their only key. They lay in hiding, but out in the open two figures wa
|ked very dowly. There was alimit to their power of projection and Mrs. C
lapp had suggested that instead of trying to reproduce their whole party th

ey create only two illusions, that of the Vicar and herself. She and Hadlet

t had formed those figures, Nick, Linda, and the animals feeding them the s
ustaining energy.

Jeremiah and Lung were out there, pacing beside the slow-moving illusions

. There were others concealed in the tall grass. Nick had suggested such



were visible from above and there had been amusement beamed from Jeremiah
. Perhaps the beasts of Avalon had some native protection against such si
ghting.

Now-all they needed was a saucer to take the bait. How long would that tak
e? They might have to set this scene many times, for they could not hold a
ny illusion long. How-

Not long at al! A saucer burst into view in one of those instantaneous arriv
as. It swooped, to center over the staggering figures. Now! Nick gestured. T
he illusions slumped forward, lay full length. From the belly of the saucer t
he net broke, descending.

Nick could see twitching grass, the beasts were on the move. Surely the ali
ens would spot that suspicious movement! But if they did, they did not coun
ter it. It was time for him to make his own move. He was sweating, and not
from the heat of the sun. It all depended now on whether they did have any
protection against the alien weapons.

He began to run, zigzagging as he went, though that might be no protection
against attack. One of the suited crewmen was already sliding down the rope
toward the inert bodies, a second swinging out of the hatch to follow him.

Then Nick was hit by aforce from the saucer, asif afist struck him. As
planned, he gave way, falling-which was only too easy. They would think hi
m a prisoner-perhaps he was. But he summoned up the strength of will that
he had commanded in the woods. He could do this, his body was hisown to o
rder. He could move. And he did.

The grass was tall about him, hiding most of the scene around the net. Hadlet
t, Mrs. Clapp and Linda would hold the illusions of the inert figures as long
asthey could. If their plan was to succeed, they must hold until he reached
the net. He saw now one of the aliens prepare to dlip the net around the il
usion of Hadlett. Behind the suited figure the grass moved. A small gray shap
e leaped, hit the shoulders of the alien, clawing at the helmet. It wasjoine

d by aflashing creature that could only be the enfield. The other alien, par
tway down the rope, turned to reclimb.

Out of ambush arose a thing to swing up the rope with the agility of its monk
ey body. Y et on its shoulders was an owl's head. With no difficulty at all it
caught up with the alien, scrambling over his body, so the suited figure los

t hold and fell back and down.

Nick was under the shadow of the saucer. The longer he had fought the forc

e that tied hislimbs, the easier it became to move. He reached the net. H

ow many crewmen were still in the saucer? The owl-monkey scuttled over the
ground leaving a crumpled body behind. The net was now burdened by a numb
er of the beasts, weighting it down. With any luck at all they should anch

or the saucer.



Up! Nick caught at the rope ladder. But the owl-monkey was before him, spr
inging up asif thiswas astairway. Asit went, its outline blurred, it b

ecame one of the suited aliens. Nick began to climb. Was the party in hidi

ng successful also? Was he now in the likeness of a helmeted dwarf? Up and
up-he hardly dared believe he had made it this far. Now he was through th

e hatch, the owl-monkey-alien disappearing through a door beyond. Behind N
ick came Jeremiah, able to use his claws on the ropeway.

Nick hurried after the beast. His impetus carried him into the control cab

in of the saucer. Flame flashed, outlined the owl-monkey whose illusion ha

d vanished. But the creature was as untouched as the Herald under the rayi

ng. Nick leaped-there were only two aliens, and the owl-monkey had beaten
down the weapon of one, bearing him down into the seat from which he had h
af-risen.

With a crash Nick met the other alien, carrying the smaller figure back aga
inst the wall of the cabin. At the shock of being slammed against it, the a

lien went limp. Nick held him for amoment, making sure he was harmless. Th
en Jeremiah landed on the suited form, his snarling face pressed against th

e surface of the helmet. The eyes of the being inside were closed.

His fellow crewman was still struggling feebly but uselessly with the owl-m
onkey who proceeded to draw him back to the door opening into the hatch spa
ce. Nick, apprehensive, searched the ship. But the four beings they had alr
eady taken were the entire crew. Nick was shaking alittle from reaction, u
nable to believe they had done this thing.

Now he feared that the saucer might as suddenly vanish with him. Thetwo a
iens, both still aive, Nick thought, were lowered to the ground. Of the tw

o who had been with the net, one was dead with a cracked helmet, the other
aprisoner. Nick could not kill in cold blood, but to maroon them in the op

en country, prisoners of the beasts, unable to summon help, was the answer.
And the sooner he got his own party on board, the better.

Hadlett and Linda could climb. But they activated the net to raise Mrs. Cla
pp and Lung. Once that was inboard the hatch snapped shut of its own accord
, and the saucer quivered to life.

Nick ran for the control cabin, forced hislarger body into one of the seat

s. He could not hope to use any of the levers and buttons before him. Like

it or not they were on their way, locked into an enemy craft, their destina

tion unknown. And now that he had time, he began to worry again. Their amaz
ing good fortune with the ambush could not continue to hold forever.
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"Thisisour chance!" Lindatried to fit herself into the narrow neighboring se
al.
"Our chance to do what?' Nick had prowled the saucer ship twice. He made s



evera finds of what might be weapons, but he dared not experiment with th
em inside the cabin. The only chance he could see was one so hedged by thr
eats it was nearer to an invitation to disaster.

"To get back to our own world." She was impatient. " These saucers must go
through. People have seen them back there. We have only to learn how, th
en we're home!"

"That learning how," Nick pointed out, "might take some time. Time we don
't have. When this lands-"

"We can useillusions again." Linda dismissed such details as unimportant, h
er own goal thereal one.

"Y ou mean, we hope we can." Nick found the flight pattern of the saucer ma
de him queasy, he wanted nothing more than to be free of the alien ship.
"We can. And we can get back, too!" Her optimism remained high.

"Y ou're forgetting the time factor, aren't you?"

"What time factor?"

"These others-they thought they had only been here afew years. But it's
been thirty. How long have we been here-days-a week-1've not counted. But
how long have we been away?'

What had happened back in the world of the Cut-Off? How long before the

y had been missed and the search begun? What about Dad and Margo? Who h
ad been hunting Linda? She had said no more about her past than he had.
Who was missing her?

"Nick-" Her eagerness was gone, he might have struck her in the face. "Do y
ou think- But it couldn't be! We can't have been gone months, we can't!"

He could give her no reassurance. Before, he had not really considered that
point asit applied to himself or Linda. But now Nick faced it squarely and

found that he really did not greatly care. All that had happened before thei

r arrival in the forest seemed to be the past of another person and have ver

y little meaning for the Nick Shaw that now was.

"Dave-" Linda stared ahead of her. "What will Dave do? What will he think
o

"Who's Dave?"'

"My father, David. HE's with NASA-on the Cape. | was staying with Aunt Peg
for avacation. But there's just Dave and me-we're afamily!"

Linda hunched down in the seat her body did not adjust to. "Nick, we've go

t to get back. And the saucer people must know how."

"First thingsfirst-" Nick had only gotten that far, not knowing how he coul

d make her see the impossibility of what she wanted, when the saucer began a
vertical descent.

They had reached whatever goal had been set. Nick had had no control over

that flight. Now it must be tested whether he had any defense over what th
ey might encounter outside.



With ahardly perceptible jar the ship touched down and the vibration of its
life ceased. Nick headed back to the area about the hatch. They had made th
e best plan they could and at |east they would have surprise on their side.

Again he was to have the active part. The rest, using their combined conce
ntration, would back him. Asthe side of the saucer now opened slowly to f
orm aramp, Nick drew a deep breath and walked forward.

He could not tell if his protecting illusion was in force, if he would indee

d appear to anyone outside as a normal alien crewman. What he could see ahea
d was not too reassuring. There another of the saucer ships rested on stilt-
legs, its ramp down. To the right was a section of ground in which huddled a
group of drifters. Nick could see no walls, yet none made an effort to esca
pe even though there were no visible guards.

To cross the space between the ship and the captives was an ordeal. Nick ex
pected any moment to be challenged, or else ssimply rayed down. He studied t
he prisoners, tried to understand what kept them there.

Some distance beyond the captives atall pole arose into the sky from a broa

d earth base. At itstip sprouted two fan shapes fashioned of glittering wir

es stretched over frames. Even as Nick sighted them they moved, the fans wav
ing slowly upward until they joined above the tip of the supporting pole. Al

ong the wires glowed light, deepening to afiery red.

The air about Nick tingled with energy. It was like and yet unlike the bro

adcast of the ankh. Nick knew, without understanding why or how, some vast
power was at work.

Now he saw those who controlled it. There were six of the suited aliens clus

tered about the base of the pole. What they might be doing there did not mat

ter, the fact that they were so engrossed by it did, giving Nick aslender ¢
hance.

"Those we seek-there-" An impression from Jeremiah on hisright side. Lung

was to his | eft.

"Can't go through-awall ahead-" For the first time he also caught the Peke's
thought

Nick walked forward with caution. Jeremiah moved before him, stopped, as if
his nose touched an unseen barrier. A force field? One of the aliens need

only look up- see him investigating it-

Though Nick put out his hand to touch what the animals said was there, he fe
It nothing-save that a bolt of energy nearly rocked him from his feet. With

that how could the captives hope to escape? And how could he and his party h

ope in turn to reach them? If he knew how to control the ship perhapsthey c

ould lift it and drop it on the other side of the barrier. But that was beyo

nd his skill.

The prisoners noticed him. He saw facesturn in his direction. Two of the dis
heveled figures got to their feet- Crocker and Jean. Did they see him as hims



elf, or did the alien illusion hold?

II1usion-some wisp of thought he could not pin down exactly. What had Hadl
ett earlier said-that the illusions a man could produce were born out of h

is own particular thoughts and fears, that those from the medieval period
who had taken him prisoner had seen the demons and devils of their own tim
e. Demons and devils-what would be the demons and devils of the aliens? I
he only knew more! Nick felt bound and helpless, with weapons just out of
his reach, as he had been in the camp when he had first used the freedom

of mind. He had no guide, no way of knowing what would serve as the proper
demons and devils to evoke here.

Into his mind flashed a memory-that of the Herald riding unconcernedly alon
g under the attack of the saucer. But he was no Herald, nor could he, Nick
was sure, take on the seeming of one himself, even though he could create t
he image of one for a short space. He sensed that the Herald was too much o
f Avalon to be used here in human counterfeit. Also if this place was of Av
alon, what had it to hold for these who were not subject to the People or t
heir powers? What other fear or threat could he summon? Wait-there had been
that time when another flyer of a different shape had attacked the saucer-
The cigar ship! Demons and devils! But could they produce that as an illusi
on?

In the prison compound Jean and Crocker were aiding Stroud to his feet with
the help of Lady Diana. If Nick wasright in his surmise he would have to
drop hisown cover, give all power to theillusion.

"Join!" Nick sent the message to Jeremiah in the linkage he could not hold di
rect with hisown kind. The big cat crouched, histail tip quivering asif he
stalked prey. He did not glance at Nick but the man felt his message was rec
eived.

L ung bolted, skimming back to the ramp of the saucer. How long did they hav
e? Nick fastened his attention on the sky above that pole, tried to draw th
ere the demon of the aliens-one of the cigar-shaped ships.

He-his message had gone through! Jeremiah-Lung- those in the ship behind h
im understood. There was the enemy that the aliens knew, hovering over the
ir source of energy. He heard no sounds from the crew working below, but s
aw them freeze for amoment and then scatter, heading toward positionsin
the grass. They were about to defend their post desperately, asif it were
paramount to their existence.

In his hand Nick held one of the weapons from the ship. It was arod about the
length of his forearm, with two buttons at one end. Being hollow in part he e
guated it with some type of gun. What it might do he had no idea, nor even if
he could fireit. But the action of the alienswas a clue. If the fan-pole was

so important, for they were firing rays into the hovering illusion to protect

it, then if he could destroy it....



Nick began to run. There was shouting from the prisoner pen, but he paid no
attention. The pole was the important thing now. He came to a halt, raised t
he rod and took a chance, pushing the nearest button with his forefinger, ai
ming at the fans overhead.
He thought he had failed. There was no trace that the weapon had fired. The
n-
The red glow of the wires above flashed an eye-searing white!
Nick flung hisarm over his eyes. Was he blinded? And that roaring-enough
to deafen one. The ground shook under him, rolled asif solid earth had va
nished. He staggered around blindly, trying to head away from that holocau
st, back to the ship. But where was the ship?
He was finding it hard to breathe, asif the air was being drained away. Th
en he was crawling through aworld afire. This might be the ancient Hell of
humankind-
Nick lay on the still trembling ground, pressed against it by aforce like
amassive fist weighing upon his back. He was being crushed and he thought
he cried out feebly. Then came darkness in which the fires of Hell were que
nched.
The ankh stood tall, glowing. From it streamed light, reaching out and out,
and under that light was peace. The fan-pole stood and glowed balefully, it
drew upon the life-force of Avalon, and the peace was broken. Things crept o
ut of ancient places of the Dark to walk the land again.
Peace fled before the power of the pole, before the Dark, withdrawing into
the city, into those places wherein Avalon nursed full strength. To and fro
were harried those who were neither of the light nor the Dark-but were pre
y-Little things, fleeing without purpose, pursued and attacked by their own
fears made manifest and given foul life. They were blind to all but what t
hey unknowingly summoned to their own torment.
The balance was disturbed. In the cities gathered the People. Rita, those o
thers who had accepted Avalon. There stood the Herald who bore the name of
this land, and behind him his four pursuivants, Oak and Apple, Thorn and El
der, each wearing the badge of his naming. To the fore of them all was Logo
s King-of-Arms. He was might, clad not in the brilliant tabard of a Herald,
but in arobe of dark blue over which ran runesin silver that twisted, -t
urned, formed words of deep wisdom, and then dissolved to form again. In hi
s hands was a great sword, point down into the soil of Avalon from whose me
talsit had long ago been wrought. Up the blade of that sword were also run
es. But these were fixed for all time, set in the metal by aforging of pow
er in ways now long forgotten, even in aworld where time meant little.
Two hands held the sword erect: wide shoulders held proud and straight, an
d above them a head- The face of one who could summon storms, bind wind an
d water to hiswill, yet who disdained to take power for his own de-sires.



Silver hair, bright as the crawling runes. There was a hame for thisKing
, avery old name that Avalon knew, which was legend also in another world

Merlin.

Now the Logos King-of-Arms faced outward from the city. His hands moved, up
rooted the sword, raised its mighty weight with ease, pointing it out at he

art level. His lips moved, but whatever words he spoke did not issue forth

as sound-they were not for the hearing of lesser men or spirits.

The aliens fan-pole lashed out with scarlet fire, which brought black smoke
that settled to stain the land. Where those stains grew so did the Dark One

s spread, creeping toward the cities. And the drawing of the alien power wea
kened that of Avalon, so that life under it withered and lessened.

But-

There was aflare of force, so great that all that could be seen was swallo

wed up. All was red and then white. The world was gone, sight was gone. The
re was nothing.

"Nothing-nothing-" Nick heard that. Understanding returned sluggishly. "No

thing-nothing-" His own voice was repeating that.

He-he was Nick Shaw-and he was alive. But he did not want to open his eyes
and see again the awful nothingness that had been the end of Avalon. How
could he still live when all else, even aworld, was dead?

"All dead-" He put this thought into words.

"No!"

He had not said that. Who was here? Who had escaped the end of Avalon?
"Who-?" he asked.

"Nick! Nick, please, look at me!" Someone-who?

"Who?' he repeated. He was not sure he cared, he was so tired-so very tired

. Avalon was gone. In him there welled avast sorrow. He could feel tearsi

n his eyes, squeezing out under the lids he would not raise. He had not cri

ed for along, long time-Men did not cry, men could not cry. They could hur
t as he was hurting, but they must not cry.

"Nick! Please, can't you help him. Do something-?"

"Thereis only what he can do for himself."

He had heard that voice before, long ago. In Avalon. But Avalon was gone.
He had seen it die. No-worse, it had been his act that had finished it. Ni

ck began to fit together painfully this scrap of memory and that, to form

an ugly picture. He had fired upon the fan-pole with the alien weapon. The
re had been avast explosion of power. And there had been the Logos King-M
erlin-with the sword. But the blasting of the fan-pole must have overbalan
ced the energies on which Avalon existed. Avalon was gone and where he mig
ht be now Nick neither knew nor cared.

"Nick!" Hands were laid on him, their shaking hurt, but the pain of his body



was less than that of his spirit, the knowledge of what he had unwittingly

done.

"Open your eyes, see, Nick, see!”

He opened them. As he thought, there was nothing, nothing at all.

"There is nothing. Avalon isgone," he said into that emptiness.

"What is he talking about? |s he-is he blind?' There was dread in that voice
from nothingness.

"Heisblind in hisown way." Again that other voice from the past.

The Herald! Avalon! But the land was gone, erased into nothingness. How did
the Herald still exist?

"Avalon, Tara, Broceliande, Carnac-" Nick said over those names that had
once had great meaning and that he had rendered meaningless. "Oak and A
pple, Elder, Thorn, and the Logos King-gone."

"He-he doesn't know what heis saying-" The first voice choked asif someo
ne struggled against crying. "What has happened to him?"

"He believes, and to him what he believesis," Avalon replied.

"You are Avalon," Nick said slowly. "But that is not true-for Avalonis go
ne. Am | dead?' There was no fear in him now. Perhaps death was this-this
nothingness.

"No, of course not! Nick-Please don't be like this! Oh, you can help him. |
know you could if you would."

"He must believe."

"Nick, listen!" Someone was so close to him he could feel a stir of breath
against his cheek. Breath was life-so that other must be alive. But how cou
|d one live in nothingness? "Nick, you are here with us. Y ou somehow blew u
p that power standard, or whatever it was. And then- everything just happen
ed. The prisoners were able to get out. And the aliens all died. Barry says
the backlash of power did it. Their saucers were blown open. Then-then the
Herald came, Nick, you must see!”

Something stirred in him. Thiswas Linda. He could give a name to her voice
. Linda and Avalon were here with him. He could feel her touch as she held
his head against her, he could even hear the beating of her heart. A beatin

g heart waslife also.

And if Avalon existed for Linda, how could it be gone for him? Once more
he opened his eyes on nothingness. But there should be no nothingness-the
re should be Avalon!

Nick drew upon hiswill of concentration. Avalon-let Avalon be!

Sight did not return as it had gone in aburst of fierce light-but slowly. H

e saw first shadows darkening the blank white of that place into which he ha
d been exiled by his own desperate act. Then those shadows took on substance
. There were figures. As he had concentrated on creating illusion, so he con
centrated now on the return of aworld. Was this an illusion a'so? No, he mu



st not give room to such a doubt.

There was Linda, watching, concern on her face, in her touch as she supporte
d him. There was Jeremiah, unblinking eyes regarding him, and beyond, standi
ng, so he had to raise his head a fraction to see the better, the blaze of ¢

olor that was the Herald.

Brighter, sharper, more real with every moment, the world came back. Had he
indeed lost his sight so that it bad made him believe he had lost all elsei

nto the bargain?

Nick did not know. All he cared about was that he had been wrong.

He was lying, he discovered, at the edge of what must have been a battlefield

for forces, not men. Facing him, one of the saucers had flipped from stilt f
eet to its side, part of it plowed in a degp gash into the earth. The sight o
f that tore his mind from his deep self-consciousness to think of the others.

He freed himself from Linda's hold, struggled to sit-up and look around.
Lindawas safe, and Jeremiah, and Lung, for the Peke was pressed close to th
egirl asif he feared they might be parted. But Hadlett, Mrs. Clapp-the pri
sonersin the pen-?

"The others," he demanded of Linda. "How are the others?"

She did not answer at once, only looked distressed.

"The Vicar-Mrs. Clapp?' What of those two who had shared this last advent
ure?

"Over-over there." She put out a hand to restrain him. But Nick pushed it as
ide and somehow got to hisfeet,

"Over there" was by the second saucer. There was arent in its upper surfac
g, its landing ramp was twisted. At the foot of it he saw Crocker and Jean.

Mrs. Clapp and Lady Diana were on their knees beside someone stretched on
the ground. Nick began to walk, though he felt very lightheaded and dizzy.
"Nick!" Lindawas beside him. Before he could resist she had caught his arm,
drawn it about her shoulders, steadying him. He did not try to push her awa
y thistime. If her help could bring him to the others sooner he accepted it

He covered the gap, stood with Linda's support, looking down at the Vicar. H
adlett's eyes were open and when he saw Nick he smiled. "St. George," he sai
d, "and St. Michael are supposed to be the warriors. | have never heard it o

f St. Nicholas that he went into battle, but rather that he was a giver of g

ifts."

Nick went to hisknees. "Sir-" Until that moment he had not realized, thoug

h perhaps he had dimly suspected, how close were histies with this man. He
art-ties Rita had called them. Now he could feel why.

"Y ou won for us, Nicholas. And"-Hadlett turned his head just afraction in Mr
s. Clapp's hold-"I think it was perhaps a notable victory indeed. Have | the
right of it, sir?"



Nick realized then that the Vicar spoke to someone he-hind, and he turned h
isown head to see that the Herald had followed them. -

"He has won the freedom of Avalon, and not for himself alone.”

"There was a danger then for you aswell as us," Hadlett said. "Y et we wer

enot alies-"

"Only in part. Avalon hasits laws, which are not the laws of men."

Hadlett nodded, a fractional movement of his head. "That was-" He paused an
d there was a struggle on his face. "That was the truth that | had to abide

by. Good may govern Avaon-but it is not-my-good-" A red bubble formed in
the corner of his mouth. It broke and atrickle of scarlet came from it.

Nick turned on the Herald. "Help him!"

"No, Nicholas." It was not Avalon, but Hadlett who answered. 'To every man
his own season. And the season passes. Y ou and |"-again it was Avalon he
addressed- "know that. It is given few men to find peace. | am-content. Yo

u told me once, Nicholas, that there might be many rivers from a single so
urce. That is aso the truth, but we each choose our own. Now, let me ente

r into my own peace in my own time."
What he repeated thereafter were the words of his own priesthood and belief,
the belief he might not surrender to Avalon. Nick could not listen. It was
too unfair. The Vicar had given freely, and what came in return?

He pulled loose from Linda, moved away from the others, steadying himself w
ith one hand against the bent support of the wrecked saucer. Before him str
etched the open land with a crater rimmed in glassy dlag to mark the site o

f the pole. Had that operated the gateway to the aliens' own world? If so |

t was closed, perhaps forever.
What would happen to him and his companions now? Would the Dark Tide Rita
and the Herald warned of continue to flow? Or had his vision, dream, whate
ver it might have been, held the truth-that it was the force of the aliens

that stimulated and released the Dark Ones, built up their power to sprea

d over the land?

"Nick?"

He did not ook around.

"Y ou won't get back through any way of theirs now!" He struck out at her vo
ice.

"No." But she did not sound crushed.

Nick turned his head. Linda stood there in worn and bedraggled clothing, her
hair loose about her shoulders, araw scratch on her cheek, Lung in her arm
s, asif he were now the only treasure she could ever so hold. She looked fo
rlorn, lost.

"I hope-I hope Dave-" Her voice broke. "No-" She backed away as Nick took a
step toward her. "Don't- don't try to tell me- We won't go back, ever. After
awhile we're going to forget, | think. The past will all seem adream. Mayb



e, Nick, | shall accept Avalon. | must! If | don't-1'll keep on remembering

and that | cannot live with!"

"And what about them?" Nick gestured toward the others.

"The Vicar-he's gone, Nick." Tears spilled down her cheeks and she made n

0 move to wipe them away. "And the rest-the Warden was killed in the back
lash, as you might have been, Nick-as | thought you were at first." There

was fear and horror in her eyes now. "The others-they know now what they
must do. And you, Nick?"

"| always knew-after the city. There can be only one way of truelifein A
valon. If we would be any more than those miserable human animals| saw in
the woods, we must choose that."

He held out his hand, and Linda, cradling Lung against her with her other arm
, let her fingers be enclosed in his. Together they started back. After all,

Nick thought, in this choice the giving was not so much his. What he received
was far the greater.
Avalon the Herald waited for them, the radiance about him very gloriousin
deed.



